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      No power, no electronics, no way out.

      When the world descends into anarchy on an idyllic island, who will survive?

      Tech-savvy Elna is determined to bring her family’s vineyard into the twenty-first century. Located on its own private island, Elna hopes her resourcefulness will finally earn her father’s respect and keep visitors flocking to their idyllic retreat.

      But her ambitions are shattered when a catastrophic EMP attack descends on North America. With only a brief warning before the missile strikes, Elna and her father soon realize they are marooned on their island with a group of unusual guests.

      With no power, electricity and little chance of reaching the mainland, life in paradise quickly sours. Food and water is growing scarce; they have no access to medical supplies; and they have no idea what’s happening in the world outside of their island vineyard.

      They must find a way to unify as a group—fast. But when an unexpected assailant threatens their lives, Elna’s father goes missing, and another guest is gravely injured, Elna's wits are put to the test.

      A journey to the mainland won’t be easy, and even if they make it there’s no way of knowing what dangers could lie in store for them. But staying on the island is becoming less viable with every passing day. In a world where law and reason have descended into post-apocalyptic anarchy, survival of the fittest reigns supreme...
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      Elna loved walking the orderly rows of their vineyard, where the trellis posts and tops of the wires seemed to stand at attention as she passed, like soldiers at inspection. There was a beautiful simplicity in it, though she knew there was a complex and exacting science behind the design—which made her love it all the more.

      It was, in her opinion, the perfect time of day, with the sun burnishing the distant waves and casting long shadows over the island. It made the tasting room—a faux-rustic building, all aged oak and sturdy beams—seem almost to glow. The vineyard was on a slight slope, and as she worked the rows with her pruning shears, constantly kneeling, squatting, and standing, she felt the growing stiffness in her shoulders and legs.

      As she often did when she worked alone, she had her earbuds in and was currently listening—well, half-listening—to a rather dull NPR interview on her phone. She preferred talk to music. It gave the restless part of her mind—the part that needed to think, consider, solve—something to focus on when she was doing repetitive tasks.

      She had just rounded a bend and turned into the last row of vines when the interview abruptly cut off. After a moment of silence, there was a harsh squawk, and then a different voice cut in. Elna reached up to remove the earbuds, but just as her finger touched the wire, the new speaker’s words caught her attention.

      “Breaking news. NORAD has issued a high priority warning confirming that missiles have been launched from multiple locations in the Korean peninsula, some of which are thought to be EMP missiles. According to the warning, EMP missiles work by detonating in the atmosphere. The intent is to disable electronics. The missiles were launched five minutes ago. Interceptor missiles have been launched in an attempt to minimize the attack, but this is”—the speaker’s voice cracked—”this is a massive attack involving dozens of missiles that could…potentially impact the whole of North America.”

      Elna rose, the pruning shears slipping from her grasp. Was this some sort of War of the Worlds hoax? It had to be. How was such a strike even possible? Wouldn’t they have known about the threat long before the missiles were launched?

      “It can’t be,” she muttered. But some deeper, more analytical part of her mind responded: Of course, it can.

      “Anyone listening to this broadcast is advised to seek shelter immediately,” the voice continued. “We will provide more information as it becomes available. Again, we have confirmed an EMP missile strike targeting the U.S. from multiple positions in the Korean peninsula. If you are hearing this broadcast, take shelter immediately.”

      Elna looked to the west. She had a clear view down a gradual slope toward the water’s edge. If the U.S. military was launching a counter-strike, would she see something? It was unlikely, but she scanned the cloudless sky for a few seconds anyway until the bright sun forced her to turn away. The voice in her ears was repeating the same message, so she pulled the earbuds out and tucked them into her shirt pocket.

      What’s the speed of an intercontinental EMP missile anyway? she wondered, heart racing. How much time do we have?

      Questions she intended to address, but first her father needed to know what was happening. Faintly, she heard voices coming from inside the building—a burst of laughter followed by the deep voice of her father. Elna hurried up the slope toward the back door. As she did, she put one of the earbuds back in. A different voice was sharing the same information, as if the first speaker had been overcome with emotion and had to step away.

      As she passed beneath the awning at the back of the building and reached for the polished brass door handle, the endless voice in her ear offered a new vital bit of information.

      “Estimated flight time for the first missiles is just over thirty minutes,” the speaker said. “Homeland Security is telling people to prepare for prolonged power outages and interruption of services.”

      Elna repeated the information as she stepped inside the tasting room. “Estimated flight time,” she said, thinking out loud, “just over thirty minutes. But the news is probably a few minutes behind, and five minutes had already passed. How much time does that leave us?”

      Her self-talk drew the attention of everyone in the room. The tasting room was a large open space dominated by an L-shaped bar of polished oak. A few decorative barrels were scattered about, but otherwise, the room was largely unadorned. At the moment, her father was behind the bar, frozen in mid-pour, with three guests sitting on stools before their wine glasses. George Pasqualee was wiry like his daughter, but he had a protruding gut—the consequence of a fondness for enjoying the family product. His face was craggy, had a perpetual reddish tinge, and he maintained a generous, well-groomed mustache. His warm-brown eyes turned toward her with concern.

      “Elna? What is it?” he asked as he set the bottle down.

      “Pop, turn on the news right now,” Elna said, trying to ignore Selene Bondere’s gaze. Elna had met each of the current guests already, and if there was one she’d taken a disliking to, it was Selene. “This is bad. Really bad.” She pointed at a small TV hanging in the corner behind the bar. “You have to hear it for yourselves.”

      Selene turned to look at her, startled and seemingly ready to flee the room. In her loose floral-print dress, her brand-new Birkenstocks, Selene was the quintessential New Age faux-hippie, a wannabe flower child who worked as a fortune teller. At least, that was Elna’s read of her. Her age was impossible to gauge. The combination of big cheeks with a lined forehead made her seem both childlike and weathered with age. She had big brown eyes, but crow’s feet sprang from the outer corners.

      As always, the woman had her tiny white Bichon Frise dog tucked in the crook of her right arm and the little dog yelped as she tightened her arm reflexively around him. Selene’s profession alone went against everything Elna believed in, but under the “peace and love” vibe, there was a deep anxiety or fear that showed in the tightness of her facial features.

      “Right now?” her father said. “Can’t you see I’m in the middle—?”

      “Yes, right now,” Elna said. “It doesn’t matter what you’re in the middle of doing. Everyone needs to hear this.”

      Something in her voice must have gotten to him based on the gape-mouthed look of alarm that he quickly masked before any of the guests saw it. As he turned toward the television, Malin, another one of the guests, pulled his phone out of the inner pocket of his suit jacket and held it up.

      “My God,” he said. “Look at this! We’re dead meat.”

      Malin Weber was the kind of guy who wore colorful t-shirts and cargo shorts with a suit jacket—a gold-ring-with-white-sneakers type. He turned in his seat and showed his phone to the man sitting next to him, his best man. Both of them were stuck on the island after oversleeping and missing their flight home, refugees from Malin’s bachelor party the day before.

      “Garret, are you reading this?” he said.

      Garret was a stockier fellow in a lime-green polo shirt. “Missiles from Korea?” Garret said, as if he’d never heard the words before. “Impacting all of North America? No way. Dude, it can’t be real.”

      By then, her father had found a national news network, which was in the middle of broadcasting a CGI depiction of the missiles being launched from North Korea and crossing the Pacific. Dozens of missiles.

      This is really happening, Elna told herself, waiting for the reality of it to sink in. This is happening right now!

      “Pop, we have to round up the other guests,” she said.

      As always, her first instinct was deal with the problem. Even if it hadn’t sunk in yet, her analytical mind was already looking for solutions. Her father read the captions on the muted television a moment longer before turning to his daughter and nodding.

      “The other three are outside,” she told him. “They were strolling around the vineyard while I was pruning.”

      “I’ll go and get them,” he said, stepping out from behind the bar. His voice was shaking. George Pasqualee’s voice never shook. “Everyone, please stay here.”

      He rushed out of the room, smoothing his thinning hair back as he went. Immediately, all three guests turned and looked at Elna.

      Waiting for someone to tell them what to do, she realized. It was a bit more responsibility than she was comfortable with.

      “Okay, uh…let’s wait until the others get back,” she said, moving across the room to stand at the end of the bar. “It won’t take more than a few minutes. Then we can decide what to do.”

      Selene shook her head, loosening the sisal flower scrunchie holding her long brown hair. She continued to hold her dog a little tighter and he gave a bark of disapproval. “Are we not going to consider the possibility that this is some kind of prank? When someone gets on TV and says that all of North America is about to be nuked, are we just supposed to accept it? Isn’t that a bit extreme?”

      “It’s not one person,” Malin said, flipping through screens on his phone. “It’s every single news source on the web, plus a message from the Emergency Alert System.” He turned the phone to show her the screen, but she didn’t look at it. “It’s real.”

      “But we’re on an island,” Selene said. “Surely it won’t reach us.”

      “We’re ten miles off the California coast,” Malin said. “They’re saying the EMP blast could reach all the way up to Northern Canada and as far south as Mexico City. I don’t think ten miles of water is going to protect us.”

      “EMPs are bad news,” Garret said. He picked up a half-filled glass of red wine and downed it in a single gulp. “I’ve read a thing or two about them. How did this happen without us knowing in advance? Aren’t there agencies that are supposed to monitor things like this?”

      “I don’t know,” Malin replied, “but I’ve gotta get back to the mainland. I need to be with Claire.”

      He stood up, as if he intended to leave right then and there.

      “Just wait,” Elna said. “Don’t go anywhere. Let’s get everyone together first, okay?”

      He glanced at her, frowned, then sat down again, defeated. “Thirty minutes would get me across the causeway to the mainland, but then what? I’ll never get on a plane in time. Oh, man, this is bad.” Following his best man’s example, he downed his glass of wine.

      A few quiet minutes passed before she heard the door in the lobby open and close, voices moving down the hall toward the tasting room. Soon, her father came into the room, leading three chattering guests.

      They had just turned toward the bar when the lights flickered rapidly—as if someone were turning them on and off repeatedly. After a couple seconds, they went out completely. Then the refrigerator behind the bar gave a soft sigh and went silent, and a flash of yellow shone through the east-facing windows. Outside the windows, Elna saw a shower of sparks raining down from the power lines that fed into the guesthouse.

      In the silence that followed, the late afternoon sun seemed to burn with a peculiar strength, casting the room in a fiery orange light. The silence was broken when Selene suddenly screamed and pushed away from the bar, stumbling backward with her dog wrapped in both arms.

      “No, it hasn’t been thirty minutes,” she said. “They said thirty minutes. It can’t happen yet! It can’t be real!”

      This set her dog off, who began to bark like he was being killed. The frantic barking was ear-piercing in the small room, and Elna had to fight an urge to cover her ears.

      “Please, someone shut that dog up,” Garret snarled. “It’s hard to think with all that yapping.”

      “He can’t help it,” Selene said. “He’s afraid!”

      “We’re all afraid,” Garret snapped, “but we’re not screaming at the top of our lungs for no reason.”

      As Selene petted the dog in an attempt to calm him down, Elna reached under the bar and picked up the landline phone that was stored on a shelf there. She lifted the receiver to her ear but got no dial tone. She turned on the nearby FM radio, but it didn’t work either. No static, no response, the little red light didn’t even come on.

      “I’m telling you, that dog is driving me nuts,” Garret said.

      Malin placed a hand on his best man’s arm, but Garret shook it off. Elna’s father pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and stared at the blank screen, as if he were unaware of the tension. Clearly, he still intended Elna to take charge of the room. With a sigh, she stepped up on a small footstool behind the bar so all of the guests could see her. She wasn’t sure what to say, and her heart was pounding so fiercely that she’d become light-headed.

      Pop, say something. Do something. Put away the phone and help me.

      “Um…okay, everyone,” she said, but her voice cracked. “Let’s not panic.”

      The barking of the Bichon Frise had finally stopped, but only because Selene had covered her dog’s mouth with her hand. Elna heard muttering, whimpering, and cursing all over the room. Only Malin was dead silent now, clenching and unclenching his fists on the bar top.

      “We need to come up with a plan,” Elna said. A task which would have been a lot easier if there hadn’t been so many chattering people in the room. She could scarcely think.

      Her father tossed his cell phone onto the bar. “It’s dead,” he said. “Can’t call out. Can’t even get the screen to light up.”

      She was about to ask him what they should do when he signaled for her to continue.

      “We need a plan,” she said again, all too aware that every eye was on her.

      “Can we get off the island?” Malin asked.

      “I’m afraid not,” Elna said. “The drawbridges are designed so that if the power goes out, counterweights cause them to automatically rise. It’s so boats can pass.”

      Malin clapped a hand to his own forehead. “So we’re stuck here for how long?”

      “Until power is restored,” Elna said.

      At this, the room went dead silent. Even the dog had finally stopped making noise, as Selene paced back and forth in front of the west-facing windows, drawing her long shadow across the room. Afternoon was giving way to evening all too quickly, the orange light taking on a slight purplish hue.

      “We need a—” Elna almost said it a third time but caught herself.

      “It’s no use,” Garret said, interrupting her. “It’ll be night soon. We can’t do anything but light candles. If the power’s not restored by tomorrow morning—and it won’t be—then we can take inventory of what you’ve got on the island.”

      “We have a powered water pump system,” Elna said, “with a backup generator. We’ve got canned food.”

      “How much?” Garret asked.

      Elna pictured the food pantry in her mind. How much would it last the handful of people on the island? “Maybe a week’s worth,” she said. “Plus, we have a stocked freezer and a small garden. We’re not a big operation here, as you all know, but we’re not without means.”

      “And we have plenty of wine,” her father added.

      Selene groaned loudly. “So we just have to stay put for the night with no idea what’s happened in the rest of the country? With no electricity? No phones?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Elna replied, trying to keep the fear out of her voice. She almost succeeded. All of this would have been so much easier without the guests. She dreaded having to deal with them if the problem persisted. She wasn’t good around people; especially strangers. “I’m afraid so. I think Garret’s right. In the morning, we can figure out what to do.”

      “We get off this island is what we do,” Malin said concern etched across his face. “We swim, we float on a log, we do whatever we have to do, but we get off this island. That’s it. I have a fiancée to return to. She’s all the way in Las Vegas, and she’s waiting for me.” To punctuate his point, he smacked the bar with his hand loudly enough to make Elna jump.

      Dabbing a sheen of sweat off her upper lip, she gazed through the west windows. The sun was dropping too fast. Night was in a hurry to arrive, ready to cast them into its hopeless dark. She shuddered at the thought.

      Reassure the guests, dummy, she scolded herself. That’s your job.

      “It’s okay, folks,” she said. “We have comfortable accommodations for you tonight. We’ll figure this all out in the morning.”

      Her father had an uneasy smile plastered on his face, but he nodded at her and gave her a thumbs-up. Clearly, he wanted to reassure her that she’d handled it well, but she didn’t feel reassured. Not at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Garret spat a big gob of chewed-up bagel as he spoke. It landed on the table near the bowl of raisins. Elna quickly covered it with a napkin then tried to surreptitiously wipe it away. They were sitting at tables on the shaded veranda overlooking the parking lot, a crisp morning breeze sweeping over the island from the Pacific. Elna hadn’t slept well that night, and she had a pounding headache. By the looks of the people around her, she wasn’t alone.

      “I’m not claiming to be a scientist,” Garret was saying, a bit louder than necessary. His big face seemed redder and rounder than ever, and his thick fingers were crushing the life out of the bagel. “I’ve just read some things about EMPs. I know what we’re dealing with better than most of you. That’s not bragging, okay? That’s a fact.”

      Selene was nibbling on a bit of prosciutto, her dog curled up in her lap. The morning looked so ordinary. Elna had experienced a thousand mornings like this on the island: guests on the veranda, sunlight streaming across the bay from the east, wind stirring the vines. No smoke billowed up in the distance, no sign of the apocalypse carried on the wind, but one glance at her dark cell phone screen told her the truth. Something was very, very wrong.

      “So tell us what you know,” Selene said. “Or maybe I don’t want to hear it.”

      “I’m getting to it,” Garret said sharply. He was wearing the same clothes from the day before, and his dark hair looked like he hadn’t bothered to run a comb through it. “Basically, what we’re dealing with is a nuke—or, in this case, dozens of nukes. They explode in the ionosphere and create a massive electromagnetic pulse.”

      “But we didn’t see any sign of explosions,” Malin said, swirling a bit of cold coffee in a ceramic mug, his own breakfast lying untouched on the table. “We didn’t feel or hear any shockwaves.”

      “Dude, they could have been detonated hundreds of miles from here,” Garret said. “A big enough EMP can impact a huge area. They said all of North America.”

      “I know they said it,” Malin replied, gripping his forehead. “I just have a hard time accepting it.”

      “What does an electromagnetic pulse do?” Selene asked.

      “It causes a rapid increase in charged particles,” Garret said, ripping another bagel in half. “Then it sends out a massive wave of electrical currents, and basically, any piece of modern electrical equipment in the area gets fried. Cars, phone systems, computers, the whole power grid. Blasted. Wiped out. Gone!” And with that, he stuffed another chunk of bagel into his mouth and bit down hard, as if taking his frustration out on the food.

      “You’re being a little overdramatic,” Malin said. “Fried? Blasted? Wiped out? I don’t think so. It could just cause transformers to overload, trip circuits breakers and stuff. Let’s not forget, you run a construction company. Anything you know about EMPs came from Google searches, not from actual training or expertise.”

      “What’s your point?”

      “Just that we should take it all with a grain of salt,” Malin said. “A lot of websites are full of alarmist content. They deal in worst-case scenarios. Our situation might not be so bad. We don’t know that every piece of electronics is destroyed. We don’t know anything yet. Why assume?”

      Elna nodded, not because she knew Malin was right but because she wanted him to be. “It wouldn’t take much to overload the power grid. Might be a while before they can get it up and running again.”

      “Powered things can be repaired,” Malin said. “It’s not going to fry everything.”

      “Dude, it’ll burn out the circuits,” Garret said. “Complete obliteration. Stop with your wishful thinking.”

      “Okay, I’ve heard enough,” Selene said. “I never should have asked. Please stop talking about this.” She seemed on the verge of tears. The woman had looked distressed from the moment she’d arrived on the island, but now she appeared to be on the verge of some kind of breakdown. “Please!”

      Elna’s father rose from his seat and stepped over to the porch railing, leaning heavily against it. He’d been sitting with an older couple, the white-haired and bent septuagenarians, Joe and Rita Dulles, and they held hands as the others spoke. Elna envied them the comforting touch, but that was a thought-trail she didn’t want to go down. Another guest, Norman Davis, sat across from them. A portly middle-aged African American gentleman, Norman had a broad, handsome face and seemed especially fond of long-sleeve dress shirts and khaki pants

      “Nope, sorry,” Garret said. “Nobody wants to be wrong more than me, but an EMP big enough to affect the entire continent is going to burst power lines, fry circuit boards, kill vehicles on the road, and knock airplanes out of the sky. Think of all those screaming passengers, man. Damn. That could have been me and Malin! One second, flying along, going about your business, and the next second you’re falling out of the sky like you got swatted by the hand of God. We didn’t see the chaos because we’re stuck here in the middle of the ocean, but hell got unleashed yesterday evening.”

      Malin shook his head, pushing his untouched breakfast away from him. “None of us are experts on what an electromagnetic pulse can do. You’ve read a few articles, that’s it. What good does frightening everyone do? You’re just getting people worked up.”

      “Not wanting to hear the truth won’t make it go away,” Garret said, tossing the remaining chunk of bagel onto his plate so hard that it bounced and went sailing off toward the parking lot.

      This caused Selene’s dog to growl and give a halfhearted yip. Elna’s dad finally turned to face his guests, crossing his arms over his chest. His long wispy hair had fallen in his face, and he shook his head to get it out of his eyes. Despite his slight build, George Pasqualee could command attention when he wanted to. The look in his eyes, the set of his jaw, the way his heavy eyebrows drooped down, the bulge of muscles in his hairy forearms—Elna paused with everyone else, waiting for him to speak.

      “I’m with him,” her father said, nodding his head at Malin. “Maybe he’s wrong, maybe he’s right, but let’s not start talking about everything being blasted or airplanes falling out of the sky unless we know it’s true.”

      Norman, who had been quietly enjoying his bagel, spoke up then. “We shouldn’t do or say things that will cause undue stress. Better to stay calm and see how things play out. That’s what I say.” He had a deep, soft voice.

      “Exactly,” Mr. Pasqualee said. “Right now, we have to figure out what we’re doing next. Let’s assume this’ll get fixed soon and keep a positive attitude, okay? And then we go from there.”

      He gave Garret a lingering look, and their fierce gazes met somewhere in the air between them. Garret finally shrugged, pursed his lips, and leaned back in his chair. Elna wanted to agree with her father, but she couldn’t quite get there. How could they pretend like everything was going to be okay?

      “Hey, your call, Pasqualee,” Garret said, holding up both hands. “It’s your vineyard, after all. Yeah, we’ll have power in three hours. There you go. I said it. Now what?”

      “Let’s assume this might last a few days,” Elna’s father said. “What do we need to do to get through that time? Elna?” He gestured at his daughter.

      She sat up straight. Yes, this was where she was most comfortable: analyzing the problem and finding solutions. “What do people always need? Food, water, and shelter. We’ve got plenty of shelter.” She gestured at the building over her shoulder. “No problem there. We have the water pumps for the vineyard. Food will last a few days, maybe, right?”

      “Everything in the freezer will go bad,” he replied. “We’ve got cheese and crackers that should keep for a while, some canned vegetables.”

      “Or we drink ourselves under the table and sleep until this mess is over,” Selene muttered, furiously petting her dog.

      Garret scowled at her and seemed on the verge of saying something. Why did he always look so hostile? Finally, he blew his breath out loudly and stood up.

      “I think we should gather up all the tools you’ve got around the property and bring them together to one place,” he said. “You never know what we might need, and we won’t want to go searching around if there’s an emergency.”

      “Emergency like what?” Malin said. “The power went out. That’s all.”

      “I happen to think he’s right,” Elna’s father said. “Let’s break up into small groups. We’ll round up anything of use and bring it back to the tasting room. We’ll store everything there for easy access.”

      “Do we have to?” Selene said with a sigh.

      “Isn’t it better than sitting here and imagining the worst?” George said, giving her a pointed look.

      Selene hugged her dog tightly and bowed her head. “I suppose so,” she said softly, after a moment.

      “Good. Elna, you take a group to the water tank and see how much fresh water we have stored,” he said. “Run the longest hose to the main building. It should reach. Take these two with you.”

      He pointed at Malin and Garret, and Elna fought an urge to groan. She was tempted to argue with him—she just wanted to go alone—but what was the point? With a curt nod, she rose from her seat and beckoned the two men.

      “Follow me,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      Elna was at her wit’s end with Malin and Garret. Despite being groom and best man, and apparently years-long friends, the two had very different personalities, and they constantly bickered making her wonder if they were always like this or if it was simply the stress of Malin’s upcoming wedding and their current situation. By the time they reached the water storage tank, the two had debated ad nauseum whether or not fried electronics could be repaired neither willing to concede to the other.

      “You’re telling me an overloaded electrical transformer can’t be fixed?” Malin said.

      “We’re talking about circuits that have been burned out,” Garret replied. “What don’t you get about that? Burned out!”

      Malin scrubbed his face with his hands, his gold university class ring glinting in the morning sunlight. His gelled hair was starting to fall apart, stray blond strands sticking in various directions.

      The water storage tank sat in a small clearing amidst the vineyards. It pumped fresh water for irrigation. A metal ladder led to the top of the tank, and Elna made sure to get in front of the men so she could climb. Anything to put a little distance between them.

      “Okay, when it’s full, this tank holds 8,000 gallons,” she said, mounting the ladder. “I’ll check the level. You guys root around for loose tools.” She pointed to a small storage shed at the edge of the clearing. “You’ll find some stuff over there.” Just wander away, guys. Wander far, far away. Please!

      She reached the top of the tank and opened the small hatch to peer inside. It was a little less than half full. The vinyl tank liner made the water seem dark and murky, though she knew it was relatively clean.

      Maybe 3,000 gallons, she thought. A little more. With no power, the pump won’t work. We can use the generator, as long as it still has fuel. But how long will it last?

      “Surely it’s enough,” she muttered, as she started back down the ladder.

      In the end, they ran their longest irrigation hose from the water tank all the way to the tasting room. It reached the back door with just a little bit of slack left. Malin and Garret had rounded up some gardening tools: rakes, hoes, spades, shears, brooms, loppers, and more.

      Elna’s father, Selene and her dog, the Dulleses, and Norman were already gathered there. Canned food had been stacked on the bar alongside numerous bottles of water and boxes of crackers and snacks. Malin and Garret set the tools in the corner.

      “Backup generators aren’t working,” her father said. “Won’t even start.” As he said it, he hoisted a large 12-volt battery onto the bar. “But these lead-acid batteries still seem to have some power. Not sure if we can make use of them.” He hoisted a second battery beside the first one.

      “Water tank is half full,” Elna told him, arranging the tools thematically: snipping tools over here, long-handled tools over there.

      “We tried a few of the vehicles,” Norman said. “They won’t start. Heck, they don’t do anything. Interior lights don’t come on when you turn the key.”

      Elna caught Garret giving Malin a meaningful look, eyebrows climbing his lined forehead. See, dude, I was right, the look said. Elna cringed at the unnecessary intensity of it making her wonder what else was behind that look.

      “It’s as bad as I said,” Garret muttered, plopping himself down on a chair in the corner and propping his feet on a decorative barrel. “We are one-hundred percent screwed.”

      “You’re not helping,” Malin replied. “I have to get to Vegas. There’s no telling what Claire is going through there. Our wedding is supposed to be in two days, and now she’s stuck at the Fremont Hotel with her bridesmaids. Can you imagine how crazy things are in Las Vegas right now? Especially on Fremont Street. All of those tourists must be going nuts. She’s not safe, dude. Plus, she has no idea what’s happening to me. I’m sure she’s worried sick.”

      “Well, you’d better send up smoke signals or something to let her know you’re fine,” Garret replied. “There’s no easy way off this island, and, believe me, I want to get out of here as much as anyone.”

      “Guys, don’t start fighting again,” Selene said, carrying her dog into the far corner. “It stresses out Sniffy.”

      “Who’s Sniffy?” Garret said with a laugh.

      Selene didn’t answer, but instead hugged her dog tightly and gazed out a window.

      “I’m supposed to get married,” Malin said, directing the comment at Selene. “I think you can understand why I might be a bit on edge.”

      To this, Selene shrugged. She didn’t bother looking at him, but she muttered, almost inaudibly, “Oh, marriage isn’t so great anyway.”

      “Folks, let’s not give up,” Elna’s father said. He attempted what was almost certainly meant to sound like a friendly chuckle. It came across as forced. “Things are not so bad. Look, there’s a lot of good food in the freezer. Since it’ll spoil, why don’t we go ahead and prepare a nice big lunch? We’ll have steak and mashed potatoes, a pasta salad, some chicken, steamed vegetables, all sorts of delicious things.”

      “One nice meal,” Garret muttered, “before we start scrounging for scraps like rodents.”

      Elna’s mood was definitely drifting toward the Garret end of the spectrum. How could Pop pretend like everything was okay? Didn’t he understand that within days, if they didn’t find some drastic solution, they would be in real danger here on the island? Wine alone wouldn’t keep them alive (though it would ease their long, painful demise), and it was weeks past the August harvest time. The grapes wouldn’t be edible for a while.

      As her father invited the guests to the kitchen to help with lunch, Elna rose and turned to her father. He was beaming from beside the stacks of cans. Elna waited until the guests had filed out of the room before approaching him.

      “Pop, you shouldn’t give them false hope,” she said softly.

      “If I don’t try to keep things positive, they’ll be at each other’s throats in no time,” he replied, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Even with this small group, if everyone starts to panic, we’ll have instant chaos.”

      He had a point. A positive attitude, even if forced, would keep them levelheaded and contribute to clear thinking. She was letting Garret and Malin get to her.

      “Okay, I get it,” she said. “No sense worrying too far ahead. One problem at a time.”

      “There you go,” her father said, reaching across the bar to pat her on the shoulder. “That’s the way. Now, let’s eat, and let’s try not to think about the future for a little while.”
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        * * *

      

      It took a little over an hour, and most of the guests helping, to prepare the rather ridiculous meal. In the end, they produced an impressive spread of steak, mashed potatoes, steamed vegetables, baked chicken, shrimp cocktail, pasta salad, bread, cheese, fruit, and plenty of wine. Elna was hungry, having skipped breakfast, but the stress of trying to maintain a positive attitude made it a little hard to eat. She forced herself to down as much as she could. Gazing around the table, it felt a little bit like the Last Supper. Will we ever eat a real meal like this again?

      Norman seemed fondest of the mashed potatoes, and he’d heaped them on his plate to overflowing. Joe and Rita sat beside him, the elderly couple primly eating shrimp cocktail and green beans. Malin had a voracious appetite and had already wolfed down two steaks, two chicken breasts, and plenty of shrimp over the course of an hour, all while periodically complaining about missing his wedding. His best man, on the other hand, seemed to mostly have an appetite for red wine, and he kept a bottle at hand throughout the meal.

      “Help yourselves to seconds and thirds, folks,” Elna’s father said, a bit of mashed potato hanging off the corner of his mustache. “Eat as much as you can. It won’t keep.” Elna was impressed at how gregarious he managed to sound. Years of trying to keep guests happy had clearly taught him how to fake it very well.

      Selene was trying to get a reluctant Sniffy to eat a shrimp, but for some reason, the dog wouldn’t take it. The usual chitchat one might expect at a big meal was absent, so the room was full of chewing and chomping and the clanking of silverware against plates. Finally, Norman broke the tension.

      “I don’t remember if I told you guys, but I own a gift shop in Santa Cruz,” he said. “You’ll never guess the name. It’s called Norman’s. That’s right. I named it after myself.” He had a pleasant voice, deep and almost musical. Elna found that it made her sleepy.

      “A fellow business owner,” Pop said. “Very nice.”

      “Is it on the wharf?” Malin asked. “My favorite seafood place is about halfway down the Santa Cruz Wharf.”

      “No, not that lucky.” Norman scooped up another big heap of mashed potatoes and gravy and proceeded to eat it while continuing to speak. “A few blocks north. It was always my dream to run my own place. I had to work hard for other people a long time before I could get the loan. We got all kinds of seashells and snow globes, funny coffee mugs and stuff for your home. We got t-shirts and bumper stickers and locally crafted art.”

      “Sounds nice,” Selene said. “My sort of place.”

      “The first few years were hard,” he said. “So hard. But I hung in there, and eventually the tourists figured out where we were. When the motel came in next door, it really helped. Lately, we’ve been doing so good that I decided to take a vacation. First vacation in five years.” He sipped from his glass of wine. “That’s why I’m here instead of looking after the store.”

      “Surely, no one would loot a gift shop,” Rita Dulles said, a sharp edge to her voice as if the very idea offended her deepest sensibilities. “It’ll be waiting for you when you get back.”

      “I’d like to think you’re right,” Norman said, and then, a wistful look on his face, he added, “I had it looking so nice in there. I wish I could show you. There’s a lot of pictures on my phone, but…you know…”

      “Maybe we’ll see it someday,” Malin said. “Save a snow globe for me. Claire loves those things.”

      “I will. What about the rest of you? What did you do on the mainland? What are you trying to get back to?”

      His questions hung in the air for a few seconds as guests glanced at each other.

      Malin washed down whatever he was eating with a large gulp of wine before he spoke up. “I’m a business owner too. I run a company that rents outdoor equipment, like mountain bikes, kayaks, GoPro cameras, scuba gear. Wasn’t my original plan. I went to college to learn business so I could become an entrepreneur. Which I am, but I thought I’d launch some cutting-edge startup—riding the wave of innovation. As it turns out, you have to have an innovative idea to be on the cutting edge, so there you go. Instead, I used a small-business loan to start Weber Outdoors. It’s profitable, if not entirely exciting.”

      “That sounds nice, though,” Norman said.

      Malin only shrugged at this seeming uncomfortable with the praise. Elna wasn’t entirely surprised at his profession, though she’d half expected him to say he was a professional surfer. He certainly had the look.

      “Who else?” Norman said.

      After a few more seconds of awkward silence, Selene cleared her throat. “I’m an alternative medicine specialist. Naturopathy, mostly.” She gave people at the table a hard stare, lingering on Elna.

      She expects me to mock her, Elna thought. Let’s surprise her with a compliment.

      “Naturopathy,” Elna replied. “That’s about treating disease through health and diet, right? I’ve heard about it. Might be more important than ever in a world with no electricity.”

      “Yes, and also herbal medicine,” Selene continued, dropping her gaze. “Plus…I read people’s fortunes. That earns the most money by far, but it’s not what I really care about. Turns out, I’m pretty good at it. People like what I have to say.”

      She didn’t bother looking up this time, and Elna didn’t bother trying to give her a positive response.

      No, can’t go with you there, girl, Elna thought.

      “Anyway, I haven’t done much of that in a while,” Selene said. “Haven’t done much work at all. Mostly, it’s just me and my dog.”

      “That’s real nice,” Norman said. “Anyone else?”

      In the quiet that followed this time, it became clear that no one else was willing to participate. Garret was too fixed on his bottle of wine, and the Dulleses had mostly eaten in silence. Finally, Pop cleared his throat and said, “I think you know what my daughter and I do. Our name is on the sign as you drive in.”

      “Hard to miss,” Norman said.

      By the time most people had eaten their fill, Garret was swaying in his seat, lips stained red from wine. He spilled some on his shirt, but he didn’t seem to notice or care. Finally, muttering a string of cuss words for no apparent reason, he tipped forward, and his cheek thudded against the tabletop.

      “I guess he’s done,” Elna’s father said.

      “Good,” Malin said sourly. “Someone want to help me carry him to his room?”

      At a glance from her father, Elna sighed and rose from the table.
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      The reality of their situation began to settle in sometime in the afternoon. Elna was helping arrange their food supplies in the tasting room as her father rooted through drawers looking for anything useful to add to the stockpile. Selene was sitting in the corner, quietly staring out a window. Other guests came and went, while Garret slept off his lunchtime indulgence.

      Elna considered their meager supplies. Really, it wasn’t much. They had enough canned food to last a few days at most. And then what? It wasn’t a big island. What if Garret was right? What if the damage was permanent and the power wasn’t coming back on ever? Her father’s optimism was beginning to seem foolish. Still, Elna’s own anxiety had given way to determination. They weren’t going to roll over and die, not if she had anything to do with it.

      “Pop, what about the other buildings on the island that haven’t been searched?” she asked. “There’s that big shed down by the causeway. There’s the lighthouse.”

      Her father had just found another small radio in a drawer in the storage closet behind the bar. He brought it out and set it on the counter. Then he set an unopened pack of C batteries beside it.

      “I suppose we should head out there,” he said, tearing open the battery pack. “We should probably scour the whole island. I just…” He shook his head. As he spoke, he put the unused batteries into the radio. “Elna, we’re a small operation here. A boutique winery. Even when we have a full complement of seasonal workers, there are never more than nine on staff. Remember when the Diocese of Santa Rosa wanted us to provide communion wine, and we had to turn them down? We don’t have that much.”

      “All the more reason to search everywhere on the island,” she said.

      He closed the battery compartment and flicked the on switch. The radio didn’t respond. With an angry grunt, he tossed the radio back into the closet. It hit the ground, bounced loudly, and broke against the far wall. A startled Selene came out of her seat, and Sniffy gave a loud bark.

      “Sorry, ma’am,” Elna’s father said. “I dropped it.”

      “Pop, we can be optimistic and still prepare for the worst,” Elna said. “Anyway, solving problems and stockpiling gear isn’t pessimism.”

      “Right, right.” He sniffed, scratched at his mustache, and said, “Okay, fine, let’s round up whoever wants to help and see what we can find. Just be careful how you talk about this to the guests. Things are already tense.”

      “Your biggest source of tension is currently asleep,” she reminded him.

      “Yes,” he said. “Good. Let’s see if any of the guests want to come with us. Might help to give them something to do.”

      Malin, Selene, and Norman agreed to come with them. The Dulleses preferred to relax on the veranda, sipping wine and peering out over the island to the distant water. If not for the pensive expressions on their faces, Elna might have thought they were enjoying the warm afternoon breeze.

      The island in total was roughly 2.25 square miles with a small peak rising in the center to about 700 feet. The vineyard sat to the south of the peak in an area chopped out of the native vegetation. There were two primary buildings: the guesthouse and the winery. Seasonal workers stayed in a set of rooms at the back of the winery. The only maintained road wound down the eastward slope toward the causeway, but Elna knew that there were older roads and neglected places on the island that her family rarely, if ever, used. One of those was a large aluminum storage building that sat in a small field in sight of the causeway.

      As they started down the road, she pointed out the roof of the storage building, which was just visible over some wild growth below.

      “That’s where we’re headed first,” she said.

      Selene was walking her little dog, and Sniffy lived up to his name. In fact, he was so determined to sniff everything and root around that Selene soon began to fall behind, forcing them to stop periodically and wait for her.

      “This place looked so quaint and nice when I first drove in,” Malin said. “Now, it’s starting to feel a little like that old show Survivor. I’m ready to be voted off the island and get back to the woman who is supposed to become my wife, like, tomorrow.” His perfectly gelled hair had come entirely undone, cracking apart into a hundred shiny spikes, and his suit jacket was long past wrinkled as he pushed at the sleeves in agitation.

      “You can always try swimming ashore,” Selene muttered. She said it so quietly that Elna barely heard it, and if Malin heard, he didn’t react.

      When they reached the storage shed, Elna’s father pulled out his impressive key ring and started hunting for the right key to unlock the old Master Lock. It took a while, and when he opened the door the hinges shrieked from neglect.

      “Just don’t have much reason to go in here these days,” he said.

      Elna followed him into the dim, musty interior, where dusty piles of equipment sat on shelves and tables against the walls. Selene hung back by the door with Sniffy while the others began to root around in the shed.

      The first potentially useful thing Elna found was some old, deep-sea fishing gear in the near corner: two sturdy rods and reels, a couple of gaffs, extra fishing line, a box of lures, and a tackle box. She slid it all close to the door.

      “We can make use of this,” she said. “Probably easier to leave it here for now since we’re closer to the shoreline, but it’s good to know it’s here.”

      Malin glanced at the gear. “Fishing. Nice,” he said, nodding at Elna, as if it were the only relevant thing he could think to say. Then he went back to rooting around on the shelves.

      Elna made eye contact with Selene, and the woman shrugged as if to say, I don’t get him either.

      Norman was fiddling with a metal cabinet door in the corner, pulling at it and muttering curses. The door finally came open, and he almost lost his balance, catching himself against the edge of a nearby table.

      “Well, look what we have here,” he said, pulling some packaged batteries out and setting them on the table. There were all manner of batteries—AA, AAA, C, D, 9-volt—still in their packaging. “You figure these are any good?”

      “They’ve been sitting there a few years,” Elna’s father said. “I doubt it. What’s the shelf life of alkaline batteries?”

      “Five to ten years,” Elna replied, pulling the factoid out of the jumble of eccentric data in her brain. “Assuming they didn’t get fried like everything else.”

      Norman ripped one of the 9-volt batteries out of its package and touched the contacts to the tip of his tongue. He winced. “There’s still juice in this one,” he said. “Some of these are good.”

      “How is that possible?” Malin asked.

      Elna considered the question. “Maybe the metal cabinet acted like a Faraday cage and protected them from the surge.”

      “Too bad we didn’t have a Faraday cage around the whole darn island,” Malin said.

      “And look at this,” Norman said, reaching back into the cabinet. He pulled out a small transistor radio and set it on the table. “Jackpot, folks. Maybe it got protected too.”

      “Good job, Norman,” Elna’s father said. “Maybe we’ll get a little news from the mainland, assuming any stations are able to broadcast.”

      “We might not like what we hear,” Malin warned.

      Elna was inclined to agree with him, though she wanted to hear it all. Better to know the full truth so they could deal with reality.

      When they left the storage shed, they walked down to the causeway, gazing across the gap at the seemingly endless waves. The narrow causeway disappeared into the blue haze, though Elna thought she could make out the first drawbridge in the distance. It was a one-sided bascule bridge with the motor located on the island side, as indicated by the small service building nearby.

      “So we can’t get across?” Malin asked.

      “It’s roughly two miles to the nearest drawbridge,” Elna’s father said. “Then another two miles to the next one and two to the one after that.”

      “How big is the gap when they’re up?” Malin asked.

      “What do you think, Elna?” her father asked.

      She shrugged. “I’d guess maybe two-hundred feet, but it’s a thirty-foot drop into the bay, and the water is rough.”

      Malin cursed under his breath and turned away. “Well, there goes that idea.”
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      After carrying their haul back to the tasting room, they made a second foray for supplies, this time following an old, unpaved road toward the lighthouse to the southwest. The terrain on the backside of the island heading down toward the western shore was rough and overgrown, and they had to pick their way along carefully. Selene wound up carrying Sniffy to keep the dog from rooting around constantly in the undergrowth.

      “There you go,” Norman said at one point. They were rounding a bend in the rough road, heading toward a rocky clearing when he gestured up at one of the nearby trees.

      Elna wasn’t sure what he was talking about. He was pointing at one of the coast live oaks, which were incredibly common on the island. It was a big, shrubby plant, and little gray birds were chirping in its branches.

      “What are we meant to see?” she asked.

      “Birds,” he said. “Lots of them. I wonder if they taste good?”

      Malin grimaced. “Dude, those are finches or something. They’re tiny.”

      “Not finches,” Norman said. “Loggerhead shrikes. I know my birds. They’re small, but they’ve got meat. We’d have to catch one and try it first; make sure it tastes okay.”

      Selene made a pained sound as she snorted. “God, I hope it doesn’t come to that. I have no problems eating meat that I buy in the grocery store, but I can’t imagine having to kill anything to survive.” She shivered. “There are plants on the island you can eat. I’d build a raft and try to make it to shore before I start eating wild birds.”

      “Well, you never know what you’ll do when you get hungry,” Norman said.

      Later, he pointed out a small rabbit bounding through the undergrowth.

      “There’s another thing with meat,” he said.

      “Easier than the birds,” Elna noted. “We could build rabbit traps using plastic jugs and sticks. I’ve read about it, but I never had a reason to try it.”

      “There you go,” Norman said. “Why, we could last a long time here if we had to, if we’re smart about it.”

      Selene grunted in response, clearly not okay with having to kill for her meal.

      They found another old building halfway down the slope, a rotting wooden shed on a ledge. When Elna’s father tried to open the door, the hinges pulled out of the frame.

      “My father must’ve built this,” he said. “Maybe my grandfather.”

      “How long y’all lived on this island?” Norman asked.

      “Four generations. My grandfather planted the first grapes and made the first bottles of wine.”

      Elna was amazed at how full the shed was, with crumbling old boxes stacked up everywhere. Shelves had lined the walls at one point, but they appeared to have collapsed, filling the spaces between boxes with junk. Elna and her father rooted around anyway, though Elna found the creaking of the walls disconcerting.

      “Grandpa used a lot more of the island,” she said.

      “Yeah, he had a dream to develop the whole island,” her father said. “It never quite worked out.”

      A metal box in the corner caught Elna’s eye. With its faded green color and weathered leather handle, it appeared to be a military footlocker. She unlatched it and worked the rusty lid open.

      “Jackpot,” she said.

      Inside, resting on a pile of moldering blankets were two pairs of binoculars.

      “These are in good condition,” she said, picking them up one at a time and putting the straps around her neck.

      Her father bent down beside her and reached into the trunk, folding back a blackened corner of the blanket. Underneath, he found an old brass spyglass. The leather wrapping had come undone, but the lenses seemed intact.

      “Well, look at that,” he said. “Seems like we’ve got a theme here.”

      “Maybe the shed was used, in part, to store equipment for a lookout post nearby,” Elna said, with a shrug. “I know there’s a bit of a ledge just west of the trees there. It gives a pretty clear view of the rocky shore.”

      “I think you’re onto something,” Norman said, drawing their attention back to the door. “Look what I found over here.” He gestured at a small telescope on a brass stand under an ancient, mold-spotted cloth. “This stuff would make a lot of money on eBay, you know? It’s got to be thirty, forty years old.”

      “More like fifty or sixty,” Elna noted, examining a pair of binoculars.

      “Well, at least we can stare at the distant shore and wish,” Malin grumbled.

      “This is definitely military gear,” Elna said, showing the others the manufacturer’s label beside the left eyepiece. It read St. Moritz Binoculars. “What do you think?”

      “Yeah, the US Army was on the island before your great-grandfather came here,” her father said, picking his way back through the shed. “They auctioned it off sometime after the Korean War. Some of these structures might have been built by them. I know they built the old stone lighthouse.”

      “Any weapons?” Malin asked.

      “Probably not,” Elna’s father said. “But let’s keep looking. What are you hoping for?”

      “Oh, you know,” Malin said, stepping aside to let him pass through the door. “An old bazooka we can fire toward the shore to signal for help. Maybe they’d send a boat.”

      Elna almost laughed as she followed her father out of the shed. “Doubt it. If the mainland lost power permanently like us, they’ll have enough problems of their own.”

      “Permanently?” Malin said. “Don’t say that. You sound like Garret.”

      Elna’s father wagged a finger at her, and she bit back an annoyed comment. How long were they going to pretend like this wasn’t a big deal? They were scouring the entire island for supplies. If it wasn’t clear to anyone that they were in this for a long, long time, then they just weren’t paying attention.

      As they resumed their march down the slope, Norman lugged the telescope over his shoulder and Pop used the telescope’s cloth covering as a makeshift bag to carry the spyglass and binoculars. They finally came within sight of the lighthouse. The dingy off-white tower rose from a rocky promontory on the southwest corner of the island. A few old military buildings were clustered around it, many of them being devoured by wildlife and slowly worn down by the salty air. Unfortunately, a high fence blocked the way. Though quite old, the fence was made of sturdy metal posts. It ran between two steep rock shelves, and the gate was held shut with a massive, rusted chain.

      “You guys ever been over there?” Norman asked, grabbing the bars of the locked gate.

      “No,” Elna replied, gazing through the bars. The fence was a good twelve feet tall or more, the bars set close enough together that there weren’t any good footholds. “I tried to climb the fence once when I was little, but I fell and skinned my knees.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Pop said, tugging at the rusty lock that held the chain shut.

      “I never told you,” Elna said. “I cleaned my own wounds and bandaged them.”

      “That sounds like you.” Pop let go of the lock and stepped back, considering it. “Well, folks, we’re not getting through here. I don’t think climbing is safe.”

      “There might be more tools and supplies in those buildings,” Norman said.

      “We’ll have to come back and cut the chain,” Pop said. “Maybe another day. I wonder if a pair of wire cutters would get through.”

      As her father was talking, Elna felt a strange shiver, like fingers dancing up her spine. It seemed to settle right between her shoulder blades, and she squirmed. The cause wasn’t her father’s words. No, this was something else, and, at first, she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. She turned, seeking the source, and her gaze tracked along the deep, shadowed line of trees just up the slope.

      “You feel it too?” Selene asked.

      Selene was standing to one side, hugging Sniffy tightly. The wind sweeping across the island caught her loose, flowery dress and swept it to one side.

      “I started feeling it as soon as we approached the fence,” Selene said.

      “Someone’s watching us,” Elna said, thinking aloud. Her father and Norman were still talking about cutting through the gate and Malin was staring off into the distance, so only Selene heard her. “That’s what it feels like.”

      She realized Sniffy was growling, squirming in Selene’s grasp. Who would be watching them? Had Garret roused from his drunken stupor and wandered after them? Possibly, but he wouldn’t stare at them from afar. What was the purpose?

      “Let’s head back,” Pop said. “We’ve found a few useful things. Let’s add them to our stockpile.”

      “None of this is going to get us off the island,” Malin said.

      “Maybe there’s a boat in there somewhere,” Norman said, gesturing through the gate. “An old Army raft or something.”

      Malin shook his head vigorously. “Can you imagine the shape an old raft would be in? Fifty years old, sitting in some building just rotting away in the salt air? No, I’ve made up my mind.”

      “Have you?” Pop asked. “About what?”

      “Tomorrow, I’m setting out across the causeway,” he said. “You guys are invited to come with me. We’ll take some food and water with us and hike the two miles to the nearest drawbridge. There might be a way to lower it manually. It’s worth a try. I need to try.”

      Everyone stared at him for a few seconds. Elna, still distracted by the weird feeling of being watched, nevertheless thought Malin’s idea was a good one.

      “And if we can reach the mainland, then what?” Pop asked.

      “If I can get to Claire, that’s where I’m going,” Malin said. “Otherwise, some of you could come with me, load up on supplies and return to the island…or just stay on the mainland. It’s up to you.”

      “It’s ten miles to the mainland,” Pop said.

      “Ten miles is nothing,” Malin said. “There’s got to be a way to get the drawbridges down. It’d be a stupid engineer who’d design a bridge that can’t be lowered manually when the power goes out.”

      “There are some stupid engineers in the world,” Norman said.

      “I’m going,” Malin said. “First thing in the morning, and whoever wants to come with me can come.”

      At first, nobody responded. Elna’s father was frowning, as Norman idly scratched the side of his head. Finally, Elna stepped forward.

      “I agree,” she said. “It’s worth a try. I’ll go.”
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      “Get it through your thick skull, bro. Reaching the mainland won’t solve anything,” Garret said, red-faced. “They’ve got the same problems there as we do here, multiplied by over 300 million people. You’ll never get to your fiancée, dude. It’s a waste of time, energy, and resources. The whole continent got fried like an egg. It’ll be a lawless wasteland in a matter of days.”

      “Oh, stop it,” Malin said, flapping a hand in his friend’s face. He hated when Garret got in one of these obnoxious moods. They usually wore off after a few hours, but this one seemed to have settled in for the long haul. “You’re trying to be funny, but nobody’s laughing. I have to at least try to get to my fiancée.”

      “She was waiting for you in Las Vegas. Do you have any idea what that place must be like right now? If there aren’t cannibal gangs roaming Fremont Street and blood-drinking cults claiming floors in the resort hotels by now, there soon will be.”

      “If you understood committed relationships, you’d agree with me.”

      “I understand a futile romantic gesture,” Garret said. “One that could get you killed. That’s what I understand. Is she really worth it?”

      Malin clenched his fists. “Did you just say that? Is she worth it?”

      “Yeah, it’s a fair question. Is she worth risking your life?”

      “I’m not even going to dignify that with an answer,” Malin said, flipping off his friend with both hands. “That’s for you, Garret. That’s for you too.”

      “Absence makes the heart grow delusional,” Garret muttered.

      And this guy is supposed to be my best man, Malin thought bitterly.

      Elna Pasqualee was leaning against the handrail at the edge of the veranda, watching their exchange with what seemed like complete puzzlement. It made Garret’s belligerence all the more embarrassing. Most of the time, she seemed lost in thought, and even now, Malin could tell she was impatient, ready to get going. As the argument continued, she began rooting through her backpack, counting the water bottles and canned goods inside. She pulled out a small first aid kit, sifting through some tools, then slung the backpack over her shoulder. Malin couldn’t stand it any longer. He rose and walked away from Garret.

      “Let’s go,” he said, scowling. “There’s no reasoning with this guy.”

      Garret slunk down in a seat behind one of the tables. As he did, Sniffy began to bark incessantly from Selene’s lap.

      “You’ve got to stop that mutt from barking all the time,” he said. “It is driving me crazy. If he can’t be quiet, we’re going to have to deal with him, okay?”

      “You’re not doing anything to my dog,” Selene said, her voice managing to rise above a whisper. “He’s barking because you’re loud and rude. Sniffy doesn’t like men who…” Instead of finishing her thought, Selene rose from her seat and walked back into the building. “Forget it. Don’t threaten my dog.”

      George Pasqualee, watching the uncomfortable exchange from his place beside the door, looked like he was about to say something to Garret. Malin silently cheered him on. People rarely stood up to Garret when he was being boorish, which was a shame. But George’s smile faltered, then he shook his head and looked at Elna and Malin in turn.

      “We’ve never had to lower the bridges when the power went out,” he said. “I doubt it’ll be easy.”

      “There have to be manual controls,” Elna said. “Whoever designed the bridges must have known a scenario like this might arise. Not the EMP, of course, but people needing to leave the island during a long-term power loss.”

      He nodded. “There are controls inside the service buildings on the island side. Maybe you’ll figure something out. I don’t know. Either way, be careful out there.”

      “I will, Pop,” Elna said. “If we make it across, I’ll bring you something from the mainland. What would you like? What do you miss the most?”

      “A pizza,” he said. “From a local place, preferably family owned. Not some national chain. And I like it plain, none of those silly toppings like pepperoni or avocado.”

      “You got it,” she said. “Plain pizza from a local joint.”

      “No deep dish. Just normal pizza.”

      “Got it.”

      Elna returned his smile briefly and started down the path toward the parking lot. Still disgusted at Garret’s embarrassing behavior, Malin made a final grunt of disapproval—just loud enough that he knew the guy would hear it—and hurried to catch up to Elna. As he did, Garret gave a loud, strange sound. Malin glanced over her shoulder and saw his friend get up from his chair and start after them.

      “Oh, fine,” he said, loudly. “I’ll come with you. We might as well see what we can see.”

      Malin resisted the urge to shake his head as Garret’s clomping footfalls approached. It was better if Garret had something productive to do, but he saw a brief frown on Elna’s face as he fell in beside her. She turned her head slightly, and her long, jet-black hair quickly hid her frown.

      “I thought you said it was a dumb waste of time,” Malin said to Garret.

      “It is,” Garret replied, moving up beside him. “But maybe you’ll need my help. What else am I going to do? Sit up there on the veranda and sip tea with that old, white-haired couple? They don’t hardly talk to anybody but each other.”

      “Awful neighborly of you,” Malin said.

      The dead vehicles in the parking lot seemed to be taunting them. They’d attempted to start every vehicle, even the little ATV that was used for putting around the property. Nothing worked. Interior vehicle lights wouldn’t come on. Garret, despite his grating personality, seemed to be right.

      “So…any idea when the causeway and bridges were built?” Malin asked Elna once they’d started down the winding road beyond the parking lot.

      Elna hesitated a moment before answering. “Well, it was here when my grandfather bought the island, so sometime around, or just after, the Korean War. I know they repaved the roads when I was a kid, but the bridges haven’t changed.”

      “Damn,” Malin muttered, gripping the straps of his backpack tightly. The constant need to get off the island, to get to Vegas, burned in his guts as he was sick with worry. Every passing hour was another hour of no communication with Claire. He hated not knowing how she was doing. “Still, there’s got to be some way to lower the drawbridges.”

      “We’ve never had a reason to find out,” Elna said. “We’ve lost power before, but never for more than a day or so.”

      As they followed the winding path toward the rocky shore where the causeway began, Elna dug the spyglass out of her backpack and opened it. She wiped an oily smudge off the lens and put it to her eye, gazing across the water toward the shore. It was such a small spyglass Malin doubted she could see anything, but he was tempted to borrow it from her anyway. Maybe somehow, if he strained hard enough, if he wanted it badly enough, he would see the land and the world beyond.

      “Can’t see far enough,” Elna said, after a moment. “The Northern California coast is over there somewhere, but it’s too far, even with the spyglass. Plus, the water is rough, so there’s a bunch of mist in the way.”

      “Too bad,” Malin replied. They were just passing the storage shed near the bottom of the slope, and he started drifted into memory. He saw Claire’s art studio, a little concrete loft with her sculptures covering a dozen shelves. The room always had a distinct smell, a mix of paint and clay and canvas.

      I wish our last conversation had been more amicable, he thought, but we were both stressed out by the wedding plans.

      “I wish you could meet Claire, Elna,” he said. “She’s a high school art teacher, and she’s so talented. She makes these sculptures—man, I don’t know how it’s even possible—birds, mythological creatures, weird organic shapes made of wood or clay. Just looking at the raw materials, she can see what it’s going to become.”

      “Sounds interesting,” Elna said. “I’m not much of an artist myself.”

      “You help your dad make Pasqualee Wine,” he said. “That’s a kind of art, don’t you think?”

      “It’s wine, dude,” Garret said with a laugh. “Not Picasso. The funny thing is, Claire hates the outdoors. Here my boy Malin is, renting kayaks and backpacks for a living, and his wife-to-be can’t stand hiking, bugs, bad weather, mountaintops, rivers. She just wants to hunker down in her studio.”

      “Yeah, that’s true,” Malin conceded, kicking a stray rock. “Every relationship requires compromise.”

      She seemed to be studying his face, though he couldn’t tell if she was judging him or merely curious. Elna was a little hard to read. She was lean and wiry, her eyes always piercing, as if she were attempting to peer into the heart of everything around her.

      “What brought you to the island?” Elna asked.

      “We had a couple crazy days of partying at a beach house owned by Garret’s brother,” Malin said. “I didn’t want to go from a wild party straight to the wedding, so I added a few quiet days to the end of the trip.”

      “I recommended the Moonlite Bunny Ranch,” Garret said, “but my buddy here is a prude.”

      “Well, it’s not exactly the most appropriate activity right before a wedding,” Malin replied, trying to hide the soul-withering embarrassment brought on by Garret’s comment. Did the dude always have to be such a d-bag?

      “Better than after the wedding.”

      Malin turned to Elna and rolled his eyes. “I never seriously considered the Bunny Ranch or anything like that. Trust me. My idea was some kind of bed-and-breakfast, and I came across this place on TripAdvisor. Pasqualee Vineyard. Seemed quaint.”

      “Yeah, websites like TripAdvisor help us cover our unbooked rooms,” Elna said. “At a cheaper rate, of course. Pop doesn’t like to use them for that reason, but it’s necessary.”

      “There was a nice picture of you and your dad standing in the vineyard.”

      “Oh gosh,” Elna said. “One of our guests offered to take it. He was a professional photographer, but I hate that picture. He got me with a dumb look on my face, and now it’s plastered all over the web.”

      “Nah, it was nice,” he said. “You’re both smiling. Made this seem like a quiet, restful place.”

      “A great place to experience the EMP,” she said sourly.

      “Yep. Anyway, the idea was to rest up before the wedding, because Claire had a long day planned. I didn’t want to conk out halfway through and miss out on anything since it’s our big day.”

      They passed the big metal sign that welcomed guests to the island and vineyard: PASQUALEE VINEYARD WELCOMES YOU. Beyond, they started across the narrow span that stretched out into the rough waters. Malin could taste the sea air, feel the mist against his face. As he looked at the narrow gray line stretching out before them, the drawbridge like a goalpost in the distance, he felt dwarfed by the ocean, dwarfed by the whole world.

      Vegas feels so damn far away, he thought. Another planet.

      The two-mile walk along the causeway to the first bridge felt interminable. Malin couldn’t help bringing up the subject of Claire, though Elna didn’t seem all that interested. Still, it took his mind off the crashing water on either side, or the sheer magnitude of the distance between him and his whole life.

      “They installed one of her driftwood sculptures in a library in Mendocino,” he said at one point. “I’m not really sure what it was supposed to be. Sort of an organic shape. I asked her, and she said it’s meant to represent spirit. So there you go. That’s an artist for you.”

      “I’m a little iffy on modern art, to be honest,” Elna said.

      “Yeah, I get that,” Malin said. “Anyway, city officials came out to dedicate her sculpture and everything. They put a picture of it in the Mendocino Beacon. There’s a picture of it on my phone. I guess I should’ve brought the newspaper clipping instead.”

      “Uh-huh,” Elna replied.

      Malin cringed. Clearly, Elna was preoccupied and didn’t want to discuss Claire anymore. He bit his lip and forced himself into silence.

      By now, Garret was completely out of breath and wheezing. He bent over, pressing his hands to his thighs, sweat falling from his overly red face in big drops. Elna pulled out the spyglass again and put it to her eye.

      “I see something,” she said, after moment. And then, she whispered, “Oh no. Can it be?”

      “What?” Malin said. “What is it?”

      Instead of explaining, she handed him the spyglass. He put it to his eye. It took a moment to focus, and when he did, he saw a faint glimmer of red in the far distance that he realized were fires burning along the coastline.

      “Let me guess,” Garret said, wiping the sweat from his face with the hem of his polo shirt. “Mushroom clouds? They finally nuked Redding? It’s about time.”

      “You’re a funny guy,” Malin said, studying the faint glow. What was burning? Cities, wilderness, beaches? He couldn’t tell. Actually, it kind of looked like everything was on fire. “No mushroom clouds. It looks like there’s a big fire on the mainland.”

      “Figures,” Garret said. “The madness has already descended. It’ll be like Mad Max before you know it. Mark my words. People are nuts.”

      “I have to get over there.” Malin handed the spyglass back to Elna. He could feel the worry edging toward desperation. “I have to find a way to get to Claire.”

      Elna took a final look, trying to get a clearer view.

      “Well, so much for getting a pizza,” she muttered.

      “No sense in going over there now,” Garret said. “We’re way underprepared for whatever’s happening on the mainland. We’ll walk right into the flames. What do you say?” He turned his unfriendly gaze on Elna. “Gonna turn back now?”

      “No, I don’t think so,” she said, clearly trying to avoid eye contact. “We should at least attempt to lower the first drawbridge so we know if it’s even possible to cross.”

      “Waste of time,” Garret said. “All that walking and work for nothing. The world’s on fire.”

      “Then go back,” Malin said. “Seriously, dude. Go back! If you’re tired of walking, there’s a comfy bed waiting for you at the guesthouse. Elna and I are continuing on.”

      He looked at Elna. She nodded, and he returned the nod.

      “Fine.” Garret held his hands up. His palms were shiny with the sweat from his face. “I’m going back. Have a wonderful time. Claire will never know.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Malin said.

      “Nothing. Good luck. If you see fire, you go into it, okay?”

      And with that, he turned and started back up the road toward the guesthouse. Malin watched him for a moment then turned and resumed his march across the causeway.

      “Sorry he’s like that,” Malin said as Elna moved up beside him. “When he’s frustrated, he kind of takes it out on everyone around him.”

      “We get rude guests from time to time,” Elna said, “and if I don’t coddle them they leave bad reviews online. But who gives a crap about reviews now? Next time you plan to get stranded on an island, leave that guy at home.”

      “I will. I promise.”

      “I hate to pry,” Elna said. “How exactly did he get to be your best man? You guys don’t seem to like each other much.”

      Malin waved off this comment. “Nah, I’ve known Garret since college. We were in the same business program. We’ve always had the sort of friendship where we’re free to mouth off at each other.”

      “Are you sure it’s just mouthing off?”

      Her comment struck a little too deep. No, he wasn’t sure. He’d never been sure, but he didn’t want to say it out loud. “Trust me. We’ve been through thick and thin together. He’s been irritated lately. Mostly, I think he doesn’t care for the whole wedding. In fact, when I’d planned to propose to Claire, he tried to talk me out of it. Maybe it’s a reminder that he’s still single, or maybe it’s not his scene. Some guys don’t like weddings.”

      “Yeah, I get it,” she said.
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      As her father had said, the drawbridge had a small service building on the island side. It looked a little like a tollbooth and had murky windows and an ancient door in the back. Elna had seen the building before but had never been inside. Officially, the bridges and causeway were overseen by the California Department of Transportation, at least on paper, but the island was by no means a priority for the agency. She half expected the door to be rusted shut, but when she tried it, it swung open.

      Inside, she found a raised metal floor with a large control panel and some levers in the corner. Gaps along the edge of the floor gave a view of the mechanism underneath.

      “What do you think?” Malin asked, clearly impatient. “Can we lower it or not?”

      Elna approached the control panel and opened it. Then she traced the black wires down to a larger box near the floor. When she opened a panel on the large box, she found a row of enormous, military-style batteries. She followed the lines further to a row of levers, which she pointed out to Malin.

      “Look at that,” she said. “I think the system has a battery backup, but it seems like the batteries are decades old. Probably installed by the military when they built the bridges and never replaced.”

      “Bummer,” Malin said.

      “Yeah, but I think these levers here are the manual controls,” she added, pointing through the gap in the floor. Some kind of large metal spool was just visible. “Here’s my guess. There’s a winch for manually raising and lowering the bridge. This lever here might release the lock, if we can get it moving. One way to find out for sure.”

      She knelt in front of the lever, which had a troubling amount of rust around the base. She grabbed it with both hands. Malin joined her, rolling up his sleeves and grabbing the lever near the top, tightening his grip until his forearm muscles bulged.

      “Push or pull?” he asked.

      “Toward me,” she said. “That’s a pull for me, a push for you.”

      She began pulling at the lever, putting all her strength into it. Malin leaned into the lever, throwing his weight against it. The rusty metal gave a single soft sound, a gentle creak—as if acknowledging their presence—but didn’t budge in the slightest. Elna kept pulling until her hands began to go numb from the pressure. Finally, with an explosive sigh, she let go and fell on her rump.

      “No use,” Malin said. “That thing’s not going anywhere.”

      Their combined strength couldn’t get the levers to move even a millimeter. Everything was rusted in place. By the time they left the service building, Malin looked utterly defeated, his shoulders slumped, a hopeless frown on his face. He kept shaking his hands, as if he’d hurt them.

      He turned to face the raised bridge, staring up at the top, as if considering whether to climb it. “Well, that sucks,” he said. “If Garret had stuck around, his strength would have helped. Is there no other option?”

      Elna slumped against the wall beside the door. Within minutes of getting to the drawbridge they’d reached a dead end. She wracked her brain trying to think of some other solution.

      “Damn it,” she said, kicking her heel against the concrete wall. It was a rare show of emotion, and when Malin turned to look at her, she tried to contain it.

      “What’s Plan B?” Malin asked.

      “Plan B is trudge back to the guesthouse and try again another day,” she said, pushing away from the wall. “Sometimes, if I just spend a few days thinking about a problem, a solution presents itself.”

      The walk back was almost completely silent. Malin walked hunched over, staring at his own feet. No more stories about Claire and her driftwood art. When they came in sight of the guesthouse, Elna saw some of the guests still sitting on the veranda. Her father rose at her approach and moved toward the railing to meet them.

      “Well?” he called, as they crossed the parking lot.

      Elna shook her head. “No luck. There are levers, but they wouldn’t budge. Everything is rusted.”

      Malin moved to the nearest table, dumped his backpack on the ground, and sat down. Without really thinking about it, Elna sat next to him. If anything good had come out of their futile walk, she at least felt a little more comfortable around him.

      “Claire is probably freaking out,” Malin said, putting his head in his hands. “I can’t imagine what she’s going through now. If only there were a way I could send her a message. Where’s the damn Pony Express when you need it?”

      Elna’s father grunted and shook his head. “I guess it’s what I expected. Without power, those old bridges aren’t going to budge.”

      “You pulled a few levers and gave up?” Garret said. Malin’s red-faced best man had been sitting quietly, but he leaned back in his chair now, tucking his hands behind his head. “That’s it? Doesn’t seem like you tried all that hard. You should’ve listened to me and come back. Wasted effort. You were so desperate to keep going, you should have spent a little time coming up with a plan.”

      “You have no idea what we did, okay?” Malin said, waving him off. “Just drop it. I had to try for Claire’s sake. When we finally get back together, I want to be able to look her in the eye and say I tried and kept trying. Can’t you understand that?”

      “We’ll make another attempt another day,” Elna added. “It might require more people. I’ll think about it.”

      “At least you two had a nice walk and became pals, though, right?” Garret said, with a mirthless smile. “Look at you sitting together there like old buddies. Quality time is so important, especially when the rest of the world is burning.”

      As his voice rose, Elna shifted in her seat to keep him in view. She didn’t really know the guy, so she didn’t know what he was capable of.

      He seems way more hostile than the situation warrants, she thought. What’s really going on between these two? Maybe I don’t want to know.

      “Just shut up, dude,” Malin said. “I don’t want to hear another word from you. What do you care if Elna and I got to know each other a little bit during our walk? Seriously, what is your problem?”

      Garret came out from behind his table to loom over them. He stood there a moment, still smiling that weird smile. Elna couldn’t quite read his expression, but she felt uncomfortable being near him. She eased her chair a little farther away.

      “You think you got it all figured out, don’t you?” Garret said.

      “What does that even mean?” Malin said with a groan, resting his cheek on the tabletop. “Go away, dude. Sleep off whatever’s wrong with you. I’m sorry I brought you here. I should have followed my mom’s advice and made my brother my best man.”

      Garret rose up tall, the smirk becoming a big toothy grin. He’s about to say something awful, Elna thought in the seconds before he said it. Yes, that was what the smile was all about. Garret was about to pull out a secret weapon.

      And then he did.

      “Well, it’s good you’re making a new lady friend,” he said, “because I know something you don’t know. Oh yeah, I’ve been holding on tight to this one for weeks. Want to hear it? Sure, you do. I happen to know that your sweet little Claire was going to call off the wedding. What do you think about that?”

      “You’re lying,” Malin shouted, standing up so fast he knocked his chair over. “How dare you say that!”

      “You guys had a big fight over the wedding venue,” Garret said. “Didn’t you? You wanted to rent a conference room at the Fremont, and she wanted to use the Little Neon Chapel down the street. She said it was more of a Vegas experience; you said it was tacky. You dug your heels in until she cried, and then you wilted like week-old lettuce.”

      “How do you know about that? I never said a word about it.”

      “Because she told me,” Garret said. “We had a big text conversation about it. Dude, she texted me about all the big fights you had in the last few months. She was sick of it. You didn’t even come to her exhibit at the library last month. She was done with you. If my phone wasn’t fried, I would show you the texts right now.”

      Elna’s father stepped in between them then, but Garret was taller. He peered down at Malin from over George’s shoulder.

      “You thought you got so lucky with her,” he said. “Well, you didn’t.”

      Malin rushed at him, hitting the edge of Elna’s chair hard enough to knock it sideways. She slid off, landed on her hands and knees, and quickly crawled away. She looked over her shoulder in time to see Malin push her father aside and shove Garret backward. His best man landed on a table. Before he had a chance to recover, Malin turned and ran away, heading down the steps then turning toward the vineyard.

      “That was uncalled for,” George said. “All of it.”

      Garret’s smile was gone now. He rose, stepped away from the table, and rubbed the spot just above his sternum where Malin had pushed him.

      “Well, he pissed me off,” he muttered. “He’s been pissing me off for a while now, so he had it coming.”

      And with that, he headed into the guesthouse. In the silence that followed, Elna rose and stumbled over to the handrail.

      Oh God, what are we going to do? she thought. We have limited supplies, we can’t cross the bridge, and some of our guests want to hurt each other.

      As if adding to her thought, she heard a distant rumble of thunder. Moving to the south end of the veranda, she turned her gaze westward and saw dark storm clouds rising above the horizon.

      “Even better,” she muttered.

      Her father stepped up beside her then, stroking his mustache and furiously chewing his lip.

      “Was the mainland really on fire?” he asked. “That’s what Garret said.”

      “We saw flames,” she replied. “Not sure what was burning. Maybe that big storm will put it out.” She pointed at the clouds.

      “What can be happening over there?” he said. “My gosh, Elna, maybe we’re the luckiest people in the world being stuck on this island.”

      “Somehow I don’t think that’s true,” she said.
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      Malin paced through the vineyard rows, trying to stave off the white-hot anger burning in his belly. When he was out of sight of the guesthouse, he looked around to make sure no one had followed him. He appeared to be alone, so he started throwing punches in the air, cursing under his breath.

      I never should have made Garret my best man. He weaseled his way into my good graces by playing nice, but now he shows his real face. Friends since college. Yeah, right. Fair-weather friend is more like it. He was always rude to me anyway. I just put up with it.

      He refused to believe what Garret had said about Claire. No, Malin wouldn’t even entertain the possibility. If she’d had second thoughts about the wedding, she would have said something. Garret was just going for the chink in his armor.

      Well, he’s not going to succeed, Malin said. Garret is just bitter. All of his relationships have failed, and he wants mine to fail.

      A rumble of thunder cut through his thoughts. Dark clouds had gathered above the western horizon, and they seemed to be moving fast, carried on a swift ocean wind. As he watched them, Malin saw flashes of light moving deep within the storm. This was no autumn shower. This looked like a major storm.

      Was it related to the EMP somehow? Or just nature’s way of rubbing it in? He didn’t know, but suddenly his anger at his best man seemed a little less important. Malin turned and started back through the vineyard rows, heading for the back door to the tasting room.

      When he stepped inside, he found that all the guests had relocated there. Joe and Rita Dulles sat together at the bar, quietly chatting. Norman, seated in the corner, idly flipped through a Pasqualee Vineyard brochure. Garret was scowling at a glass of wine from the bar. Selene and her dog paced in front of the westward window, the dog whimpering and barking from time to time. Elna and her father were behind the bar organizing some of the canned food, as if preparing to cook a meal.

      “You guys hear that thunder?” he said. He felt something tickling his temple, and when he reached up to brush it aside he realized it was his hair. I must look like a mess, he thought.

      “Big storm coming,” George Pasqualee said. The old man was still trying to smile, but Malin could see the anxiety in his eyes.

      Elna moved out from behind the bar. “We should gather wood for the fireplace in the lobby. It might get cold.”

      She didn’t wait for anyone to volunteer, moving toward the back door herself. Malin found the woman a little hard to know. She’d proved friendly during their long walk to the drawbridge, but she wasn’t generous with words. Often, her eyes would squinch up, her lips press together, as if she were deep in thought, but she didn’t often share them.

      Still, he felt more comfortable with her than with any of the other people on the island right now, so when she opened the back door, he followed.

      “I’ll help,” he said, stepping outside.

      Just before he shut the door behind them, Garret made some little sound, half-laugh and half-bark, and Malin had to bite his lip to keep from turning back and confronting him. Instead, he made sure the door shut a little louder than necessary.

      “We should bring in enough to last a couple of days,” Elna said. “Never know how long the storm will last.”

      “Agreed,” Malin replied, following her around the corner.

      A wrought-iron firewood rack was set against the wall beside an old shed almost entirely full of split logs. Elna began gathering them up in her arms. As she did, Malin heard another rumble of thunder that seemed to go on for almost a full minute. He looked to the approaching storm, the dark clouds, roiling along the edges, swiftly consuming the sky. He could see a haze of rainfall on the ocean. As he watched, it swept up onto shore, darkening the rocks down by the lighthouse.

      “We’re in for it,” he said.

      As he said it, he caught a hint of movement out of the corner of his eye, a fleeting glimpse of something—of someone—moving through the heavy underbrush just down the slope from the guesthouse.

      “Is that a person?” he wondered aloud. “Surely not. Tell me you saw that, Elna.”

      Elna stepped up beside him, a stack of firewood in her arms. “I saw it, yeah,” she replied. “Couldn’t have been a person, though. Every guest is accounted for.”

      “What’s the biggest kind of animal on this island?” he asked.

      “Island foxes, I suppose,” she said, “but they’re pretty rare.”

      Malin was tempted to call out to whoever it was, but the wall of rain was moving toward them. He turned and started picking up firewood as Elna headed back into the tasting room. By the time Malin stepped away from the firewood rack, the rain swept over him, cold and fierce. Shivering, he rushed to the back door. Elna held it open for him. He stepped inside, rain chasing him and puddling on the wood floor before Elna could get the door shut.

      The howl of wind and rain against the building was so loud that he could barely hear himself think. He followed Elna across the room and down the short hallway to the rustic lobby, where a long, faux-leather couch was set in front of an enormous rock fireplace. They set the firewood on the hearth.

      “Want to help me get the fire started?” Elna asked.

      “Certainly,” he replied. Anything to avoid being in the same room as Garret.

      They began stacking wood in the firebox. Elna reached in and opened the flue then began carefully arranging the wood with the help of a poker. She apparently had a very specific design in mind, so Malin moved back and sat on the edge of the rock hearth.

      “Did we see someone running around outside or what?” he said.

      “Unlikely,” she said, “but…maybe. Maybe the storm will drive them inside, and we’ll find out who it is. We do employ part-time seasonal workers, but none of them would be on the island at the moment…why would they be on the island?”

      The rain was getting stronger—its loud roar echoed down the hall. Selene rushed into the lobby, wide-eyed and grimacing. She carried Sniffy in her arms, and both of them were freaking out. The dog was barking, and all the petting in the world didn’t help.

      “You okay?” Malin asked, as she passed by.

      “No, I’m not,” she replied, in a tone that made it clear she didn’t want to discuss it. She moved to one of the small windows beside the front door, peering out at the gray sheet of rain obscuring the veranda and parking lot.

      Elna, apparently satisfied with the careful pyramid of split logs that she’d arranged, grabbed a box of fire starter sticks and a plastic lighter off the mantle. Malin, having nothing else to contribute, went to the couch and sat down, sinking into the deep cushions. The soft couch, combined with the white noise of rain, made him sleepy.

      The other guests soon followed. Elna’s father led a procession comprised of Norman, the Dulleses, and Garret. Norman and the Dulleses sat with Malin on the couch, but Garret found a spot on the hearth. Malin glanced at him briefly, but his friend was busy glaring at the wood floor.

      That’s how it’s going to be, I guess, Malin thought. Fine with me.

      “Well…” George Pasqualee said, standing in the middle of the room with his arms crossed. “At least we don’t have to worry about the storm knocking out the power.”

      Absolutely no one responded to this. Malin had to struggle not to groan. George Pasqualee tried a little too hard to keep things light and happy sometimes. In the background, Sniffy continued his incessant, muffled barking.

      “That damn noisy dog,” Garret grumbled. “Where’s the duct tape?”

      Malin ignored him, leaning back on the couch. A thought occurred to him. “You know, maybe we should try to collect some of this rainwater. We might need it for drinking later. You’ve got those barrels in the tasting room.”

      “They’re just decorations,” Elna said. She’d lit the fire, and the flames were beginning to slowly spread. “They aren’t waterproof. Tomorrow, after the storm, we can walk to the winery next door and get some of the big barrels, but for now, why don’t we use a few big pots from the kitchen?” She pulled the fireplace screen shut and rose, turning to Malin. “Want to help?”

      “Sure,” he said, though he was reluctant to leave the wonderful embrace of the thick couch cushions.

      As they headed for the kitchen and dining room, Malin was pretty sure he heard his good buddy, Garret, make another little sound. He almost said something in response this time—Dude, keep your weird noises to yourself—but Elna was moving too fast.

      They got some enormous pots from the kitchen cabinet and carried them to the front door. As soon as Elna opened the door, wind and rain blasted into the lobby. Selene whimpered and turned, moving into the corner as if to shield Sniffy.

      They placed the pots on the walkway just beyond the cloth covering of the veranda.

      “It’s not going to take long for these to fill up,” Elna said, shouting over her shoulder to be heard.

      “Let’s hope they don’t float away in the flooding,” Malin replied.

      In the lobby, the welcome mat was already soaked. Elna’s father was lighting candles in brass sconces on the walls, though the fire in the fireplace produced plenty of warm, flickering light.

      This would all look and feel folksy, if we didn’t know the whole country is burning down, Malin thought.

      “This isn’t so bad,” Norman said, pulling a small couch pillow into his lap and wrapping his arms around it. “It’s real nice in here. I could stand this for a while, you know? Sort of cozy.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t agree,” Joe Dulles said, in his pinched, nasally voice. “It all feels quite ominous to me, knowing there’s darkness all around us and a howling wind beating against the roof. The fire in the fireplace is like the last light left in the whole world, and I can’t help but think about all the miles and miles and miles of cities gone dark.”

      “Don’t even describe it, Joe,” Rita said. “I’m trying very hard not to think about our condition.”

      Their conversation was rudely interrupted by a violent crash. Malin had stumbled forward, catching himself against a small table bearing a decorative vase of milk glass. The vase wobbled, but he managed to put an arm around it to keep it from falling. Selene shrieked like she’d been stabbed and frantically backed away from the front door, her dog scrambling to climb her shoulder. Shards of glass glittered on the floor.

      “What was that?” he said.

      It took a moment to notice the enormous tree branch lying at an angle across the jagged remains of the window. The branch was wrapped in blue cloth, and he realized it was the cloth cover from the veranda’s roof.

      “Get away from the window, folks,” George Pasqualee said, shouting over the wind.

      Selene clearly didn’t have to be told twice. She fled toward the hallway and huddled in the shadows there.

      “Pop, we can’t leave it broken like that,” Elna said, wind blowing rain and hair into her face. “This is the only room with a fireplace.”

      “Malin, Garret, there’s a storage shed out back,” George said. “I’ve got some plywood sheets in there. Bring a couple, and we’ll cover up the window. The door is outside, around the corner from the guesthouse. Hurry. Elna and I will clean up the broken glass.”

      Old man, have you not been paying attention? Malin thought. Malin and Garret aren’t exactly getting along.

      But he decided not to argue the point. The storm was forcing its way into the lobby with relentless fury, blasting rain all the way to the couch, and he really didn’t want that nice couch to get ruined. Without looking at his friend, he rushed through the lobby and down the hall to the tasting room.

      “The supply closet is outside?” Garret said, coming up behind him.

      “I’m afraid so,” Malin said.

      When he opened the back door, cold rain immediately hit him in the face. He pushed outside, fighting through the bitter wind, and made his way to the shed he’d seen beside the firewood rack. When he looked back, he realized Garret was waiting at the back door, hiding behind the frame and shielding his face with one meaty hand.

      Yeah, take care of yourself there, buddy, Malin thought, bitterly.

      He rounded the corner, fighting all the way—the ground beneath his feet had turned to mush. Much of the island was obscured now behind sheets of rain and mist, but he glanced at the place where he’d seen movement earlier. If anyone was there now, they were getting drenched.

      Opening the supply shed, he spotted the sheets of plywood stacked against the wall between two large metal shelves. He grabbed four of them, dragging them out of the shed and back toward the tasting room. Only when he got inside did Garret help, picking up one of the sheets, hoisting it above his head, and hurrying back to the lobby.

      “Thanks, pal,” Malin muttered. “You’re a big help.”

      If Garret heard, he didn’t react. In the lobby, Elna and George had swept away the glass, but they were working so close to the broken window that they’d gotten utterly drenched. Elna’s short-sleeve denim shirt was soaked, her dark hair plastered against her skull, but she didn’t complain. She just kept working. An admirable quality.

      Garret set his sheet of plywood on the floor, but Malin leaned the rest of the stack against the broken window, blocking some of the rain. As he was doing that, George retrieved a hammer, nails, and a battery-operated drill. Elna retrieved a bunch of towels and began laying them out on the puddled floor.

      “Here, I’ll take care of that part,” Garret said to George, plucking the drill out of his hand.

      He lifted one of the boards and set the bottom edge on the window ledge. He pressed the drill tip against the edge of the plywood sheet and pulled the trigger. It gave a soft click, but the drill didn’t turn on. He shook it, as if that would help, and tried again.

      “Damn thing got fried like everything else,” he shouted, flinging the drill onto the floor.

      It hit one of the towels, and the plastic handle broke.

      “Whoa, watch out,” George said.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Garret said, stepping back. “The insides are all burned up anyway. It’s junk, just like every other electronic device. Might as well toss it all.”

      As he backed away, Malin took his place. Taking the hammer from George, he went to work nailing the first plywood sheet in place. It covered the bottom half of the window, which was where the break had occurred, but rain was still ricocheting up over the top edge into the room. As he lifted a second sheet to cover the rest of the window, he happened to look out the window. The veranda was gray with wind and rain, but he saw movement just beyond the handrail. A distinct shadow dashed across the narrow strip of grass between the veranda and the parking lot. Malin leaned closer to the glass to try to make out what it was, but it was already gone.

      Definitely not an island fox, he thought. But who would be crazy enough to run around the island in the howling rain?

      Others came forward then to help him nail the second plywood sheet in place. Elna held the bottom corner, Norman held the top right, and George grabbed the top left. Selene even came out of the hallway, still clutching Sniffy tight, and pressed her fingertips against the edge.

      “Thanks, guys,” he said, driving in the first nail. “Things go a lot smoother when we work together.”

      After he secured the sheet, he realized the room had become quite dark. Faint light flickered on the walls, and he saw that the fire in the fireplace had gone out, blown to smithereens by the cold wind. Only a few candles in wall sconces continued to burn.

      Too bad we’re in Northern California, he thought, feeling the cold damp bite through his jacket and shirt. I should’ve had my bachelor party on Catalina Island instead.
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      Elna’s right arm, still sore from her futile efforts at the drawbridge, had just began to tremble from the effort of pressing the plywood sheet in place when Malin finished driving in the last nail. She was impressed with how helpful he was. He’d jumped up to do what needed to be done without a complaint or even an unhappy look.

      “That should hold,” Elna said, stepping back and letting her arm fall. She massaged her shoulder.

      As they stood admiring their handiwork, Elna heard a loud thud, as if another tree branch had come through the broken window and hit the plywood. She heard more of the window shatter behind the plywood.

      “Are you kidding me?” Malin said. “Is every tree going to fall down?”

      “Maybe we should add a second layer,” Elna said. “Just in case there—”

      Before she could finish, there was a second, louder thud, and the bottom sheet of plywood pulled away from the window frame. Some of the nails ripped from the wall, others broke through the edge of the plywood. As Elna rushed forward and grabbed the sheet of wood, she squinted, expecting to get a faceful of rainwater. However, something seemed to be filling the broken window, some gray shape.

      She started to push at the large piece of cloth that seemed to have broken loose from somewhere and gotten blown into the window. Then it moved, and she realized it was a person. He wore a gray hooded sweatshirt, which was utterly drenched from the rain. As he pushed through the broken window, the hood slid back to reveal a long, lean face. His face was scruffy, with a few days’ growth of whiskers on his cheeks and chin, and a long goatee hung from his pointed chin like an overgrown weed. A spiderweb tattoo went from the corner of his right eye to his sideburn.

      “No, not you,” he said, locking eyes with Elna. “I’m not here for you.”

      Before she could make sense of the situation, he put his left hand against her left shoulder and shoved her aside. She immediately lost her balance, falling onto her side.

      “Dominic!” Selene shouted the name so intensely that her voice broke. Sniffy began to bark like mad. “What are you doing here?”

      He rose to his hands and knees, peering about the room, seeking something. He had the hard eyes of bad experiences, dead as black rocks. The others watched him rise with varying degrees of confusion. Malin was closest to him, and he started to reach down, as if to help the man to his feet. Then he caught himself and stepped back.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Elna’s father said. “Where in the hell did you come from?”

      His eyes finally locked onto Selene. She had been slowly backing away, Sniffy raging inside the cage of her arms. And Elna understood.

      This is the source of her fear and anxiety. Whoever he is, whatever he’s done, he’s a threat to her.

      “There you are,” he said, in a strained, scratchy voice. “You’re coming with me, Selene. I’m done playing your games. Do you hear me? We’re going back home, and that’s final. Now, don’t fight me on this!”

      With that, he lunged at her, shouldering his way past Malin. Elna’s father stood directly in Dominic’s path, and he planted his hands on his hips and gave the stranger a look that dared him to approach. But Dominic didn’t even seem to notice him. He barreled right into Pop, drove him back, then pushed him to one side. Elna’s father hit the back of the couch and fell.

      “Hey, man, not cool,” Malin said.

      Selene continued her backward shuffle, the soles of her Birkenstocks squeaking on the wet wood as she headed for the dark hallway. “Leave me alone, Dominic,” Selene cried, tears glinting in her eyes. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

      Norman rose from the couch but seemed unsure of what to do. Joe and Rita hugged each other and cowered.

      “No, you’re not supposed to be here,” Dominic said, “and I’m bringing you back. I told you we belong together, and you agreed. You agreed, Selene. Stop playing mind games with me and let’s go. Right now. Right now! Do you hear me?”

      Fortunately, Malin was quicker to react, moving to intercept the stranger as he ran toward Selene and a frantic, thrashing Sniffy. He caught the stranger around the midsection and shoved him against the wall, knocking the decorative vase off its table. Candle flames in the wall sconces above danced madly.

      “Get off me,” Dominic said, driving his elbow into Malin’s face. “This has nothing to do with you. Mind your own business!”

      Grabbing at his cheek, Malin backed away, but then Garret came running around the front of the couch. His face was even redder than usual, slick with a mix of sweat and rain. Clenching both fists, he stepped in between Selene and Dominic.

      “Okay, bro, you’re getting it now,” Garret said, shaking out his fists as if priming them. “I’m going to tenderize your ugly mug for you. How does that sound?”

      Dominic pushed off the wall and rose, lifting his own fists. “This isn’t about you, meathead. Stop trying to act tough. You sound ridiculous. This is a private affair between me and my girl, so get out of my way and let me handle it.”

      “I’m making it about me. Got it?”

      Garret threw a punch, and it was immediately clear to Elna that he had no idea what he was doing. Despite being beefy and thick-limbed, his punch was all wrong. He didn’t put his weight into it, didn’t swing his hips to add force to the blow. His wrist was bent. Elna’s self-defense instructor in college would have chewed him up and spit him out for his bad form.

      Dominic was able to backpedal and avoid a direct hit. Instead, Garret’s knuckles glanced off his shoulder. In backing away, however, Dominic’s foot slipped in a puddle, and he went down on one knee. Even so, he threw a counterpunch, hitting Garret solidly in the side.

      “Get out of my way, I said. Stop meddling in my business!”

      Garret threw a ridiculous swing that brought his right fist up and over. He managed to hit Dominic on the arm, but then his hand kept going and smacked into the wall. Malin had recovered by then, and he rushed in from the side. Dominic saw him coming, picked up the milk glass vase that had fallen nearby, and flung it at him. Malin swung his arm to block it, and the vase broke against his wrist. When he turned his head to avoid the big pieces, Dominic reached out and shoved him with both hands. Malin slipped and fell on his rump in a puddle.

      Oh gosh, none of these guys can fight, Elna thought, as Dominic stood up. I guess I’d better help.

      Dominic was just about to punch Garret again when she ran up behind him, grabbed a fold of his shirt, and hooked her right foot around his shin. She pulled backward, twisting at the hip, and yanked the stranger off his feet. It was a judo move she hadn’t used since her self-defense class, but it worked. Dominic landed on one of the plywood sheets, did an awkward backward somersault, and slammed into the window frame with a grunt of pain.

      “Where’d you come from?” he said, grimacing.

      He quickly got to his feet again, and Elna braced herself for a charge. But a hand grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled her backward.

      “He’s a big ole boy,” Garret said, moving in front of her. “Better stay out of this and let us handle it.”

      Dominic rose, but Garret brought a hand out from behind his back. Somewhere in the madness, he had picked up a hammer, and he raised it above his head.

      “I’ll crack your skull,” he said, looming over Dominic. “I’m not playing with you, dude.”

      Malin moved up beside him. He had a big cut on his arm—no doubt caused by the vase—and blood ran down and dripped off his knuckles. Though Elna had seen what poor fighters they were, she had to admit they made an intimidating pair when they stood side by side like that, all rain-drenched and ragged. Dominic stared at them.

      “This has nothing to do with either of you,” he said. “I’m here for Selene. We’ll work this out between the two of us.”

      “Well, you’re not getting to Selene,” Malin said. His hair was a bigger mess than ever, though, in a strange way, Elna thought it looked better when it was in disarray. “Sorry, man. I hate to be the bearer of bad news.”

      Elna glanced over her shoulder and saw Selene fading into the dark hallway, though a frantic Sniffy continued to give her position away with his shrill barking. When she turned back around, her father stepped in front of her. He had disappeared at some point during the fight, and now he reappeared clutching an enormous scythe. Elna knew the tool—she’d used it often to chop weeds and wild grass—but the fact that he was wielding it now as a weapon was so absurd that she laughed.

      “Oh, what are you gonna do with that, old man?” Dominic said.

      Though the big, curved blade looked fierce, Elna knew darn well that the size of the thing made it practically useless in a close fight.

      “Don’t move,” her father said, turning the blade so that it was pointed at the stranger.

      Instead of heeding his words, Dominic lashed out with one booted foot, kicking Elna’s father squarely in the gut. George went flying backward, dropping the scythe in the process. Malin and Garret caught him, and in the chaos Dominic turned and lunged back through the broken window. Elna ran after him, reaching, and just managed to snag the heel of one of his Doc Martens.

      The rain made the rubber sole slick as melting ice, and he slipped out of her grasp as he pulled himself through the window. She made another grab for him, but he kicked off the outer wall and disappeared into the rain. Elna started to follow him, poking her head through the broken window and getting a full blast of cold rain in her eyes.

      “Don’t do it,” her father cried. “It’s not safe out there. Let him go!”

      She drew back into the house, wiped the water out of her eyes, and rose.

      “Board up the window,” her father said. “Board it up real good this time. I’ll go around and lock all the doors.”

      Elna thought she caught a final glimpse of Dominic, a shadow disappearing into the impenetrable gray as he ran across the parking lot.

      How in the heck did he get on the island? Who is this lunatic?
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      She’d used almost every towel in the kitchen and main guest bathroom, and even then, Elna couldn’t quite soak up all the water that had pooled on the lobby floor. Malin, Garret, and Norman boarded up the broken window, double-layering the plywood and using quite a few more nails than before. As they did that, Elna’s father went around the guesthouse and set the deadbolt on every door. There wasn’t enough plywood to cover every window in the building, but at least they would hear the glass breaking if Dominic tried to get in.

      Once they were done, Elna went to the fireplace and relit the fire. Joe and Rita Dulles had held each other through the entire ordeal, and she heard them whispering comforting words. She envied them the companionship. It must’ve been nice. Once the fire was crackling again, she sat on the floor and let the heat begin to dry her soaked clothing.

      “I’m sorry,” Selene said, creeping out of the dark hallway. Her dog had finally settled down, but the poor thing was panting. “I never meant to cause trouble for everyone.” Her eyes were red from crying.

      Elna patted the floor beside her, and Selene approached, sitting cross-legged before the fire. Red light glinted off her teeth as she grimaced.

      “Who is he?” Elna asked.

      Selene glanced at her, eyes wide and flashing with fear. No, not fear—terror. “Dominic is my ex-husband. I’ve tried to get away from him. I’ve tried and tried, but somehow he always finds me. I wish he would just move on, but he won’t, he can’t. He’s crazy.”

      “Clearly,” Elna replied.

      “He was so cruel to me,” she said softly. “It started in little ways right after we began dating, but he just got worse and worse over time. By the time I realized what he was really like, I didn’t know how to get out of it.” A tear trickled down her cheek, and she quickly brushed it away. “He’s so manipulative, always getting me to say things and then using the words against me.”

      “Does he hit you?” Elna asked.

      Selene didn’t answer right away. “He knows how to cause pain without leaving bruises that other people can see. Every time he hurts me, he cries and promises never to do it again, and then he does it again. If anything, he gets worse. I’m so tired.” He pulled Sniffy in close and buried her cheek against the dog’s furry back. “Tell me, Elna. Have you ever dated a bad guy?”

      Elna considered. A face came to her then, out of the murky depths of her past. A handsome face but stern, hard, severe. “My ex-boyfriend wasn’t bad, really,” she said, “just unpleasant. We started dating in college. In the beginning, I kind of liked his stoic nature, though, in retrospect, I don’t know why. I thought he was brooding, but he was actually cold. He never hit me or anything. Rod Smith. I haven’t thought of him lately, but he was a character. Military type, you know?”

      Selene nodded. “Dominic is not military. He’s an ex-con, but he didn’t tell me that until after we started dating. He used to be a tweaker, but he got sober a few years ago. You’d think that would make him a better person, but it didn’t. I have a restraining order against him in Placer County, but it’s just a worthless piece of paper. He stalks me anyway, and what can I do? I can’t call law enforcement and ask them to come to the island.”

      Someone cleared his throat behind them. Elna looked up and saw Garret standing in front of the couch, arms crossed over his chest. Rain was still dripping off his chin and the tips of his hair.

      “If you knew he was stalking you, you should have been more careful,” he said. He’d gone a bit hoarse during the fight. “You should have worked harder to cover your tracks. I mean, look at this mess, lady.” He gestured at the pile of wet towels in the corner, at the trash can full of broken glass. “And it could’ve been a lot worse. Seriously, take some responsibility for yourself. If he’s a threat, deal with it. Deal with the problem, so you don’t put other people in danger.”

      “Chill out,” Malin said, moving up beside him. He’d wrapped a towel around his right forearm and tied it in place, but blood was already seeping through the damp cloth. Elna was afraid the wound might be more serious than he was letting on. “For real, Garret, are you blaming the victim? That dude is a maniac. You saw it yourself.”

      Garret waved him off. “I said what I said. She needs to hear it. You’re only a victim if you allow yourself to be.”

      Elna bit back a harsh response. Why get into it with Garret? Instead, she reached over and patted Selene on the back.

      “I’m sorry you’ve had to deal with this,” she said. “What does he want from you? I wonder if he knows he’s stranded on this island like the rest of us.”

      “I don’t know,” Selene said, bowing her head. “I never really understood what he wanted from me. Just…control, I guess. He always promises he won’t hurt me, but then he hurts me. I’m afraid of what he’ll do next.”

      “We’ll be ready for him,” Garret said. “Believe me. The next time I see that guy, he’s going to be sorry we ever crossed paths.”

      “I wish you were right,” Selene said with a sigh, “but I know him too well. He’s never sorry about anything.”
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      “Okay, I think I need some painkillers now,” Malin said. He’d been pacing for almost a full hour, clutching his bandaged right arm. “The arm is really starting to hurt like crazy.”

      Elna had been considering broaching the subject. Quite a bit of blood had soaked through the towel. In the aftermath of Dominic’s invasion, everyone had grown tense and quiet. Selene was still sitting in front of the fire, endlessly petting Sniffy. The Dulleses wouldn’t let go of each other on the couch. Elna’s father and Norman were hunting around on the floor for small pieces of glass after one had lodged itself in George’s shoe.

      “Follow me,” Elna said, standing and beckoning Malin. “We’d better take a look at your wound.”

      She grabbed a large flashlight off the mantel and led him down the hall to the guest bathroom. It was a large, comfortable room with brass and wood accents everywhere. The flashlight beam glinted off a dozen polished surfaces. She set the flashlight on a shelf near the sink and opened a cabinet above the toilet, pulling out a plastic first aid kit.

      “I think the adrenaline was still pumping for a while,” Malin said, working at the knot in the towel. “I didn’t notice the pain.”

      He couldn’t get the knot undone with one hand, so Elna helped. When she pulled the towel away, she saw that his arm was soaked with blood and rainwater. She wiped it away with a clean corner of the towel, revealing the wound. It was worse than she’d expected, so bad, in fact, that she gasped.

      “What? What do you see?” Malin had turned his head, as if he couldn’t bear the sight. “Is it terrible?”

      The gash ran along the back of his forearm, starting near the wrist and running in a straight line toward his elbow. It was almost six inches long, and it looked deep. Elna could see a hint of fat and meat. Malin tried to pull his arm away, as if afraid she might touch the wound, and she grabbed his wrist.

      “Hold still,” she said. “I had no idea it was like this. Oh, gosh…” She groaned, her stomach turning.

      How do I even treat such a wound?

      She led Malin over to the padded toilet seat, had him sit down, then gently laid his arm on the edge of the sink. He still wouldn’t look at the wound. Elna opened the first aid kit and began rooting through the supplies.

      “Okay, this is going to sting,” she said, pulling out a small bottle of hydrogen peroxide. “Probably a lot.”

      As she twisted off the cap, she heard a footstep in the doorway and a gentle voice said, “You have to stitch the wound. It won’t heal right if you don’t.”

      Selene stood in the doorway. She had actually dared to set her dog down, and Sniffy was curled up on the floor in the hallway, exhausted.

      “Right there,” Selene said, pointing to a curved needle and surgical thread tucked into a corner of the first aid kit.

      “Honestly, I’ve never stitched a wound before,” Elna said.

      “I have,” Selene said. “I’ll do it.”

      Elna stepped back and motioned Selene to take her place.

      “Can you get me a few things from the kitchen?” Selene said, squirting disinfectant into her hand.

      “What do you need?”

      “Turmeric powder, ginger, clove, onion, coconut oil,” she said. “If you’ve got them. And bring something to slice or grate the onion and ginger.”

      “I believe we’ve got most of those,” Elna said. “Not sure about coconut oil.”

      “Are we making dinner?” Malin said, laughing awkwardly. Then he made the mistake of looking at the wound and he swooned, his head tipping back and hitting the bottom edge of the cabinet.

      “Stay awake for me, sir,” Selene said. “Take deep breaths. I’m not making dinner. I’m going to make an herbal poultice after I stitch this up. It’ll help the wound heal.”

      Elna went to the kitchen to retrieve the items, and as she was rooting around in the pantry she heard Malin groan loudly, then suck in his breath, then cuss loudly, and finally apologize. It took a while to find everything Selene wanted.

      Turmeric has some healthy qualities, she thought. I get that, but onion, clove, ginger? Isn’t it a bit medieval?

      With the lack of a doctor on the island, she decided to defer to Selene’s treatment. As long as they disinfected the wound, the poultice couldn’t hurt, could it? By the time she returned to the restroom, the cut was stitched.

      “She’s a pro at this,” Malin said, though he looked like he was on the verge of fainting.

      “I’ve treated many injuries,” Selene replied. “It’s one of the things I do for a living, but I’ve also treated my own injuries many, many times.”

      The casual tone of Selene’s comment made Elna wince.

      “Can you take over while I prepare the poultice?” Selene asked, pulling her ponytail tighter and adjusting her scrunchie.

      “Sure.”

      As Selene cleared some space on a shelf, Elna cleaned Malin’s arm, washing off all the blood and gently drying it. Now that the stitching was done, Malin was a model patient, sitting still and smiling at her, doing whatever was asked of him. The scent of chopped onions and garlic filled the bathroom.

      “That’s making me hungry,” Malin said. “Too bad you’re smearing it on my arm.”

      “You do need to eat and drink plenty of water,” Elna said. “It’ll help you get your strength back. You lost a lot of blood.”

      Selene applied the poultice, and Elna bandaged the wound. When they were done, Selene carried the remaining food items back to the kitchen, leaving Elna and Malin alone in the bathroom.

      “From now on, take it easy,” Elna said, putting the first aid supplies back in the kit. “No more fighting, if you can help it.”

      “I’ll try,” Malin said, lightly running his fingertips along the bandage. “Kind of depends on the weirdo out there. I’m not going to let him attack Selene.”

      “There are plenty of people to handle him,” Elna said.

      “Can you imagine being married to someone like that?” He pulled the sleeve of his jacket back down.

      “No, not really,” Elna said. “I’d like to think I would have kicked his butt a long time ago, but it’s probably different when you’re in the middle of it.”

      Malin grunted and leaned back. He had a pensive look on his face. As Elna put the first aid kit back in the cabinet, he sighed and said, “I hope Garret’s wrong.”

      “About what?” Elna asked.

      “Claire,” he replied. “Having second thoughts.”

      “Well, I don’t know how trustworthy your best man is,” Elna said. She found Tylenol and ibuprofen in a drawer and shook out a couple of each into her hand.

      “I don’t believe everything Garret says, that’s for sure but he said that there are text messages. I didn’t know that they were ever in contact with each other.” He took the pills from her and tossed them into his mouth. She handed him a small cup of water, but he’d already downed the pills dry. He drank the water anyway and crushed the paper cup in his hands. “Yeah, he made it up. He said that about the texts because he knew he wouldn’t have to prove it. That’s what I choose to believe. Assume the best about people until you’re forced to accept the worst, that’s what I always say.”

      “Good,” Elna said, giving him an encouraging smile.

      She marveled at how wrong her first impression of Malin Weber had been. He was a nice guy, possibly a wounded soul. And he looked so much better now that he’d lost the gelled hairdo. When he looked up at her, she couldn’t maintain eye contact.

      Too bad he’s taken, she thought, then quickly drove the thought from her mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      While Malin rested on the couch, Elna’s father brought out some crackers, cheese, and wine. They all enjoyed a snack in front of the warm, crackling fire. Even Garret seemed, for the moment, to fully relax, sitting cross-legged on the floor with his back against the wall.

      “We’ll have to watch for signs of infection,” Selene said, leaning close to Elna to speak.

      “Yeah, it was a deep cut,” Elna said. “It’s definitely a risk, and we don’t have access to antibiotics.”

      “You don’t have much left in the kitchen,” Selene said. “We’ll need more herbs for treating wounds, especially garlic and ginger.”

      “We can scour the garden tomorrow,” Elna said. “Assuming it survives the storm. Pop always grows a bit of garlic, and we have a few ginger plants as well.” A thought occurred to her then. It was such a simple thing that she hadn’t considered it until then, so preoccupied with more complicated solutions. “You know, we can always plant more. There are seeds in a shed out by the vineyard. It’s a long-term solution, but given enough time and care, it could provide plenty of food.”

      At one point during the evening, Pop went to check on the pots they’d left on the veranda, but he didn’t find them. Either the wind or Dominic had dragged them away. Elna stood at the door and stared out into the rainy evening, as if she could spot them in the distance. They were nowhere to be seen. Neither did she see any moving shadows in the gloom.

      “We still have the water storage tank,” she said, as her father closed the door and set the deadbolt. “But it won’t last. We’ll need to set up a system for collecting water that can serve our needs going forward. We have to make long-term plans, Pop. We can’t just react to everything. We need a permanent water solution, we need to build up our food stores somehow, and we have to be ready for Dominic in case he returns.”

      “I just don’t have answers for everything,” he said with a world-weary sigh.

      “You don’t have to,” Elna said. “I’ve got some ideas. But they’ll hold till morning.”

      Her father hugged her. “You just tell me what to do, Principessa. I trust you.”

      Principessa. That was a nickname he hadn’t called her in years. She smiled, but it was bittersweet. The world of her childhood was gone now. Gone perhaps forever.
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      Despite the debris that was cast about, a few broken trellises, and the shattered window, the island looked and smelled fresh in the aftermath of the storm. In the morning light, everything was clean and bright. If not for the fact that a violent creep was hiding out there somewhere, Elna might have enjoyed her walk with Malin and Norman.

      “It’s a shame to have all that water falling on us and not be able to store it somehow,” Norman said. “It’s like nature said, ‘You need fresh water? Here you go!’”

      “We can certainly collect more rainwater in the storage tank,” Elna explained. “I was thinking of constructing some kind of funnel system around the top hatch. However, it doesn’t rain that often on the island, so the best solution, the best long-term solution is desalination.”

      “You know how to do that?” Norman said. “I’ve seen desalination plants. They’re pretty huge.”

      “I think I know a way to do it,” Elna said. “I thought about it all night, and I believe we have the equipment we need. We need a large pot, aluminum foil, rubber tubing, duct tape, and a glass jar. I’m pretty sure we have all of those things in various places.”

      “And you know how to make it work?” Malin said. He was nursing his wounded arm, keeping it curled against his belly. “Like, you just lay there in bed and figured it all out? I’m impressed.”

      “It’s been a while since I’ve read about it,” Elna said, “but I think I can recall the basic concept. The idea is to put the salt water in a covered pot, set it over a fire, then let it heat until it turns into water vapor. You collect the vapor, and the salt gets left in the pot. Voila, potable water!”

      “Can it really be that simple?” Norman said.

      Elna conceded that Norman’s doubt was reasonable. She’d never actually tried it before, but there had to be a first time for everything.

      “Just keep your eyes open as we’re strolling around the grounds,” Malin said. “D-bag is out there somewhere, unless the storm washed him away.”

      “It would serve him right,” Norman muttered. “What do you figure he’s up to right now?”

      “Hopefully, clinging to a piece of driftwood,” Malin said, “and heading off in the general direction of Japan. But realistically, he’s probably hiding somewhere on the island, trying to figure out his next move. It sounds like he’s a persistent guy. We need to keep an eye on Selene. We shouldn’t leave her anywhere by herself.”

      “I don’t suppose he’ll take the hint,” Norman said, “figure out his ex-wife doesn’t want him anymore, and move on with his life.”

      “He kicked in a window instead of knocking on the front door,” Malin said. “That’s not a sign of a stable type.”

      “Doesn’t make sense to me.” Norman shook his head and gave a disgusted look. “If someone doesn’t want you, why do you want to keep coming around? Have a little dignity, man. Doesn’t he know he’s embarrassing himself?”

      To this, Malin merely shrugged.

      It was a timely warning. Elna was so caught up in her little project that she had trouble thinking about anything else. When she was on a mission, it tended to consume her. She tried to keep an eye open for Dominic as they moved about the grounds.

      In the end, she found everything they needed for the desalination project in various locations: aluminum foil and a pot from the kitchen, rubber tubing and duct tape from the shed near the water storage tank, a glass jar from a shelf in the small greenhouse beside the garden. The hard part was getting seawater, which required another hike down the road to the eastern shore. She filled up a couple of large buckets, and Malin and Norman hauled them back up the hill.

      Too much work, she thought. We’ll need to find an easier way to transport the water.

      She needed a heating element, so she decided to use the fireplace. It was a large enough space for a Dutch oven to hang from a hook. She retrieved the hook and set it over the coals. They’d fed the fire periodically throughout the night, and there was still plenty of heat.

      Malin and Norman tried to help her set up the desalinator, but she mostly did it herself—she had a very specific design in mind, and it was easier to make it herself than to explain it with precision. The water-filled pot was covered in aluminum foil, with a small opening for the rubber tubing. She put duct tape around the opening both to hold the tubing in place and to seal it. Then she ran the tube into the big glass jar and sealed it in place with more tape.

      “Man, how do people come up with this kind of stuff?” Malin said, watching her from the hearth. “I don’t understand how your mind works. You should be a scientist.”

      “To be fair, I didn’t come up with the idea,” she replied, though the compliment both embarrassed and pleased her. “I adapted it from stuff I’ve read in the past. We heat the water in the first pot, it evaporates, runs through the tubing, cools and condenses, then pools in the bottom of the jar. Salt and sediment are left behind. In theory, at least. We’ll see. Something about it feels off. I’m not sure what.”

      She stoked the fire, added another log, and got it burning. After a couple of minutes, she heard water boiling in the pot. The glass jar began to fill with steam, and gradually the steam became condensation. From there, it was a long, dull process of waiting for the condensation to pool in the bottom of the jar. Malin finally lost interest and began to wander about the lobby, but Norman stood patiently behind Elna and watched. Selene was on the couch with Sniffy, but she seemed lost in thought.

      Finally, when a few inches of water had collected in the bottom of the jar, Elna decided to test the results. Using a towel, she removed her contraption from the hook and set it on the hearth. Then she disconnected the rubber tuning and carefully removed the tape from the neck of the jar. She held up the jar, showing it to Norman and Selene.

      “Seems like it worked,” Norman said, with an encouraging smile.

      “It’s not a lot,” Selene noted, “and it took a long time.”

      “We have propane tanks,” Elna said, thinking out loud. “I could set up a burner and keep the process going throughout the day. Of course, I would have to find an easier way to transport a large amount of seawater up the hill.”

      Garret had wandered over behind the couch, arms crossed as he watched her.

      “Well, let’s see how it turned out,” she said, bringing the jar to her lips. She sniffed. “It doesn’t smell like seawater. That’s a good sign.”

      She took a swig and instantly tasted a salt tang. She spat it back into the jar and set it on the hearth.

      “No good?” Norman said.

      She shook her head. “Reduced the salt content but didn’t eliminate it. I don’t understand. The science is sound. What did I do wrong?”

      “I bet you have to let it boil longer,” Garret said, gesturing vaguely toward the fireplace. “Restrict the steam better and give the salt time to settle.”

      Oh, what do you know? Elna thought, fighting an urge to scowl at him. I’d rather not take advice from you of all people.

      “Possibly,” she said, instead. “It’s worth a try. I’ll run a few more tests.”

      But her father came down the hallway then from the tasting room and beckoned her. “Elna, I need your help. Can you come here?”

      She showed him the jar. “I’m kind of in the middle of something, Pop. Something important.”

      “Let someone else take over for a while,” he said. “You’ll have plenty of time for experiments.”

      “Yep, I’ve got it covered,” Garret said, coming around the couch and approaching the fireplace, a thoughtful look on his face. “I’ll continue the experiment. I’ve got some ideas.”

      “Perfect,” Elna’s father said, turning and starting back down the hall

      Seething, but unwilling to argue in front of the guests, Elna set the jar down and rose. Selene gave her a sympathetic shrug. As she moved after her father, Elna glanced at Garret. He was already settling himself in front of the hearth, reaching for the pot.

      She waited until they reached the tasting room to say something to her father. “I’m trying to figure out how to make clean water. That’s kind of important, Pop. Garret is just going to mess it up.”

      “Sorry,” he said over his shoulder, approaching the back door. “I didn’t mean to intrude. You can get back to it in a little while.”

      He opened the door and stepped outside. When she followed him, she realized he was headed for the small fenced garden behind the kitchen. It wasn’t much, just enough to grow their own herbs, tomatoes, garlic, and peppers. Most of their food came from the mainland. At the moment, being late autumn, there wasn’t much growing, and the fierce rainstorm had battered the plants.

      “You made that kind of awkward back there,” Elna said. She couldn’t keep the sharpness out of her voice.

      “I know you like your little experiments, but I’ve got something on my mind,” Pop said, crossing his arms. “It’s about food. This garden won’t be nearly enough to feed us long term, so I was trying to figure out how we could grow more. We might have to clear some of the vineyard and replace it with other plants, but that brings up the issue of water. Instead of spinning my wheels, I figured I’d bring you into it. I knew you’d be good at thinking about this sort of thing.”

      Water is exactly what my “little experiment” was all about, she thought.

      “We have the water storage tank,” she noted. “Of course, it won’t last long with a garden of any significant size, not to mention the need for drinking and bathing. We should use the little greenhouse, of course, to protect some of the plants.” She stooped down and picked up the rain-ruined bits of a tomato plant.

      “Level with me,” her father said. “I didn’t want to ask this in front of the others. Can you make desalination work? Is it just a wild idea, or can you actually do it? Our survival depends on it.”

      “I know,” she replied. “I’m sure I can make it work, if Garret isn’t in there messing it up right now.”

      “How do we get the water up here from the shore?” he asked.

      “That’s my next project,” she said, tapping the side of her head. As she considered the problem, she turned and glanced toward the vineyard, to the blue storage tank in the midst of it. “I wonder if we could repurpose the water pump somehow? Not quite sure how to make it work without the generators, but…”

      “Would you work on it?” her father said.

      She sighed. “Can I get back to my desalination project first?”

      Her father patted her on the back—a sure sign that he was about to gently refuse her request. “Let Garret work on that one for a while. He needs something constructive to do. Focus your effort on the water pump.”

      Elna had to take a moment to collect herself. Let Garret take over her desalination project? He was practically a caveman. Wringing her hands, fighting her mounting frustration, she finally managed to nod. “Okay, I’ll work on the water pump. Who knows, maybe Garret will accidentally prove useful.”

      She started to walk away when he said, “It’s up to you, Elna. You’re the smartest one on the island. Can you juggle all of these responsibilities?”

      “I think so,” she replied.

      “Are you sure? I know I’m asking a lot. I don’t want to put too many expectations on you.”

      She glanced back and saw him staring at her with his eyebrows raised.

      Does he doubt me? she wondered.

      The possibility was so surprising she stared at him open mouthed. Before he could say anything else, she walked away.

      In the end, she returned to the lobby to recruit Malin and Selene for her work on the water pump. They seemed more than willing. Elna was actually surprised to see Garret huddled over the desalination rig, carefully—almost delicately—taping the rubber tubing back in place. She heard water sloshing in the pot.

      Wonders never cease, she thought. Maybe he’ll surprise us all and be more than just a loudmouth.

      As Malin and Selene followed her out into the vineyard, she explained her plan.

      “We’re going to create a source of water,” she said. “Either we pump it up out of the ground, or we transport it up from the shore, but we’re going to do it with absolutely no electronics or reliable power source.”

      “Is that possible?” Selene asked, setting Sniffy down to let her dog roam the vineyard at the end of his leash.

      “It is,” Elna said, her mind already going through the possibilities that she almost missed the look Selene gave her.

      Turning to look at Malin, she couldn’t help the smile when he clapped his hands together and asked, “So, where do we begin?”
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      Elna followed the hose that they’d run from the water storage tank toward the back door of the guesthouse. It was threaded to the outlet of the freshwater pump, which was, in turn, housed in a small plastic-lined box set in the gap between the tank and storage shed.

      “What are you thinking?” Malin asked, following her as she pulled the hose out from under various kinds of debris that had been whipped about by the storm.

      “We can round up all of the hoses on the property and run them as far toward the shore as they’ll go,” she said. “Believe it or not, they might actually reach. If not, I’ll figure out something else. Then we just have to get the pump working.”

      She had reached the housing for the water pump, and she squatted down in front of it. Turning the handle, she pulled open the access door, revealing the relatively small pump motor resting on its concrete foundation. A pipe ran directly from the pump, through the housing, into the side of the storage tank. She turned a knob to shut access.

      Elna noticed a problem right away. The spigot where the hose attached to the pump had somehow come loose. She gently pulled it to one side and revealed a massive crack in the metal above the threads.

      “Nothing a little duct tape won’t fix,” Malin said, giving a halfhearted chuckle.

      “Maybe,” she replied, but something else had already drawn her gaze, “but it won’t fix this.”

      She touched the bottom edge of the motor, which was black from char. Leaning down lower, she realized the whole bottom edge of the water pump was black.

      “Looks like it caught on fire,” she said. “Must’ve sparked when the EMP hit. The motor’s burned out.”

      “I guess we won’t be pumping water,” he said.

      “We don’t give up that easily,” she said, smiling at him. She didn’t have a backup plan yet, but she was bound and determined to create a steady source of water, no matter what it took.

      She shut the access door and stood up, winding up the hose and laying it at her feet.

      “What are you thinking?” Malin asked.

      “First, we round up all the hoses on the property,” she said. “That alone will be a big job, trust me. After that, we’ll…” She didn’t exactly know what happened after that, but she was beginning to formulate an idea that involved creating a fully mechanical pump. Still, she wasn’t nearly as confident as she wanted to appear. The need to prove herself only made it harder. “Well, you’ll see. Come on.”

      “Okay, but if we’re heading off around the property, we really have to watch out for Selene’s ex,” Malin said, helping her drag the hose in. “A guy like that doesn’t give up.”

      “I know,” she said. “We can arm ourselves before we set out. Let’s go.”

      Back at the guesthouse, they found Elna’s father hard at work in the kitchen. It looked like he was attempting to can the remaining fresh vegetables that hadn’t been consumed at their big lunch. A long row of Mason jars was set on the marble-slab countertop, and Pop was busy separating the vegetables into plastic bowls. Norman was at work over by one of the big sinks. Elna noted in passing that he had some slabs of meat on a cutting board beside a few large industrial cartons of salt.

      “Preserving the meat?” she asked him in passing.

      Norman tipped an imaginary hat to her. “That’s right. Figure we can dry and salt it to make it last. This is probably the last beef we’ll eat in a very long time.”

      Elna looked at the cheap cuts of steak on the cutting board and felt a momentary wistfulness. The last beef. He was right, of course. No more access to cows.

      Will I ever eat a hamburger again? she wondered.

      A surprisingly sad thought, but she drove it out of her mind as she moved toward the cutlery drawer. She slid it open, grabbing one of the larger knives out of its bin. It was a nice blade, some fancy thing her father had picked up somewhere along the way and then rarely used. Lightweight and shiny, the world GLOBAL was printed across the side of the blade. She grabbed a second one just like it and set it on the counter in front of Malin.

      “Just in case we need to protect ourselves,” Elna said.

      “Well, this’ll work,” he said, grabbing the slip-resistant steel handle and giving the blade a small practice swing.

      “It’s sharp,” Elna said. “Don’t cut yourself.” She tucked the blade under her belt, but she angled the point of the blade backward so she wouldn’t accidentally stab her own thigh.

      He nodded then followed her example and tucked his knife under his belt.

      “Can’t make the pump work?” Elna’s father called out as they started back across the kitchen.

      She shook her head. “The motor is burned out. Need a different plan.”

      Malin must’ve seen the look on her face, as he gave her a thumbs-up and said, “You’ve got this, Elna. We’ll pump the whole damn ocean up here into the guesthouse, if we want.”

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “Not the whole ocean, please,” her father called, as they left the kitchen.

      When they passed through the lobby, they saw that Garret had given up working on the desalination project. He was currently sleeping on the couch, the pot and jar on the floor nearby. He’d made a mess of the tape over the top of the jar.

      Elna sighed and kept moving. Another thing to fix later.

      “So where are we headed?” Malin asked, pulling the door shut behind them.

      “All over,” she said. “Here’s the thing, Malin. I’m not exactly sure what we’re looking for. I just need to grab anything that might be useful. I have a vague idea of what I want to do, but I’ll need a little inspiration. Let’s start with the big shed down the hill.” She gestured in the direction of the parking lot. “It’s a bit of a walk. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “I’ve got nothing better to do,” he said, with a shrug.

      They headed around the building and past the veranda, where the cars sat like the dead relics of a dead world that they were. Many of the vehicles were speckled with bits of leaves and twigs that had been blown against them in the storm then dried in place. As they headed down the hill, Elna was lost in thought, putting together mechanical pumps in her mind and trying to see all of the pieces. After a while, she realized that Malin had gotten quiet as well, which was unusual. She glanced over at him and realized he was gazing off into the distance, past the shoreline to the misty waters of the bay. The mainland wasn’t quite visible, lost in a haze, but he seemed to be scanning the horizon.

      At first, she didn’t think much of it. She turned away and kept following the winding road down the hill. But then she glanced at him again and noticed his expression, the way his lips were sort of working together, as if he were trying to smile but failing. His eyes were scrunched up. Was he on the verge of tears?

      Of course, she reminded herself. He misses Claire. Don’t forget that. His mind and heart are elsewhere.

      “Right, right.”

      She didn’t realize she’d said it out loud until he looked at her.

      “Tools,” she said, trying to redirect the conversation. “Shovels, especially. That’s what I’m thinking. Also, pallets and scrap wood, maybe some PVC pipe. I think we have that. We’re going to construct a water transportation system.”

      He almost smiled then, nodding at her. “Were you an engineer in another life?”

      “Maybe,” she said. “Actually, I wanted to be an inventor when I was a kid, but…you know, I couldn’t leave Pop here to tend this place all by himself after Mom died. In the beginning, I assumed it would be temporary, but  the family business has become my career. Not that I regret it. I love working here.”

      “Well, you’ve got a mind for inventing, that’s for sure,” he replied. “Personally, I’ve got a head for business. I couldn’t design a water transportation system if my life depended on it.”

      “Well, it does,” she said. “Your life does depend on it.”

      He laughed. “Then it’s a damn good thing you’re here, Elna.”
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      Elna finally had to sit down. They’d gone down the slope and back up to the guesthouse five times, lugging any little thing that seemed half-useful. Now, out of breath, her legs aching, she needed a break. Malin was currently chugging a cup of water drawn straight out of the storage tank. She hoped it was safe to drink, and she made a mental note to come up with some way to filter it. As she rested now, leaning against a low fence post on the far side of the vineyard, she surveyed their acquisitions.

      A big plastic barrel with a hole in the side, a large hose that was only about ten feet long, some mechanical bits and pieces scavenged from dead machinery, scraps of wood, a couple of old pallets, some tools. They’d even gone down the back of the island to search the old military shed on the dirt road. They had a rusty shovel and some scrap lumber to show for it.

      “It’s not enough,” she said. “I’ve got a design for a mechanical pump in my head, not fully fleshed out, but I don’t think I can construct it with the stuff we’ve got.”

      “I’ll bet there used to be some amazing stuff on this island when the military was here,” Malin said. “All kinds of machinery and equipment.”

      “I’m sure they took most of it when they left,” Elna said, dabbing the sweat off her brow with the hem of her shirt. “Treasure hunters on the island probably made off with the rest. We were lucky to find those binoculars the other day.”

      “So what else do you need to construct your water pump?”

      Elna thought about it for a moment. “To get water from the shore up to the guesthouse or to pump it up from the well—whichever proves easier—I’ll need to create a vacuum chamber that can be mechanically operated. This barrel could possibly work as the chamber, but I need more mechanical parts to create the other components.”

      “Well, we haven’t looked everywhere on the island,” Malin noted, pointing down the hill toward the southwest corner. The very top of the dingy off-white lighthouse was just visible over the treetops. “That place beyond the old fence might be a goldmine.”

      Elna thought of all the old military buildings beyond the fence and felt the resurgence of intense curiosity. She’d failed to get over the fence as a child, so that whole area was still waiting to be explored. There was no telling what had been left behind. Anything could be there. As she stared in that direction, imagining all sorts of aging treasures over there—maybe even a whole, intact hand pump—she saw some birds flitter through the trees down the hill. Little gray shrikes, they were ubiquitous on the island, and they had a distinctive call that sounded something like a squeaky hiccup.

      “We should’ve been more prepared for the end of civilization, I guess,” she said, thinking out loud. “So many places to store stuff on the island. We could have stocked up on gear, food, water, medicine. We’re such a small operation, and we only have seasonal help, so the day-to-day operations just consumed all of my thoughts. Still, the end of the world should have crossed my mind at some point, right? It should cross everyone’s mind. We make fun of people who stock food buckets and iodine tablets and such, but think about how much easier they’re dealing with this situation.”

      “Nobody could have anticipated what happened,” Malin said, sweeping his sweaty hair back from his face. “I mean, we’re still in the dark about this whole Korea business.”

      “We don’t have to anticipate specific calamities to be prepared for large-scale problems generally,” Elna said.

      “If I’d thought something like this was possible, I’d have driven to Reno and laid odds on it. Believe me.”

      Elna rose and brushed off the seat of her pants. “Okay, let’s head down to the forbidden zone and see what we can find.”

      “Forbidden zone,” Malin echoed, smiling. “I like that.”

      Elna pulled the barrel a little farther into the vineyard then started down the back side of the island, following the old, overgrown dirt road. She had avoided saying it, but she was starting to get truly concerned that they didn’t have enough equipment on the island to create a sustainable habitat. As she listened to the shrikes hiccupping in the trees, she envisioned a big old pot of them boiling over the fireplace.

      Not enough meat on one of those birds for a single bite, she thought.

      As they walked down the slope, kicking through underbrush, she heard other animals scampering out of their way. There were rabbits on the island. Far more edible than the little birds. The foxes should be edible as well, though she’d never actually heard of anyone eating fox meat. Either way, it didn’t solve the water problem.

      It’s ironic to be on a tiny island surrounded by water and be so worried about water, she thought. Desalination has to work. The water pump has to work.

      “You’d think the storm would’ve cooled things off for a while,” Malin noted, pulling his suit jacket open and flapping either side, as if to vent the heat. He’d rolled up the sleeves again, exposing the big bandage on his right arm. Elna winced.

      “Malin, how is your arm?” she asked. “We don’t want to reopen the wound.”

      “Oh, it’s fine,” he said. “I’m being pretty careful with it. Don’t worry.” He gave her a thumbs-up, as if to reassure her, then changed the subject.  “You know, the last time I felt this much humidity was in Orlando in September. The air there was like a steam bath.”

      “Weather changes pretty quickly on the island,” Elna noted, feeling a drop of sweat trickling down the small of her back.

      During their many breaks at the top of the hill, they’d drunk water from the storage tank, but Elna was already feeling parched again.

      Should’ve brought a bottle of water, she thought. I was too busy trying to work out the details of a water pump to think of it.

      It took a grueling thirty minutes in the relentless heat to reach the old military fence, which stretched across a broad opening between two rocky shelves. The military buildings were clustered around the lighthouse beyond the fence, many of them visibly on the verge of collapse.

      “It doesn’t look safe over there,” she noted, grabbing two fence posts and gazing through the gap.

      “What was the military doing on the island?” Malin asked. “Was it a staging ground for something? Something to do with the Korean War?”

      “I really don’t know,” she said. “If Grandpa knew, he didn’t tell us. One thing’s for sure: they weren’t growing grapes and making wine.”

      A wave crashed against the rocks beyond the lighthouse and kicked up a large spray of mist, which settled over the old buildings. She thought about how the salty sea air had been eating away at these buildings for years. Still, there could be sealed containers or closets.

      “So what do we do?” Malin said, grabbing the heavy chain holding the fence gate shut. “Do we climb over? I can’t remember when I had my last tetanus shot.”

      Elna felt a flutter of unease as she gazed at the abandoned building.

      Just admit defeat, she told herself. You can find an alternative to the water pump.

      But the thought of slinking back to the guesthouse in defeat was too much. Her father would give her that gentle laugh of his, the kind that said, “You got in over your head, Principessa, didn’t you?” He never meant it to sound as condescending as it did.

      “We have to at least take a look,” she said, speaking to herself more than Malin. “You never know what we might find.”

      “Okay,” Malin replied, giving her a thumbs-up. “Let’s go. I’m in if you’re in.”

      He gave her a big, winning smile.

      He’s trying to encourage me, she realized. It was embarrassing, and she looked away in case he could tell. Embarrassing, yes, but also touching.

      “How are your climbing skills?” she asked.

      “Not too shabby,” he said. “Yours?”

      “I don’t know,” she replied. “Let’s find out.”

      She planted the sole of her shoe against the fence, tightened her grip on the posts, and started climbing.
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      He found the loose post by accident, and it almost ended their climb right away. When he put his weight against the fence post, it broke away from the crossbeam, the metal fatigued by years of rust and weather. Malin’s foot and leg slipped through the gap, pushing the broken fence post to the ground on the other side, leaving a jagged bit of metal hanging down from the crossbeam. His momentum carried him toward it. Suddenly, his little joke about tetanus shots seemed all too real. He turned his head, and his temple smacked the crossbeam instead. He wound up sitting on the rocks, one leg thrust through the gap, his bandaged arm throbbing but otherwise unscathed.

      “I think you just found an easier way in,” Elna said, coming toward him.

      She stooped down, grabbed his hand, and helped him up. She was a wiry little thing, and he was surprised at how easily she hoisted him off the ground. Strong for her size, with a good grip. It was just another thing about her that he found interesting. He squeezed himself through the gap in the fence.

      “I meant to do it, of course,” he said. “Seemed safer than climbing the fence.”

      She gave him a weird little half-smile that suggested she wasn’t entirely sure he was joking. Malin re-rolled his sleeves, which had come loose in the fall, and turned to survey the buildings in front of them. Two long buildings on the left, built up against a shelf of rock, seemed to be old barracks. Nothing was quite square anymore. Every wall, window, and door was bent slightly out of shape. Across from the barracks was a larger, sturdier building made of brick and steel, but the front door had fallen onto the entry steps.

      Of course, the big stone lighthouse dominated the area. It looked like there might have been red or orange stripes running up the tower at one time, but they had mostly faded or flaked off, leaving only trace evidence. Now, the thing was a dirty, unnamable color, with a gallery at the top surrounded by a bent and rusted railing.

      “Which incredibly unsafe structure would you like to search first?” he asked, brushing the handle of the big kitchen knife under his belt—he just wanted to make sure it was within easy reach.

      “Not sure,” Elna replied. “Let’s walk past them all first and get sort of an overview of the place.”

      It looked like there might have been a broad driveway running down the middle of the place at one time, but all Malin could see now were gray patches where no weeds had grown. As they passed the first barracks building, with its rounded ceiling and rusting walls, Malin spotted something big around the corner. An old Army jeep. It seemed to be in decent shape, considering all the years and weather it had been exposed to. The wheels were long deflated, tall weeds had grown up around the rims, and rust was eating away at the body in places, but it was still recognizable.

      “Look at this,” he said, moving toward the driver’s door. “You think it runs?”

      He popped the hood, and Elna opened it, leaning over the engine.

      “Nope,” she responded, after a moment. “Too much corrosion, from the look of it. Hoses rotted through.” She swung the hood shut.

      “What about the battery?” he asked.

      “It’s there,” she said, “but I doubt we’ll get a charge out of it.”

      “Well, that’s too bad,” he said. “I was daydreaming about taking a little cruise around the island.”

      “Not today, I’m afraid.” She smiled at him briefly, and he thought there was something wistful in the look.

      He shut the door of the jeep and started to turn away, but a strange shadow caught his eye. At the back of the building, a few yards from the jeep, a shelf of island rock rose up fifteen feet or so. Moss speckled much of it, but there was a dark spot, almost a gash cut through the moss, at a spot near the back corner of the barracks. Looking at it, he realized that it wasn’t some natural feature, like a crevice or depression. No, this was too smooth.

      As Malin moved toward it, it became clear that it was, in fact, some kind of alcove that had been carved or blasted into the rock. A few feet into the alcove, an old wire gate had been set up across the opening, but it was ajar.

      “Are you seeing this?” he said.

      Light suddenly awoke in the alcove, startling Malin, and he cursed, stumbled forward, and caught himself against the mossy rocks. The light shone off the gate and revealed an arched tunnel stretching off into the rock wall.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,” Elna said, coming up beside him. She had a small LED flashlight in her hand.

      “Where did you get that?” he asked.

      “I always have a pocket flashlight on me,” she said, “and a pocketknife. Never go without your basic tools, Homo sapiens. Your ancestors would be disappointed in you.”

      “Right,” Malin said, patting his chest.

      Now he saw that the gate had been forced open. There was damage from a crowbar or some other heavy tool around the lock, the bars bent back and broken. Again, he reached down and touched the handle of the kitchen knife.

      “Let’s go slowly,” Elna replied. “Keep an eye open for anything unusual.”

      He nodded and pulled the gate open, slipping inside, his shadow stretched out in front of him like an alien. As he moved down the corridor, Elna kept close, and he kept his hand close to the handle of the knife. Ten feet from the gate, the corridor opened into a roughly circular chamber with metal shelves set up in rows. Items scattered on the ground drew his attention in the dim light, and he picked one up to examine it.

      A rectangular package shape, like a plastic pillow with no stuffing. He turned it over to reveal the extensive labeling on the other side.

      “MRE wrappers,” he said. “My dad used to buy them at the Army surplus store for his hunting trips.”

      He handed the wrapper to Elna. “Dehydrated pork patty,” she said, reading the label. She sniffed the package. “Looks pretty old, but I can still smell a weird smell—I guess it might be the dehydrated pork. Wonder when this was opened?”

      Malin found a few unopened MREs on a shelf, along with some metal canteens. The canteens were all open and empty, but he checked anyway. On a higher shelf, there were metal bins containing tools and supplies: a ton of rusty nails and screws, an old socket set, some lengths of metal pipe, a few wrenches and pliers.

      “There’s actually quite a bit here,” he noted. “Some of it is in decent shape.”

      “We’ll come back for this stuff,” Elna said. “Why don’t we check the other buildings first?”

      When he looked up at her, he saw her shudder, as if the place gave her the creeps. They left the strange little cave-room and proceeded to search the other buildings. In the first barracks, the floor creaked under their feet, wind whistling through cracks in the metal walls. Besides the rotting frames of old bunks with no mattresses, they didn’t find much. They tried the big brick building next, stepping over the fallen door into a musty, cobweb-ridden interior.

      It might have been some kind of administrative building at one time. An ancient metal desk sat in the center of the first room, a few scraps of rotted paper scattered on the floor around it. But Malin’s gaze went to the corner, where a pair of bicycles leaned against the wall. A big plastic crate full of bottled water sat beside them.

      Elna knelt in front of the bikes. “These are bicycles are pretty new,” she said, pointing at the big word SCHWINN printed on the down tube above the pedals. “The tires are still partially inflated. Weird.”

      There were empty slots in the case, as if some of the water bottles had been taken. Malin pulled one of the bottles out and held it up. It was a fairly new plastic bottle of “spring” water with a generic-brand label still intact.

      “Who brought this stuff here?” he asked. “This water looks like it just came straight off a grocery store shelf. Who are the people cruising around the island on bicycles, sipping bottled water, and eating MREs? They couldn’t have brought all of this at once. You or your dad would have seen them. Unless someone’s been making trips to the island to stash stuff over here for some reason, and if that’s the case, maybe there’s a way off.”

      “Well, we know there’s at least one uninvited creep lurking around here somewhere,” Elna reminded him, “so it’s not out of the realm of possibility.”

      “Could there be more than just Dominic?” Malin asked. “Is it possible we’ve got a whole crew of weirdos living here beyond the fence?”

      Elna shrugged, but she looked freaked out, gnawing on her lower lip. He didn’t blame her.

      It would freak me out, too, if I learned there were creeps hiding out in my backyard, he thought.

      “We should take all of this stuff back to the guesthouse,” he said. “The water, the MREs, the bicycles—all of it. Your island, your property, right? The squatters will just have to deal. If it’s Selene’s weirdo ex, maybe it’ll flush him out of hiding.”

      She didn’t respond right away, instead staring off into space with a wide-eyed look of concern. Finally, he reached over and tapped her on the shoulder. She lurched forward, catching herself against the bikes.

      “Sorry,” Malin said.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “Just felt a creepy vibe there for a second. You’re right, of course. We could use all this stuff. I don’t care about flushing anyone out of hiding. Dominic can swim right back to the mainland as far as I’m concerned. He doesn’t belong here. I don’t like the idea that he was making trips to our island to hide stuff, just so he could jump Selene when she arrived. That’s a sick mind right there. We’re taking this stuff. All of it. Let’s find a way to haul it back up the hill.”

      Conveniently, they found an old wooden dolly in the back of the building. The wood wasn’t in the best shape, and the wheels squealed like crazy, but they were able to stabilize it somewhat with some sheet metal they found in a closet. Then they piled the bikes, water, remaining MREs, and some tools and supplies on top. As he surveyed their handiwork, Malin tried to imagine pushing the overloaded dolly back up the overgrown dirt road after somehow getting it through the fence.

      “The hard part is ahead of us,” he said. “This won’t be a leisurely stroll.”

      “I know,” Elna replied. “I’m not looking forward to it. I’ve been so busy thinking about that stupid water pump that I didn’t realize how wiped out I am. I could use a really, really long nap after we get back, but there’s no stopping now. Not yet.”

      “You have earned it,” Malin said. “Don’t let your old man put you to work again right away!”

      “My dad isn’t the problem,” Elna said. “My restless mind won’t let me relax when there are problems to solve.”

      “That sounds rough,” Malin said.

      “It’s fine. I take short rests when I can.”

      They positioned the fallen door to act as a ramp for the dolly. Elna shifted a few things on the stack, then she blew her breath out and sat down.

      “Speaking of rest, let’s sit for a minute before we head back,” she said, massaging her right shoulder.

      Malin cracked open one of the water bottles and took a long gulp.

      “Well, it tastes clean,” he said, passing the bottle to Elna.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” she said, staring at the water instead of drinking it. “How did it get here? How long has it been here? If Dominic brought it here, was he planning to stay for a long time?”
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      Elna felt the warm, coarse bricks against her back. Malin sat down beside her, unleashing a massive sigh that seemed to go through his whole body. She felt stiff and sore, but more than that, the lack of sleep was catching up to her. Everything felt sort of swimmy around her. On top of that, she had layers upon layers of sweat soaking through her denim shirt and jeans. The blade of the kitchen knife was scratching against the concrete floor, so she adjusted its position again.

      She dreaded the trip back up the slope to the guesthouse. The road was almost nonexistent. How in the world would the little dolly wheels navigate the rough terrain?

      It might take the rest of the day to get this stuff up the hill, she thought.

      “Couldn’t we just spend an hour or two here?” Malin asked, stifling a yawn. “A brief little nap wouldn’t hurt, and I think we’d hear and wake up if anyone tried to approach.”

      “Probably shouldn’t,” Elna replied, massaging an aching shoulder. “If I let myself fall asleep right now I might not wake up anytime soon. I definitely wouldn’t hear anyone approaching, except in dreams.”

      She had just finished speaking when she heard, as if in response to her words, the distinctive sound of a footstep on the fallen door. The metal groaned under someone’s weight as a shadow spread through the open doorway. Elna was so weary that, despite the shock of the stranger’s appearance, she couldn’t leap to her feet. At first, all she managed to do was lean forward to get a clear look at him.

      He had a long, lean face, an unkempt goatee dangling from his chin like a grubby stalactite. A black spiderweb tattoo went from the corner of his right eye back to his sideburn. His clothes were ragged and filthy: a stained gray sweatshirt and muddy sweatpants, black Doc Marten boots that looked about thirty years old. His black hair was slicked back from sweat and grime, plastered against his skull to reveal big ears.

      “I was afraid you might turn up again at some point,” Malin said.

      Dominic raised his right hand, a gun clutched in his fist. She didn’t know a whole lot about guns, but she knew it was a compact Ruger of some sort. The revolver fit so neatly in his hand that it was scarcely visible until he pointed it straight at her. Instantly, her mind began racing, trying to think of a way to get past the man without either her or Malin being shot.

      “Put all of my stuff back,” Dominic said. He had a scratchy voice. It sounded damaged, as if he’d spent too much time in smoky rooms, or too much time screaming mindlessly at the sky. “Every single thing. Right where you found it, you thieves.”

      “Buddy, you are out of your mind,” Malin said.

      Elna shushed him. Antagonizing the guy wasn’t going to help. He had a violent glint in his eye, a gun in his hand, and he was blocking the doorway.

      It’s possible the gun doesn’t work, she thought. It did look sort of grungy, and it had probably gotten soaked during the storm, especially if it was in Dominic’s pocket. He might have found it in one of the military buildings. It looked like an older model gun.

      “We’ll put it all back,” Elna said, slowly standing up, trying not to make any abrupt movements. “We had no idea the stuff belonged to you. In fact, I had no idea you were hiding out over here on this part of the island. These buildings aren’t safe, you know.”

      She started unloading the stuff from the dolly, setting it on the concrete floor. After a moment, Malin came up behind her and began to help. Knowing the gun was pointed at her, that she was one finger-pull from death, made her skin crawl.

      How do we get out of this? she wondered, as she lifted the crate of bottled water and hoisted it onto the floor. Putting him out of commission would be best, but how to get the gun out of his hand?

      She traded a look with Malin. She could see anger and fear battling in his eyes, the tip of his tongue working back and forth against his upper lip.

      “Dominic, you know we weren’t stealing this stuff from you,” she said. Maybe it was possible to win him over, or at least get him to lower his guard. Too bad my people skills aren’t better. “It doesn’t have your name written on it, and I had no idea you were on the island until you came through the window. If I’d known it was yours, I wouldn’t have touched it.”

      “Oh, it never occurred to you that someone brought this stuff here?” he said. “You thought it fell out of the sky or something?” As he spoke, he punctuated his words by jabbing the gun in her direction.

      “Dude, we didn’t even know you existed until you came through the window the other night,” Malin said, lugging a box of tools onto the floor. He used a little more force than necessary, and the tools bounced and clanked loudly.

      Elna flinched, anticipating a shot, but Dominic only jabbed the gun in Malin’s direction. “Watch it,” he snarled. “All you guys jumped to Selene’s defense right away. No telling what lies she told you. Maybe you should get both sides before you start wailing on someone.”

      “To be fair, decent people don’t usually kick out windows and try to crawl into buildings,” Malin said.

      Elna shushed him again. Malin’s response to Dominic was too much like his response to Garret, and this was not the time for it. She gave him a warning look, but she couldn’t tell if he read her expression.

      “I didn’t kick out the window,” Dominic said. “I kicked out the plywood you tried to cover it with. You can accuse me of being crazy if you want, but if I don’t catch Selene off guard, she’ll get herself worked up against me. You have no idea what I’ve had to deal with. When it’s just the two of us, we’re fine, but as soon as she gets off by herself, she stops thinking straight. I know what I’m doing!”

      “Dominic, listen,” Elna said, sliding the sheet metal off the dolly. “We’re all in this together now, okay? We’re stuck on this island. I can’t lower the bridges without power. If we don’t work together, none of us will last long.”

      “Oh, is that how it is?” Dominic said, laughing bitterly. His scratchy laughter sounded a bit like dragging a shovel through sand. “We’re in this together? Didn’t seem that way when you were all piling up on me the other night. You were all over me before I even had a chance to say anything.”

      “What did you expect us to do?” Malin said, removing the last sheet of metal from the dolly. “You came sloshing out of the storm like a sea monster, and we were supposed to pause and listen to your side of the story?”

      Elna almost shushed him again, but she had noticed that when Malin made a rude comment, Dominic looked at him and pointed the gun in his direction. This time when he did it, she eased a little closer to the front door, turning so that the kitchen knife wasn’t visible.

      If I could get close enough, I think I could deal with the gun, she thought, running through self-defense class scenarios in her head.

      “I got mad, alright?” Dominic shouted, jabbing the gun at Malin. “You have no idea what that woman has put me through. You have no idea how she gets in your head”—he smacked the side of his head with his free hand so hard it made a dull thud—“how she confuses you. There’s something wrong with her. Maybe she’s crazy. But whatever. She needs me. Don’t you get that? When it’s just us, she’s okay. On her own, she’s all over the place. I have to keep her sane.”

      “Dominic, just put the gun down,” Elna said. “You don’t need it. We’re not hostile, okay? Look, we put all your stuff back.”

      When he swung toward her, Malin took the opportunity to move closer to him, reaching for the knife, but he lacked the stealth of Elna. Dominic saw what he was doing and brought the gun around.

      “Don’t you come any closer to me, you scumbag,” he snarled at Malin, speaking through clenched teeth. “Stay right where you are. Selene told you to attack me the other night, didn’t she? I bet she set this whole thing up, got a bunch of people together and baited the trap. Isn’t that right?”

      Malin started to answer, but seeing the incredulous look on his face, Elna cut in. “No, that’s not true,” she said. “Selene is worried about you. After the fight, she asked if you were okay. She didn’t want us to hit you.”

      “I…I don’t believe it,” Dominic said, his face scrunching up, as if in pain. “Did she really?”

      “She did?” Malin said.

      Elna nodded at both of them, giving Malin a wide-eyed glare that meant, Hey, play along, fool. If he understood, he gave no indication.

      “You scared her with the way you showed up,” Elna said. “You scared us all. But she didn’t want anyone to hurt you. She cried a lot afterward, afraid you were dying out there in the storm. Trust me.”

      As she spoke, she saw his face soften, his lips drawing back together, the creases of his forehead slowly disappearing. She inched toward him as inconspicuously as she could.

      “Dominic, we’re stuck on this island together, all of us,” Elna said. “You and Selene and everyone else. We can’t afford to attack each other. We have to work together from now on if we’re going to survive. There’s no reason for you to hide out over here in these old crumbling buildings. Come back with us. We can smooth things over.”

      “I want to believe you,” he said softly, lowering the gun. His lower lip quivered. “I’ve been tricked so many times, it’s hard to think. Everything gets jumbled up.”

      “Come back with us, and I’ll show you,” Elna said, trying to sound as motherly as she could. He was a bit like an overgrown child, after all. “Everything is going to be okay, Dominic.”

      Malin started moving toward him, but Elna caught his eye and shook her head. With a frown, he stopped in his tracks.

      “Will you talk to her for me?” Dominic said. “Try to make her understand. I wasn’t going to hurt her. I just really had to see her.”

      “We’ll talk to her together,” Elna said, the fingertips of her right hand brushing the cold, hollow handle of the kitchen knife under her belt. “Put the gun down. We’re all friends here.”

      “Friends,” he said softly, as if he’d never said the word before.

      “That’s right.”

      Dominic finally bowed his head and lowered the gun to his side. His shoulders shook, as if he were sobbing, though he made no sound and produced no tears.

      “That’s right,” Elna said again.

      She grabbed the handle of the knife and bent her knees, eyes locked on the gun.

      “That’s right,” she said a third time, scarcely more than a whisper.

      And with a single expulsion of breath, she made her move.
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      Fed by the danger, she found a deeper well of strength and sprung at Dominic with a speed and grace that surprised even her. As she did, she pulled the knife out from under her belt and brought it up. Though she had intentionally selected the knives for self-defense, she found that she was unwilling to stab him. It was just a bit too gruesome, so she swung the end of the handle at him instead, trying to drive it up against the side of his head. A solid blow that should daze him enough to loosen his grip on the gun.

      His head whipped up at the last second, all softness leaving his face. His lips pulled back to reveal yellow animal teeth. The gun started to rise, but it was too late. The handle of the knife slammed into the side of his head, hitting him just behind his right temple, the full momentum of Elna’s charge behind it. The sound was shockingly loud, a kind of ringing thud that echoed in the concrete room behind her.

      A weird warbling sound came from deep in his throat as her shoulder slammed into his chest. They both flew out the building and crashed down onto the fallen door in a tangle of limbs. The back of Dominic’s head bounced like a basketball off the dented metal surface of the door and the gun flew from his hand, then skittered across the ground.

      Elna’s momentum kept moving her forward, and she slid past him, then rolled and wound up on her back. In the calm seconds that followed, she felt a sudden deep ache sink into her shoulders. She groaned and raised her hand, the shiny blade catching the afternoon sunlight. It glinted brightly, blinding her. She opened her hand, letting it drop to the rocky ground beside her with a clatter.

      “Wow, I didn’t see that coming,” Malin said, stepping outside. “That was some kind of ninja move, Elna.”

      She sat up, feeling a twinge of pain in her lower back.

      Oh, great, she thought, bitterly. I’d better not have wrenched my back trying to subdue this guy. There’s too much work to do!

      Dominic was sprawled across the fallen door, moaning softly, his arms curled up in front of him, as if grasping at an invisible enemy. His eyes were half-shut and rolled back, showing whites, and his mouth hung open.

      “Did you kill him?” Malin asked.

      “I don’t think so.” She stooped down and patted his pockets. She found a small knife and a lighter in his pants pocket. Taking them out, she handed them to Malin, then she rolled Dominic on his side. “He’s out cold, either from my blow to his head or from hitting the door. Concussion. There could be some long-term damage. We won’t know until he comes to…if he comes to.” She felt a squirming unease in her stomach.

      “Should we leave him here or what?” Malin asked.

      She looked up, hoping he was joking, but he had a serious look on his face. No, she didn’t want to be responsible for killing someone, not even a creep.

      “No, we don’t leave him here. Find something to bind his hands. When he regains consciousness, he’s coming with us. We’ll take him back to the guesthouse and detain him somewhere.”

      “Another mouth to feed,” Malin said, shaking his head. But he went back into the building and began rooting around in the cardboard box.

      He came back a moment later with a small roll of duct tape. Elna held his hands close together, while Malin bound his wrists with a generous amount of tape. Dominic groaned loudly and kicked his feet.

      “Our new friend is waking up,” Malin said. “Give him another tap on the head.”

      “No, we need him to wake up,” Elna said. “Unless you want to drag the dead weight up the hill.”

      Dominic groaned again, and this time there were almost-intelligible words mixed in with the sound. He tried to roll onto his back, started to crush his own bound hands, and flopped onto his stomach instead.

      “Wha…did you do?” he said, words bubbling up from somewhere deep. “What did you do to me?”

      “He wasn’t out long,” Elna said. “That’s a good sign. Less chance of serious brain trauma. Help me get him up.”

      She grabbed his right arm just beneath his armpit, braced herself by widening her stance, and started lifting him. Malin grabbed the left arm, and together, they were able to pull him to his knees. He muttered something under his breath, his head tipping forward then tipping back. His eyes went wide, flitting back and forth until they found Elna.

      “What did you do?” The last word came out as some kind of monster howl.

      “You took a little fall, Dominic,” she said. “You’ll be okay. We’re going to help you back to the guesthouse and find you a place to rest. We’ll load you up on ibuprofen and wine and let you sleep it off, safe and secure and unable to hurt anyone.”

      They got his feet under him, but then he thrashed weakly in their grip. “Don’t you know who I am?” he said, creakily. “Don’t you know what I’ve done?”

      “We’ll talk about it after you’ve rested up,” Elna said. “Just concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other. We’ve got a long walk ahead of us.”

      “This guy isn’t worth the effort,” Malin said, as they started guiding him back toward the fence. “Can’t we at least strap him to the dolly?”

      Elna swooped down and picked up the kitchen knife in passing, sliding it back under her belt. “Dominic, are you going to walk, or do we have to knock you out again and roll you up the hill?”

      He growled, pulled against the duct tape, then said, “I’ll walk. I am walking.”

      The gun was lying a few feet away, and she leaned down and grabbed it in passing as well. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do, then. Dominic is going to walk on his own. We’re going to load up the dolly again and bring the supplies to the guesthouse, and if our friend tries to run away, I might just have to shoot him.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Malin replied.

      Dominic’s head lolled on his shoulders as he looked back at Elna, glassy-eyed but scowling. Elna ejected the cylinder on the little Ruger and saw the glint of late afternoon sunlight on the rims of the bullet casings. Every chamber was loaded, and the bullets looked new.

      “Six shots,” she said. “Want to gamble on whether or not I have good aim?”

      “I said I would walk,” Dominic replied. “Stop threatening me.”

      “Okay, good.” Elna pushed the cylinder back into the gun frame until she heard the click of the latch lock. “Malin, you want to load up the dolly again while I keep an eye on this guy?”

      “You got it,” he said.

      He released his hold on Dominic’s arm, and Dominic wobbled on his feet. He was muttering under his breath, but Elna couldn’t make out what he was saying. As Malin went back inside the big brick building, Elna glanced up at the sky. It was edging toward evening. Would they make it back to the guesthouse before nightfall? She didn’t think so, not with Dominic and the overloaded dolly in tow.

      Maybe Malin’s right, she thought. Maybe we should leave this creep here.

      She held the Ruger steady, aiming at a spot between Dominic’s shoulder blades. He swayed on his feet, then took a deep breath and stood up tall. She realized in that moment just how broad-shouldered and well-muscled he was. His knuckles, turned a shade redder by the duct tape wrapped around his wrists, were rough and scarred, his fingernails ragged.

      “Have you got a jail cell up there?” he said. “Because I don’t know how you expect to hold someone against their will.”

      “Let’s be nice,” Elna said. “If you behave, maybe we won’t need to chain you to the pipes in the basement—the cold, dark, possibly rat-infested basement.”

      “I’m not afraid of you. I dealt with worse than you.”

      “I’m sure you think so,” Elna said. “If you’re real lucky, you won’t have to test that hypothesis.”

      She hoped the vague threat would trouble him, but he merely laughed.
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      It proved to be the longest, most miserable slog of his entire life. Malin had hiked through deserts and howling snowstorms, but none of it compared to the agony of trying to push the dolly up the winding dirt road. He tried to do most of the pushing with his good arm, but his stitched wound still hurt like hell. Elna couldn’t help him much. She had her gun trained on Dominic, and she kept having to prod the guy to keep him moving.

      At one point, as they were rounding a bend just below the old battered shed, moving through the increasing gloom of the setting sun, the forward wheels sank into a fold in the road. Malin felt the stack of supplies tipping, but he couldn’t stop them. The dolly fell over, and everything stacked on top crashed down onto the road in spectacular fashion. Malin had his arms around the big plastic crate of water bottles, and its momentum pulled him off his feet.

      He landed on top of the crate, his arms plunging into the spilled box of tools, as the thunderous sound sent birds scattering out of the treetops. In the aftermath, he lay there for a few seconds, his bandaged right arm hurting like hell. Elna and Dominic turned back to see what had happened. Fortunately, Elna only took her eyes off the prisoner for a second before fixing her gaze, and the gun, on him again.

      “Alright, that’s it,” Malin said, climbing over the spilled supplies. “I’m officially done with this stuff. Let’s call it a night, shall we?”

      “We’re so close now,” Elna replied. She sounded as exhausted as Malin felt. “Don’t give up. We need all of this stuff.”

      “If you would untape my hands, maybe I could help out a little bit,” Dominic said. “My hands are going numb.”

      “You pulled a gun on us,” Elna replied. “We can’t trust you. I wish we could. Sorry, Dominic.”

      She started to reach down and help Malin, but he waved her away, pointing at their prisoner. Then he proceeded to pick up their supplies, restacking them one by one, as his aching arms cried out in protest. When he was finally done, he pulled the dolly away from the little divot and resumed pushing it up the hill.

      Though Elna had said they were close, it took almost another hour to reach the vineyard. Finally, as the last rays of evening sun burned the ocean horizon far to the west, they approached the back door into the tasting room. When Elna finally opened the door, they found the others gathered along the bar in the tasting room, eating dinner by candlelight.

      “Oh, there you are,” Elna’s father said. “I was wondering if you two were ever coming back. Thought maybe you’d built a raft and headed ashore.”

      Garret chortled obnoxiously at this. He was seated at the far end of the bar, digging into a big plate of vegetables. Norman sat beside him, then Selene, and finally the Dulleses. In fact, it was Rita Dulles who noticed their prisoner first. She was a small woman, her white hair cut close, the curls wilted by the heat and humidity. Her features seemed to perpetually frown, but she managed to look even more disturbed now, her high forehead drooping down to cast her eyes in shadow.

      “Oh no,” she said, in a soft little voice. “No, no, you can’t bring him in here. I don’t want him inside the building with me. Get him away!”

      This caused everyone else at the bar to turn, even as Malin wrestled the dolly over the threshold, fighting his sore muscles. As soon as Selene laid eyes on Dominic, she whimpered, pushed herself off her barstool, and stumbled backward. Sniffy, who had been curled up on the floor nearby, bounded to his feet and began barking furiously.

      “No, get him out of here,” Selene wailed. “I don’t want to see him. I don’t want to hear his voice.”

      “Come on now, baby,” Dominic said. Malin saw him straining against the duct tape. “You’re being hysterical again. There’s no need for this. If we could go somewhere privately, we could talk all of this out. I know we could. We’ve worked out problems before. Give me a few minutes to explain myself. That’s all I want.”

      Elna’s father came around the bar, waving both hands at him. “Elna, what are you thinking? Get that person out of here. I don’t want him on my island, much less in my guesthouse.”

      “His hands are bound,” Elna noted, “and I intend to keep it that way. I’m not setting him free; I don’t want him roaming the island. He might mess with our food or water supplies, sabotage equipment, attack people…who knows?”

      “Aw, if I wanted to do any of that, I already had plenty of opportunity,” Dominic said. “Selene’s planted a warped view of me in your head.”

      “Nobody warped our view more than you, sir,” Norman said.

      Malin struggled to get the big stack of supplies into the room and finally had to ask for help. Norman obliged, and once it was all neatly arranged, Malin rolled the dolly into the corner. The others were arguing as they debated what to do with Dominic. The consensus seemed to be against him, but Elna tried to reason with them.

      “Like I said, we can’t have him roaming the island,” she said. “And there’s no way to send him away. I have big projects in mind. This guy was squatting at the old military base down by the lighthouse. If we’re all stuck on this island together anyway, we might as well keep everyone close. We will contain him somehow.”

      When Malin turned around, he saw Garret approaching Dominic, cracking his knuckles as he came. They were smiling garishly at each other, each clearly trying to out-threaten the other. Garret was the bigger man by far, and, more importantly, his hands weren’t bound.

      “I don’t feel safe with him here,” Selene said. “I don’t want him near me.” She reached down and picked up her thrashing dog, backing toward the hallway.

      “It’s not right to subject the poor girl to this,” Rita Dulles said. “Can’t you see she’s a battered wife?”

      “Lady, you have no idea what you’re talking about,” Dominic said. “Battered wife! Laughable. Maybe I’m an emotionally battered husband. Did that ever cross your mind? Yeah, I doubt it.”

      “I can see exactly what you are,” Rita Dulles said, giving him a dismissive flip of her hand. “Men like you are a dime a dozen. Not like my sweet Joe.”

      “Your sweet who?”

      Garret lunged forward then, even as Dominic was talking. Elna had been standing between them, but she stepped aside. He grabbed Dominic by the shoulder, spun him, and shoved him against the nearest wall. Dominic tried to resist, pushing against Garret with his shoulder, but he was clearly exhausted and still dazed from the blows to his head. He hit the wall with a loud grunt, and Garret planted his forearm against the back of the man’s neck.

      “This is unnecessary, dummy,” Dominic said, voice strained. “The girl’s got a gun pointed at me. What am I going to do?”

      Garret turned to Elna’s father, who was standing at the end of the bar, wiping his hands on a towel. George looked utterly perplexed.

      “What do you want me to do with him?” Garret asked. “I’ll give him a one-way pass to the bottom of the ocean. Just say the word, Mr. Pasqualee. I’d love to spend a few minutes pulverizing this guy. Just nod your head, and I’ll get to work. Come on.”

      “No, no,” Elna said. “Stop it. We’ll detain him somewhere on the property. It’s better to keep him close.”

      “As long as he’s bound tight, I suppose it makes sense,” Norman said. “Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer, right?”

      “Yes, exactly,” Elna said. “Out of the way of our food and water projects.”

      Malin didn’t have energy for the debate, so he moved to a chair in the corner and plopped himself down. The last remnant of strength left him then, and he felt his whole body turn to jelly.

      Garret’s got the right idea this time, Malin thought.

      “We’ll put him in the shed out back,” Mr. Pasqualee said. “I want him secured—I mean, thoroughly secured.”

      “You might need my help, old man,” Dominic said, struggling to get the words out.

      “Buddy, we don’t need anything from you,” Garret snapped. “Shut your mouth.”

      The voices continued to snarl and shout, but they seemed to be fading into the distance. Soon, a warm darkness settled down over Malin as the people retreated, as if down a long tunnel.
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      Malin awoke suddenly, snorting and thrashing as someone tapped him on the shoulder. He tried to lurch up out of his seat, but he had tipped backward while sleeping. Instead of standing up, the dusty soles of his shoes slid on the tile floor, and he slipped right off his chair. Elna’s father caught him under the arm and redirected his momentum, bringing him forward and up. He managed to get his feet under himself and took a few steps.

      Malin laughed in embarrassment and scrubbed his face with his hands. Even that gesture made his sore muscles cry out. A flashlight beam was moving around the room, and voices spoke softly from elsewhere.

      “Man, I was asleep before I even knew I was going,” Malin said, rerolling his sleeves. He felt absolutely grubby, desperately in need of a shower and shave. He could taste road dust on his tongue, feel it in his hair, smell it in his nostrils. “Where is everyone?”

      “Norman and Garret are still down by the lighthouse,” George Pasqualee said. “Elna and I just got back. One more trip, and we should be able to bring back anything else of value.”

      “Where’s our…pal?” Malin asked.

      “Tied up in the shed,” George said.

      Malin stumbled toward the bar, trying to shake off the residue of sleep that clung to him like a too-heavy blanket. Selene was still sitting at the bar, and when he got close, her dog gave a single halfhearted bark, as if to warn him.

      “You got almost three good hours of sleep,” Elna said. “Are you ready to make another trip down the hill?”

      “How are you still going?” Malin replied.

      “I didn’t make the mistake of sitting down,” she said. “Come on, Malin. They’re waiting for us down there.”

      Don’t think about it. Just do it, he thought. He would gladly have curled up on the floor and gotten about ten more hours of sleep, but he moved toward the back door instead.

      “Someone has to keep an eye on Dominic,” Selene said. “It’s not safe to leave him by himself, even if he’s tied up. I would do it myself, but…”

      “Leave him to me,” George said. “I’ll keep watch over him while the others bring up the rest of the supplies.”

      Malin scarcely heard them. It took every ounce of concentration to get moving, but once he made it outside, the fresh island air helped wake him up a bit. Above the darkness of the vineyard, the splash of stars across the sky was particularly brilliant. He was soaking it in when Elna came up behind him and clapped him on the back, shining a flashlight in his face.

      “You don’t even seem tired,” he said. “It’s amazing.”

      “You’ll get your second wind,” she said. “You just have to push through.”

      “I guess we’ll find out.”

      The heat had dissipated with the coming of night, and he found the crisp air invigorating. Indeed, by the time they came in sight of the lighthouse, which rose from the gloom like a ghost, he felt like he’d had a full night’s sleep. Crisscrossing flashlight beams shone around the front of the brick building. Norman and Garret seemed to be hard at work on something, though Malin couldn’t yet tell what it was.

      “I’m glad Garret decided to be useful,” he said, as they approached the gap in the fence. A few more posts had been wrenched away from the crossbeam, making the gap in the fence quite a bit bigger. “He does have a decent side in there somewhere.”

      “Maybe he just needed something constructive to do,” Elna said. “Something to take his mind off the fear.”

      As Malin passed through the fence, he realized Norman and Garret were doing something with the bicycles. Elna shone her flashlight in their direction, and the project became clear. Using a big piece of sheet metal and some pallets, they had fashioned a crude but functional cart. The sheet metal was attached near the back, pallets set on top to give a bit more stability. This left plenty of room for riders.

      “That’s brilliant,” Malin said. “Who came up with the design?”

      Norman pointed at Garret. “All him.”

      Garret gave Malin a stern look, as if to say, You doubted me?

      “There’s a lot more stuff in the big building,” Garret said. “Let’s load up. This should hold a few hundred pounds easy.” He smacked the edge of his makeshift cart. “There are extra tubes and tires for the bikes, a bike pump, containers—all kinds of stuff. Dominic must’ve been making trips to the island for a while. It’s the only explanation. What do you bet he’s got her passwords and reads her emails? Found out she was coming here, and settled in early? Well, it’s all ours now. Let’s get it all this time so we don’t have to make another trip.”

      “Good work, Garret,” Elna said, moving past him toward the building.

      He gave her a weird narrow-eyed smile, half-sarcastic and half-proud, but she didn’t catch it. In the end, they fit quite a bit more than Malin expected, stacking a couple of large boxes onto the cart and filling them both to the brim with all sorts of supplies scavenged from the big building. Norman and Garret rode the bikes, and though they had to work on their coordination, they managed to get the thing moving. After passing through the gate, they quickly left Elna and Malin in the dust.

      “I think I’ve finally figured out how to get water from the shore to the guesthouse,” Elna said, as they trudged back up the hill.

      “Do tell,” Malin replied.

      “I’ll construct a short-distance water pump that will allow us to hand-pump water into that big plastic barrel,” she said. “Then we use pipes, hoses, and sheet metal to build a gravity-fed aqueduct. From time to time, we walk down there and fill up the bucket, then we let gravity do the rest of the work. Once I perfect desalination, we’ll be good to go.”

      Malin didn’t have the mind of an engineer, but he could vaguely imagine her design. How she’d come up with the idea just by rooting around in rusty old supplies was beyond him. “You’re a bit of a genius, I have to say.”

      Elna gave him a broad, embarrassed smile and quickly looked away. She was a nice girl, smart and friendly, and not bad to look at.

      Shame she’s single, he thought. But, of course, that wasn’t his problem. He had someone waiting for him across the broken bridges. Still, as Elna reached up and tucked her hair behind her ear, he thought, Maybe in another life.

      Once they finally got back to the guesthouse, Malin got a real sense of just how much junk they had hauled in from around the island. It filled half the tasting room and spilled out into the yard: stacks and stacks of tools, raw materials, and various supplies. The smell of rust, metal, and old wood intermingled in the air. Norman and Garret were already hard at work unloading their makeshift cart, and Malin joined them, though his second wind had long since died out.

      When they were done, Malin brushed his dirty hands together and stumbled over to the bar, collapsing on the smooth wood surface. He reached for a nearby bottle of wine and pulled it toward him. Fortunately, it had already been opened, so he took a long swig.

      He had to resist the urge to loudly gag.

      This one’s corked, he thought. Tastes a little like wet paper. Trying not to visibly react, he slid the bottle back where he found it. Maybe that’s why it was just sitting there.

      “So it was a very productive day, ladies and gentlemen,” he said, spinning in his seat. Garret and Norman were still arranging some of the stacks, as Elna slowly made her way around the room, apparently making an inventory of everything they’d brought in. “I guess we start bright and early tomorrow setting up the aqueduct.”

      “I won’t be able to sleep,” Elna said. “I’m going to start working on the aqueduct now.”

      “Tonight?” Malin said.

      She looked at him and nodded, her eyebrows dancing. She looked like a child on Christmas morning. “I’ve got it all worked out in my head. We have everything we need. There’s a lot of work to be done, but I at least want to get started.”

      “I’m in,” Norman said. “It’s better than sitting around and worrying about my shop.”

      Elna started picking things out of various stacks and setting them on the bed of the bicycle cart just outside the door. As Norman and Garret moved to help her, Malin debated with himself. He really wanted to turn in, but he also didn’t want to be the only able-bodied person not helping. Especially with Garret right in the middle of everything.

      “Okay, okay,” Malin muttered, pushing away from the bar. “Count me in.”

      “Are you sure?” Elna asked. “It’s okay if you need to sleep. We can handle this.”

      “No, I’m good.” Malin rubbed his eyes. “There’s no reason to get up early tomorrow. It’s not like I’ve got a wedding to go to.” He meant to say it light-heartedly, but it stung. Actually, it hurt like hell. He was going to miss his wedding date, and he couldn’t even talk to Claire. Would he ever see or speak to her again?

      Yes, I’m getting over that bridge eventually, he thought. Somehow. Whatever it takes.

      He joined the others outside just as Selene and George came trudging in from the vineyard. Sniffy trailed along on the end of his leash.

      “Well, I tried interrogating Dominic,” George Pasqualee said, “but it’s like pulling teeth trying to get information out at all. All he wants to do is gripe and whine and play the victim.”

      “You’re leaving him unguarded?” Malin asked.

      “We can’t babysit him all night,” George said. “Don’t worry, he’s tied up real good. If I’d pulled the ropes any tighter, we’d be amputating his limbs by morning.”

      “You’d better lock that shed up tight,” Selene said. Her voice was crackling like she’d been crying. “Don’t go near him either. He can’t be trusted. He’s mean and manipulative.”

      Garret was securing a big stack of equipment to the handcart with a bit of nylon rope, but he snarled, “I vote we toss that guy into the ocean and let the sharks sort it out.”

      Selene snorted loudly in a way that seemed to indicate she was okay with that.

      “No, we can’t actually execute the man,” George said. “This isn’t Lord of the Flies here. We’ll keep an eye on him until we can come up with a better solution.”

      Garret waved away the old man’s words and shook his head in disgust. Then he climbed onto one of the bicycle seats. “It’s your island, old man, but he’s a waste of resources.”

      Malin was torn. Garret wasn’t wrong. Dominic was a waste of resources, and a potential source of trouble, but then again, they couldn’t just kill a person. Yes, he’d threatened them with a gun, but he hadn’t pulled the trigger. He could have.

      We have to maintain some level of civility, he thought. Right?

      Something to think about when he wasn’t half-dead. He massaged his temples and tried to drive out thoughts of Dominic, dreading the long night ahead of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      They’d found a few unopened MREs, all of them cheese and veggie omelet—the worst MRE ever created, according to Elna’s ex-boyfriend, Rod. Elna put them in the pantry with the rest of their food. As she opened the door, she was alarmed at how little remained. Had they really already eaten so much food?

      That big meal of freezer food from the first day was a mistake, she thought. We weren’t thinking clearly. We could’ve dried, salted, or cured all of that meat and made it last.

      Two shelves of canned vegetables, Norman’s salted meat project in a single plastic tub, a big bag of dry kidney beans, a few MREs, some crackers and potato chips. They’d added the bottled water that Dominic had somehow smuggled onto the island—though he had yet to explain how he’d done it.

      We’ll need to water the garden, she thought. Even more so when we expand it. That’ll use up a lot of water in the storage tank. She felt a little twist of unease. Their situation was worse than their guests realized.

      The aqueduct project was coming along, but they had a lot left to do. It was a long way from the guesthouse to the shore, and they had to elevate the storage tank high enough that gravity could carry the water across the island. No easy feat.

      We have to eat smaller meals, she thought. I need to speak to Pop about it. He’s too hospitable. These people aren’t just guests anymore.

      She heard someone entering the kitchen, so she backed out of the pantry and looked. Malin. He’d washed his face and hands and changed his clothes, but full baths were off-limits for now. His hair was still wild and unkempt, and she hoped it stayed that way. She was tempted to say something like, “Dump the hair gel,” but then again, it was none of her business.

      “Norman and Garret?” she asked.

      “Sound asleep,” Malin said. “You kept them up all night.”

      “It’s probably past noon by now,” Elna said, “and too warm. I don’t know how they can sleep. Oh well, we can get some work done, just the two of us. Maybe Selene will want to help.”

      “We need more than two people working on the aqueduct,” Malin said, “especially when we’re putting up the framework. Four pairs of hands is just about right.”

      Elna sighed. He was right, of course. It was tricky and difficult work. They had to prop up a lot of pieces when connecting the framework. But she was restless. They were running out of time. She couldn’t wait for a couple of sleepyheads to finally roll out of bed.

      “Okay, we’ll work on an additional food supply today,” she said. “It’s going to take too long for the vegetables to ripen in the garden, there won’t even be enough produce for all of us and expanding the garden is definitely going to take some time.”

      She began rooting through cabinets and drawers. As she pulled items out and set them on the counter, Malin watched her from the kitchen door, mouth hanging open in either confusion or amazement.

      “Trapping or fishing,” Elna said. “Which one would you like to try first?”

      When he didn’t answer right away, she spun a hand in his direction.

      “Uh, fishing, I guess,” he said.

      “Great,” she said. “That fishing equipment we found is in the east shed down by the causeway.”

      She headed for the door. He didn’t move aside right away, staring at her with some degree of uncertainty. Maybe he wasn’t up for it. Well, she wouldn’t be rude, but they didn’t have time to lie around.

      “We’re just testing the waters, so to speak,” she said. “I’m not real sure what the fishing is like around the islands. Pop has taken guests from time to time, but I don’t know if we can rely on it. You know, with all the sharks out there.”

      He finally stepped aside, and she moved down the hall.

      “Sharks?” he asked, his voice squeaking.

      “Oh, yeah, lots of them. We’re not that far north of the Red Triangle, you know. Come on. Let’s give it a try.”

      She heard him start to say something else, then he grunted instead—an anxious little sound—and hurried after her.
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      She’d left the fishing gear beside the shed door during their initial search of the island. It was all still there, nearly arranged: two sturdy rods and reels, a couple of gaff hooks, extra fishing line, a box of lures, and a tackle box. Though the equipment didn’t get much use and spent most of its time piled in the shed, it appeared to be in decent shape. Malin picked up the nearest rod and reel, a black-and-white combo with the word Penn etched onto the drag knob.

      “I don’t know my deep-sea fishing equipment brands,” he said, “but this looks kind of expensive.”

      “All of this fishing gear was a gift from a wealthy guest a few years ago.” Elna tucked the gaffs under her arm and picked up the box of lures. “Come on. There’s a little fishing dock on the east side of the island.”

      Malin grabbed the rods and the tackle box and followed her out of the shed. She led him down the road to the fishing dock, which was in sight of the bridge. Though her body was worn out, having purpose had given her a kind of supernatural energy. She could see that Malin was lagging, but she couldn’t help herself. There was so much to do, so many problems to solve.

      When they came in sight of the fishing dock, a metal and concrete walkway that thrust out into the waters of the bay about thirty yards, they found a few sea lions perched on the end sunning themselves in the bright late-morning light. The sea lions rolled off into the water when Elna stepped onto the dock.

      “Don’t worry,” she said to Malin. “The sea lions won’t bother us. They might bother the fish, though.”

      They walked to the end of the dock and began preparing the gear. All of the lures were shiny and interesting, but Elna really had no idea which ones worked best in this environment.

      I wish I could just look it up on my cell phone, she thought, wistfully. I should have memorized more information and relied less on the internet.

      She picked a couple of shiny silver lures, as Malin checked the lines on the rods.

      “This would almost be pleasant under different circumstances,” he said. “A nice morning of fishing, looking out over the bay.”

      She was quite enjoying it, but she nodded at him. In truth, they really were fighting for their long-term survival on the island.

      As it turned out, Malin wasn’t much of a fisherman, so Elna had to show him how to cast his rod. Once he understood the basics, however, he did just fine. He grew quiet as they fished, and she wondered if he weren’t still setting his gaze on the distant mainland beyond the mist. A good two hours passed with neither of them saying a word.

      They also failed to catch a single thing. Elna did spot the sea lions from time to time poking their heads up to see if the intruders had left their beloved dock. She also thought she spotted a shark’s fin in the distance at one point, but it was fleeting.

      Finally, she felt like she’d wasted too much time, and she reeled back in her line and began disconnecting the lure and weight.

      “Not much luck,” Malin said somberly.

      “None at all,” Elna said with a sigh, packing up the tackle box. “My guess is, the sharks and sea lions scare away the fish. We could try other fishing spots around the island, but, honestly, it just feels like a lot of effort for possibly no payoff.”

      “Why don’t we try catching the sharks?” Malin asked. “I’ve had shark fin soup before. It’s not bad.”

      “We’d have to take a boat out into deeper water,” she said. “I guess we could use the gaffs to hook them.”

      “Heck, use Dominic’s gun, it’s a Ruger .38,” Malin said. “That should do the trick.”

      “Not enough ammo to waste shots, unless Dominic stashed more bullets somewhere. Anyway, we need a reliable source of food, not just a single meal. Let’s try trapping instead. We know there are birds and small game.”

      She tucked the gaffs under her arm and picked up the tackle box. Malin took the rods. As Elna turned to walk away, he lingered. She glanced back and saw him gazing off wistfully across the bay, where the gray waves roiled, kicking up the screen that blocked any hint of the mainland.

      Yeah, yeah, Malin, I get it, she thought, feeling a moment of bitterness. Her response embarrassed her, and she shook her head, trying to drive it out of her mind.

      Just get to work, and don’t think about anything but survival, she scolded herself, setting off down the dock.
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      The loggerhead shrikes were the most obvious target. They were as numerous as gnats on the island. Elna thought about the mechanics of the trap on the walk back to the guesthouse. They passed the partially constructed aqueduct along the way. The big blue barrel served as a storage tank for the crude hand pump. They’d raised it up onto a high framework rigged together with scrap lumber and metal. Roughly a hundred yards of aqueduct made from folded metal sheets led from a spigot near the bottom of the barrel, but they had a long way to go. Elna didn’t like leaving the project unfinished, but no one was quite as driven as her, it seemed.

      Back in the guesthouse, she constructed a few simple bird traps using empty cracker boxes, a spool of thread, and a few wooden skewers. The shrikes were most fond of insects and tiny lizards. Elna didn’t have any of those handy, so she stripped some pieces of Norm’s drying meat, hoping it would suffice. She carried the supplies to the tree line beyond the vineyard fence and constructed the traps on open ground beneath trees where the birds congregated.

      She made numerous small piles of meat and propped the boxes over them, one end balanced on the wooden skewers. Then she ran thread from the skewers to a hiding spot a few yards away. It was a crude trap, and already, she was thinking of ways to improve it.

      A spring-loaded mechanism would work better, she thought. I could modify mousetraps.

      As she huddled behind some bushes, holding the end of the thread, Malin crouched beside her.

      “Will they really…?”

      He started to ask a question, so she tapped a finger against her lips. He nodded and pressed himself against the ground, covering his mouth with his hands.

      It didn’t take long for the little gray birds to notice the piles of meat. First, they flitted down to the lower branches, as if scoping out the area. Then a bold one landed on the ground and hopped close. Others followed, and soon a whole bunch of shrikes had gathered right under the box to peck at the meat.

      Elna held her breath and pulled the string. Birds scattered in a burst of squeaky chirps and feathers, but she heard a few bumping against the inside of the box.

      “And there you go,” she said.

      “Nice reflexes,” Malin said.

      “How do you feel about bird stew?”

      Malin shrugged. “I’m sort of curious how it will taste.”

      “Well, shrikes are birds of prey,” Elna said, “and I’ve never heard of people eating birds of prey.”

      “Which means they probably taste bad,” Malin said.

      “I guess we’ll find out.”
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      Not good. Not terrible, but definitely not good. That’s how the boiled loggerhead meat tasted. The birds were so tiny, they’d had to spend time catching quite a few of them, and each bird only produced a tiny bit of meat. Selene had spared a tiny bit of the wild ginger that she’d managed to scavenge, which they added to the soup stock, along with plenty of salt and pepper. The resulting soup was not entirely unpalatable when served with some steamed vegetables and plenty of wine. Still, Elna preferred the dried meat that they’d used as bait.

      We should’ve eaten the bait instead of feeding it to the birds, she thought. Then again, testing the palatability of local wildlife was probably worth it.

      It was a quiet meal eaten in the dining room, a much more subdued affair than their big feast the first afternoon. Elna supposed they were finally getting a sense of what was to come: strange meals of weird-tasting meat. Yes, it would be an adjustment.

      Malin was swooning by then, so sleepy he could barely keep his head up, and he helped himself to quite a bit of wine. At one point he belched and said, “This stuff really does taste nice when it’s not corked, Mr. Pasqualee.”

      Elna’s father grimaced in embarrassment, but Malin didn’t seem to notice. He filled up his glass again. He’d been in a strange mood since the fishing trip. Elna was concerned that he was overcompensating with the wine, but she didn’t know what to say to him.

      In the end, the meal proved unsatisfying. Elna was disappointed, and as she looked around the table, she saw a lot of downcast faces. Their obvious disappointment made her heart sink.

      “Too bad there aren’t any wild turkeys running around here,” Garret said, spooning up the gray soup.

      “I’ve been meaning to go on a diet,” Norman said with a sad little laugh.

      When Malin finally fell forward and bumped his head on the table, Elna saw an excuse to leave.

      “Pop, I’m going to help him to his room,” she said, pushing her chair back. “I think he’s had a bit too much wine.”

      “Good idea,” her father said, still grimacing as he stirred his soup. “He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”

      Elna came up behind Malin and put a hand against his back. He lurched back in his seat and looked up at her, his eyes glazed and unfocused.

      “Oh, hey, Elna,” he said. “Good to see you. Did you bring more wine? Not the bottle on the bar. It’s no good.” His voice was slurring.

      “Let’s get you to your room,” she said, putting her arm around him. “Can you stand?”

      “Sure, I can stand.” He pushed his chair back and rose, swaying on his feet. “See? Not too shabby.”

      She gently pulled him away from the table, turning him, and guiding him toward the back hallway. He stumbled along, head bowed, moaning.

      “Did I drink a little too much?” he said.

      “Only an entire bottle,” she said, “and almost half of another.”

      As they moved down the hall, Elna heard Garret say to someone else at the table, “I mean, it was supposed to be his wedding night tonight. I guess he’s trying to forget.”

      Malin’s was the last room in the hall, and getting him there proved a challenge. He stumbled twice, and Elna had to hold him up until he could regain his footing. He slammed his shoulder into the wall and cursed loudly another time. Then he heaved like he was going to vomit, but nothing came up.

      “Is the wedding over?” he mumbled, as she helped him navigate the narrow doorway. “I don’t remember. Did we say, ‘I do?’ Did she say it? She didn’t hesitate? I was going to look her right in the eyes and make sure she meant it.”

      “It’s been a long day,” Elna said. The room was dark, with only dim light filtering down the hall from the many candles in the dining room. She felt her way to the bed and helped him sit down. “You just need to sleep off the wine, Malin.”

      He flopped onto the bed, then fell backward with a groan. As he lay there, Elna pulled the blanket up over him, tucking it in.

      His eyes were closed, but he reached up, fumbling in the air for a moment before finding Elna’s forearm. “It didn’t happen,” he said, softly—almost a whisper. “The wedding…it didn’t happen, did it? I was afraid it wouldn’t, but not too surprised really. No, not really.”

      “We can talk about it tomorrow,” Elna said. “You should probably drink less alcohol in the future, Malin. It’s not good to get like this, and I say that as a vintner.”

      He sighed, a long expulsion of breath that seemed to carry every bit of his sadness and regret. Then one eye opened, one glassy eye glinting in the candlelight.

      “You know what they say, Elna.”

      “What’s that?” she asked, lifting his head to put the pillow beneath him.

      “What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.” He smiled briefly. “Claire doesn’t have to know you’re in my room.”

      Elna gently pried his hand off and set it on his chest. Then she patted him gently, feeling a weird mix of emotion. Surprise, attraction, embarrassment, possibility.

      “No, no, you don’t realize what you’re saying.”

      He seemed concerned. “Oh. Okay. If you say so. Why are you in my room then?”

      “It’ll all make sense in the morning,” she said. “Good night. I have to leave now.”

      “Well…” He took a deep breath, held it a moment, and let it out slowly. “That’s a shame.”

      And his eye slipped shut again. Elna made a hasty retreat before the conversation could really sink in.
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      Norman and Garret were raring to go the following day. Malin hadn’t made an appearance by breakfast time, which was okay with Elna, as she was uncomfortable at the thought of seeing him. Would he remember what he’d said? She thought it might be even more awkward if he’d forgotten.

      “We can get the aqueduct finished today,” Elna said. “I really think so.”

      “Let’s do it,” Garret said. “How’s our prisoner doing? Maybe he asphyxiated in the shed. Wouldn’t that be convenient?”

      “I’ll check on him after breakfast,” Pop said.

      “Just be careful,” Selene said. “Never trust a word he says, and never turn your back on him, even if he’s tied up.”

      “I know his type,” Pop said. “I’ll be extra careful.”

      After they ate, Elna, Norman, and Garret took their bicycle cart down to the aqueduct while Selene went hunting for more wild herbs in the overgrown places just beyond the vineyard fence. The Dulleses did what they always did, sitting quietly on the veranda. Elna had been tempted to ask them to help. Everyone had to pitch in eventually, regardless of age, ability, or interest.

      A battle for another day, she told herself.

      As they went to work building the aqueduct, the biggest part of their work turned out to be constructing the framework. Malin’s absence made the work harder, and Elna had to fight a feeling of resentment. Moping about his fiancée was becoming a problem.

      Maybe it’ll pass now that the wedding date has come and gone, she thought, but that seemed unlikely.

      They were more than halfway to the guesthouse when they started to run out of raw materials. The framework was cobbled together from scrap lumber and junk. To make the trough that carried the water, they used folded sheet metal, and when that ran out, they used old salvaged pipes and hoses. It wasn’t lovely to look at, and Elna was concerned that they would lose too much water along the way. But she could make improvements over time.

      “We need more lumber or metal or something,” Norman noted.

      They’d reached the edge of the parking lot when they ran out of materials completely.

      “Time to cannibalize the island, folks,” Garret said, pointing to the nearby shed.

      It was a good idea. The aqueduct project had enabled her to appreciate some of the more useful and less abrasive sides of Garret’s personality. He wasn’t just a loud-mouthed jerk. He was also a hard worker and a resourceful thinker. In the end, they used old metal shelves, cabinets, and then parts of the shed’s back wall to continue building the framework.

      By noon, they’d reached the vineyard fence. As Garret and Norman headed back to the guesthouse, Elna took a few minutes to admire their handiwork. The framework, as ugly as it looked, seemed sturdy. As she stood there, hands on hips, she heard Selene call her name.

      Turning, she saw Selene walking up from the trees beyond the vineyard, a leash in one hand, a cloth bag in the other. As she approached, she held up the bag.

      “You know, you’ve got wild vegetables, fruit, and herbs growing all over this island,” she said. “You just have to hunt around for them a little bit. I found chicory, wild cherries, elderberries, mayapples—all kinds of stuff.”

      “That’s great,” Elna said. “I’m glad someone knows how to recognize edible plants on the island. Why don’t we go see if my father is making lunch yet?”

      “I sure hope so,” Selene said. “I’m famished! Sniffy ate a small rabbit, and I was so tempted to take a bite, raw or not…but I didn’t. Of course, I didn’t.”

      She’d been wearing the same flower-print dress since her first day on the island, and it was starting to get quite filthy. Her treks through the wild places didn’t help. In fact, with all the thorns, thistles, and vines clinging to the dress, she was starting to look like some kind of forest creature.

      When they got back to the guesthouse, they found Norman and Garret standing in the lobby, the Dulleses on the couch, and a bleary-eyed Malin sitting on the hearth. There was no sign of lunch, and her father wasn’t in the kitchen.

      “What’s a guest have to do to get a sandwich around here?” Garret grumbled. “We busted our butts all morning. Doesn’t that earn us a few bites of something?”

      Elna checked the tasting room, which still smelled of dust and metal, but her father wasn’t there either. Finally, she went back to the lobby and asked, “Has anyone seen my father lately?”

      “Not since he went to check on that bad man,” Joe Dulles said.

      “Okay. I’ll go get him.”

      Elna felt a twinge of unease as she headed for the back door. Surely her father had busied himself with some other project. He wouldn’t hang out with Dominic all morning. When she reached the back door, she heard the others following her. She stepped outside and started into the vineyard, heading toward the water tank and the small aluminum shed where they’d bound Dominic.

      She was just rounding the water tank when she realized the shed door was wide open. The twinge of anxiety became full-on panic as she raced toward the shed. Thrusting her head inside, she found disarray. Shelves were tipped over, tools scattered. No sign of Dominic or her father, though she did spot a big wad of duct tape in the far corner.

      “Oh no,” she muttered.

      She turned around, scanning the property all around her, looking for some sign of them. Malin, Garret, Selene, and Norman were approaching from the guesthouse, but otherwise she saw no one else. She bent over and studied the ground around the shed door, but she didn’t have any tracking experience. She couldn’t identify any specific footprints or tell where they might have gone.

      “I told you guys,” Selene said, her voice rising up and up. “I told you not to trust him. I told you!”

      Elna almost took off running, but she didn’t know which way to go. How in the world had Dominic broken out? Where would he have gone? Garret walked up to the shed and peered inside, cursing under his breath.

      “Okay, okay,” Elna said, drumming a finger against her forehead. Don’t get too emotional, she told herself. Try to stay calm and think. “Let’s split up in groups of two, make sure we’re armed, and fan out across the area. The island’s not that big.”

      “Wait. Let’s just think it through first,” Garret said, holding up his hands. “There’s no blood. He didn’t leave a corpse behind.”

      “So what?” Elna said, rounding on him, ready to fight. What was he suggesting?

      “So, if he overpowered your father and killed him or severely injured him, there’s be some sign of it, right? Either they went off together voluntarily or he took the old man hostage. Either way, I doubt your dad’s dead.”

      Selene stepped forward, picking up Sniffy and holding him tight. “I told your father not to listen to him. Dominic knows how to get into your head. He probably talked him into loosening the restraints.”

      Elna shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense. My father’s not stupid. But…” She looked inside the shed again. Clearly there had been violence of some kind. Things were knocked over, but Garret was right—no obvious sign of blood. She was struggling to think clearly, her heart in her throat. “Okay, we have to find them.”

      “He talked him into going somewhere,” Garret said. “That’s what I think. Like the girl over there said, Dominic did some smooth-talking, maybe convinced your dad he wasn’t dangerous, told him he knew where some good stuff is stashed on the island.”

      Elna looked at Malin, seeking an ally. Malin stood off to one side, gripping his forehead. His face was all scrunched up, as if he were in terrible pain. Hangover.

      That’s what you get, Elna thought bitterly.

      “We should eat first,” Garret said. “We’re all starving. Let’s calm down a little bit, okay? If you’re dad’s not dead yet, Dominic’s not in any hurry to kill him. Maybe he’ll hold him hostage to bargain for his life, or supplies. Either way, we have to get our strength back before we go looking for trouble. We worked all morning. Right, guys?” He turned to Malin but got no response. He looked at Selene, who only shrugged.

      “I think we can take some time to eat and recover first,” Norman said. “Then set out properly, with weapons and gear, and some plan of action. Yes, that makes the most sense.”

      “Good. That’s it, then.”

      Without looking at or acknowledging Elna in the slightest, Garret headed back to the guesthouse.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll find him,” Norman said to Elna, giving her what she assumed was meant to be an encouraging smile before following Garret.

      “I told you, guys,” Selene said, on the verge of tears. “I warned you.” And then she turned and headed back to the guesthouse.

      That left Elna and Malin standing in front of the shed. She felt a seething anger bubbling up inside of her. Her father had been dragged off by a madman, and everyone wanted to sit down and enjoy a nice lunch together? Meanwhile, Malin was just standing there like an idiot, holding his forehead.

      “You could have said something.” She tried to keep the mounting fury out of her voice.

      “I just…needed a moment to think,” he replied, in a pained voice. “How can they already be so damned hungry?”

      “This is what happens when food stores are depleted,” Elna said. “People start making dumb, selfish decisions. My dad is out there, Malin. Out there with that lunatic.”

      “Right, yeah.” He slapped his own cheeks, as if to rouse himself. “Finding your dad is the priority here. Lunch can wait. Let’s go talk to them. Sorry, my brain is mush today.”

      “Well, drink less wine from now on. I need your help, Malin. I can’t afford to have you…” Just say it. “I can’t afford to have you wallowing about situations that can’t be changed, okay? Okay.”

      She waved a hand in his direction and started back to the guesthouse.
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      She found the others already at the dining room table. Joe Dulles had set out some salted meat and bowls of vegetables. It wasn’t much of a meal, but they were eating like it was their first meal in months. The sight of them sitting there, everyone except Malin, munching away like they hadn’t a care in the world, was more than she could take. Rita Dulles looked up as she stepped into the room, delicately raising a broccoli stem to her painted lips.

      “Food and water are becoming a problem,” Garret was saying. “We have to finish that water project this afternoon, and we’ve got to set up more animal traps.”

      Malin gently moved past Elna and approached the table. “Guys, I think missing people are a higher priority than the water project,” he said. “Can’t we spend some time looking for Mr. Pasqualee first?”

      “Surprise, surprise, we can do both,” Garret said, in his typical loudmouth way, speaking through a mouthful of chewed carrots. “A few of you head off after lunch to look for him, and the rest of us will stay behind and work.”

      Elna couldn’t stop herself from smacking the nearby wall. “I’m going now. Whoever wants to come with me, let’s go. Otherwise, enjoy your carrots.”

      And with that, she stormed out of the room. By the time she reached the tasting room, she realized Malin and Norman had both come with her. She detoured into the smaller pantry behind the bar, opening the drawer where she’d placed the .38 and the kitchen knives. She took the gun and gave the knives to Malin and Norman.

      “Any of you know how to track?” she asked.

      Malin shook his head and Norman shrugged.

      “Never tried before,” Norman said.

      Elna sighed and headed outside, cutting across the vineyard and moving past the shed. She had no idea which way to go, and she saw not a single clue on the ground. Everything just looked like grass and dirt. Still, she stalked across the property and entered the tree line, listening carefully for something, anything, out of the ordinary. She heard only their own footsteps and the ceaseless chittering of the shrikes.

      “Which way do we go?” Malin asked, moving up beside her.

      “I don’t know. Let’s start close to the vineyard. Walk a circle around the property. Look for any indication of…anything.”

      She opened the cylinder on the revolver, spun it to make sure every chamber was loaded, then slammed it back in place. Gripping the gun tightly, she set off through the undergrowth, kicking through the heavy brush that pulled at her pant legs.
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        * * *

      

      Elna was so disgusted, so angry, that she stood beside the water storage tank and shuddered. She’d spent hours traipsing all over the place. It was as if her father and Dominic had vanished from the face of the earth, as if aliens had sucked them up into outer space and flown away. She wanted to scream. She wanted to hurt someone. Instead, she could only stand there and feel helpless as the sun sank toward the western sea.

      Norman had kept up with her for a while, but eventually he’d gone back to help finish the aqueduct. They were almost all the way to the water tank now. Elna heard the sound of the hammer, of wrenches, of softly spoken instructions. Malin had stayed with her longer, but once he started lagging, she excused him. Now, she stood alone.

      “He’s out there,” she muttered. “He’s out there somewhere. The island isn’t that big.”

      She had even gone down to the lighthouse and looked around among the old buildings. Nothing. No blood, no obvious footprints, no unusual sounds.

      “How is it possible?” she said, smacking her forehead. “Pop, what did you do? Where did you go? There’s no way you would have gone willingly…is there?”

      When she sensed someone moving up behind her, she wheeled about, reaching for the gun in her pocket. It was Selene. She was cradling Sniffy and giving Elna a sympathetic frown.

      “He’ll be fine,” she said. “Dominic is a manipulator, but he’s not a murderer. He’ll hold on to your father to guarantee his own safety. I know him well enough to know that.”

      “It’s getting dark,” Elna noted. “We’ll run out of sunlight soon, but maybe that’ll be for the best. We might hear them moving around easier in the dark. But maybe they’re not moving around. Maybe they heard us coming and relocated. I don’t know.”

      “He’ll be okay, Elna. I really think he will.” Selene reached over and rubbed her arm. It was clearly meant to be a comforting gesture, but Elna didn’t feel comforted. “You should wait until morning to look again. It’ll be safer by then. Dominic might show up on his own. He’ll want to make a trade: your father for me. And then you can make your move.”

      There was logic in what Selene said. Roaming the island at night with flashlights would only give their position away, and they were liable to get hurt. Suddenly, the world around her seemed extra quiet, so Elna turned. Norman, Malin, and Garret had all gathered behind her.

      “Is the aqueduct complete?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” Garret replied. “We haven’t opened the valve yet or pumped water from the shore, but we got the entire framework and waterway done. A little more work with desalination, and we’re good to go. No more worries about water. Good design, by the way.”

      Garret was beaming. He seemed proud of his work, even happy, and it intensified her frustration. She’d missed out on the work, and her father was still missing. How could he stand there and smile? Elna felt the sting of tears and quickly brushed them away.

      “Thanks,” she muttered.

      “Look, we’ll all feel better knowing that our water problem is solved,” Garret said. “I’m not giving up on your old man. We’ll set out first thing tomorrow and scour every square inch of the island. If that punk has put so much as a bump on his head, I’ll gouge his eyes out and shove ’em down his throat, okay?”

      Elna nodded, fighting tears.

      “Elna, if you really want to look again tonight, I’ll go with you,” Malin said.

      She bowed her head, trying to think past the emotion. It wasn’t so easy. Cut through the fear and use your brain, Elna. Come on. If Dominic intended to hurt your father, it’s too late for him anyway. If he intended to hold him hostage, then he’ll keep him safe until he’s made the offer.

      “We wait until morning,” she said. “First light. I hope everyone will help, though.”

      “We will,” Norman said. “the worthless Dulleses,” Garret said. “They seem to prefer being leeches on our hard work. Should we drag them along? They’re not disabled. They can walk around a little. It won’t kill them.”

      “Maybe,” Elna said. “Let me think about it. We should take turns guarding the house tonight, just in case Dominic decides to come back while we’re sleeping. We set out at first light.”

      Malin started to say something else, but Elna held up a hand and shook her head. She headed back to the guesthouse, dragging her feet through the dirt, slamming against one of the trellises in passing, hard enough to crack a piece off.
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      Elna took the last watch because she wanted to be awake at first light. Nobody was going to sleep in, not when her father was out there somewhere. She split her time between the tasting room and the lobby, staring through the windows into the darkness. It was amazing how dark the world appeared without electricity. She’d grown up seeing the haze of city lights from the mainland on the eastern horizon. Now, it was gone, as if the whole world beyond the bay had been erased.

      The back windows in the tasting room were even more disconcerting because her father had always kept a light on in the vineyard at night. Now, there was nothing, and the moon was a sliver in the sky, providing very little light. Dread ate away at her as she paced, her hand going repeatedly to her pocket to feel the gun.

      The western end of the island slowly emerged from the gloom as morning arrived. Elna waited just long enough for the sun to wink over the distant water before she went to rouse the others. Malin was already awake, sitting on the edge of his bed and brushing his teeth with a dry toothbrush. The others awoke and, fortunately, didn’t give her any trouble. Except for the Dulleses, who flatly refused to get out of bed.

      “Rita’s not feeling good,” Joe croaked from the darkness of their room. “She needs to rest today, and I have to keep an eye on her.”

      Elna didn’t want to argue with them, so she turned to leave.

      “Good luck with your father,” Joe said, as she pulled their door shut. “I hope you find him, and I hope he’s okay.”

      “Thanks,” Elna managed to say.

      The rest of them congregated in the tasting room. They’d gathered weapons. Malin had his kitchen knife under his belt, while Garret had opted for one of the fishing gaffs with its sharp silver hook. Norman took Elna’s knife since she had the gun. Selene was reluctant to be armed, but she finally agreed to carry a hammer. Sniffy was already barking at the door, so clearly he thought he was a weapon unto himself.

      “Let’s set out together to the lighthouse area,” Elna said. “Even though I didn’t find Pop there yesterday, it’s the most likely hiding spot.”

      “The guy has got to realize that his only hope is returning your father unharmed,” Garret said. “If we see so much as a scratch, we’re going to skin him alive.”

      “I appreciate the sentiment, Garret,” Elna said. For once, his abrasive personality seemed like an asset. In the dim morning light, he made an intimidating sight with his broad shoulders and big muscles, the red tint to his rough skin, and his bushy eyebrows. “Let’s go.”

      She drew the gun from her pocket, opened the back door, and stepped outside into the crisp morning air.

      Don’t let worry or fear make decisions for you, she reminded herself, even as she felt those very feelings curdling in her stomach. You have to think clearly. No idea what we’ll be dealing with today.

      She headed down the east side of the island at a brisk pace, thankful that the others were willing and able to keep up with her. As she went, she gazed about, scanning for some sign—any sign—of Dominic and her father. It was a relatively quiet morning on the island, however, and nothing gave them away.

      They reached the fence and the old military compound in record time. The sun was just barely over the horizon, casting its brilliance over the roiling Pacific. She hadn’t rooted completely through all of the buildings the day before, so that’s what they decided to do.

      “Elna, why don’t you come with me,” Garret said, stepping forward. “We’re going to search the lighthouse. I think it’s our best bet. What do you say?”

      Elna glanced at Malin. She wasn’t in the mood for friendly company, and things were just a little weird between them since his drunken episode.

      “That’s fine with me,” she said. “Malin and Norman, you guys look through the barracks buildings first. Look for secret compartments, doors, anything. Search every square inch of every room.”

      Norman tipped a salute. Malin frowned but nodded. Clearly, he didn’t like the arrangement.

      “Selene, where would you rather go?” Elna asked.

      Sniffy had been running free on his leash, but she stooped down and picked him up. “I don’t know.” Her eyes flitted from Malin to Garret and back. “I guess I’ll go with them.” She nodded in the direction of Malin and Norman.

      “That’s fine. Everyone, be careful. If you find them, call for help.”

      Elna headed for the lighthouse, as Malin, Norman, and Selene turned toward the first of the dilapidated military buildings. The lighthouse stood right at the edge of the rock promontory, but there was an attached guard house with an old wooden door and a single window covered by a filthy old cloth. She headed in that direction.

      “You and Malin seem like you’re becoming pals,” Garret said all of a sudden.

      It took her by surprise, and she had trouble adjusting her thoughts. “I don’t know about that,” she said. “He’s a friendly person. Easy to talk to. But I think he’s like that with everyone.”

      Garret laughed. She didn’t like the sound of his laugh. There was something unkind in it. “Not to gossip or anything, but my boy knows what I said about Claire is true. That’s why he got so pissed the other day. Do you know how many times she rescheduled the wedding? Now it looks like God and North Korea were against the wedding as well.” He laughed again, too loud and too long.

      This was the last thing she wanted to talk about at the moment. She didn’t need someone mixing up her emotions even more.

      “You ever dated someone even though you knew it was a bad match?” he asked. When she didn’t answer right away, he added, “Come on. You’re a decent-looking girl. Surely, you’ve got a few relationships under your belt, and one of them had to be a bad match. That’s just the odds.”

      “Yeah,” she answered, hoping that would be the end of it. When he gave her a questioning look, she added, “I got out of a long-term relationship not so long ago. He was a little too intense for me. Former military, just sort of cold and rigid. I stuck around longer than I should have.”

      She reached for the lighthouse door, motioning for Garret to keep his voice down.

      “See, there you go,” Garret said, though he did take his volume down a notch. “That’s what happens. Claire’s a great girl, but she’s not a good fit for Malin. I knew her before he did, and it was a surprise when they got together. I never understood it, to be honest.”

      She touched a finger to her lips as she opened the door. Just shut up, please, Garret. Okay, you like Malin’s fiancée. I get it. Childish. We’re looking for my father. She didn’t dare say any of this, not to this particular guy.

      The inside of the guard house was like a crypt, a single open room, all moldy and mossy and empty and smelling of wetness. There was no furniture, no remnants of human habitation outside of the building itself. At the back, stairs led up to the lighthouse. She moved in that direction, but as she drew near, the sunlight burning through the cloth curtain revealed that the stairs had collapsed, creating a big pile of debris that blocked the way up.

      Is it worth it to dig our way through? she wondered.

      She started to do that very thing, as Garret moved elsewhere in the room. After a moment, he called out.

      “Not up there,” he said. “It’s blocked, and clearly no one has moved that pile of debris in decades. Dominic can’t phase through walls.”

      “We have to look everywhere,” she said.

      “Then start over here,” he said.

      He was kneeling in the corner. It seemed like he’d located a loose floorboard and pulled it up, revealing a small compartment underneath. As he reached inside, she heard the distinctive sound of metal tapping against stone.

      “This, on the other hand, has not been here for decades,” he said, producing a black, rectangular box. He set it on the floor. “Looks like a gun case. What do you think?”

      She opened it. Indeed, it was a newer model gun case, the padding inside shaped to hold two small pistols. Both of them were missing. Elna tested the .38 and found it was a perfect fit.

      “Did he have two guns?” she wondered aloud. “That means one of them is missing.”

      Garret pulled a smaller box out of the hidden compartment and set it on the open gun case. A box of bullets for the .38.

      “He came to this island prepared for a fight,” Garret said, “and if we find him, he’s going to get one.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The two groups finally met up beyond the fence sometime in late morning. Elna had the gun in one hand, the box of ammo in the other, and she was more frustrated than ever. Other than the small compartment under the floorboard, they’d found no sign of Dominic or her father.

      “Well, what’s next?” Malin asked. “We’ve got a whole island to search. What do you think, Elna?”

      “The north shore is almost inaccessible,” she said, “but we should check it out. Also, there’s that.” She pointed to the northeast, where the island’s central hill rose seven hundred feet above everything else, an imposing rocky edifice, remnant of ancient volcanic activity. “It’s pretty inaccessible as well, but those are two places I didn’t go yesterday.”

      “We should go together, then,” Malin said, stepping toward Elna.

      “Nah, let’s keep our groups,” Garret said. “We can cover more ground in two groups. It’ll save time. We lost a whole night, remember?”

      Malin scowled at this and turned to Elna, as if waiting for her to agree with him. She wasn’t about to get in between those two and, furthermore, Garret was right. Then again, losing a whole night had been Garret’s fault, hadn’t it? Thinking about it only made her angry, so she shrugged it off.

      “Let’s keep our groups. Garret and I will search the hilltop. You three head north. Be careful.”

      She didn’t wait to discuss it further but set off, shoving the bullets in her pocket. Garret muttered something then rushed to catch up to her.

      Maybe this was a mistake, she thought. Maybe I should have gone alone.

      No, Garret had proved he wasn’t much of a fighter, but his strength might come in handy. Plus, he was armed. There was no direct path up the mountain. The closest spot was a small gravel lot on the north side of the winery, a place sometimes used for parking by seasonal workers. From there, a steep climb, initially through heavy underbrush, would take them up the slope. Elma headed in that direction, following the dirt road.

      “I can’t imagine what it was like to grow up on this island,” Garret said, after a few quiet minutes. “It sure as hell ain’t a nice place to get stuck.”

      “It was okay,” Elna said. “A bit limiting, to be honest. Now, let’s keep it down while we walk, just in case we hear something.”

      “I’m starting to think I’d do anything to get over those bridges,” Garret muttered, “even if the world on the other side is nothing but lunatics and fire.”

      She didn’t bother following up on this comment. Something told her if she chased Garret down this rabbit hole, it would lead right back to Claire.

      Judging by the rumbling in her stomach, it was close to lunchtime when they finally reached the winery on the far side of the guesthouse. From this angle, the mountain was an imposing shape, like the back of some sleeping giant. A chain-link fence stretched from the far end of the parking lot to the back fence behind the winery, blocking the way for all but the most persistent guests, but Elna knew a place where the chain links had come loose. A guest had pushed through it once upon a time, intent on getting to the highest point on the island to take pictures for social media posts. Pop had never bothered to repair the fence.

      She slipped through now, pushing through the heavy bushes on the other side. Vines and limbs dragged at her pants as she started to lead the way up the slope.

      This is hopeless, she thought, not for the first time. I’ll never see them again. Dominic left the island with Pop, and that’s it.

      And just then, she heard the distinctive sound of heavy footsteps on rock. It was coming from somewhere in front of them, but her view was limited by trees and bushes. She came to a sudden stop and thrust her free hand out to hold Garret back.

      “Is that an animal or—”

      Garret spoke in a whisper, but she pressed a hand over his mouth. Only then did he finally get the point. Elna crouched behind the bushes, straining to hear the approaching figure. It sounded like someone was walking down from the peak, making no effort to be quiet. They were carrying something, because she heard a kind of rattle and clank, as if they had a box or large tool in their hands.

      Holding up the gaff, Garret pointed in the direction of the approaching stranger, glaring at her in a way that said, We’re armed. Let’s go kick butt. Elna pointed at her eye then at the stranger, trying to communicate, Let’s wait and see who it is. The dull glaze on Garret’s face suggested he didn’t understand.

      She rose and tried to slip through the bushes as quietly as possible, but the branches still clawed at her clothes. The footsteps stopped suddenly, and she heard someone sniff. Cover blown, she rose and marched forward boldly, bringing up the revolver. Garret followed behind her, breathing like some kind of roused bear.

      “Uh?”

      A single word from the stranger, and then Elna stepped out into the open, aiming the gun at him. Even as she stood there facing the man, it took her a few seconds to make sense of what she was seeing. Her father, standing by himself, his button-up shirt absolutely filthy, his wispy hair sticking out at all angles. Under the crook of his arm, he was holding a large plastic box. At first, it looked like a radio or an old cassette player, but then Elna spotted the receiver hanging from a hook on the end of a curled wire.

      “What in the hell, Pop?” she shouted.

      Above him, the rocky terrain rose to the bare mountaintop. She saw no one else in that direction.

      “Pasqualee, you just about got shot by your own kid,” Garret said, coming up beside Elna. “What are you doing wandering around the island? We thought you might be dead.”

      At first, Elna’s father seemed baffled, looking from Elna to Garret and back, as if he couldn’t understand their concern. Then he gave his daughter a knowing smile and nodded.

      “Sorry, I was thinking about this,” he said, holding up the plastic box. “I forgot about all of the other stuff.”

      Elna saw now that he was holding an old CB radio. It had a relatively small antenna stuck to the top with a suction cup, but what drew Elna’s attention was the red LED display. It was shining brightly.

      “It works?” she said. Instantly, all thought of Dominic fled. “You found a CB radio, and it works?”

      “Yeah, can you believe it?” he said, laughing. “I had to hike up the mountain to get a clear signal, but, Elna, I did it. I’ve spoken to people on the mainland!”

      Elna felt a rush of excitement. The last time she’d felt anything like it was when she’d bungee-jumped off a dam in the Sierra Nevada Mountains. Contact with the mainland—it was like seeing the world rise from the ashes.

      Garret stepped forward and tapped his gaff loudly against the rocks. “Wait, wait, wait. Where is Dominic? I’ve been looking to clobber that guy all morning.”

      Pop combed his mustache with his fingers and shook his head, as if remembering some youthful misadventure. He held up his right hand, letting his sleeve fall back to reveal a distinct red mark on his wrist. “He force-marched me down to the old military compound. Put me in the guardhouse and tied me up. He was going to make a trade, me for Selene, and then he planned to build a raft and cross the bay. But I pulled out of the ropes and got away while he was sleeping. Anyway, all of that is beside the point.” He held up the portable CB radio. “He had this hidden in a hollow under the floorboard, and I took it.”

      “He probably got it from that cave we found his stuff in. Might have protected it from the EMP,” Elna said.

      Pop reached up to switch off the CB. “Better save the battery. We’ll need it.”

      “Old man, we thought you were in danger,” Garret said.

      “Oh, I was, but it doesn’t matter now.”

      “Where’s Dominic.”

      “No idea,” Pop said with a shrug. “Out there scheming, I imagine, but it doesn’t matter. I’ve been in touch with the mainland. We’re going to be okay. Come on. Let’s tell everyone else.”

      He started back down the mountain, pushing through the bushes. Elna glanced at Garret. He was clearly annoyed, scowling at her father’s retreating back. Elna hurried after Pop.

      “Pop, who did you talk to on the mainland?” she asked.

      “I talked to a number of people,” he said, but then he looked at her over his shoulder, smiling so broadly his leather cheeks bunched up in wrinkles. “You won’t believe it. This will blow your mind. But I spoke to Rod.”

      “Rod?”

      “Rod Smith.”

      The name sent an icy chill right through Elna. “My ex-boyfriend? Are you serious?” She hung her head. What were the odds?

      “Now, wait a second,” Garret said, as they squeezed through the fence and crossed the gravel lot. “Forget about the ex-boyfriend for a second. Where is Dominic? You just left him sleeping? You didn’t bash his brains out while he was lying there?”

      “He might have overpowered me if I’d tried,” Pop said. “Anyway, we’re in contact with the mainland. Didn’t you hear me? There’s already a group coordinating relief efforts over there, and they know we’re stranded on the island. Don’t you realize what this means? No more worries about food and water.”

      “Is Rod leading the relief effort? Please, tell me he’s not going to come over here and rescue me,” Elna said.

      They walked along the back of the winery toward the guesthouse. “I don’t know. We got cut off, Elna, but I’m telling you, everything’s going to be okay. We have to inform the others.”

      He approached the back door of the tasting room.

      “I wish I could believe that,” Elna muttered.

      Pop opened the door and stepped inside. Elna followed. She was so irritated at the sudden intrusion of Rod Smith into her life that she wasn’t paying attention when she entered the room. It took a second to notice the strange sounds all around her—strained breathing, anxious movements, hushed voices. When she looked up, she saw the gun pressed against her father’s cheek, the barrel making a dent in his whiskery skin.

      Instinctively, Elna started to raise her own gun, pointing it toward the shadowed figure who came out from behind the open door.

      “Don’t try it,” Dominic said, sneering at her.

      He wrapped his free arm around Pop’s neck and dragged him backward. Elna’s father struggled, but Dominic clocked him on top of the head with the handle of the revolver.

      “Hold still, old man.” He pulled Pop off-balance and backed toward the bar.

      Malin and Selene were both seated at the bar. Sniffy was on the floor, whimpering and growling, but Selene had firm hold of his leash. Unfortunately, Dominic had backed into the corner, so there was no easy way to approach him, and he was mostly hidden behind her father. Elna didn’t have a clear shot—and wasn’t much of a marksman to begin with. She looked helplessly at her father. A trickle of blood ran from a small gash on his head, tracing a line down his temple and along the edge of his sideburn.

      “Don’t hurt him,” Elna said.

      Garret realized what was going on then, and he slammed the back door, growled like some kind of sub-human, and started to push past Elna.

      “Oh, this guy’s dead,” he said. “He is a dead son of a gun. Just you wait and see.”

      Elna thrust her arm out to hold him back, but Garret pushed her arm down and kept going. Dominic pulled the hammer on the revolver, the loud click filling the room.

      “Garret, stop,” she cried. “Just stop! Before someone gets hurt.”

      “No one has to get hurt, that’s right,” Dominic said, out of breath, his teeth bared like a cornered animal.

      Garret stopped, clenching both fists so hard his knuckles cracked, and said, “I’ll give this punk one minute to do the right thing. He doesn’t have enough bullets in that Ruger to get out of here alive.”

      “I just want food and water,” Dominic said. “You thieves took all of my provisions. Put some water bottles and canned food in a backpack and bring them here. Do that, and I’ll leave in peace. Hurry up!”

      Norman rose from his barstool. When Dominic turned the gun on him, Norman raised his hands.

      “I’m going to get your food and water,” Norman said. “We can’t make it appear out of thin air, son!”

      With a nod, Dominic pressed the barrel of the revolver back against Pop’s head. As Norman left the room, Elna was tempted to stop him.

      No, don’t give him any food and water. We need it all.

      But she bit her tongue. Her father was one finger-twitch away from death. They had no choice but to give in.

      “You’re coming with me, Selene,” Dominic said, without taking his eyes of Garret.

      “No, I’m not,” she said, softly, her voice cracking. Sniffy was so worked up, the poor little thing was trembling as he growled.

      “You belong to me, and you know it,” Dominic said. His scratchy voice had gotten worse. The words sounded like they were being carved out of sandstone with a fork. His hand shook, apparently from anger. “I’m so sick of your mind games. You always play this way in front of others. You’re coming with me, and that’s final.”

      “No,” Selene said, even more softly, bowing her head.

      “Dude, you’re sick,” Garret said. “She doesn’t like you. Nobody likes you. Stop embarrassing yourself, and go drown in the ocean, you punk!”

      Dominic spoke right over him, “You either come with me, like you secretly want to, or I’m going to kill that damn dog of yours. Get up and come over here. Right now! You know I mean it.”

      Crying, Selene rose. Malin reached for her, as if to protect her somehow, but she pulled out of his grasp and walked along the bar, dragging her feet.

      We can’t let this happen, Elna thought. What do we do?

      She met her father’s gaze, and he gave her a sad smile. As Selene got closer, Sniffy began to bark again with renewed vigor. Dominic watched her approach, and as he did, Elna tried to ease toward him.

      If I could get in close, I might be able to force the gun arm up, give my dad an escape, and then put Dominic in a chokehold.

      She could see how this would work in her mind. But the minute she moved toward the corner, Dominic smacked her father with the butt of his gun again.

      “Get back,” he snarled. “I’m not falling for your tricks again, woman. Move aside. Leave the back door open. Selene and I are walking out of here as soon as I get that backpack. That’s the only way your father gets out of this alive.”

      Elna stepped back. I just messed up any chance I had to reason with him, she thought.

      She moved to one side, making room for Selene to pass. However, thrashing Sniffy used that moment to make a desperate lunge, and the little white dog finally managed to slip between his owner’s arms. He dropped to the floor, flailing and flopping until he got his feet under him. Then he went for Dominic, zigzagging around Elna’s feet.

      “Sniffy, no,” Selene said sharply, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      Dominic, whose view of the dog was apparently limited, planting his free hand against Pop’s shoulder and shoved him aside so violently that Pop flew behind the bar and crashed onto his side.

      “Keep it away,” Dominic shouted, raising the gun, trying to aim for the dog.

      Selene had stepped in front of Elna and Garret, blocking the way as she desperately tried to grab the dog. Dominic reached for Selene with his free hand, grabbing at her hair. And in the chaos of the moment, even as Elna tried to decide her best next move, some great shadow flew over the bar. Elna was trying to pay attention to the movements of so many people that she only managed to raise a hand, just in case the shadow was headed in her direction.

      But it bounded past her, leapt over Selene, and crashed into Dominic. He didn’t see it coming. Suddenly, the shadow-shape slammed into his side. Only then did Elna realize it was Malin. He hit Dominic in the side with his shoulder and shoved him into the wall.

      The gun went off then, the crack of the revolver deafening in the small room. Elna reached for Selene, grabbed her long, loose shirt, and yanked her backward. Garret rushed in then as well, leaping on top of Dominic like some enraged animal. A second gunshot filled the room, followed by the crash of a window shattering.

      “Get down,” Elna shouted at Selene, dropping to the hardwood floor and pulling the other woman down with her.

      Selene turned and collapsed against Elna, whimpering, and Elna curled her body over her to shield her. She heard the men cursing and shouting, heard the sounds of fighting. When she glanced over her shoulder, she saw Malin holding Dominic’s right arm, keeping the gun pointing at the ceiling, while Garret found every opening to throw relentless punches at the man.

      “Got it,” Malin shouted, stepping back. He’d yanked the gun out of Dominic hand. “I got the gun, Garret. You can stop.”

      Garret took a step back, made a weird wordless growl, and gave Dominic a last haymaker, bringing a fist all the way around and up into the man’s chin. Dominic’s teeth clacked together, and the back of his head banged off the wall.

      “Okay, that’ll do,” Garret said, taking another step back. Elna noticed that he’d split the knuckles of his right hand open.

      The chaos seemed to have taken all of the fight out of Sniffy, who had staked out a spot among all the people and was looking back and forth between Dominic and Selene, shivering.

      “Tie him up,” Pop said, rising from behind the bar, a grimace of pain on his face. “We’ve got to have more rope around here. Where is it?”

      Malin had Dominic pinned against the wall, but their attacker was clearly dazed, his head lolling on his shoulders. He was quickly developing a fat lip, and he had scuffs and scratches on his cheeks and forehead.

      “We’ve got rope,” Elna said. She picked herself up, leaving Selene curled on the floor, and went to one of the piles of scavenged supplies in the far corner of the room. She rooted around in some boxes until she found an old length of dirty nylon rope. “Malin, catch.”

      She tossed the rope at him, and he snatched it out of the air.

      “Get off me,” Dominic muttered, his words slurring. “You can’t keep her from me. She doesn’t want to be away from me. You let her get in your head.”

      Garret helped Malin tie the man’s wrists together, then his ankles, and then connect both ends so that his hands were down between his knees.

      “Well, now what do we do with him?” Malin asked.

      Pop bent down to pick something off the ground. When he rose, Elna saw that it was the portable CB radio, which he set on the bar. “If he broke this thing, he’s going into the ocean, like Garret suggested.” He flicked the switch, and the LED lit up. “Well, there you go. It works. Good job, idiot. You live.”

      “Does he, though?” Garret said. “Are we going to let this punk nobody keep scheming? It’s the wild west now, boys. We’re the only law left.”

      “Elna, what do you think?” Malin asked.

      Why was he asking her? The last thing she wanted to do was decide Dominic’s punishment. Logic said he was too dangerous to keep around, but they couldn’t descend into barbarism. Especially since Dominic hadn’t actually killed anyone. Could the punishment exceed the crime?

      Maybe.

      “I really don’t know,” she said to Malin.

      As she started back across the room, she noticed that one of the south-facing windows was shattered. A bullet from Dominic’s gun had gone right through the lower pane, flying off in the direction of the vineyard. She walked over to examine the damage.

      “If we’re not going to toss him to the sharks, then we need to do a better job of locking him up,” Garret said. “Let’s use the kitchen freezer. Lock it, throw away the key.”

      “Someone will have to feed him” Malin said. “Letting him starve to death is worse than throwing him in the ocean.”

      “Maybe more fitting though,” Garret said.

      As they debated the matter, Elna stuck her head through the broken window. Mostly, she heard the soft sigh of the wind, but another faint sound caught her attention. It took a moment to identify it. Water. It sounded like water. Specifically, it sounded like someone had turned on a faucet and let it run. She looked in the direction of the water storage tank, which stood in its dirt lot in the middle of the vineyard.

      “Oh no,” she said. “Oh God.”

      A jet of water was pouring out of the side of the tank near its base.

      “What is it now?” Pop said.

      Elna rushed to the back door. “One of Dominic’s bullets hit the water tank,” she shouted, flinging open the door.

      “Damn you,” Garret said. He kicked Dominic in the face.

      Elna heard Dominic gasp in pain, heard his head bounce off the wall again, but she was running now. She flew through the vineyard rows. Water was pouring out fast, jetting out across the clearing to splash against one of the trellises. Already, it had created a large puddle. The bullet had hit low enough that it was emptying most of the water. She ran a circle around the tank and saw that an exit hole had been created on the other side of the tank, and a smaller stream of water was pouring from there as well.

      “What are the odds?” she said, stomping her feet.

      The bicycle cart was parked nearby, a few tools and supplies still piled there. Elna rooted through them. She found hammers, wrenches, nails, a bit of rope, some scrap metal.

      “Where’s the duct tape?” she muttered. And then, out of sheer, exhausted fury, she shouted it at the top of her lungs. “Where the hell is the duct tape?”
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      The group gathered again that night around the dining table, shaken by the day’s events.

      “How’s the water tank?” Pop asked.

      “Used most of a roll of duct tape,” Elna said, pacing along the back wall. “It’ll hold for a while, but we’ll need a more permanent solution. The bullet didn’t just make a neat hole. It actually cracked the shell and tore the lining and passed out the other side. We lost a lot of the fresh water, so desalination will be more important than ever.”

      Garret was seated at the head of the table, endlessly drumming the fingers of his right hand. His knuckles were a mess of scabs. Malin sat at the other end of the table, sipping a bottle of water. Norman was currently unloading the backpack he had earlier prepared for Dominic as Pop hugged the CB radio close—he’d apparently grown quite fond of it. The Dulleses were there, sitting quietly as usual—as useless as debris.

      “Large-scale desalination doesn’t seem all that possible,” Garret said. “Pipe dream. We couldn’t get it right with about three cups of water.”

      “We have to,” Elna said. “We’ll make it possible. When an experiment doesn’t work out the way you hoped, you change the parameters and try again.”

      Garret rolled a hand in the air, as if to say, Whatever.

      “No,” Pop said. “What we have to do is get the bridges down. Folks, there’s a large-scale recovery effort taking place on the mainland. They know about us now. I’ve spoken to them, and they want us to try to get the drawbridges down. They’ll meet us on the causeway. Think about it! Food, water, and they’ll take Dominic off our hands.”

      “We already tried it,” Malin said. “We don’t have a power source to move the bridges.”

      “Don’t we?” Pop said. He tapped the side of his head. “Let’s put our heads together. You guys came up with that aqueduct system. Surely, we can figure out a way to power the bridges. It’s a matter of survival.”

      Elna wracked her brain. Maybe they’d given up too quickly on the bridges, but, then again, seeing the mainland burning hadn’t exactly motivated her. She began working through all the possible sources of electricity.

      Garret, of all people, beat her to the punch. “Old Mr. Pasqualee said there are some batteries that work, didn’t he? Everything didn’t get fried, people. Could those batteries be enough?”

      “Probably not,” Elna said.

      But his suggestion stirred up a memory. There was a large battery on the island, wasn’t there? She’d seen it with her own eyes. “Car battery in the old Army jeep,” she said, thinking out loud. “Couldn’t we recharge it? I mean, those old car batteries generate power from a chemical reaction between lead and acid, right? So if we could get the chemical reaction going again somehow, maybe…” She shrugged.

      “Oh, so all we need is a big old bottle of acid,” Garret said sourly.

      “We’ve got it,” Pop said. “Sulfuric acid. We use it in wine-making to prevent oxidation. There’s a big jug of it in the other building.”

      Elna turned and looked at her father. “Sulfuric acid and seawater,” she said. “That might do it, assuming the guts of the battery are intact.”

      Malin clapped, a big grin on his face. He rose and said, “Great job, Elna. You may have just found a way off this damned island. Let’s get it done, folks. What are we waiting for? We can march Dominic with us and hand him over to the mainlanders. Come on!” He beckoned everyone as he moved toward the door.

      His enthusiasm about leaving the island caused Elna a moment of embarrassment.

      Are we really that bad? she thought. Then she realized how silly her reaction was. Why are you letting it hurt your feelings? Of course, he wants to leave. He has a fiancée waiting for him.

      “Do we have to bring Dominic?” Selene asked. She been sitting quietly through the entire conversation, clearly still recovering from the last encounter. Sniffy was curled up in her lap.

      “Yeah, but this is where we’ll part ways with him,” Pop said. “They’ve already agreed to take him off our hands. Trust me, he’ll wish he was still locked in our freezer when they get ahold of him.”

      To this, Selene just sighed.

      “Okay, let’s get it done,” Elna said, hoping her voice didn’t betray her feelings.

      Through all of this, Joe and Rita Dulles had been sitting quietly, saying nothing—par for the course throughout this entire ordeal. They had done practically nothing to contribute to the needs of the islanders, and they’d made little effort to be friendly. Now, Joe cleared his throat loudly, grabbed his wife’s hand, and spoke.

      “We shall not be going with you,” he said. “I’m afraid it’s just out of the question.”

      “We may be getting off this island,” Pop said. “They have food and water over there. I’m not comfortable leaving you two behind.”

      “How you feel about it is quite irrelevant,” Joe said. “My wife has arthritis in her back. It’s ten miles across the causeway. We simply can’t walk that distance.”

      “We’ll put the two of you on the bikes,” Elna said. “You can ride.”

      “Riding bicycles ten miles isn’t much better than walking,” Joe said. “Look, I’m not interested in debating the matter. We’re not going, and that’s final.”

      “What about food and water?” Pop asked. “We don’t know how long it will be before we get back…if we come back.”

      Rita spoke then, her voice quavering. “We’ll take our chances.”

      A silence fell over the room. What else could be said? The Dulleses had been close to useless thus far. If Rita had arthritis, that at least provided a reasonable excuse, but Elna saw no reason to argue with them.

      “Well, that’s that,” she said, finally. “They want to stay. Fine. I guess it’s time for the rest of us to go.”

      As she rose, she glanced at Garret and saw a hateful look pass over his face. For a moment—less than a second, really—he directed an intense scowl at Malin, his upper lip drawing back to reveal his top row of teeth. But he quickly wiped it away, went blank, and pushed back from the table.

      What was that about?
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      The bicycle cart was loaded down with water and MREs—the very food Norman had been prepared to give Dominic—but the key items sat in the cardboard box in the center. They’d actually found two old military batteries, one under the hood and another, possibly a spare, under the back seat of the jeep; they sat now beside a big plastic jug of sulfuric acid that Pop had taken from a storage room in the winery and two gallon-sized jugs of seawater.

      “No guarantees it’ll generate enough power to lower the drawbridge,” Garret said, “but the idea was solid.” He nodded at Elna.

      “The backup batteries for the drawbridge motors are pretty huge,” she said. “I don’t know if the car batteries will generate enough power. I guess it’s worth a try. Let’s just hope the wires from the battery to the drawbridge motor didn’t get burned out by the EMP. I don’t want anyone to get their hopes up. This is just a possibility, nothing more.”

      Malin had a little bounce in his step as they made their way down the winding road toward the eastern shore. She tried not to let his enthusiasm annoy her, and she almost succeeded. To take her mind off what she considered a childish display, she studied the items they’d brought with them. Would it be enough to get the batteries working and raise the drawbridge? The prospect was interesting, at the very least.

      She leaned over the cardboard box to see which tools they’d brought with them, but as she did, she noticed a second box tucked behind the first. It was smaller, but the lid had been closed and taped for some reason.

      “What’s in this other box?” she asked, reaching forward and patting the lid. “I didn’t see this before. Who put it there?”

      Garret and Malin were walking the bikes, and both of them looked back. But it was her father who answered.

      “I brought that, Principessa. It’s just a little bit extra to drink. You never know when we might want it.”

      Wine. Could Pop not be away from the family product for more than a few minutes? Something about it didn’t add up, but she decided not to pursue it. He had his reasons, and she trusted him enough not to probe in front of others.

      Through all of this, Dominic trudged sullenly along. They’d tied his hands behind his back, then run another rope to the frame of the bike. Garret had also insisted on tying a towel around his mouth, cinching it tightly enough that it became a gag.

      The sooner we hand him off to someone else, the better, Elna thought.

      By the time they reached the causeway, the evening gloom stretched out across the bay, the road vanishing into the distant dark. Norman cracked open a bottle of water, took a sip, and tried to hand it to Pop, but Elna’s father waved it off.

      “We got a long walk ahead of us,” Pop said with a long sigh. He had the CB radio tucked under his arm. For some reason, Pop just didn’t want to let it go. However, in his other hand, he held a flashlight, and he pressed the button to turn it on with his chin. “Two miles to the first drawbridge. Let’s go.”

      Pop led the way, stepping onto the causeway. They began the long march, Elna bringing up the rear, one of the Rugers held lightly in her right hand. The other was in Malin’s pocket. It was slow going, especially as they had to walk the bikes, which were occasionally dragged by a lingering Dominic. Elna gazed at the distant shore beyond the bay, but she no longer saw any indication of fires burning there.

      Maybe Rod Smith and his recovery team put them all out, she thought, and shuddered at the memory of her old boyfriend. By the end of their relationship, she had been so sick of his emotional distance and obstinance that dumping him had been like finally working a thorn out from under her big toenail. And now he’s saving the world.

      Evening had fully arrived by the time they reached the first drawbridge. Garret and Malin carried the supplies into the service building. Elna wanted to help. This was right up her alley, but she didn’t quite trust her father, Selene, or Norman with the gun. Someone had to keep an eye on Dominic, and she felt like she was less likely to be surprised by him. Still, they’d discussed the battery procedure at length.

      Garret insisted he knew how to get the battery working—reconditioning, he called it—by submerging the lead plates in water and acid. The process should work fairly quickly, Elna knew, assuming the guts of the battery were still good. Still, it made her anxious not helping, and she paced behind the bike. Dominic finally turned and looked at her. He peered at her over the towel-gag with his dark animal eyes.

      “Don’t worry,” she told him. “You’re going to make a bunch of new friends soon enough.”

      He grunted at this and looked away.

      After a few minutes, Malin walked out of the service building, lugging two enormous, corroded drawbridge batteries. He set them down a few feet away and returned. As he did, he turned and gave Elna an OK sign.

      “We got this, Elna,” he said. “Just you wait and see. Your smarts finally rubbed off on me. Now, we just have to wire up the car batteries, and we’ll see if the control panel works.”

      She tried to give him an encouraging smile in return as he went back inside the building. She resumed pacing, idly swinging the gun back and forth as she went. Suddenly, she heard—and felt—a low hum from somewhere beneath her. This was followed by a loud, rusty creak, as from old gears. And then the drawbridge began to move, slowly and achingly descending as reluctant metal screamed.

      “They did it,” Pop cheered, raising his hands over his head. “Can you believe it? They got it working!”

      The groaning and creaking only got louder as the drawbridge lowered. The vibration coming up through the ground intensified, rattling Elna’s teeth, but then the bridge was down. The motor died with a last squeal, and the vibration faded.

      Garret came running out of the service building, took a look at the drawbridge, and then slammed his fist into his open palm. Pop started to approach, as if to give him a hug, but Garret waved him off.

      “Don’t celebrate yet, Pasqualee,” he said. “The batteries are toast. The seal was weak to begin with, and they broke. The lead plates were in poor condition. They’re done.”

      “But you did it,” he said.

      “We got one bridge down. There’s two more!”

      “Rod will find a way,” Pop said, hoisting the CB radio up. “Trust me. He said he’s going to get to us somehow, no matter what.”

      Well, that sounds like Rod, Elna thought, and shuddered.

      “So…what, we keep walking?” Garret asked.

      “Yes, I’ll let him know we’re on the way,” Pop said, and headed off across the drawbridge, even as he flicked on the CB and began to twist the dial.

      If he asks to speak to me, I’m going to pretend to pass out, Elna thought.
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      Malin had never felt such a potent mix of hope and disappointment at the same time. It was making his stomach churn, and he grabbed his belly with his free hand. How could they come so close to getting off the island only to fail now?

      I have to get to Claire, he thought. I just have to. We’ll prove to Garret how wrong he was.

      “Maybe the second drawbridge will work,” Elna said. “We couldn’t get the manual controls working on the first one. They were rusted shut. But with the second one, you never know…”

      The causeway stretched out seemingly into oblivion in front of them. Malin couldn’t see the second bridge yet. It was somewhere in the distance of the deepening evening gloom. Still, what if she was right? What if they could be on their way back to the mainland in a matter of hours? Malin crossed his arms tightly. He felt all shaky now, anxious. What if he found a way to get to Claire that very night?

      “So what does it take to manually lower the drawbridges?” Garret asked.

      “They appear to have a manual winch system,” Elna said. “Malin and I couldn’t move the lever to release the catch.”

      “Well, I’m here now,” Garret said. “With the three of us, we’ll make the damn thing move. Just you wait and see.”

      “Let me help,” said a scratchy voice.

      He turned back and saw Dominic. Somehow, their prisoner had worked the towel out of his mouth. It now hung around his neck like a poor man’s ascot. Malin was holding the handlebars of one the bikes, but he had the Ruger tucked in the pocket of his cargo shorts. When the voice spoke behind him, he’d reached for the gun, his fingers touching the cold metal grip.

      “Let me help,” Dominic said again. “I want off the island as much as you guys do. If Selene’s not there, I have no reason to be there. I’m not going to do anything now. Let me help!”

      “We’re okay,” Malin said. “You just rest, buddy. We’ll let the rescue team figure out what to do with you.”

      Elna was bringing up the rear of their little caravan, and Malin saw her raise the second pistol, pointing it at Dominic’s back.

      “I just wanted my stuff back,” Dominic added. “I never came after any of you, but you stole from me. Maybe I overreacted, okay? But surely you can understand why I did it.”

      “Take it up with the mainlanders,” Malin said. “You’ll meet them soon.”

      The slog to the second drawbridge seemed a lot longer, though Malin knew the bridges were equidistant from each other. As they traveled, evening turned into full-on night, until they were following the flashlight beam through almost complete darkness. Finally, the second drawbridge appeared in the beam, rising like some vast monolith. Like the first one, it had a small concrete building set to one side.

      “Let’s get this done,” Garret said, heading inside.

      Malin followed him, while Pop stood in the doorway, shining the bright LED flashlight at the controls. As before, there was a control panel against one wall with black wires leading down to a large box near the floor. Nearby, a set of levers rose through holes in the floor. Just for the heck of it, Malin opened the control panel and flipped the large switch he found inside. It did nothing.

      “Well, worth a try,” he said with a shrug, turning to Garret.

      “We have to strong-arm it,” Garret said, pointing at the levers. “Which one releases the manual winch?”

      A six-inch gap along the edge of the wall gave them a view of the bridge motor beneath the floor. Malin leaned over the gap and studied the machinery beneath them.

      “Which lever?” Garret asked again, sharply. “Come on, Malin. Let’s get this done!”

      “Big one in the middle, I think,” Malin said. “Elna should be in here. She knows more about how this works than we do.”

      “She’s keeping an eye on our buddy.” Garret grabbed the center level, wrapping both arms around it. “Push or pull?”

      Malin got down lower and peered through the gap. Now, he could see a winch perched above the motor. It had a huge, ancient chain wound around it that threaded down through a hole in the motor’s cowling. The center lever appeared to hold a metal bar against a set of teeth on one end of the winch, while the smaller lever beside it was attached to a set of hinged metal arms that were, in turn, attached to the side of the winch.

      “Elna could figure this out a lot easier than me,” he said. “I think the center lever unlocks the winch, and the other lever allows it to be hand-cranked, which hopefully lowers the bridge. One way to find out.”

      “Push or pull?”

      “Pull,” Malin said, positioning himself across from Garret. “Go for it.”

      Garret leaned back, his arm muscles rippling as he put his full strength into pulling the lever. Malin grabbed the lever and leaned against it, bracing his foot against the nearby wall to give himself leverage. Something beneath them creaked loudly, and the lever moved approximately half an inch, then stopped. After that, it wouldn’t budge no matter how much the two men tried.

      “Damn,” Garret said, finally, stumbling backward.

      “Well, there goes that idea,” Malin said with a sigh, collapsing to his knees on the floor.

      “I’m not giving up. It’s rusted in place or something. We’ll force it. Hang on.” Garret turned and strode out of the building.

      Through the open door, Malin saw the bright beam of Pop’s flashlight, and behind, Dominic standing behind the bicycle. Dominic seemed to be moving around quite a bit, and when he noticed Malin looking at him, he said, “Hey, let me help. I’m stronger than either of you.”

      “We’re not that desperate yet,” Malin said.

      “I’m stronger than either of you,” Dominic said again. “I’m not going to attack. I want across the bridge too. Let me help!”

      Garret came back then, carrying a crowbar in one hand and hammer in the other. He got down on the floor beside the six-inch gap and thrust both tools into the space beneath the floor.

      “Okay, look,” he said. “I’m going to force the lever back from below. You keep pushing up here. We’ll get it moved.”

      “If you say so.” Malin rose and grabbed the lever in both hands, positioning his feet against the wall again.

      After a moment, he heard the clank of the hammer as Garret began to attack the mechanism under the floor. Malin couldn’t see what he was doing, but he felt the lever shudder with each blow. He leaned his weight against the lever and resumed pushing with all of his strength. Suddenly, with a deafening squeal of metal against metal, the lever moved, shifting all the way to the other side. Malin lost his balance and fell forward, tumbling past the lever to land on the floor beyond. At the same time, Garret cursed loudly and then screamed in pain.

      “I’m caught! I’m caught!” he cried.

      Garret was pressed up against the gap, his right arm thrust beneath the floor up to the shoulder. He was thrashing, kicking his feet against the metal floor. When Malin peered through the gap, he could see that Garret’s hand and forearm had somehow gotten pulled under the winch.

      “How did that happen?” he asked.

      “Don’t ask stupid questions,” Garret shouted. “It’s crushing my arm, dude. Hurry up!”

      Malin grabbed the smaller lever and tried to move it, but it resisted his best effort. Garret screamed again.

      “Get everyone,” he shouted. “It’s breaking my arm. Hurry!”

      Malin rushed to the door, but Pop pushed his way through. Elna and Norman approached.

      “Let me help,” Dominic shouted again.

      “Everyone, get in here,” Malin said. He pointed at Dominic. “Even him. Bring him! We need his strength. Just keep a gun trained on him.”

      “Are you sure?” Elna asked.

      Pop set the flashlight on the floor and joined Malin at the lever. Norman came a moment later. The three of them worked together, moving the lever back and forth. With each movement, they heard the winch move, and Garret either cursed or cried out.

      “Faster,” he said. “Faster! It’s killing me.”

      Elna led Dominic into the building a moment later.

      “Let me at it,” he said. “I’ve got this.”

      As Elna lingered by the door, clutching the gun, Malin shifted position to give Dominic space.

      “If you try anything, you’re going right into the bay,” Malin said.

      “Yeah, yeah, I get it,” Dominic replied.

      With Dominic’s help, they were able to shift the lever back and forth much faster. He was definitely the strongest of them. Garret gave one more loud cry of pain, and then he pulled back, dragging his arm out of the gap. Malin saw the mangled flesh of his best man’s right arm only briefly as Garret quickly tucked it against his shirt and stumbled out of the building, cursing all the way.
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      “Well, at least the bridge is down,” Malin said, standing in the middle of the road and gazing into the distance.

      Norman and Elna were tending to Garret, attempting to create a brace for his right arm with strips of wood from the pallets they’d built the handcart from. As Norman held the wood in place, Elna wrapped the whole thing in a generous amount of tape.

      “I’m pretty sure we reset the bone,” she said. “But without an x-ray, I can’t be sure. It’s a bad break.”

      “You don’t have to tell me,” Garret said, his head rocking from side to side. He seemed on the verge of fainting.

      Malin glanced to his right, where Dominic stood, a free man, massaging his wrists. Dominic noticed him looking and gave him a weird little smile. Malin looked farther back and saw Selene standing well behind the bicycles, clutching a whimpering Sniffy.

      How do we get the guy back in the ropes? he wondered.

      “Here.” Pop had come up beside him. “My vision’s not so good. See what you can see.”

      He handed Malin the spyglass that they’d found in one of the sheds. Malin took it, pulled it open, and put it to his eye. It took a moment to make out anything. The viewing area was a very small circle that took some effort to focus on. Finally, he made out shifting shapes far in the distance.

      “What do you see?” Elna asked. She sounded nervous. Was she afraid of the mainlanders?

      Well, we did see the whole coastline burning, he thought.

      People. He was seeing people far in the distance. The little spyglass had an impressive range. Faint lights, as from torches or candles, illuminated over a dozen shapes moving down the road. As he studied them, he realized that they were armed, most of them with rifles hanging from straps around their shoulders. They seemed to be in uniform as well, with camo shirts, pants, and hats.

      “What do you see?” Elna asked.

      “Help is on the way,” Malin replied. “They must’ve gotten the other drawbridge down. I wonder how they crossed the gap to reach the service building? Let’s go, guys, and someone keep an eye on this one.” He gestured at Dominic.

      “I’m not going to do anything now,” Dominic said. “Not when we’re so close.”

      “Why don’t you help us?” Norman asked. “Garret’s out of commission. Come push the bikes with me.”

      As Dominic moved to the bicycles, Elna stepped behind him, positioning herself between Dominic and Selene. Malin and Pop helped Garret to his feet. He swooned, groaning in pain, and Malin grabbed his shoulders to steady him.

      “You alright, buddy?” he asked. “Can you make it? You can sit on one of the bikes if you need to.”

      “I’m not an invalid,” Garret replied. “I can still walk. It just hurts like hell.”

      Pop hoisted the CB radio up, flicked on the power, and grabbed the receiver. Putting the receiver to his mouth, he pressed the button and said, “Rod, are you there? This is George Pasqualee.”

      After a moment, there came a little squawk and a modulated voice spoke. “We’re crossing the causeway right now.”

      “We’ve got an injured man with us,” Mr. Pasqualee said. “Broken arm. It’s pretty bad.”

      After a moment of silence, the voice spoke again. “Duly noted. Keep moving toward us.”

      Sounds like a friendly fellow, Malin thought, sarcastically. He glanced over his shoulder at Elna. She was scowling darkly, like she’d just heard the worst sound in the world.

      Malin felt in his pocket for the second gun and resumed walking, heading across the drawbridge. Garret, cursing frequently under his breath, came after him, cradling his broken arm. Norman and Dominic pushed the bicycle handcart. Malin wasn’t entirely comfortable having Dominic unbound, but it didn’t much matter now. They could hand him over the mainlanders soon enough, unless the creep decided to leap off the causeway into the bay—which was just fine with Malin. They forged ahead, moving past the drawbridge to the causeway beyond, heading deeper into the night.
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      That voice. The awful voice—clipped and curt and emotionless—made her stomach do a little flip-flop. Elna hadn’t heard from Rod in months, and the sound of his voice coming through the static of the CB radio brought back a lot of bad memories. So many difficult conversations, so much frustration and anxiety.

      Oh God, do we have to do this? she thought, gazing across the causeway.

      Dominic and Norman were riding the bikes just in front of her, and she tried to keep an eye on Dominic. But the looming presence of her ex-boyfriend was becoming a bigger and bigger distraction. Selene stuck close to her, holding and petting Sniffy.

      “Keep an eye on him,” Selene said, at one point, leaning in close to Elna. “Don’t trust him, not even for a second, no matter how helpful he seems to be. He can change completely without a moment’s notice.”

      “I’ve got him covered,” Elna replied, waving the gun at his back. “Just stay well clear of him.”

      “Believe me, I will.” As if agreeing, Sniffy snorted.

      Garret lasted about a quarter of a mile. First, he began to lag, forcing the rest of the group to slow down. Then he finally came to a stop, groaning, and dropped to his knees. Elna started to rush to his aid, but Selene put a restraining hand against her arm.

      “I think he’s done, guys,” Malin said, trying to help Garret to his feet.

      “I’m not done,” Garret replied, his voice creaking. “I just need to sit down for a minute.”

      Norman climbed down off his bicycle seat and beckoned Garret. “Let him sit on the bike. It’s the best we can do for now.”

      It took Malin and Norman working together to get Garret up onto the bicycle seat. This put Dominic close to their back, so Elna kept an eye on him. Selene’s creepy ex seemed to be struggling not to smile, but he kept his hands clamped to the handlebars.

      “I just hope they’ve got drugs over there,” Garret muttered, nodding in the direction of the mainland. “I could use something really strong.”

      “Hang in there,” Norman said, gently patting him on the back.

      They resumed their journey, the roaring waters of the bay crashing over the causeway supports on either side. Elna found it a bit disconcerting, the narrow causeway like an asphalt thread hanging over a watery void. It just went on and on, like something from a bad dream. She was tired, her feet hurt, and a feeling of unease was growing inside of her.

      Finally, she approached the back of the handcart and pulled a pair of binoculars out of the big box. She raised them to her eyes, gazing into the distance. She couldn’t quite make out people, but she saw faint, flickering lights.

      Not too late to turn back, she told herself.

      Then again, they’d already walked more than eight miles. Nobody was going to turn back at this point.

      Garret gave a loud groan. Elna lowered the binoculars in time to see him tip to the side and fall from his seat. Dominic reached over and caught him by the arm, holding him up long enough for Norman to come over and get him back up onto the seat.

      “Hold on tight, my friend,” Norman said, curling Garret’s fingers around the handlebars. “Just a little bit farther.”

      Dominic turned in his seat and gave Elna a smug look. You doubted me, but I helped, that look said. Elna tried not to glare at him, but she couldn’t quite restrain herself. Dominic seemed pretty tired himself. Even with the smug look on his face, he was swaying. Was it genuine?

      If he falls out of the seat, he’s going right back into the ropes, she told herself.

      After Garret almost collapsed a second time, Malin moved back to walk with him, propping him up with his free hand. They were moving at a snail’s pace now, chasing Pop’s flashlight beam as the black ocean roared on either side.

      A group of armed men emerged in front of them like ghosts in the night. They stood in two large bands on either side of the road, three or four dozen dressed all in camouflage. And every single one of them was armed, carrying a rifle. Even with her limited knowledge of firearms, Elna recognized most of the weapons as either AR-15s or wood-stock AK-47s. A few of the men carried lanterns of one kind or another—the source of the flickering lights.

      She couldn’t help thinking that they looked like a third-world paramilitary force. As they approached, Selene moved closer to Elna until they were brushing against each other, as if she desperately needed the reassurance of friendly human contact.

      “Don’t worry,” Elna said. “We’ll be okay.”

      “Gosh, I hope so,” Selene replied, in a tiny voice. “There are so many of them.”

      When Pop, in the lead, came within a dozen or so yards of the end of the men, a group of them broke away from the group on the right and marched toward Pop and the others with military precision. It almost seemed like a deliberate display, though Elna couldn’t imagine the purpose of it.

      And then she saw him. He was walking one step ahead of the men, cradling an AR-15 in his arms. Rod Smith, tall and well-built, with a chiseled face and close-cropped blond hair. He looked as severe as ever, his fierce eyes caught in Pop’s flashlight beam. He’d been a strong guy in college, but he was more massive now, all sinew and muscle. His arms strained against the long sleeves of his camo shirt. The metal buttons down the front of the shirt glinted in the light.

      As he approached, Elna noted the four-pointed gold star attached to the front of his hat above the brim. It had clearly been handmade, as it was somewhat rough around the edges. Notably, he was the only one with a star on his cap among the men.

      Well, here goes the happy reunion that I never hoped to have, she thought, feeling queasy. She tossed the binoculars back into the box on the handcart, grabbed her aching stomach with her free hand, and marched on.
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      “You’re all safe now,” Rod said, speaking in a loud, crisp voice that rose above the crashing of nearby waves against the rocky causeway. “You no longer have anything to fear.”

      Let’s get this over with, Elna thought.

      She gave Selene a reassuring pat as she stepped away from her, moving past the bikes. Garret and Dominic seemed half asleep, Norman struggling to keep the bicycles moving. Elna slid the revolver into her pants pocket. As she moved past the others, Rod locked eyes with her and gave her a brief smile. His smiles were strange—they didn’t touch his eyes—but in this case, it lasted all of two seconds before dissolving like a bit of frost on a summer afternoon.

      “Elna Pasqualee,” he said. Rod had a sharp voice, even when saying innocuous things. “It has been quite a little while, hasn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” she said. She didn’t mean to sound so darn uncomfortable, but she couldn’t help it. “Thanks for responding to my dad.”

      She sensed movement to her right, and when she turned she realized Malin was there. He gave her a questioning look, eyebrows raised as if to say, “Is this weirdo bothering you?” She nodded in return, trying to seem like she meant it.

      Rod was handsome. She couldn’t deny that. And he was in great shape. In fact, he looked better than ever. She almost commented on this but bit her tongue at the last second. It little mattered. After his curt greeting, Rod walked right past her, his rifle clanking against his hip, and approached Elna’s father.

      “So you got the other drawbridges down?” he said.

      “Yes, but it wasn’t easy,” Pop said.

      “You have my payment, I assume.”

      Payment? Elna wondered. Of course, Rod hadn’t come out of sheer human kindness.

      Pop walked back to the handcart and grabbed the small, sealed box that was hidden behind the tools. He picked it up, wrapped his arms around it, and brought it back. When he carried it, Elna heard the distinct sound of glass clanking inside.

      Pop, what have you done?

      When he handed it to Rod, Rod broke the duct tape holding the lid and opened it. He tipped the box, reached inside, and pulled out a bottle of wine.

      Gold Label, Elna realized. Our most expensive wine. That one bottle is worth about $60. How many did Pop give him?

      She saw multiple bottles in the box.

      “Looks good,” Rod said. “This’ll do, Pasqualee.”

      He turned and gave the box to one of the men standing behind him, an enormous, girthy fellow with greasy hair.

      “Take this back to the base camp,” Rod said. “Don’t let anyone mess with it until I arrive or heads will roll. Got it?”

      The man actually bowed before turning and walking away.

      Just then, Elna heard a commotion. First, it sounded like someone kicked one of the bicycles. Then, Selene screamed and Sniffy barked. Elna turned in time to see Dominic leap over the back of his bike, knocking tools off the cart in the process. At first, he went for Selene, but when the dog began to bark, he headed toward the side of the causeway. Garret was standing closest, and he moved in the way. Even in pain, his arm splinted and taped, he managed to give Dominic a menacing look.

      “Move out of my way,” Dominic cried.

      He shoved Garret, and that was all it took. With a shuddery moan, Garret dropped onto his butt on the street. Dominic reached the guardrail at the edge of the causeway, glanced over briefly into the dark water, then seemed to change his mind. He turned west and started running back the way they’d come.

      “Get that man and bring him to me,” Rod said. “Alive, if possible.”

      Two of his men rushed forward, bringing up their rifles as if preparing to shoot the retreating figure. Elna stepped aside to let them pass. She wasn’t sure if they would have barreled right through her otherwise. The men moved fast—they had the energy that a weary Dominic lacked—racing past the bikes, past a whimpering Selene and a furious Sniffy, past a groaning Garret and a gawking Norman.

      “Stop running or we will shoot,” one of the men shouted, his voice carrying far and wide.

      Dominic was quickly becoming a mere shape in the dark as he ran west along the causeway, as if headed back to the island, but the men were sprinting now.

      “Stop running, sir,” one of the men shouted again.

      On the verge of disappearing into the night, they reached the fleeing figure. Elna heard the collision—Dominic’s sudden cry, the clank of rifles, the expulsive breath. A moment later, the men returned, dragging a reluctant Dominic between them, each holding an arm as the prisoner kicked and dragged his feet.

      “Let me go,” he said. “I don’t want to be rescued. I just came along to help the others. Let me go back to the island.”

      Rod moved to meet them, glaring down at Dominic. He raised his rifle and pressed the barrel against the man’s chest. Dominic clamped his eyes shut, and Elna tensed, certain Rod would shoot. Instead, he merely held the gun there a few seconds before lowering it.

      “Unfortunately for you, we’ve heard your whole story,” Rod said. “Using a national tragedy as an opportunity to terrorize your ex-girlfriend? Shame on you. We have a nice place for a man like you. Consider yourself my permanent guest.” Rod turned toward Selene and nodded. “Ma’am, you will not have to worry about this individual any longer. I promise.”

      Selene breathed a loud sigh of relief as Rod’s men dragged Dominic east toward the mainland and into the swallowing darkness. It was the first true moment of relief Elna had felt since seeing Rod. At least Dominic was someone else’s problem now.

      Rod signaled two more of his men. “We have an injured person,” he said, pointing at Garret. “Get him to the infirmary as fast as you can, and provide something for the pain.”

      Two more men rushed forward, approaching the writhing shape of Garret. They tried to help him to his feet, but all he could do was curse and moan. Finally, they picked him up, one grabbing him around the torso while the other grabbed his left arm. Though he was a stocky fellow, they managed to carry him east through the lantern night and beyond.

      Once they were gone, Rod glanced at Elna again, nodded, then glanced at Pop, nodded, and finally turned away. “Come with me. You’re safe now. All of you.”

      And with that, he started up the road, heading toward the rest of his men, who marched into the street to meet him, forming ranks. They’d clearly practiced formations quite a bit. Pop and Norman pushed the bicycle cart, as Elna, Malin, and Selene followed behind.

      “I hope I never see Dominic again,” Selene said, hugging Sniffy tightly.

      “I wouldn’t worry about it,” Norman said. “I’m sure they’ll have him locked up tight.”

      As they followed Rod’s men toward the mainland, Elna glanced at Malin. He was gazing into the night, a wistful, wide-eyed look on his face. She cleared her throat to draw his attention, and when he finally turned to her, Elna said, “What do you think? Did we make the right choice coming here?”

      He tapped a finger against his lower lip, as if carefully weighing his response. “I’m not sure we had much choice. Why? Are you worried? You know this Rod guy better than we do.”

      “He’s fine, I’m sure,” she replied. Hopefully, the bottles of wine are the only cost of our rescue. She decided not to say this out loud. Better not to make people worry. “What will you do now, Malin? Now that we’re on the mainland, I mean?”

      He gave her a confused look.

      Claire, she thought. Will you go after Claire despite what Garret said? Come on, Malin! Read between the darn lines.

      Finally, he shrugged and said, “I’ll stick with the group for now, I guess, and see what happens next. I’m not quite sure what we’re dealing with here.”

      “We’re about to find out,” Elna muttered, kicking a stray rock as she followed the road.
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      As they ascended the slight rise beyond the causeway, Elna began to smell campfires and saw a faint orange light ahead of them. Their ragged group marching behind the neat rows of soldiers looked like refugees from a war zone. The causeway connected to a narrow road that cut through a broad field before meeting up with Highway 1 and a series of small coastal towns. Most of that field had been filled with large tents in neatly appointed rows. Elna saw at least a dozen small campfires burning here and there, and numerous people moving about.

      Another line of people walked parallel with them. These men and women weren’t in camouflage but civilian clothes, and they carried small cages. Elna realized after a moment that the cages were full of writhing shrimp and crabs. Coils of ropes were attached to the tops of the cages.

      They’re catching food out of the bay, she realized. Not by fishing but by trapping. Smart.

      Even though the shrimp were raw and wriggling, her stomach rumbled. The thought of fresh seafood was almost unbearable.

      What I wouldn’t give for a plate of my dad’s shrimp scampi right now, she thought. She could almost smell the garlic and lemon, and she tried in vain to drive the thought out of her mind.

      Rod and Pop were walking together. They almost looked like old buddies. Elna couldn’t help but feel a bit resentful. If she’d known he was cutting some kind of deal with her ex-boyfriend, trading expensive wine for their rescue, she would have tried to talk him out of it. Is that why he’d failed to mention it? She couldn’t make out what they were saying, but Pop had a big, silly grin on his face.

      Nope, I don’t like this, Elna thought.

      “Are you okay?”

      Malin’s voice, coming from right beside her, startled her, and she stumbled. He reached out to steady her.

      “I guess I’m fine,” she said. “To be honest, I didn’t expect to be rescued by the guy I broke up with last year. It wouldn’t have been my first choice.”

      Malin pulled a face. “You dated that guy? No offense, but he doesn’t seem like your type.”

      “He’s not.” She shrugged. “But, then again, who is my type?”

      “Someone with a bit of personality, for one thing,” he replied. His eyes glinted in the lantern light. “No offense, but he’s like a blank piece of paper wrapped in camouflage. You deserve someone interesting. This guy is air in an Army hat.”

      “Oh, believe me, I’m not offended. What can I say? All the interesting guys with personalities were taken.”

      Elna felt eyes on her. Glancing up, she realized that Rod was looking at her over his shoulder. No, looking at her and Malin. He always had a rather severe expression on his face, so she couldn’t tell if he was disapproving or not. Had he overheard? She’d tried to speak quietly.

      He knows how I feel about him, so it shouldn’t surprise him. We went around in circles about a million times before we broke up. Surely, he’s moved on by now.

      As they approached the camp, the soldiers split in two again, forming human walls that created a path from the road to the first row of tents. Both Selene and Malin pressed in close to Elna. At the front of the group, two soldiers bore Dominic by the arms, dragging his feet the entire way.

      “I’m glad there’s a recovery effort going on,” Malin said, “but does it have to be so damned militaristic? Why can’t it just be neighbor helping neighbor?”

      “Hopefully, we won’t be here long,” Elna said. “We just have to resupply.”

      “That’s true,” Malin said. “We’ve all got better places to be.”

      Elna could only grunt at this.

      Ready to run off and leave me with these lunatics, aren’t you, Malin?

      As they moved through the camp, Dominic was taken in one direction, the rest of them in another. Elna marveled at the sheer size of the place. It must have been hastily constructed, but people were moving about with purpose. She saw pots bubbling over campfires, heard raucous laugher, and saw children scampering about. But even with the ordinary-looking people everywhere, men in uniform were never far away.

      It’s a refugee camp, she realized. Not just a recovery effort.

      Rod brought them to a tent, grabbed the flap, and pulled it open. It was a huge canvas tent—not some prefabricated tent like one might find in a camping supply store, but a handmade, heavy-duty structure with a framework constructed of steel pipes. The interior was lined with cots and large wooden trunks, almost like a military barracks in a war zone.

      “You guys can rest here for the time being,” Rod said, waving them inside. “You’re safe now.”

      Elna stepped inside and moved to the cot furthest from the door. She sat down in a funk, the cloth of the cot bowing beneath her. She heard the creak of the bikes as soldiers brought it into the tent and parked it near the central support post. Garret followed behind, supported by Norman. He looked worse than ever, his face twisted in pain, a long string of drool hanging from his lower lip.

      “No, bring him with me,” Rod said, motioning at Garret. “We’ll treat his wound.”

      And with that, Rod, Norman, and Garret left, and the tent flap swung closed, leaving them in stillness, if not silence. Light came from a single flickering lantern hanging from the framework by a thin chain. It wasn’t much, but Elna found the dimness comforting. It matched her mood.

      “Does anyone else feel like we’re kind of prisoners here?” Selene said, saying out loud one of the many troubling things Elna had been thinking.

      “No, not at all,” Pop replied. He was standing near the tent flap, hands on hips. “I’ve worked it all out. We’re going to rest a while, resupply, and then go our various ways. Trust me. It has been taken care of.”

      Malin chose the cot beside Elna’s and lay down.

      How can you rest at a time like this?

      Fear and discouragement had created a potent mix inside of her. She was truly miserable, her belly churning, worry eating away at the edges of every thought. Her father thought he’d worked it all out. Did he know what he was doing?

      Maybe the island wasn’t such a bad place, after all, she thought. I almost had all of our needs taken care of. Another day or two and I would have worked out the complications. Did I abandon it too hastily?

      Now, they were going to be indebted to Rod Smith, of all people. Beyond that, now that Malin was on the mainland, his future with the islanders was coming to an end. Would he leave right away to find Claire? Of course, he would. Elna wanted to ask him, but that seemed too direct.

      I don’t want him to leave. It was the closest she’d come to admitting her true feelings for him.

      Yes, he was engaged to someone else. It didn’t matter. She looked at him now, saw the small smile on his face, the kindness in his eyes as he stared off into the distance, and she felt a stirring in her heart. Suddenly, she was close to crying. She chided herself for this, but she couldn’t help it. Finally, to hide any possible tears, she lay down on her cot and laid an arm over her eyes.

      Maybe they’ll bring us some shrimp scampi, she thought, trying to shift her mind to more pleasant possibilities.

      Although she was famished, it didn’t help. The future was too uncertain.
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      Rod’s voice started in her dream, emotionless as a one-key piano echoing down a vast, vague corridor. Elna forcefully pulled herself out of the dream, willing her eyes to open to get away from that sound, the sound that crawled over her flesh. The corridor disappeared, and she found herself gazing at the flickering orange glow of the brass oil lamp hanging from the framework above her. The canvas flapped gently in a breeze she could not feel.

      The cot she was lying on was surprisingly awful. She wondered if she wouldn’t feel more comfortable on the dirt floor. She heard something scrabbling nearby, and when she peeked over the edge of her cot she saw little white Sniffy rooting around along the edge of the tent. Malin was sound asleep beside her, lying on his side with his hands tucked under his cheek. He looked quite peaceful, and he was breathing softly through his mouth.

      Gradually, as the fog of sleep fell away, Elna realized that Rod was still talking, and her father seemed to be responding.

      “This tent will be your assigned living space for the time being,” Rod said. “It’s just too easy for things to spiral out of control if we don’t maintain some kind of order around here. We’d rather you not wander off, okay? It might make the men nervous.”

      “I hear what you’re saying,” Pop replied. “I’m just not sure how the others will feel about this.”

      Elna craned her head to see them. Rod was standing just outside the open tent flap, two of his soldiers behind him. All of them were silhouetted in early morning sunlight. Pop stood inside, leaning on the edge of the bicycle cart. As Rod’s words sank in, Elna grabbed the cot’s flimsy frame and pulled herself into a seated position.

      “Wait a minute,” she said, her voice creaking. She cleared her throat and tried again, “Wait a minute, Rod.”

      She rose and stumbled to the nearest tent pole, catching herself against it. Her head was swimming, the world spinning around her. Rod had just started to say something else, but he stopped, his mouth open, and looked at her, one eyebrow going up.

      “Are we being detained or something?” she asked. “Is that what I just heard?”

      Rod reached up and adjusted the brim of his cap for no particular reason. She knew that gesture. As restrained as it seemed, it was his way of showing supreme annoyance. “Let’s not start putting words in my mouth, El. I didn’t say detained. You’ve been assigned this tent for the time being. We can’t have people wandering around the camp. It creates chaos. That’s all. As soon as your father gets back, you’ll all be free to go.”

      She made her way over to the front of the tent, passing a sleeping Selene and Norman. The whole camp reeked of smoke, dirt, and people. It wasn’t especially pleasant. Elna missed the familiar salt air of the island, the woody scent of the guesthouse. She moved up beside her father and put a hand on his shoulder.

      “Pop, where in the hell are you going? I don’t like any of this,” she said.

      He laughed, but it didn’t sound right. Clearly, he wanted her to think this was no big deal, but she knew him too well. “I just need to pay for the medicine, for Garret’s treatment, and for whatever other supplies we need.”

      “Cash is no good anymore,” Rod Smith said. “We’re bartering with your father. I hope you don’t think there’s anything wrong with that. Medicine is hard to come by these days.”

      “And we’re paying in wine?” Elna said.

      “That’s right.” Rod gave her a sharp look, the muscles of his face twitching as he clenched his jaw.

      “And you’re okay with this, Pop?” Elna asked.

      “Of course,” he replied, furiously scrubbing his mustache with his fingers. “It’s only fair.”

      Elna sighed. Clearly, her past relationship with Rod wasn’t going to buy them any favor, and Rod ran a tight ship around here. They weren’t quite as charitable as she might hope, but she couldn’t complain. “Yeah, it’s fair,” she said, after a moment. “I’ll come with you.”

      Rod and Pop both spoke at the same time.

      “No, Principessa.”

      “We haven’t agreed to that.”

      Elna was having bad flashbacks of a million profitless arguments with Rod over the course of their relationship. She glanced over her shoulder, seeking an ally, but everyone else was asleep.

      “Elna, I’ll be fine,” Pop said. “A couple of Rod’s men are going with me to keep me safe. I’ll be back in another day or so.”

      “And when he gets back,” Rod added, “you people will be free to go. Nobody is forcing you to stay here against your will.”

      “Until Pop gets back,” Elna said.

      Rod adjusted the brim of his cap again, this time for a good five seconds. “For your own safety, yes, we’re asking you to stay here. If you need to use a restroom or visit the infirmary, I’ll have guards posted outside to escort you, but you aren’t prisoners. They’re here to help. We just need to keep things orderly. It’ll only be a day or two. Okay? There is no reason to overreact, El. No reason whatsoever.”

      He gave her a stern look, as if daring her to argue with him, and she fully intended to. Oh, yes, she was not going to give in to Rod Smith. She hadn’t done so when they were dating, and she had no intention of doing so now. However, as soon as she opened her mouth, Pop pulled her into an embrace.

      “Just keep an eye on the others until I get back,” he said. “Don’t make trouble. Rod and his men are helping us.”

      “Fine,” Elna replied, returning the hug. “Just be safe.”

      “I will. I’ll say hello to Joe and Rita for you while I’m there. I’m sure they’ll be relaxing on the veranda.”

      Don’t bother, she thought, then immediately regretted her negative feelings about the Dulleses. Yes, they’d largely been dead weight, but maybe they had enough to worry about. Some people were doing good just to take care of themselves.

      “Just hurry back,” Elna said.

      He pulled away from her and went to the bicycle handcart. One of Rod’s soldiers came into the tent and helped Pop push the bikes out of the tent. Once they did, another solider unloaded the remaining supplies from the cart, setting them on the ground. Elna watched her dad walk away, feeling helpless. Her father had clearly worked this out with Rod without her input.

      Pop and the soldier disappeared into the camp, moving behind a tent, the cart’s crude framework creaking as they went. Rod lingered at the tent flap a moment longer, as if making sure Elna would comply with her father’s wishes and stay put.

      “You should have sent me instead of him,” she said.

      “It was his decision,” Rod replied. “We’ll give him food and water for the journey. There’s nothing to worry about.” He looked at her again, that same blank, unfriendly look. Oh, how she hated it.

      You think you’re saving the world, don’t you?

      “You’ve got quite an operation here,” she said. “I noticed the fishermen on the way into the camp.”

      “Yes,” he replied. “We’ve established food and water supplies, and we sent messengers to open trade with nearby communities. We are creating stability in the midst of chaos. Once someone with leadership skills exerts a bit of authority, people get in line pretty quick. They’d all be starving by now if it weren’t for me.”

      She looked past his shoulder into the camp. In the early morning light, people were already up and about. She saw men and women cooking breakfast, washing clothes in large tubs, or doing various forms of manual labor. A glint of light on a smooth edge caught her eye. An old man was adjusting a large solar panel, turning it toward the morning sun. The panel looked handmade: three rows of solar cells glued to a plexiglass sheet and set in a simple framework.

      “You’re generating power?” she asked.

      “Some,” he replied. He pulled the tent flap wider, as if to make sure she got a good look. “Impressed?”

      She was, but she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction, so she shrugged. Rod gave her a lingering look.

      “You haven’t changed,” he said. “You know, we’ve looked at your setup on the island…from a distance, of course. It seems like you were hard at work over there. Your aqueduct is quite impressive, if not entirely stable. The next major storm will probably knock it all down, but it’s a start. I take it you figured out how to desalinate seawater.”

      “I was working on it,” she said.

      “And you have a place to store the water?”

      “The old vineyard storage tank,” she said. He didn’t need to know about the inconvenient bullet holes in the tank.

      And with that, without saying goodbye or ending the conversation in any reasonable way, Rod let the tent flap fall back into place, casting her back into the dim lantern light. She heard him barking orders to his soldiers as he walked away.

      As she turned, Elna saw that Malin was awake. He sat on his cot, rubbing his face with his hands.

      “Did you hear any of that conversation?” she asked.

      “Most of it,” he replied. “Was coming here a mistake?”

      She hesitated before answering. “We’ll be fine. Rod is a pain in the butt, but he’s not a monster.”

      She started to walk back to her cot, but remembering how uncomfortable it was, she sat down on the dirt floor instead, putting her back against one of the tent poles.

      “I hope you’re right,” Malin said.

      “Me too.”
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      An hour of pacing from corner to corner in the tent was just about all she could take. The thought of her father marching back across the causeway under the watchful eye of Rod’s men didn’t sit well. Malin had tried a hundred different ways to make her feel better, but the situation just stunk. Selene and Norman were awake now, and they’d been brought up to speed.

      “What about Dominic?” It was Selene’s primary concern.

      “I haven’t heard anything since they dragged him away,” Elna said. “You want me to go ask the guards what became of him?”

      “Do you think they’ll torture him?” Selene asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      She wanted Dominic to face justice for what he’d done. He certainly deserved to rot in a jail cell for a long time, but Rod’s men seemed like the kind that would mete out their own special brand of justice. Dominic had given them a bit of trouble on the way into the camp. Still, she didn’t want him to be tortured. That didn’t seem right, even with what he’d done.

      When she could pace no longer, she went back over to the corner with her chosen cot and sat down in the dirt again. She could see the shadow of the guard’s feet moving back and forth in the band of sunlight at the bottom of the tent flap.

      If this isn’t detention, it’s damned close, she thought.

      “I wonder if they’re treating Garret’s injury,” she said, “or waiting for Pop to return with payment first?”

      “They’ll treat him just to keep him from cursing them, I would imagine,” Malin said.

      The weight of everything seemed to crash over her then, and she bowed her head, pressing her face against her knees.

      I should have known, she thought. As soon as Pop said the name Rod Smith, I should have known it was a mistake. We had problems on the island, but all of them were solvable. I could’ve made it work. Now, we’re getting scattered, and we’re under the thumb of this weird militia run by an emotionally deficient man-child.

      She felt someone lightly patting her back and looked up. Malin had leaned over from his cot to comfort her. The gesture was unexpected, but it only mixed up her emotions further. He had such a kind look on his face, and such intensity in his green eyes.

      Does he not realize how I feel about…? She couldn’t even finish the question in her mind.

      As Malin lay back down his cot, she reached a breaking point.

      “Okay,” she said, picking herself up. “I can’t stand this. I refuse to sit here and worry. We’re scattered all over the place now, and the authorities here have been almost no help. They haven’t brought us food or water, despite promising to do so, and despite the fact that I saw them carrying a bunch of fresh seafood into the camp. They’re making us pay for Garret’s medical care, which is fine, understandable, but this whole situation stinks.”

      As she spoke, she began to pace again, while Malin, Selene, and Norman all stared at her with varying levels of concern. Finally, she headed for the tent flap.

      “I’m going for a walk,” she said. “A long walk.”

      “There’s a guard,” Norman reminded her.

      “Oh well. He’ll just have to deal with it. You guys stay here. I’m going to check out the camp.”

      She knocked the tent flap out of her way and stepped outside. Indeed, the guard was standing nearby, a short, stocky fellow with a long rifle slung over his shoulder that Elna couldn’t identify. He seemed bored, staring off across the camp, but he turned toward her now.

      “Please, stay in your tent,” he said.

      “I have to use the bathroom,” she said, already walking away. “Surely we’re not expected to pee on the floor. I’ll be right back.”

      “You’re not supposed to leave,” he said. “The commander wants you to stay here.”

      She kept moving.

      What are you going to do? Shoot me?

      She had a moment of doubt, but she managed to turn and move out of view behind another tent without getting a bullet in the back. The camp was all hustle and bustle, but all of the work seemed to be well-ordered. She saw groups preparing food, others repairing tents or washing clothes, a pair of old women who seemed to be polishing many pairs of leather boots, and a group of soldiers who were oiling rifle parts on a big table. There were men in camouflage everywhere, all of them well-armed and quietly watching every single activity. Each of them gave Elna a lingering look when she passed close.

      How was all of this coordinated so quickly? she wondered. They must’ve put all of this together within a couple of days of the EMP.

      Rod Smith was a big part of the answer, of course. He’d probably started organizing the camp the second he heard the EMP missiles were coming, before they’d even hit. It was in his nature.

      Observing the camp in the morning light didn’t make Elna feel any better about their situation. Despite all of their troubles, she just wanted to be back on the island, the drawbridges safely up, with Pop and Malin and the others—even Garret. She was so caught up in her thought that it took her a minute to realize someone was quietly walking beside her. As she stepped into a large clearing at the center of the camp, she saw a shadow stretching out beside hers, and she turned to him.

      “Malin…”

      But she found herself looking at the well-chiseled face of Rod Smith, his fierce eyes studying her.

      “Have you already forgotten my name, El?” he asked, trying his best to sound gregarious. It wasn’t good enough. “Three years together, and you’ve already cleaned out every memory to make room for someone else. I suppose it doesn’t entirely surprise me. We didn’t end on the best of terms.”

      “You came to retrieve me and drag me back to my assigned tent, I assume,” she said. “I was afraid your guard might shoot me in the back. There’s no need to hold us captive. We came to you for help, remember?”

      Rod shook his head sadly, as if disappointed in her assessment of him. “I don’t know where you got the idea that you’re a prisoner here. As I said before, more than once, we’re simply trying to maintain some sense of order to help people. We’re not enslaving them. No one’s going to shoot you.”

      “That’s comforting to know,” she said, trying to keep the worst of the bitterness out of her voice. “So what is this then, Rod? What have you created here? What is its purpose? It seems to be largely a profit-making venture: bring your valuables and we’ll give you food and medicine.”

      He didn’t answer right away, as if carefully weighing his words. Finally, he started walking and beckoned her to follow. “Elna, I know you’re worried, and I’m sure the past few days have been nerve-wracking, but everything’s going to be okay.” He raised his hand, as if he were going to touch her somehow. Instead, it just hung there awkwardly in the air before returning to his side. “You have no idea how chaotic things got immediately after the EMP. People lost their minds a lot faster than I predicted. The one thing that has restored a bit of civilization is order. That’s what we’ve got here. Order. And that’s why you can rest easy, knowing that all of your needs will be met.”

      “As soon as you get your stash of Pasqualee Wine, of course,” she replied, keeping pace with him as he strode through the camp. “Gold Label. Not the cheap stuff.”

      They passed a group of children who were busy scraping rust off pieces of machinery with scouring pads. An old woman stood behind them, watching, and occasionally making sharp gestures.

      “Alcohol is going to be very valuable in this new world,” Rod said. “I’d rather have a crate of wine than a chest of gold coins. I’m not trying to steal from your father. He was always polite to me, even toward the end when you weren’t. The payment is intended to placate the other camp residents. They won’t like it if I play favorites with a group of outsiders who haven’t contributed to the camp, but the secret is, I am playing favorites. As soon as your dad gets back, I intend to load you up with more supplies than you’ll know what to do with and send you back to your island.”

      She glanced at him. He certainly seemed sincere. Rod was many things, but he wasn’t crafty or underhanded, not in the time she’d known him. Intense and insufferable, yes, but not deceptive.

      “I want to believe you,” she said. “It’s not all that easy.”

      “I know,” he replied, giving a soft sigh that was little more than a breath. “Things ended badly for us, so I’m sure it’s hard not to see everything I say and do in the worst possible light, but I really am trying here. You’d be impressed at how well I’ve juggled the competing interests of almost five hundred people. Don’t they look healthy and well-fed?”

      He gestured at a family sitting around a campfire nearby. They did indeed look healthy, as they were huddled over a bubbling pot that smelled of meat and potatoes.

      “You and your people will be fine,” he said. “I promise. I have nothing against you, El. It’s a shame you can’t believe that. Despite the rude things you said to me at the end, I still admire you, and I fully intend to help you in any way I can.”

      “Rude things I said to you? What about the rude things you said to me? Rod, you weren’t such a nice guy.”

      “I wasn’t casting blame,” he said, with a dismissive flip of his hand. “I was trying to compliment you.”

      They’d reached the far side of the camp, and she came to a stop. Ahead, in a small fenced area beyond the last tent, she was startled to see a row of motorcycles. They were old Honda 50s, trail bikes, and they seemed like they were in rough shape. One of Rod’s soldiers was currently sitting on one of them, while others watched nearby. He seemed to be messing with the controls.

      “Maybe I’m too ambitious, but I’m trying to put the world back together,” Rod said.

      As if in response to this, the soldier rose and stomped on the kick start. The Honda’s engine gave a throaty growl, and the other soldiers cheered, raising their hands in the air. Rod reached up, pulled his hat off, combed his short hair back with his fingers, and carefully reseated the hat.

      “Ah, Alan finally got that old Honda working,” he muttered. “Excellent. That makes four of them. Should be quite useful.” Finally, he managed to give Elna a smile that looked close to normal. “Shall I accompany you back to your tent?”

      “I think I know the way,” she replied, speaking loudly over the engine. “A little food would be nice, by the way.”

      “It’s being taken care of,” he said. “Did you think I intended to starve you? Do yourself a favor, El, and stop assuming the worst of me. Things will turn out a whole lot better for you that way.”

      And then, as if he’d suddenly remembered something more important, he turned and walked away without saying goodbye.
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      Malin rose from the cot and came toward her as soon as she walked through the tent flap.

      “Oh man, I was afraid we might never see you again,” he said. “The guard was yelling, and you said something about getting shot.”

      Selene and Norman looked up at her. Selene was sitting in the dirt in the corner with Sniffy, while Norman had some kind of cloth bag in his lap.

      “I’m fine,” Elna replied. “Nobody shot anyone. Actually, I had a nice little chat with our esteemed host, Rod Smith.”

      Malin gave way as she moved across the tent, but he reached out, his fingers briefly brushing her hand. “Did he threaten you? Warn you about consequences? What did he do?”

      “No, no,” she replied. “He swears everything is going to be okay, and he encouraged me to trust him. I will admit, they seem to have a thriving community here. Did they bring us any food, by the way?”

      Norman held up the cloth bag. Reaching inside, he pulled out a very large piece of beef jerky. “They brought a bunch of stuff just a few minutes ago,” he said. She noted a jug of water beside him as well. “Guard marched in, set it down, and left without comment. Mostly rations. Jerky, granola bars, trail mix, that sort of thing. I asked about the mashed potatoes and gravy, but he didn’t take me serious.”

      “Well, I guess Rod told the truth then,” Elna said. “People are cooking soup out there. I can smell it all over the camp. They could have done better than beef jerky, but I suppose I can’t complain about a gift.” She took the piece of beef jerky from Norman, tore off a reasonably sized chunk, and returned the rest to him.

      “Is he going to let us go?” Malin asked.

      “Yeah,” she said, gnawing on the beef jerky. This wasn’t some packaged gas station meat. It tasted fresh. “To be honest, we could probably leave right now, if we really wanted to.”

      “Do we?” Selene asked.

      “I don’t know.” She turned and looked at Malin. “They’ve managed to create something close to a real community here. Maybe it’s stupid to go back to the island where food and water supplies are uncertain. I know you have somewhere else to be, Malin. Your bride is waiting for you in Vegas. As for the rest of us…” She shrugged. “Norman, what do you think?”

      He was rooting around in the ration bag, but he stopped. A wistful look came over his face. “I keep daydreaming about getting back to my shop. I know the power’s still out, but I just want to check on it, make sure it hasn’t been looted. Being on this side of the causeway gets me one step closer, but…does it really? I don’t know. This place doesn’t seem all that friendly to me, and when people aren’t friendly, I start getting nervous. If people can’t even fake it on the outside that usually means there’s something real bad on the inside. Miss Pasqualee, if you told me you were going back to the island, I’d go with you, but if you want to stay in the camp, I’m okay with that, too, I suppose.”

      “Okay,” Elna said. “Good to know. Malin?”

      Malin had a strange look on his face. His upper lip was curled, his eyebrows worrying against each other, as if he were in pain. Honestly, it looked a little like he had indigestion. Instead, after an awkward moment of silence, he spoke softly.

      “Claire is supposed to be waiting for me in Vegas. I’m her fiancé, so of course—of course—I should go to her. But it’s a hard choice. You have no idea how much I’ve wrestled with it. I lay there for hours last night thinking about this.” He paused again, looked away for a second, then turned back. Elna was shocked to see tears in his eyes, but he quickly dabbed them away on his bandaged arm. She noted that blood had seeped through the cloth. He needed a new bandage.

      What will Rod charge us for that? she wondered bitterly.

      “The fact is,” Malin continued, “I don’t even know how I would get to Las Vegas. What if I made the long trip, survived crossing the desert somehow without getting shot or eaten by cannibals or some other crazy thing, only to find out that she’d already given up on me, maybe even left the area. What if Garret is right? It is true, we did argue. A lot. And I was insistent on getting my way instead of compromising. What if things were worse than I want to admit?”

      Elna couldn’t respond to this. Something was welling up inside of her, and she was afraid to set it free. Fortunately, Selene spoke into the silence.

      “Malin, what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying I’ve decided to stay with you guys.” He turned away, planting his hands on his hips. “We had so much damn trouble just walking ten miles across the causeway. Vegas is seven hundred miles from here, on the other side of mountains and in the middle of a scorching desert. If she’s there, she’ll never forgive me for not coming, but, then again, how will she ever find out? There’s no way to communicate. I was supposed to be on a plane when the EMP hit. For all she knows, I’m a stain on a mountainside somewhere. Would she even mourn me?”

      He turned again, and this time he didn’t get to the tears in time. They spilled down his face as he desperately tried to stop them. He shook his head, the tears flying.

      “I’m staying with you,” he said. “Here at the camp or there on the island, whatever the rest of you decide, I’m staying with you. That’s my decision.”

      Finally, Elna couldn’t refuse. Without realizing she was doing it, she rushed forward, threw her arms around him, and gave him a big hug. She managed to hold on for about three good seconds before she felt painfully awkward and pulled away.

      “I’m so glad,” she said. “I mean…you know, we can use your help. I mean, we enjoy your company.” She waved a hand in the air. “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah,” he said, giving his eyes one last dab. “Now, let’s not talk about Vegas anymore. Tell us everything you learned from your walk in the camp. What did you see? What did you hear?”
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      It was Selene who helped her begin to see the island’s true potential. They had many hours to kill, so they sat in a circle, nibbled at their rations to make them last, and talked. Elna gave them the full story of her walk through the camp, describing everything she’d seen, but then they began to talk about the island. Selene, no doubt oppressed by the threat of Dominic, had been quiet for the last few days, but now she opened up. Elna found that she was actually quite chatty and could ramble at length about various esoteric subjects, but there was one subject in particular that seemed to dominate her thoughts.

      The catalyst was a comment from Elna. “I just wish we had a reliable source of food on the island, instead of trying to compete with sharks and sea lions for fish or trapping shrikes in cracker boxes.”

      At this Selene perked up and said, with more enthusiasm than she’d said just about anything since the EMP, “Elna, are you serious? That island is overflowing with food. It’s all over the place. The few times I walked around, I saw edible plants everywhere. It’s a paradise.”

      Elna almost thought she was joking. “If you love shrike meat, yes,” she replied, “and grapes, when they’re in season, but we’re going to have to work hard to expand the garden. It’ll need to be much larger to sustain even a tiny population. I already had some plans—”

      “No, no,” Selene said, cutting her off. “Forget the garden. We don’t have to grow a thing to have enough to eat. The island is already a garden. Don’t you remember when I brought those fruits in the other day? I found a ton of chicory, wild cherries, elderberries, mayapples, and wild herbs. There’s so much of it, it’d take weeks to catalog it all. It’s not the kind of stuff people are used to eating, so you might not recognize it. Who grows mayapples in their garden? Most people wouldn’t even identify it as food, but I do.”

      “Is any of that stuff edible?” Malin asked. “I mean, actually edible, not like Survivorman scraping something off the underside of a rotting log and suppressing his gag reflex long enough to swallow it. Can you make mayapple jelly, for example, or wild cherries jubilee.”

      Selene smiled and said, “Oh, Malin, you silly city boy. It’s all real food, common fruits and berries and herbs that just don’t happen to be commonly cultivated on a large scale.”

      “I’ve had chicory coffee before,” Norman said. “They drink it all the time in New Orleans, where my cousins live. To be honest, I find it a little bitter, but it’s not bad. Lots of people love it.”

      “Exactly,” Selene said. “I thrive in the outdoors. It’s where I feel at home. People eat such a homogenized and processed diet, they often don’t even know there are local fruits and vegetables growing all around them. They’re all eating the same cloned Cavendish bananas and mass-produced wax-covered apples, but the native tribes used to eat all of the local stuff: the wild herbs and roots and berries. It’s all still there. We can live off the land, Elna. Your island has everything you need. It’ll take a little bit of work to harvest, but it’s all there in super abundance.”

      As Selene’s words sank in, Elna felt mounting embarrassment. “I’m so sorry, Selene. I remember when you brought those things into the guesthouse the other day, but somehow, I missed the significance. I guess I was too busy thinking about my projects.”

      She paused, hearing voices outside of the tent. Shadows moved back and forth along the bottom of the tent flap. One of the voices was definitely Rod, but she couldn’t make out what he was saying. He sounded angry, but he was speaking quietly, as if he didn’t want to be overheard. She signaled the others to silence and rose, moving toward the tent flap, straining to make out his words.

      “Double up. Double up,” he said. “Around the clock. Make sure they have food and water. I don’t want any more complaints. Is that clear?” One of the soldiers said something that she didn’t catch, and he added, “Not here. Come with me. We need to discuss the matter privately.”

      Discuss what privately? The tone of his voice was troubling. This was a more severe Rod Smith—the dark side of Rod, as she thought of it.

      As they walked away, their shadows disappeared. Elna was still standing there when the tent flap opened, and a soldier stuck his head in. Suddenly, their faces were mere inches away from each other. She reared back.

      “Did you need something?” the soldier asked. He was young but had a hardness in his eyes. It was a different guard than before.

      “Yeah, bathroom,” she said. “Right away. Something I ate didn’t agree with me.”

      He hesitated a moment before pulling the tent flap aside. “Yeah, of course. I’ll accompany you.”

      Even as he was still speaking, she pushed past him, said, “It’s an emergency,” and hurried off. She looked about, spotted Rod and two soldiers moving through the camp. She didn’t want to look like she was following them, so she moved to cut them off.

      “Wait, ma’am,” the soldier said. “You’re supposed to wait.”

      “I can’t,” she said. “Diarrhea waits for no one! Don’t you get it?”

      She heard the soldier following after her, but she ducked behind a tent, took off running, turned behind another tent, and quickly lost him.

      “Ma’am,” he called again, his voice fading into the distance. “Please.”

      People were everywhere in the camp, but she tried not to draw attention to herself.

      Act like you belong here, she told herself. Act like you’re just going about your business.

      It was easier said than done, especially when she was specifically trying to follow someone without being spotted. She got a few hard stares along the way, but she managed to circle around and close in on Rod and his men. As they walked through the camp, they talked, and Elna attempted to get close enough to hear them.

      “He has wine-making abilities,” Rod said. “Do you know how important that will be in a world with no reliable refrigeration? Fermentation is one of the keys to survival. In a world with no power grid, most people are useless, so when you find someone who still knows how to make something, you hold on tight. I don’t care what we have to do to convince the guy to stay. I’d rather not use outright force—we want him to do his best work—but we need him here.”

      They stopped and entered a tent. This tent was larger than the others, constructed of heavy green canvas, and it had a large four-pointed gold star made of some kind of shiny material stitched above the tent flap. Though a group of soldiers were standing nearby, Elna slowed down and fiddled with the hem of her sleeve, as if trying to work out a loose thread. She could still hear Rod through a crack in the tent flap.

      “I’m saying I have no intention of letting them go,” he said. “Any of them. They are all able-bodied. Elna is fairly intelligent—not as smart as she thinks, of course. The men can do manual labor, and we’ll find a use for the hippie girl. Maybe she can help in the medical tent. She might know about herbal medicines or something. You men know me. I don’t let go of useful people. What do I keep saying? ‘Resources. It’s all about resources.’”

      A cold knot formed in Elna’s belly, and she had to bite her lip to keep from gasping.

      “Yes, I have plenty of use for each of them,” he continued. “Let me worry about how we keep them in the camp. Don’t jump the gun. I don’t want to hear about some hothead muttering threats. I’ll say the right thing at the right time, got it?”

      Elna realized the nearby soldiers were looking at her, so she picked up her pace and moved past the tent. She’d heard enough to make her sick, so she made her way back to her tent. When she got there, she spotted the soldier who had attempted to follow her. He pointed at her.

      “You there,” he said. “Where did you go? I told you I was going to escort you.”

      “Sometimes you just can’t wait,” she replied, patting her belly. “I feel a lot better now.” Before he could say anything else, she went inside the tent and pulled the tent flap shut.

      Malin, Selene, and Norman were staring at her, but she made her way across the tent and sat down on her cot. Balling up her fist, she punched her own thigh hard enough to bruise.

      “Damn it,” she said.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “We have to leave. We have to get back to the island now. Right now.”

      “Why?” Selene asked. “What happened?”

      “It’s not about what happened,” Elna said. “It’s about what I heard.”

      Before Malin could react to this, sunlight spread across the room as the tent flap pulled back. A broad shadow moved into the light as an enormous figure shambled into the room. Elna recognized the silhouette.

      “Garret,” she said.

      He stumbled to the middle of the room and caught himself against a tent pole. His right arm was bandaged, wrapped, and splinted, and the glassy look in his eyes suggested he’d been given something for the pain.

      “Are you okay?” Selene asked.

      “I’ve been better,” he said. “I’ve been worse. But they gave me a pill. It helps with the pain.” He sounded a little like a bear making its first sounds after a season of hibernation.

      “You’re just in time,” Malin said. “We were about to discuss how we’re escaping this place and heading back to the island.”

      “Oh, for God’s sake,” Garret said. “I’m gone for one day and you people turn into idiots.” He pushed off the tent pole with his shoulder and moved to the nearest cot. “You’re fools to leave this place. We’re safer here, and we have guaranteed food and water. Why live like primitives when you don’t have to?” He sat down on the cot. “I’m not leaving. Hell, no.”

      “You don’t think it’s a little…militaristic here?” Malin asked.

      “Who cares? Put me in a uniform, hand me a gun, and make me march. It’s worth it for food, water, and medicine. You’re all morons if you try to go back to the island.” He lay down on the cot. “But I guess that wouldn’t surprise me.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Malin asked.

      “It means here we’re surrounded by skilled craftsmen, and there’s law and order,” he said. “It means we don’t have to build a stupid aqueduct out of scraps and garbage just to get a drink of water. It means we’re not eating soup made of boiled sparrows and weeds. The only reason to go back to that stupid island is because of some misguided sentimentality. Let’s stay here, make ourselves useful, and survive.”

      Elna felt conflicted. Garret was right, after all. It was safer here. Was she going back to the island just to resist Rod’s authoritarian personality? If so, wasn’t that illogical?

      “No,” she said, after a moment. “The island is covered in food. Selene is right. Plus, we can trap shrimp and crabs just like the camp dwellers. I was working on the desalination process before we left the island. I think I’ve got it worked out. We’re safer over there, where we don’t have the first stirrings of some kind of tyrannical government forming around us.”

      “I’m not surprised that’s your response,” Garret said. “Pasqualee Vineyard is your family legacy. I’m sure it’s hard to let go. Plus, to be quite honest, you like making things more complicated than they need to be. I guess you enjoy the challenge. Who the hell knows? Personally, I prefer access to medical care and clean water.”

      Elna decided not to let his comment insult her. “Here’s the thing, Garret. If you knew for sure that you would have everything you need on the island—if you knew there would be plenty of food and clean water, maybe even medical supplies—wouldn’t you rather live independently over there than under the thumb of these paramilitary weirdos? I’ve only known you for a few days, but you don’t seem like the kind of man who enjoys being bossed around by self-appointed commanders like Rod Smith.”

      Garret was quiet a moment before answering. “If I knew for a fact? Maybe. But I don’t. And neither do you.”

      “But that’s just it,” she said. “I think I do. I think I’ve got it all figured out. With reliable sources of food and water, we can thrive on the island without the oppression of the camp.”

      “You’ve got it all figured out,” he muttered, sourly. “I guess the rest of you are going along with her?”

      “Well, if I had to choose, I’d rather have the option of strolling around the vineyard,” Norman said, “than sitting in this tent like a captive. They throw a big fit every time someone goes to the bathroom. Who wants to live like that?”

      As he was speaking, Elna became aware of a commotion outside. A kind of rumble was moving through the camp. Malin and Elna traded a look as she rose and went to the tent flap.

      What now? she wondered.

      She poked her head through the flap. In the distance, but moving closer, people seemed to be gathering around something. Elna realized it was the bicycle cart being pulled by two soldiers. A large wagon was being pulled by two more soldiers behind it. Both vehicles were piled high with wooden shipping crates, the kind the winery used to transport bottles of wine. The company logo—a stylized P with vines wrapped around it—was prominent.

      Pop practically emptied the cellar, she thought. That’s a lot more than just the Gold Label.

      She began anxiously wringing her hands, trying to drive away the anger that was building inside of her. This amount of wine was worth far more than the food and medicine the camp had provided. This wasn’t an exchange. This was looting.

      Pop appeared then, pushing through the crowd, looking sweaty and tired. He spotted Elna and made his way toward her as the big cache of Pasqualee Wine went in a different direction. Elna hugged her father briefly before ushering him into the tent.

      “They wanted it all,” he said, fanning his face with his hands. “Every bottle. I wasn’t going to argue with them.”

      “Of course, they did,” Elna said. “I think they want everything they can get their hands on.”

      Pop gave her a guilty look. She could see the silver rim of a small whiskey flask poking out of his shirt pocket. Did he intend to drink away his regret? “Principessa, did I make a mistake? I was just trying to help.”

      “You did what you had to,” she said. “They took advantage of you.”

      “Something tells me that’s what they do around here,” Malin said.

      Pop held up his hands—a gesture of defeat—so Elna hugged him again. “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it. We can make more wine next season, even without the seasonal workers.”

      “What do we do?” he said.

      “For now? Just rest, Pop. Come on.” She guided him to a nearby cot.

      We leave, she thought. We get back to the island, raise the drawbridges, and go on about our business out from under the “care” of my dim, dumb ex-boyfriend.

      She glanced at Garret and caught him looking at her with a rather unfriendly expression on his face.

      If we sneak out of here, will he report us?

      She didn’t know, but she had no choice.

      “I’m leaving the camp,” she announced to everyone. “As soon as I can figure out the best way to do it. I invite all of you to come with me, but you do what you think is best.”

      “I’m going,” Selene said instantly. “I hate this place. I want trees and hills and water. This camp atmosphere makes me sick.”

      “Good,” Elna said. She glanced at Garret. “No one has to leave. If you want to stay here, please stay. Just let everyone make their own decisions.”

      Garret scowled, but surprisingly, he said, “Let me think about it. Don’t rush me. It’s a big decision.”

      “I know, but we have to decide while we still can. Rod has plans for us all.”

      She gave a meaningful look to each person in the room. Norman and Selene nodded at her. Pop shook his head sadly, still clearly blaming himself. Malin had an anxious look on his face, as he bit his lower lip.

      “I’ll let you know when I’ve made up my mind,” Garret said, tucking his left hand behind his head and shutting his eyes. “Don’t rush me. This is my life. Going back to the island is stupid, no question about it, but I don’t know anyone in this camp. I’d hate to deprive you people of my company.”

      There was a lot she wanted to say to that, but she let it go. For now.
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      Soldiers eventually wheeled the bicycles back into the tent. That made things a little easier. At least they had some form of transportation, but Elna kept thinking about the motorcycles. Those would be a lot faster than the bikes. They could cross the causeway in minutes instead of hours. While the tent flap was still open, Elna stepped in the way to prevent it from being closed, testing to see how the soldiers would react.

      There were two of them now guarding the tent, each positioned at a corner. Elna stood there in the afternoon sunlight, staring off across the camp, the tent flap leaning on her shoulder.

      “Can we help you?” one of the soldiers finally asked.

      “Sorry, I just wanted to get a little sun, if you don’t mind,” she said. “I’m not going anywhere. Is that okay?”

      She gave the young soldier a stern look, trying to seem commanding, but he only stared back blankly. After a moment he said, “It’s fine. Let us know if you need anything.”

      Malin moved up beside her. Yes, he clearly knew what she was up to. She didn’t have to say anything. Elna studied as much of the camp as she could see. In particular, she tried to see if she could chart a quick path to the motorcycles, but they were at the edge of the camp, well out of sight. Unfortunately, the tent they’d been assigned to was near the center of camp, and while there wasn’t a lot of activity in their immediate vicinity, the way out of camp led past a lot of people. More problematic, however, were the two guards standing immediately outside. How would they get everyone plus the bikes past them?

      “Okay, I’m good, thanks,” Elna said to the nearest guard.

      She stepped back into the tent and let the flap swing shut in front of her. When she turned, she found her father standing in front of her, digging into his shirt pocket.

      “I’m not just an old fool,” he said. “Nor am I merely a puppet who does what he’s told. I’m your father, and as your father I like to think through options and possibilities.”

      “What are you talking about, Pop?”

      He pulled out the small flask and shook it. Elna heard liquid sloshing around inside. “I made this while they were loading up the cart.”

      “Whiskey?” Malin asked.

      “Wine,” he replied quietly, “with a generous amount of my sleeping medicine mixed in. Let’s say, more than the recommended dose by a significant degree. If I can get them distracted and drowsy, can you make your move?”

      “Do it soon,” Elna said. “Before nightfall.”

      “We shouldn’t go together,” Malin said. “Too obvious. I’ll take the cart and try to round up supplies. Elna, you lead the others a different direction. We’ll meet up at the causeway and get that first drawbridge raised.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Elna asked.

      Malin nodded. “Yep, the cart is a big visual object. If I’m spotted and they stop me, you’ll have a chance to keep going. I can buy you some time and make my escape later.”

      “I’m not comfortable with that plan,” she said. “Too much risk on your part.”

      He reached over and gently grabbed both of her shoulders, giving her a sad smile. “It’s a risk I’m going to take. We’re getting you back to your island. Mr. Pasqualee, let’s move fast on this while we still can.”

      For a second, Elna had the strange notion that Malin was going to lean in and kiss her, and she realized that if he did, she wouldn’t refuse. If anything, she would meet him halfway. But he didn’t. He let go of her shoulders and turned away, leaving her standing there with her heart pounding.

      “You guys are nuts,” Garret said. “You’re running away from a better life to go live like exiles on a deserted island. Well, I’ve made up my mind. Leave me out of it.”

      “You can do what you want, Garret,” Malin said. “Nobody will stand in your way. Please don’t stand in ours.”

      “Do whatever you’re going to do,” Garret said. “Personally, I plan to lie here until they bring dinner and another round of pain meds.”

      Elna had to push through the awkwardness stirred by Malin’s moment of closeness. She gestured vaguely at her father, then began furiously chewing on her thumbnail. Pop moved to the tent flap, adjusted his grip on the whiskey flask, and stepped outside. Elna held her breath, trying to listen.

      “Hey there, fellas,” he said.

      “Do you need something, sir?” one of the soldiers asked.

      “Did you get a chance to enjoy any of the wine I brought back?”

      “Not yet,” the other soldier said. “Is there a bottle going around?”

      Elna moved closer to the tent flap, waving the others over. Malin, Selene, and Norman gathered behind her. Selene was anxiously petting Sniffy to keep the dog quiet, and for the moment it seemed to be working. It helped that the dog was full of beef jerky from the ration bag.

      “I’ve got something better than a bottle,” Pop said. “Want a sip? This is the good stuff here.”

      One of the soldiers made a sound that suggested he wasn’t sure about it, so Pop immediately went into one of his old stories. George Pasqualee had a handful of stories that he liked to tell guests on the island. Elna had heard them a thousand times, and she knew darn well they were all exaggerated. This time, he went with the shipwreck story.

      “Did you guys know pirates tried to visit the island about a hundred and fifty years ago?” he said. “In fact, their shipwreck is the reason for the lighthouse.”

      “They leave any gold behind?” one of the soldiers asked.

      “I’ve seen their ship with my own eyes,” he replied. “Oh yeah, it’s stuck in the rocks about ten feet below on the ocean side. Let me tell you all about it. I didn’t find any gold down there, but I found some weird things.”

      “Really? Like what?” one of the soldiers said.

      They’re hooked, Elna thought. Pop’s got them.

      As he launched into the story, which she knew was a good fifteen-to-thirty-minute yarn, depending on Pop’s mood, she signaled the others to get ready. Norman picked up the bag of rations, while Malin put some of the tools back onto the bicycle cart. Elna retrieved a long screwdriver from among the tools and slipped it under her belt.

      You never know, she thought.

      Then it was just a waiting game. As Pop rambled on in the background, the minutes slipped by, afternoon light growing heavier along the bottom of the tent flap.

      “This is ridiculous,” Garret offered, more than once. “Rushing back to that island is lunacy. Sentiment over survival.”

      Each time, Elna or Malin tried to encourage him to do what he wanted. The last thing they needed was to get Garret riled up.

      Finally, after what felt like almost an hour, Pop pulled the tent flap open. He stood there beaming, the overturned flask in one hand. A single drop fell from the hinged lid and landed in the dust at his feet. Nearby, the two soldiers sat together, their backs against a wooden crate, their mouths hanging open and their eyes closed.

      “Worked like a charm,” he said. “Maybe a little too good. Hopefully, the boys here will be okay. Better get moving folks.”

      Malin went first, standing between the bicycles so he could hold both handles and direct them. As he slipped outside, Elna wanted very badly to run over and give him a big hug.

      This is madness, she thought. He won’t get twenty yards before the guards stop to question him. I shouldn’t let him do this.

      What if he never made it out of the camp? What if she never saw him again? But she was just so damned awkward at these things. Instead, she lamely called his name, and he paused, looking at her over his shoulder.

      “Be safe,” she said.

      “I will,” he said, beaming at her. “If I get caught, I’ll tell them I’m running an errand for the guards, maybe rounding up some food or wine or something. Trust me. I promise I’ll see you again at the causeway. Count on it, Elna.” He nodded and resumed pushing the bikes, awkwardly turning them as he headed off into the camp.

      Garret grunted in disgust, but the two old friends didn’t exchange so much as a goodbye. Elna tried to rectify this.

      “Garret, I wish you well,” she said. “Good luck with everything.”

      He shook his head in disgust. “Sentiment over survival,” he said again. “You guys are ruining a good thing. What for? Just to get back to that island where we barely had any food left?”

      “It’s not true,” Elna said. “I told you, we’ve got it all figured out.”

      “And I told you, of course you do,” Garret replied, and rolled away from her on the cot. “Shut up and let me sleep. Hurry and do whatever stupid thing you’re going to do so I can relax.”

      Pop, Selene, and Norman followed Elna as she rushed out of the tent.

      “Try to look like you’re going about your business,” she told them over her shoulder. “Don’t act suspicious.”

      “How do I manage that?” Selene said. “I feel like I’m going to throw up.”

      “I feel like we’re a little ill-prepared,” Norman said. “Are you sure there’s not a sneakier way to do this?”

      Afternoon had given way to evening, and the shadows were growing thick all around them. As Elna stared at the rows and rows of tents, at all the people moving about, the armed soldiers keeping watch at every corner, she realized she didn’t have an answer.

      The guards are sleeping. People in the camp seem mostly distracted. It’s now or never, she thought.
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      Elna immediately made a left turn, moving through a narrow gap between tents where the evening gloom lay heaviest. Ahead, she saw a clearing where they seemed to have stored some barrels beneath a canopy. There were no people in the immediate vicinity, so she kept moving in that direction, waving the others on. She wanted to crouch and move in some kind of ninja pose, but she resisted the urge. Acting like criminals would only make them stand out if they were spotted.

      Fighting nerves, she forced herself to stand up straight and walk as she stepped out from between the tents and moved through the rows of barrels. As soon as she was out in the open, she realized an old man in the filthiest t-shirt she’d ever seen was working nearby, trying to pry the lid off a barrel with a small crowbar. Their eyes met, and it took every ounce of will for Elna not to gasp and scramble out of sight.

      Instead, she managed to say, “Good evening,” and continue walking.

      “Evening,” he replied.

      Behind her, Selene wasn’t quite as successful. She made a strange little snort, and Elna quickly waved her on. If the old man was suspicious, he didn’t say anything, and Elna didn’t dare look back to see how he reacted.

      Beyond the barrels, a dozen or so narrow tents in gray canvas were set side by side in a long row. Elna moved to the end of the row to circle around them, trying to follow the setting sun, which would lead her home.

      “No more snorting,” she said over her shoulder, as soon as they were out of earshot of the old man. “We’re just going about our business, okay?”

      “Couldn’t help it,” Selene said, hugging Sniffy tightly. “He looked right at me.”

      When she reached the other side of the row of tents, Elna was surprised to see that they were all open in the front, tent flaps pulled up and tied at the top corners. She was more surprised to see that inside each tent was a large cage, approximately eight feet by eight feet. The large space in front of the tents created a broad path leading much closer to the edge of camp. Elna spotted a guard in the distance, but he was standing at the far end of the cages and facing away from her. Currently, he seemed to be embroiled in conversation with a woman in a headscarf.

      The sun had almost disappeared beneath the horizon, its last rays casting faint orange light down the broad path, as if beckoning them. Elna signaled the others and stepped out from behind the tent, trying to hurry down the path without appearing to be in a hurry. She dared a glance over her shoulder and saw Pop right behind her, then Norman—he was doing the best job of looking like nothing was wrong—and finally Selene and Sniffy.

      Suddenly, Sniffy perked up in Selene’s arm, raised his head as if he’d smelled something bad. He let out a loud bark.

      “Keep him quiet,” Elna said. “Give him something to chew on. Please, Selene!”

      “I’m trying,” Selene.

      But it was too late. The guard who’d been chatting up the girl in the headscarf suddenly waved her off and turned around. It felt like Elna’s stomach dropped right out of her body and hit the ground. The long, lean face of the soldier was looking rough. He had two black eyes, a swollen upper lip, scratches all over his cheeks and chin, and his hair was a greasy tangle. His spiderweb tattoo was speckled with dried blood. But he wore a camouflage shirt and pants just like the other soldiers.

      “Well, look who it is,” he said, coming toward them. “Where you guys going? You getting out of here?”

      “No, we’re on our way to dinner,” Elna said—the first lie that came to mind. “I mean, we’re supposed to pick up some rations.”

      She waved the others past her. Pop and Norman moved quick, passing Elna but keeping well clear of Dominic. Selene hesitated, Sniffy thrashing in her arms as he tried to get loose.

      “What do you think, babe?” Dominic said, looking at Selene and gesturing at the uniform.

      “Did you take that off a soldier?” she asked. “After you’d strangled him or something?”

      He scowled. “No, I agreed to serve the camp, and they let me right out of my cage.” He patted his shoulder. “Haven’t earned a gun yet, but that’ll come with time.”

      Pop and Norman had moved past him, but when Elna tried to do the same, he stepped in the way.

      “It’s a good look,” Elna said, trying not to let the sarcasm come through. “Rod has got quite an operation here. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we have business to attend to.”

      She started to go right, faked him out, and stepped to the left, getting around him, as Selene shuffled along behind her.

      “I’m not stupid, you know,” he said. “I can see what you’re doing. Trying to give me the slip. Head back to the island while I’m busy here.”

      He had a bit of trouble talking, thanks to the busted lip, and all of his injuries seemed to have slowed him down. Still, he stalked toward them as they walked away. Elna glanced at Selene and made a helpless gesture with her hands. Could she placate Dominic somehow just so they could leave? Selene read the gesture and turned to Dominic.

      “Dominic, you were mean to me,” she said. “You said you would never do that again. After the last time, you promised you would stop, and then you were mean again.”

      “Well, you get in my head,” he replied, tapping the side of his head with a finger. “I’ve told you not to mess with my mind. Why do you do that?”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “We were both scared after the EMP. I don’t think we were ourselves, either of us.” Sniffy was practically writhing in her arms. She started to reach toward Dominic, as if to gently touch his face, but she had to grab hold of the dog with both hands. “Forget about what happened on the island. Think about our good times. Think about our week in Kauai, that little Japanese café in Hanapepe. We ate there, what, ten times? It was so nice. We were getting along, and we hardly fought at all. Don’t you remember what it was like?”

      When Sniffy settled down, she tried to reach for him again. He had a weird dreamy look on his face, but he batted her hand aside.

      “Stop it,” he growled. “You’re just like her.” He made a broad gesture at Elna. “A liar. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me. Isn’t that what they say? You guys are trying to sneak out of camp. You’ve probably stolen stuff. I can see the guilt in your eyes. You won’t get in my head again.”

      “Dominic,” she said, in a plaintive tone. “Don’t be that way. Can’t we be nice to each other?”

      He planted a hand against her face and shoved her backward. She stumbled and fell against Elna. Sniffy yelped.

      “We’re just out for a walk,” Elna said, wrapping her arms around Selene. “Why are you hurting her?”

      “Young man, there’s no need for this,” Pop said.

      “Stay out of it, old man,” Dominic replied.

      He clenched both fists and stood up straight, glaring down at Selene with those lightless eyes. In the dim evening light, with the last flickering sunset light on his cheek and temple, he looked demonic.

      “You’re not leaving,” he said. He pointed at Pop and Norman, who had been slowly creeping farther away. “Don’t take another step, any of you. I’m letting the guards sort this out.”

      “Dominic, no,” Selene cried. “Please!”

      This made him smile, but it was a humorless smile.

      “I’m wise to you,” he said. “Your tricks won’t work anymore. I’m calling the guards, and they’re going to decide what to do with you guys.”

      Cupping a hand beside his mouth, he turned toward the camp. Elna heard him take a deep breath, as if preparing to give the biggest shout of his life.
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      Selene shoved Sniffy into Elna’s arms and rushed at Dominic. Elna barely managed to grab hold of the dog, getting her fingers under his collar just in time to stop him from leaping free. As she wrestled with Sniffy, Selene threw her arms around Dominic and hugged him tight. He went rigid, pulling his arms in against his body, but he shut his mouth without shouting.

      “Please,” she cried. “Don’t do it.”

      At first, as if acting on instinct, Dominic returned the embrace, but Elna thought there was something almost violent in the way he pressed his hands against her back and crushed her body against his chest. The little dog growled and thrashed in Elna’s arms.

      “This one time,” Selene said, her voice strained. “This one time, give me what I ask of you. Don’t call the guards. Just let us walk away. You can follow if you want, I swear. You can do anything, Dominic. Just don’t call the guards.”

      Elna glanced at Pop and Norman. Pop was staring back with a helpless expression on his face, but Norman was looking around anxiously, teeth bared. They’d already drawn the attention of people in the camp, though they were civilians who were mostly, for the moment, just watching.

      “Please, do it for me,” Selene said. She managed to wriggle one of her arms free, and she reached up, gently placing her hand over his mouth. “Just this one time.”

      “Oh, stop it,” Dominic said, pushing Selene away. “Just stop all your whining, Selene.”

      “So you won’t do it, then?” Selene asked. “You won’t call the guards?”

      But at that moment, a hoarse cry filled the air. Startled, Elna stumbled backward and bumped up against one of the support poles of a tent behind her. Pop covered his ears. Strangely, the shouting seemed to be coming from off to their right, back the way they’d come.

      “We got some people trying to escape! Hey, we could use a little help over here!”

      She turned and saw a figure stepping out from behind the row of tents. He shambled like a creature slightly less than human, shoulders hunched, back bent, his right arm hanging in a crude cloth sling.

      “Garret, what’s wrong with you?” Elna said.

      “I made up my mind. You’re not going to ruin this for me,” Garret said. And then, tipping his head back, he shouted again, “Hey, can we get some guards over here? We’ve got people trying to escape!”

      “Damn you, Garret,” Pop hissed.

      “Someone shut him up,” Norman said.

      And then, chaos erupted. Garret rushed toward them, and Dominic lunged for Selene, grabbing at her with both hands. She lashed out with her foot, kicking him in the shin, which knocked his feet out from under him. As his momentum carried him forward, she stepped aside, planted a hand against his back, and shoved him. He hit the ground on his chest and belly, his face bouncing off the dirt. An explosive breath left his mouth, and his teeth loudly clacked together.

      Garret was closing in behind Selene, so Elna dropped Sniffy and rushed in between them. The dog went for Dominic, barking and growling and biting at his legs.

      “You’re not going to ruin this for me,” Garret snarled, reaching for Selene, who was trying to maintain her balance after shoving Dominic.

      Elna came in low, ducking Garret’s grasping left hand, and struck him in the belly with an open palm. At the same time, she reached up and grabbed the splinted right arm, giving just enough pressure to make it hurt. Garret screamed—a shrill cry that she would never have expected from him.

      “People are gathering,” Norman said. “Lots of people.”

      Garret crumpled to the ground, the shriek becoming a long moan. He landed on his side, grabbed at the broken arm, and began rocking back and forth. Elna turned. Indeed, as Norman had said, a crowd was beginning to form a short distance away as people wandered out of tents to see what the noise was all about.

      “Run,” Elna said, looking at Selene, Pop, and Norman each in turn. “Run as fast as you can to the bridge. Don’t stop. Don’t look back.”

      Norman went first, spinning on his heel and dashing between two tents, headed southwest. Selene stooped down and picked up Sniffy, then followed him.

      “Pop, get going,” Elna said, waving her hands at her father.

      He turned and followed Selene.

      Dominic was struggling to get to his hands and knees, making a low, throaty sound. Elna leapt over him, landed in the dirt on the other side, and took off running. Two or three dozen people had gathered nearby, a few soldiers among them. For the moment, they seemed confused, but just before Elna disappeared between the tents, one of the soldiers reached for the rifle strapped over his shoulder.

      “Stop right there,” he said. “Stop!”

      Elna was glad to see that Norman, Pop, and Selene were sprinting, running full out toward the edge of the camp. Past a few more tents, open ground awaited them, and the road beyond. She quickly caught up to Selene, passed her, then reached Norman.

      “Faster, guys, faster,” she shouted. “All the way to the bridge!”

      She heard a growing commotion in the camp behind her. Soldiers were calling to each other. Heavy footfalls moved through the camp, accompanied by the clank of rifles. She didn’t stop to look. She didn’t even risk a glance over her shoulder. Pushing through any trace of exhaustion, she ran as fast as she’d ever run in her life, barely keeping her feet as she dodged tents, boxes, firepits, and even a few wide-eyed civilians.

      The situation had clearly caught the guards by surprise. They seemed confused, shouting questions back and forth, moving in various directions. It probably helped that they’d made their escape so late in the evening. The last light was gone by now, leaving only the flickering of campfires. Norman was the first to reach the edge of the camp, and he picked up even more speed as he crossed the field. He had long legs, and he took great strides. Still, he was a man in at least his mid-forties, not in the greatest shape. Elna was impressed.

      When she reached the road, Elna slowed down, trying to catch her breath, and dared a glance behind her. Selene had fallen behind, struggling to run in her swishy skirt and with a dog in her arms. Behind her, soldiers were moving in the gaps between tents, clearly still trying to figure out what was going on. Elna beckoned Selene, waited for her to reach the road, then ran for the causeway.

      The camp had just disappeared behind the rise when she spotted something strange in the distance. An angular shape was parked at the spot where the road met the causeway. It took a moment to make out what it was.

      The bicycles, she realized.

      Yes, and Malin was standing beside them, watching as Norman barreled toward him. The cart was piled high with boxes. Elna only had a second or two to be amazed before she heard booted feet on the pavement behind her. Soldiers had reached the road.

      Is this where we all get shot in the back? she wondered.

      She’d felt that crawling, tingling sensation before, the knowledge of guns at her back, the fear that a bullet could take her life at any moment. There was nothing she could do about it. She kept running until she reached the bikes. Only then did she stumble to a stop, gasping for breath, air burning in her lungs.

      “Here they come, folks,” Malin said. “They seem a little confused, but we might not want to wait around.”

      Selene reached them last, and when Elna turned to her, she saw ranks of soldiers forming at the top of the ridge. Someone was moving in their midst, and every soldier watched him carefully. She heard a voice raised above the others.

      I’d know that voice in my dreams, she thought, and shuddered.

      “We’ve got a couple of seconds to get moving before they come charging down the hill,” Elna said.

      “We’ll never outrun them,” Selene said, breathless. “I’m holding everyone back.”

      “We don’t have to.” She gestured at the bicycle cart. “Malin and I will pedal the bikes. Pop, Norman, Selene, hop up on the cart and ride.”

      “Will it hold our combined weight and all those supplies?” Norman asked.

      “If it held all those crates of wine, I think it’ll hold you,” Elna said. “Either way, we’ll find out. Hop on!”

      They managed to shift the piles of supplies enough to create space along the back edge of the cart where Pop, Norman, and Selene positioned themselves in a row. Selene sat cross-legged, with Sniffy in her lap, while Pop and Norman let their feet dangle.

      “I guess we need to coordinate our efforts here,” Elna said to Malin as she mounted the left bike.

      He was already on the other bike, bent over the handlebars. “I’ll follow your lead. Where’s Garret?”

      “You can thank him for that,” she said, jerking a thumb over her shoulder. “In the end, he decided to be the worst version of himself.”

      “That scumbag,” Malin muttered.

      Elna started pedaling. The weight the bikes were carrying made it hard to get the thing moving, and she finally had to stand up on the pedals and put her full weight into it. Malin copied her, pedaling at the same rate, and together they finally got the unwieldy contraption moving.

      “They’re coming,” Selene said.

      Elna didn’t bother to look back. She knew what they were up against. Gradually, they picked up speed as they sailed over the causeway, but the framework of the handmade monstrosity groaned under the weight.

      We’re going to test the limits of Garret’s engineering, she thought.

      They continued to pick up speed until they were flying across the dark causeway. Elna was all too aware of the vast, black ocean, the causeway dropping away into a roaring, inky void on either side. On top of that, she barely felt like she had control over the bike. The faster they went, the closer to sudden chaos they seemed, as if the whole thing might fly apart and send the passengers tumbling in all directions.

      “Are you okay, Malin?” she managed to ask. “How’s it going over there?”

      “A little bit like trying to steer a runaway train,” he replied.

      It felt now like they were utterly alone in the universe, a strange cobbled-together contraption flying through nothingness. She no longer heard their pursuers, only the wind in her ears, the crash of waves, and her own ragged breathing.

      She lost track of time, but eventually the service room of the first drawbridge appeared in the distance, swimming out of the darkness like a stone sentinel. Elna felt the change when they rode over the drawbridge—a slight instability rising up through the pavement.

      “We have…to get…that bridge up,” she said, between breaths. “Stop the bike!”

      She applied the brakes and heard an ear-straining squeal as the brake pads ground against the rims, fighting the terrible momentum. After a moment, she could smell them, as if the rubberized pads were melting in the heat, but slowly the bicycles came to a stop. The brakes gave a last howl as they stopped beside the service building on the far side of the drawbridge.

      In the sudden quiet, she heard a distinctive sound. A high-pitched growl, it echoed out over the bay. Motorcycles. Elna glanced at Malin and saw the recognition in his eyes. Yes, he heard it too. She turned back in the direction of the mainland and saw headlights on the causeway. More than that, she saw many flashlights shining back and forth.

      They were close. Too close. Though distances were hard to judge in the dark, the motorcycles were moving fast, two of them moving down the causeway at breakneck speed. The soldiers on foot might take longer, but the motorcycles were closing in.

      “We’ll never get the bridge up in time,” she said. “Not before those bikes get here.”

      Malin moved up beside her. After a second, he raised clenched fists. “Then we fight ’em. Two bikes. We can handle them, right?” He looked at her. “Right?”

      She couldn’t bring herself to lie to him, but she strode forward anyway, even as Norman and Pop hopped down from the cart to join her.
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      “Pop, you and Norman get on the bikes and get out of here,” Elna said, hoping her tone would brook no resistance.

      When he didn’t move right away, she went to him, grabbed his arm, and pulled him toward the leftward bike.

      “Come on, Pop. You have to ride away from here.”

      “What about you?” he replied.

      She went to the old battered toolbox on the handcart and fished around inside. When she felt the cold tempered steel of the crowbar, she pulled it out and held it up. “Malin and I are going to stop the guys on the motorcycles.”

      “That’s right,” Malin said. He dug around in the box and produced a large, rusty wrench. “The soldiers have fallen behind, but we can’t outrun the motorcycles. They have to be dealt with now.”

      “We should stay and help you fight,” Norman said. “Strength in numbers.”

      “No,” Elna shouted. “We need two people to ride the bikes, especially with all the weight, and Selene is carrying her dog. That leaves you and Pop.” When Elna’s father came toward her, she gently pushed him away. “Get the supplies to the island. It’s imperative. We need them, and you can’t let them drag Selene back to that camp where Dominic is a soldier.” She met her father’s gaze in the dark, let him see the intensity of her gaze, and said, “Pop, you know it’s the right thing to do. Quit wasting time. Go!”

      He bowed his head and sighed. “I love you, Principessa.”

      “I love you too. Get out of here!”

      “I’m…I’m very proud of you,” he said. “You’ve proved yourself so many times since the EMP hit.”

      She was touched and frustrated in equal measure. Had he ever said he was proud of her before? But he was wasting time, and she waved him away. As she turned toward the approaching motorcycles, she was relieved to hear the creak of the bikes as Pop and Norman mounted them. Sniffy gave a soft little bark as Selene climbed up onto the cart, and then they were all riding away.

      “What’s the plan?” Malin asked, stepping up beside Elna, the wrench held out in front of him like a sword.

      “We don’t let the motorcycles get past us,” she replied. “That’s the plan.”

      There wasn’t time to come up with anything more specific. The two motorcycles were blasting toward them, the sharp high-pitched whine of their small engines cutting through the ocean’s roar. They were seconds from passing Elna and Malin—or barreling right over them—one bike in each lane.

      Elna moved to the middle of the road, standing on the yellow divider and slightly to one side, clutching the crowbar in both hands and raising it behind her head like a baseball bat. Malin saw this and mirrored her with the wrench, standing back to back with her. The headlights were small but blinding, so the riders were little more than vague shapes.

      As Elna positioned herself to meet the bike nearest to her, she realized the headlight was shifting. The rider had turned toward her, intending to hit her head-on. She also realized the motorcycle was picking up speed, giving her scarcely a second to react. She leapt forward, trying to avoid the bike. At the same time, she swung around backward, thrusting the crowbar out was she went.

      The crowbar hit the top edge of the headlight, shattering it. The force of the impact stabbed up both arms. Then the crowbar deflected up into the rider. This time, the impact knocked her off her feet. Elna spun, completely disoriented in the dark. After an interminable second, she felt warm pavement slam into her side, sharp pain in her shoulder, as she tumbled.

      When she came to a stop, she heard cries of pain. Both headlights were gone. The darkness seemed to have consumed everything. She had grit in her mouth from the road, and she spat it out. When she sat up, wincing at what felt like a dozen fresh bruises all along her right side, she saw bodies scattered across the road.

      “Elna, are you okay?” It was Malin, though she couldn’t tell which of the bodies was his.

      She looked for the motorcycles, but it took her a moment to find them. They had fallen over and slid quite a few yards beyond the drawbridge.

      “Are you okay?” Malin asked again.

      Suddenly, he was at her side, brushing her hair off her face to look in her eyes. Only then did she realize she had failed to answer him.

      “I think so,” she replied. “Bruised, that’s all.”

      He helped her to her feet, but the world spun madly around her. Grabbing her head in her hands, she leaned against him.

      “I threw the wrench at him,” Malin said, gesturing at one of the bodies on the ground nearby. “I think I hit him right between the eyes. He’s out cold. My arm is killing me now.” He shook out his bandaged right arm.

      The rider she’d hit was moaning, and she stumbled over to him. He lay curled up on his side, clutching the lower half of his face with his hands. When Elna leaned in close, she saw a spreading darkness on the pavement beneath him.

      Hit him in the jaw, she thought. Maybe the mouth. Lots of blood.

      “Did we actually take these guys out?” she said.

      “Yep,” Malin replied, “but there’s a whole lot more of them coming.”

      Elna heard something ping loudly and ricochet off into the night. In her addled state, she couldn’t make sense of it. It was followed a fraction of a second later by the crack of a rifle in the distance.

      “They’re shooting at us,” she said. “Would Rod let them do that? I know he’s a jerk, but…”

      “The bikes,” Mike said, grabbing her hand and pulling her. “Let’s take the bikes. Come on.”

      As he pulled her toward the tumbled motorcycles, she heard the squawk of a bullhorn in the distant. It was followed a moment later by a familiar voice, cold and unfriendly, made almost robotic by the veneer of static.

      “Elna Pasqualee, where do you think you’re going?” Rod said, his voice echoing far and wide. “Your behavior is very disappointing, Elna. More disappointing than usual. You can’t hide from me on your little island.”

      She heard other rifle reports in the darkness. Was Rod trying to scare her, or was he actually trying to kill her? Until very recently, she would have found the latter unthinkable. Now, she wasn’t so sure what he was capable of.

      She grabbed the nearest motorcycle. Unfortunately, it was the one with a broken headlight, but it still worked. The engine growled beneath her as she climbed on the seat, her head pounding so hard that the whole world seemed to contract around her with every heartbeat.

      “To the second drawbridge,” Malin said. “Drive fast. We’ll need enough time to get the bridge up.”

      And with that, he sped off into the night. Elna twisted the throttle and felt the bike lurch forward, even as Rod resumed shouting at her from the distant lantern lights.
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      Elna’s motorcycle sputtered suddenly and gave out before she’d made it twenty yards. She fumbled with the controls in the dark, turning the throttle and attempting to kickstart it, to no avail. She tried again—nothing. Malin’s light was quickly vanishing in the distance.

      “Damn,” she muttered. “Guess I hit the bike a little too hard with that crowbar.”

      Glancing over her shoulder, she saw the great wall of soldiers marching down the causeway, moving in formation like a medieval army taking the battlefield. They were close enough now that she could make out their faces in the lantern light, and she was pretty sure the tall figure in the middle of the front row was Rod. And was that Dominic beside him?

      That figures, she thought. Rod and Dominic deserve each other.

      She tried to kickstart the bike one more time, but it did no good. It was dead. She dropped it to the street and went back for the crowbar. She was vastly outnumbered, but she wouldn’t go back without a fight. Rod was going to remember this night!

      As she bent to retrieve the crowbar, she glanced at the fallen soldiers. They’d both fallen silent, curled shapes in the dark. No more moaning. In fact, no sound at all.

      Did Malin and I kill these guys? A troubling thought. I could have gone my entire life without taking another human life.

      It turned her stomach, but it seemed the night’s violence wasn’t over. Elna took the crowbar in both hands and rose, raising her makeshift weapon in front of her, facing the distant soldiers. Rod spoke through the bullhorn again.

      “That’s good, El. Come toward me. Stop this silly game. Come here. You won’t be harmed,” he said. “You made an error in judgment, nothing more, but it doesn’t have to escalate.”

      But she heard a sound growing behind her, a high whine. Turning, she saw a single headlight approaching from the island side. She scarcely had time to react before the little Honda 50 pulled up alongside her. Malin set the kickstand.

      “Change of plans?” he said. “You decided to take them on all by yourself? I can’t say I support that idea.”

      “Dead bike,” she replied.

      He patted the seat behind him. “Hop on. We’ll ride together.”

      She looked down at the tiny bike, practically designed for a child, and laughed. “Malin, I’m not sure there’s room.”

      “I’ll make room, one way or another,” he said. “Let’s get back to our island.”

      Our island. That made her smile, but instead of trying to climb on the bike, she settled on another course of action.

      “Come with me,” she said. “I need your help.”

      “What are we doing?”

      “Raising the drawbridge before they get here,” she said, heading to the service building beside the road.

      “We’ll have to do it fast.”

      “Yeah, I think we can,” she said.

      Rod must have realized what she was doing because she heard rifles firing in the distance. Some of the bullets ricocheted off the service building, sizzling off into the night. She ducked down and dashed behind the building.

      “He’s insane,” she said. “One minute, he says I won’t be harmed, and the next minute, his men are taking potshots at me in the dark with AR-15s.”

      “I’m starting to think your boy Rod deserves to get drop-kicked,” Malin said. He’d walked the bike behind the service building, and he turned it so the headlight was shining on the door.

      “He hasn’t been my boy in a heck of a long time.”

      She slipped into the service building. The motorcycle headlight cast her shadow across the room and up the far wall as she made her way to the control panel and levers in the corner.

      “You have any idea how to get the bridge up?” Malin asked, stepping into the building behind her.

      “Well, it’s a bascule bridge,” she said, “which means it has a counterweight hanging beneath the motor under the floor here. Up is the default position, which means we should be able to raise it just by disengaging the winch for the manual controls.”

      “And you know how to do that?” he asked.

      “I’m hoping one of these levers will do it,” she said. “Specifically, the one lever we haven’t tried yet.”

      As she grabbed the small lever which seemed the likeliest candidate, she heard the whine of small motorcycles coming from outside.

      “Great. More of them,” she muttered.

      “A couple more Hondas on the way,” Malin said. “We’d better get this done fast.”

      She grabbed the lever and pulled, but it didn’t budge. She moved around to the other side, put her shoulder against the lever, and pushed again, but it still wouldn’t budge.

      “Not promising,” she muttered.

      She planted her feet against the wall to give herself more leverage, then Malin came over and grabbed the lever from the other side. As she pushed off the wall, he leaned back, adding his full body weight to the effort. The motorcycle engines were getting loud now.

      It might already be too late, she thought. They might be across the drawbridge.

      “We got this,” Malin cried. “We got it, Elna. You and me together! Come on!”

      She unleashed a throaty cry and pushed as hard as she could. Somewhere beneath her, she heard a grinding of metal. Suddenly, the lever shifted position, and she was thrown forward, slamming into Malin and knocking him down. They landed together in a heap, as gears groaned under the floor. This was followed by a sudden shriek from outside. The sound of the motorcycles seemed to change direction, dropping away and then, a second later, disappearing beneath the roar of the waves.

      “That’s it,” she said, her cheek pressed against his chest. “That’s the bridge.”

      “Sounds like we dropped a couple of guys into the drink,” Malin said.

      She was lying in his lap, his arms around her. As she lay there, she heard a rising tide of voices coming from beyond the bridge. Clearly, the men were irate. Rod was shouting into the megaphone, but she couldn’t make out what he was saying.

      As the seconds passed, she kept expecting Malin to disentangle himself and stand up, but he didn’t move. She found she wasn’t in in any particular hurry either. She felt his heartbeat against her cheek, and she quite liked it.

      “Can they get across some other way, even with the bridge up?” Malin asked, finally.

      “They did it before somehow,” she reminded him, “when they lowered the drawbridge to meet us. The water is rough in the bay, but the bridges aren’t that long. Somehow, he must have gotten one of his men across the gap to the service building. I’m sure Rod is willing to risk his men in order to get his way.”

      “Well, in that case, shouldn’t we sabotage the controls somehow? Anything to slow them down. Getting one guy across the gap is a whole lot easier than getting a whole army across.”

      It was a brilliant thought, and Elna suddenly remembered the long screwdriver that she’d tucked under her belt. She drew it out then and held it up.

      “I think you’re right,” she replied, “and I know just how to do it.”

      But even then, they didn’t move. Elna waited for him to make the first move, but he just stayed where he was. If anything, his arms drew her a little closer.

      I guess I have to be the one to make this awkward, she thought. I wish I didn’t have to. This could go on and on.

      She hesitated a couple more seconds before saying, “Okay, I guess we’d better get it done.”

      And, indeed, it was quite awkward pulling out of his embrace and standing up. She stayed to one side, so the motorcycle headlight wasn’t revealing the embarrassment on her face. Malin brushed off the seat of his pants and rose as Elna made her way to the gap at the edge of the raised metal floor.

      In the end, she jammed a long screwdriver into a gap beneath the gear cover beside the winch drum, working it in as far as it would go.

      “That might make it harder to lower the bridge,” she said, tucking the screwdriver back under her belt. “If I positioned it right, the screwdriver will get caught between the gear teeth.”

      “You are most definitely a genius,” Malin said.

      He stepped outside, and Elna followed. They stood beside the bike, listening to Rod Smith ranting in the distance. Malin was close, and Elna realized it would be a simple thing to simply return to their embrace. A few inches to her left, and her cheek would find his shoulder, and she didn’t doubt that his arms would find their way around her waist again.

      Another time, she told herself, though the moment of possibility was strong, almost magnetic.

      “That Rod guy might just be a nut job,” Malin noted, as the emotionless voice continued to boom out over the bay.

      “I knew he was a jerk,” she replied, “but I didn’t think he was dangerous. I’m sorry I ever agreed to leave the island.”

      “Not your fault,” Malin said. “As it turns out, the Dulleses had the right idea.”

      He climbed on the Honda, sliding as far forward on the tiny seat as he possibly could. This left a few inches of space behind him, and he gestured for Elna to sit down.

      “You sure we can make this work?” she asked.

      He gave her a big smile. “We won’t know unless we try.”

      She climbed onto the seat. The natural angle of the seat pressed her tightly up against Malin, and she slipped her arms around him to hold on. Her butt was uncomfortable, but otherwise, she didn’t mind it at all. Malin turned the bike, hit the throttle, and they puttered away from the service building, the engine straining.

      As they headed west toward the island, she looked back. The drawbridge rose into the sky like a great tower, blocking a direct view of Rod and his men, but she saw lights playing around the edges, creating a red nimbus that was somehow disconcerting. Rod’s ceaseless voice was just a weird rhythmic sound now, like a one-note song with no intelligible words. Haunting.

      I’ll hear that in my dreams, she thought.
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      They caught up to Pop, Norman, and Selene a few yards in front of the final drawbridge. Pop and Norman, though both loudly struggling for breath, were pedaling for all they were worth. Selene spotted the approaching motorcycle, and Elna saw her sit up straight, reaching for the toolbox, as if seeking a weapon. Finally, Malin waved a hand over his head, and she seemed to realize who it was.

      The little dirt bike was struggling, but he managed to bring it alongside the handcart.

      “Pop, we’re good,” Elna said. “You can take a break. The first two drawbridges are up, and the manual controls are disabled.” She patted her pocket, where two large metal screws bulged against the denim of her pants.

      Pop’s sound of exhaustion was like the freedom cry of a wounded soldier. He flapped a hand at Norman as he took his feet off the pedals, and their handmade cart came to a shuddering stop beside the service building for the final drawbridge.

      “You did it,” Pop said, gasping for breath. “I was afraid I might never see you again.”

      He climbed off the bike and moved to hug her, but he was so drenched with sweat that she grabbed his shoulders and held him at arm’s length. He settled for patting her on the head instead.

      “We’ll be safe on the island,” Pop said. He gestured toward the service building. “Let’s get the final bridge up and make our way home. I never should’ve left the place my grandfather built.”

      “You think those solders will be able to snipe us from the mainland?” Norman asked. “I know it’s a long way, but could they stand on the bridge or something and shoot at us?”

      “What’s the maximum effective distance of an AR-15?” Elna said. When no one answered, she said, “If I had to guess, I’d say maybe seven or eight hundred yards, but I don’t really know. Beyond that, even a great shooter would have to be very lucky. I’m not an expert, though.”

      “There’s zero chance they could reach us,” Pop said. “But let’s avoid standing out in the open on the mainland side of the island anyway. As long as they can’t see us, we’re protected by the bay. For now.”

      “Trapped on the island, as well,” Selene pointed out. “I don’t mind. I’m just saying. We’d better plan accordingly.”

      Selene’s words tempered Elna’s excitement. Trapped was the right word for it, and their safety would only last until a persistent jerk named Rod Smith figured out some way to get the drawbridges down or to cross the bay.

      “Is there some small chance that Rod will decide we’re not worth the effort?” Norman said. “Surely, he’s got bigger fish to fry.”

      “We can only hope,” Elna said. But she knew him too well. Persistent to a fault, she’d had to break up with him four times before he’d accepted it.

      “Well, I’m not going to worry about tomorrow,” Pop said, dabbing the sweat off his face with the hem of his shirt. “I’m going to get this drawbridge up, make my way back home, and take a restful night’s sleep in my own bed.”

      “You’ve got the right idea, Mr. Pasqualee,” Malin said, following him into the building.

      Elna lingered. They still had miles to go before they reached the guesthouse.

      Can we afford to spend one night sleeping in peace? Will Rod give us that? Will the drawbridges keep his army out long enough?

      For now, she dared to hope.
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      When Malin opened his eyes, he had no idea where he was. He expected to see a canvas roof over his head, to hear the gentle flapping of heavy cloth in the morning breeze. Instead, he saw a ceiling made of polished oak and a fancy light fixture made of brass shaped into the form of twisting vines. Sunlight burning through the curtains gave the room a heavy orange glow, almost too comfortable to be real. He pushed his blanket back and sat up. He’d had a nice, long bath in very cold water the previous night, and it felt strange to wake up not covered in dust and grit. Reaching up, he felt his hair. No product, no residue, just clean, wild hair.

      Maybe I’ll leave it like this, he thought. Claire preferred it the other way, but…

      The sadness hit him like a punch in the gut. It really was over. After all of the problems they’d worked through—or attempted to work through—in their long, rollercoaster relationship, he’d finally walked away from his fiancée for good. And would she ever know he’d made the choice? Probably not. The distance between them felt infinite.

      Malin rose and crossed the room, pulling the curtains open to let the morning sun fill the room. From here, he had a broad view of the parking lot and the gentle slope of the island down toward the water’s edge. In the distance, he saw the rough waters of the bay and just a hint, merely a suggestion, of the mainland beyond.

      The old life is gone, he thought. Everything I dreamed, planned, or expected. Two weeks ago, Claire and I were talking about how many children we wanted to have. Now, I’ve let go of everything. The world has changed in the blink of an eye.

      The mix of emotions—sorrow, joy, relief, regret—was almost worse than if he’d just felt sad, but he didn’t waver in his choice. It was settled in his mind, and he knew it was right.

      As the emotions washed over him, he had a sudden, unnerving thought.

      What if the mainlanders can see me from here? What if they’ve got a sniper standing at the first drawbridge staring at the guesthouse through a high-powered scope?

      No, surely it was too far for even the best sniper in the world with the best rifle. It was beyond absurd. Still, he couldn’t shake the sudden skin-crawling anxiety, and he pulled the curtains shut again.

      I think I’ll avoid the eastern side of the island for now.

      He got dressed, forgoing his usual sport jacket and settling on a button-up dress shirt and a pair of jeans. Somehow, it seemed more appropriate now, though he rolled the sleeves up to his elbows as a final touch. His injured arm still hurt like hell—it’s not like he’d been careful with it—but he had a clean bandage. Selene had thoroughly disinfected the wound, and she’d reassured him there was no sign of infection.

      He pulled on his tennis shoes and left the room, striding down the hall toward the lobby, where the embers of a fire crackled in the fireplace. He found Elna curled up on the couch here, a thin blanket pulled up to her shoulders. At first, he thought she was asleep, and he attempted to tiptoe past her. Then he heard her laugh.

      “That looks silly,” she said. “Like a cartoon character.”

      “I was just trying to be quiet,” he replied. “I thought you were sleeping.”

      Elna sat up, carefully folding the blanket and laying it on the arm of the couch. Malin sat down beside her, sinking into the deep faux-leather cushions.

      Oh man, I forgot how comfortable this thing is.

      “I may never sleep again,” she said. “I lay here most of the night, drifting in and out of a mental fog, listening for the sounds of Rod’s men marching across the parking lot. I was afraid if I fell asleep I’d wake up to the door being kicked down.”

      “You really think he’ll be that persistent?” Malin asked.

      “Well, let’s see.” She leaned back on the couch, crossing her arms so that one hand was on each opposing shoulder. “He lost four of his precious motorcycles. Trust me, he was really excited about those Hondas. Two of his men are trapped on a section of the causeway between drawbridges, either dead or very close to it. Two more of his men went flying into the sea, screaming all the way. Who knows what happened to them? It’s about a thirty-foot drop into rough water. So…yeah, I’d say there’s a good chance Rod Smith will at least consider the possibility of getting revenge.”

      Malin grunted. Suddenly, he found himself wishing the island was even further from the mainland, adrift somewhere in the middle of the Pacific like Pitcairn. For days, he’d desperately dreamed of getting to the mainland. Now, he dreamed of being as far from the continental landmass as possible.

      “On the other hand,” Elna continued, “Rod may count the cost and decide we’re not worth the effort. He got all of our wine. He believes it will be more valuable than gold. Not sure I agree with him. Our Gold Label is only about $60 a bottle. Still, the perceived value of the wine he stole should be worth more to him than the bikes or his men. Maybe he’ll knock the proverbial dust off his feet and move on. Time will tell.” She looked at Malin and gave him a sad shrug.

      “Time will tell,” he echoed. “If he decides to come across, we’ll deal with it. He’ll get a Home Alone-style welcome, I promise you that.” Elna really did have a lovely face. He loved her odd, pensive facial expressions. She always seemed to be lost in thought, even when she was in direct conversation with someone.

      Unexpectedly, she reached over, as if to lay her hand on his arm, but then her hand hovered there uncertainly. Malin, without really thinking about it, reached up and grabbed her hand. Her hand was warm, small, but strong, the hands of someone who had done her fair share of hard work. Smiling broadly, she looked away.

      This is nice, he thought. Is it too much?

      The sound of footsteps in the hall caused her to let go, and he felt a moment of regret. Slowly, he crossed his arms as George Pasqualee walked into the lobby. He gave Malin and Elna a funny look, one eyebrow going up, his mustache twitching as if his lips were working from side to side.

      “Just because we got back across the bridge doesn’t mean the hard work is done,” he said. “No time for…well, playing around. What needs to be done today, Principessa?”

      “I’ve had the whole night to think about it,” she said. “We need to repair and finish the water system and get it working. Duct tape alone isn’t enough for the storage tank, so I’ve worked up a sturdier solution. After we have water, we’re going to create some traps for shrimp and crabs. We’ll try setting them on the east side of the island for now and see how it goes. After that, we’ll work on expanding the garden and also hunting for wild fruit and herbs. Selene will take the lead on those last two.”

      “Do you have any idea how to build a shrimp trap?” Mr. Pasqualee asked.

      Of course, she does, Malin thought. How can you doubt your daughter’s overactive mind?

      “I got a good look at the traps the camp dwellers were using,” she said. “Well, I stared at them for about ten seconds anyway. It’s enough. I think I got the basic idea.”

      Someone new entered the lobby then. “My goodness, if we have steamed shrimp or crab legs for dinner tonight, I might just explode.” It was Norman, still wearing a nightshirt and slippers. “That’s the taste of civilization right there.”

      “Let’s get to it, folks,” Mr. Pasqualee said, clapping his hands and heading for the tasting room. “We won’t have nothing to eat if we keep talking and don’t start doing.”
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      Repairing the holes in the water storage tank proved to be a much bigger task than Malin anticipated. It took up most of the morning. The water had drained down below the holes, so the plastic around it was dry. First, they drilled holes at either end of the long cracks to prevent them from spreading. Then they cut two big strips of plastic from an old shipping crate and softened the edges over a fire they built in the clearing. They put a generous amount of epoxy on the undersides of the strips, placed them over the holes, then used a putty knife to press down the softened edges. Finally, to further strengthen the patches, they braced them with wood beams that were impaled into the ground and angled inward.

      The end result wasn’t pretty, and Malin wasn’t even sure it would work. Judging by the look on Elna’s face—her lips pressed tightly together and twisted to one side—she wasn’t sure either.

      “We’ll have to test it when it dries,” she said. “I’m afraid it won’t hold the weight of a full tank, so we’ll just keep it filled about a third to halfway.”

      Malin, Elna, Norman, and Selene stood together at the edge of the clearing, admiring their work. It was a beautiful morning with no memory of the previous night’s violence. Malin was enjoying the warm breeze on his face. The pain in his right arm had diminished to a dull ache.

      The humidity’s not so bad when I’m not wearing a suit jacket, he thought.

      After a moment, he heard people approaching through the vineyard, and he glanced over his shoulder. To his amazement, he realized it was Joe and Rita Dulles. They held hands as they walked, Rita with a slight stoop, Joe shuffling along as if his knees barely worked. They looked ancient in the bright sunlight, white-haired and bent.

      “Hey, what do you know?” he said. “Look who it is!”

      The others turned then and saw the Dulleses.

      “Sorry, we don’t mean to intrude,” Joe said. “We just wanted to take a look around and see how things are going.”

      Malin stepped aside and made room for them, and they shuffled up to the edge of the clearing.

      “We’re working on water storage,” Elna explained. “That’s just one of many tasks that need to get done right away.”

      “I wish we could help,” Joe said. “Seeing as how we’re all permanent residents now and not guests, Rita and I discussed it, and we’ve decided to come out of our shells. What I mean is, we want to contribute.”

      “We could cook meals,” Rita said, and then, with an ornery wink at Joe, added, “Well, I could help cook meals, anyway, as long as my arthritis isn’t acting up. I don’t know about you, Joe.”

      “I could set the table,” Joe said. “You know how I fold the napkins. Fancy, just the way you like.”

      “Joe and Rita,” Elna said. “I don’t want you to push yourselves, but I welcome any help you can give.”

      Joe stretched out his hand toward her. Elna hesitated, as if unsure of what he wanted, but then she shook hands with him.

      “It’s a deal then,” he said. “Maybe we’ll go work on putting a nice lunch together. Is your father in the kitchen?”

      “He headed there a few minutes ago,” Elna said.

      Joe nodded, and then he and his wife turned and shuffled back toward the guesthouse. Malin watched them go, two wizened forms moving through the vineyard—Joe in a gray cardigan and Rita in a faded purple housedress.

      “Will wonders never cease?” Malin muttered.

      “Did y’all know Rita used to work in a restaurant?” Norman said. “That’s what she told me. She was a cook at a Howard Johnson’s in Lake George, New York, for thirty years. I think we just hit the jackpot. If anyone can make mayapples and wild cherries taste like real food, it’s Rita Dulles.”

      “Things are looking up,” Malin said, patting his stomach.

      “Okay, but we have to eat fast,” Elna said. “There’s a lot more work to get done today. A lot more.”
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      Malin soon learned that a lot more work was an understatement. After lunch, Elna coordinated two teams. Norman, Pop, and Selene began the process of clearing more land to expand the garden while she and Malin cobbled together some shrimp and crab traps. Empty wooden crates from the cellar served as the basic framework for the traps, with mesh screens stripped off windows in the winery covering the sides.

      “Is it safe to sit out here?” Malin asked.

      They were perched together on the fishing dock, all of their supplies in a big box between them. Being exposed to the mainland still made him nervous, but at least they were down low, partially hidden by the railing and some nearby tall rocks.

      “I think this might be a good place to trap,” Elna explained. “The reason why the sea lions come here is because there’s a ton of small sea life. They scare away the bigger fish when they’re in the water, but we should be able to gather plenty of shrimp, and maybe crabs, if we leave the traps.”

      She took one of the mesh screens and made a funnel out of it, the narrow end pointed inside the trap.

      “See,” she said. “The shrimp go in here, but they don’t come out. Or, to put it another way, they go in as live shrimp, and they come out as shrimp scampi swimming in garlic sauce.”

      “Wow, that’s an impressive trap,” Malin said, bumping her affectionately with his shoulder. “It catches, cleans, peels, and cooks them, adds the sauce and plates them. You’ve outdone yourself.”

      “Don’t tease,” she replied, tying a nylon rope to the top corner of the trap. “Rita Dulles is the one who does the peeling, cooking, and saucing, remember?”

      “And Joe can do the plating.”

      “That’s right.”

      She rose, lifting one of the traps. Malin grabbed the other one and followed her to the end of the dock. He could see some large animals splashing out in the deep water. Sharks or sea lions, he assumed. He couldn’t help letting his gaze drift toward the mainland, but instead of the wistful regret of previous days, he felt only a crawling unease now.

      “I don’t like standing out in the open on this side of the island,” he said. “I feel watched.”

      “Yeah, but we can’t help it.” Holding the rope, Elna tossed the trap over the railing into the water. It splashed, floated there for a second, then slowly sank into the murky depths. “We need the east side of the island. We’re not going to concede it to Rod. We can set up regular patrols and check on the mainland periodically with our telescope. If he tries to do something, we’ll know about it.”

      Malin stepped up beside her and tossed the second trap into the water. It followed Elna’s beneath the surface, sinking out of sight.

      “Feed us well, little traps,” he said.

      “It’s all coming together,” Elna said. “We can survive here, Malin. Not just survive. We can thrive. The island will take care of us.”

      “The island will take care of us,” he echoed.

      And for the first time since the EMP, he believed it.
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      A clear blue sky and moderate late-autumn temperatures made for one of the pleasantest afternoons Elna could recall on the island. A gentle breeze swept up the western slope and stirred the vines in their trellises. From her place on the back porch, she heard the trickle of water as it poured from the aqueduct into the storage tank. The hand pump and desalinator down on the shore worked like a charm. It would take the rest of the afternoon to drain into the tank, but that was just fine with her. She loved the sound. It was the sound of long-term survival.

      She had pulled a chair out of the tasting room—which was now more of a storage room since all the wine was gone. The chair was a bit crooked on the hard-packed dirt, but she enjoyed the little moments when she could sit and enjoy their hard work. She was proud of what the islanders had achieved. With just a few, they had created a sustainable community—and far more peacefully than Rod. No military here. No need for tyrants or cages.

      Sniffy’s sniffing alerted her to Selene’s approach. Elna turned in her seat and saw her favorite hippie coming from the far side of the garden, the little white Bichon Frise padding along at the end of his leash. The garden had been doubled in size, and the new plants were coming in nicely.

      “I love it here,” Selene said, stopping beside Elna’s chair. Selene had made a new dress for herself out of an old leaf-print blanket. It looked only slightly odd, but she seemed to enjoy it. She wore it often. “It’s so nice. I’m glad we decided to come back.”

      “Good,” Elna said. “You’re a tremendous help on the island. Thanks to you, we can rest easy about our food supply. More than that, you’re pleasant company.”

      An embarrassed Selene dug the toe of her sandal into the dirt. “Aw, thanks, Elna.”

      “I just don’t understand how anyone could be mean to you,” Elna added. “You’re so nice and helpful.”

      “Well…” She seemed at a loss for words, but finally she said, “I’m getting used to the idea of being alone. I mean, I know I’m not literally alone here, but…you know what I mean. I think I’m going to be okay, even if it’s just me and Sniffy.”

      “You will be,” Elna replied. “You’ve got friends here.”

      Norman appeared then, coming from the east side of the island, following the worn path alongside the aqueduct as he approached the back of the guesthouse. He was wearing a simple white t-shirt and sweatpants, using a crude walking stick carved from a tree branch. A pair of binoculars hung by the strap from his neck, and the brass spyglass poked out of the top of his pants pocket.

      “What did you see out there, Norman?” Elna asked.

      “Not much,” he replied. “No boats in the bay. I saw some excitement on the mainland. Looked like soldiers running back and forth on the ridge above the shoreline. Not orderly. Sort of chaotic, like they were fighting or something.”

      “As long as they aren’t on the water or on the causeway, I’m okay,” Elna said. “Still, wouldn’t it be nice if there was a coup in Rod’s camp?”

      “Yeah, unless it’s Dominic leading the coup,” Norman said. “Anyway, we’re all clear. I’m going to plop myself down for a little while and take a breather.”

      “Good idea,” she said.

      Just then, however, they heard a crude clanging coming from inside the building. It was Rita Dulles’s way of summoning everyone to lunch.

      “Just in time,” Norman said. “She must’ve heard I was coming.”
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      The table hadn’t been so overflowing with food since their first big meal after the EMP, when they’d foolishly consumed almost a whole freezer full of meat. This time, there was nothing foolish about it. They really did have plenty to eat. Rita and Pop had prepared a couple of large salads with some of Selene’s wild fruits and veggies. Along with that, they had a huge platter of steamed shrimp in garlic sauce, mashed potatoes, and plenty of clean, salt-free water in big, glass pitchers.

      “I’ll take the afternoon patrol,” Elna said, as she scooped salad onto her plate.

      Elna and Malin sat at one end of the table, Pop at the other. Joe and Rita sat on one side, Rita beaming as everyone enjoyed her food. Norman and Selene were across from them, Sniffy eating scraps on the floor.

      “Why don’t we all do the patrol together again?” Malin said. “Like we did yesterday. The weather is so perfect right now, we might as well enjoy it.”

      “Count me in,” Norman said.

      “Me too,” Selene added.

      “I’m afraid you’ll have to count me out,” Rita Dulles said. “My back is acting up again. But do tell me if you see anything interesting out there.”

      “We will,” Elna said.

      Ultimately, they lingered so long over lunch that it was time for the patrol once they’d finished and cleaned up the dishes. Elna, Malin, Pop, Norman, and Selene set out from the veranda, following the regular patrol route that Elna had mapped out. It led down the hill to the fishing dock, then along the road to the causeway, where they’d stashed the telescope in a sturdy box under some rocks. After that, it circled around to the lighthouse and then moved as far north as possible before the terrain became too rough. Finally, it followed the winding dirt road back up to the vineyard.

      This route gave clear visibility to all approachable parts of the island. It also provided plenty of opportunity to check on their various pieces of equipment. Plus, Elna just thought it was a nice walk. She enjoyed it when she wasn’t too sore from other work.

      On this particular afternoon, she appreciated the chance to walk off a big meal. As usual, Norman got ahead of them. The man couldn’t keep his long strides in check. Selene hurried after him, Sniffy racing at her heels. That left Elna to walk with Pop and Malin.

      “I’m proud of what you’re done here,” Pop said, as they walked down the road toward the eastern shore. “I know everyone pitched in, but none of this would’ve been possible if you hadn’t dreamed it up and designed it.”

      “I didn’t come up with it alone,” she replied.

      “No, but you were the biggest brain.” He patted her gently on the shoulder. “I’m just trying to say, I’m proud of you, Principessa. Receive it. Don’t argue with me.”

      “Fine, then. Thanks, Pop.”

      “How long until the next grape harvest?” Malin asked.

      “It should start about February,” Pop said. “Depending on how the grapes come in.”

      “That’ll be nice. I dream of the day when I can enjoy a big glass of red wine again.”

      Elna have him a stern look—only half-joking. “Why does it have to be a big glass?”

      “What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas,” he said, so softly she almost didn’t catch it.

      “Ah, so you do remember saying that!” She gave him a playful smack on the arm.

      “Just barely,” he replied.

      They caught up to Norman and Selene at the fishing dock. He was checking the shrimp traps when they arrived.

      “Not ready,” he said over his shoulder. “Check again in the morning.”

      “We’ll need to rotate them to another spot soon,” Elna said.

      They all stood together at the end of the dock, gazing off across the bay at the rough gray water. Elna spotted a pair of sea lions circling each other in the distance.

      “So…what’s the next step?” Pop asked.

      “What do you mean?” Elna replied.

      “We’ve got food, clean water, and shelter. What do we need to work toward next? It’s starting to feel complete here. What do we lack?”

      “Power,” Malin said. “We should find a way to generate power. Elna and I have been talking about it.”

      “Of course, you have,” Norman said.

      Actually, it was a frequent topic of conversation between the two of them. They had sketched out ideas for generating wind power or hooking up the bicycles to the old diesel generator. Elna kept thinking about the crude solar panels she’d seen in Rod’s camp. Still, the perfect answer hadn’t presented itself yet.

      It will, she thought. A few more days of mulling it over, and I’ll work out the specifics in my head.

      She was staring off at the misty mainland when she heard a new sound. It was like something out of the ancient past, an auditory relic so strange in this new world that, at first, she assumed she was imagining it. Only when the others began looking around did she realize it was real.

      “You guys hear that?” Selene said.

      “That’s weird,” Malin added.

      It rose from the west as a faint roar. As it grew, it increased in pitch, becoming some hybrid of a roar and a whistle. Elna gazed into the western sky and finally spotted something high above the island. Two little dots in the afternoon sky, they seemed to hover there.

      “What are we looking at?” Pop asked, shading his eyes with his hands.

      After a few seconds, Elna realized they weren’t hovering. They were closing in, and as they got closer, the roar grew loud and more intense until she felt it deep in her chest.

      “Oh my God,” Norman said. “Those are fighter jets.”

      As soon as he said it, Elna realized he was right. The jets passed over the island with a bone-jarring howl. Though they were high in the sky, she felt their passing on her face. They left long white contrails in their wake as they flew over the bay toward the mainland.

      “Anyone recognize them?” she asked. “What kind of planes are they?”

      “Not American,” Pop said. “That’s for sure.”

      “Sukhoi, maybe,” Norman said. “Can’t quite tell.”

      As they flew out over the mainland, Elna briefly saw something streak away from one of the jets. A moment later, she saw a flash of fire and smoke far in the eastern distance. The boom followed a few seconds later. As the smoke rose up, Elna turned and met Malin’s wide-eyed gaze.

      “Uh…let’s head back to the guesthouse and pretend we didn’t see that,” he said.

      She nodded and started back down the fishing dock, beckoning the others to follow. A second boom chased her as she made for the road. Then a third.

      “Oh my God,” Norman said again. “Who’s doing this?”

      But no one had an answer. Elna just wanted to get back home, go inside, and shut the door.

      They’re not coming for us, she told herself. They’re not coming for the island.

      And she almost believed it.
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      When the lines between friend and foe are blurred, life and death hang in the balance.

      Life at the Pasqualee island vineyard has settled into a new normal after the EMP attack. Cut off from the dangerous mainland, Elna has succeeded in securing the small group’s basic necessities in their new post-apocalyptic world. The island’s become, if not exactly a paradise, at least a safe and secure shelter where they can ride out the devastation for the foreseeable future.

      Until a vicious fall storm sends newcomers careening onto their shores.

      The sailor and his young son were on their way north to an experimental clinic for vital medication when the storm blew their sailboat off course. They need to make repairs and try again to reach it or the gravely ill boy will die. When Elna discovers her father has run out of heart medication, she volunteers to join the small group and set sail with the frantic sailor in his weakened son’s stead.

      Yet the way is treacherous by both land and sea. When the sailors are forced to abandon the boat far from their destination, their travels inland are impeded by injury—until a Good Samaritan volunteers to help protect and guide them safely to the clinic.

      But safety is out of the question when the valuable goods they hoped to trade for medicines are discovered, and it becomes a deadly fight to claim them. Now it’s a race to reach the facility before more lives are threatened. And time runs out.
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      Elna Pasqualee’s attention was drawn to the dark clouds gathering along the western horizon, so she didn’t realize she’d taken a bad step until Malin called her name. Her right foot hit the edge of one of the trellis support posts, and she stumbled. As she fell to her knees, she cast the pruning shears aside, tossing them a bit harder than necessary. They flew up and over the trellis, banged off the side of the aqueduct half-pipe, and landed in the dirt.

      “Whoa, who are you trying to attack with those things?” Malin asked, coming up beside her. “Or is that just a new pruning technique?”

      On this particular chilly October day, Malin Weber wore a blue dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. He’d chucked the suit jackets that had once been his trademark and while his clothes looked a bit the worse for wear, he still managed to look put together. Malin’s normally bright blue eyes showed a mix of mirth with worry. Meeting his gaze had her feeling guilty that she’d put that concern there.

      “Sorry,” Elna replied. “I didn’t want to land on the pointy end.”

      Malin offered his hand. She grabbed it, and he pulled her to her feet.

      “Is that a common on-the-job injury in the wine-making industry?” he asked.

      Elna reached up and ran her fingers along the right side of her forehead. When her fingertips found the small, jagged scar there, she felt a tingling discomfort.

      “Let’s just say, I learned the hard way not to fall with the shears in my hand,” she said.

      “Ah, I see,” Malin said. “I’ve wondered about that little scar. It seemed rude to ask. I guess the first time you trip and land on pruning shears is kind of memorable.”

      “Exactly.” The pruning shears had landed, point down, in the hard-packed dirt between the rows of vines. Elna walked over and retrieved them. “By the way, it’s not rude to ask. If you haven’t noticed, I’m not a self-conscious person. Asking questions is always a good thing in my book.”

      “I have noticed,” he replied. The strong breeze blowing across the vineyard caught his loose, blondish hair and swept it back from his forehead. “But sometimes scars have stories that people don’t like to tell.” As he said it, he held up his right arm, where a long, fairly recent scar ran from his wrist almost all the way to his elbow.

      “My worst story is not a scar,” Elna said. “My worst story is a person, and you know that story well by now. You lived it.”

      “The only part of the Rod Smith story I liked was the part where we ran across the ocean to get away from him,” Malin said with a laugh. “Oh, and the part where we dropped a couple of his goons in the water by raising a drawbridge. That was fun.”

      “Fun? I don’t know if I’d use that word.”

      Elna started to return to her work of snipping off the dead vines so the growing grapes would flourish, but her gaze returned to the clouds. They’d clustered above the distant ocean like gray fists. Not so big yet, but the wind was already picking up. She saw streaks of white on the water, signs of turmoil as the waves intensified.

      “Looks like the stormy season is here,” she said. “We’d better batten down the hatches. I don’t want to lose the aqueduct to an errant crosswind.”

      She turned to head for the storage shed in the middle of the vineyard. As she did, she brushed against Malin and felt a cold metal edge against her side. He had Dominic’s pistol—a compact Ruger—holstered at his hip. Sadly, they couldn’t work openly on the island, even now, not with a few hundred enemies camped just ten miles across the bay. If not for the little reminders, it might have seemed they were living on a quaint island paradise.

      They had reinforced the aluminum shed using salvaged steel bars from the abandoned military base. It could handle the storms. As Elna set the pruning shears on a shelf just inside the door, she heard footsteps coming up the path that led down the slope away from the vineyard. She turned to see Norman and Selene approaching from the tree line, the little white Bichon Frise, Sniffy, padding along at their heels.

      “That wind’s got a bite to it, don’t you think?” Norman said, wrapping his arms around his chest.

      Norman Davis wore his usual long-sleeve shirt and khaki pants, but today he’d pulled on some gloves as well. Though he’d mostly accompanied Selene to keep her safe, the dirt on his gloves suggested he’d helped with her foraging.

      “Yep, we’re in for it,” Elna said. “I’m going to make some preparations in case it’s bad tonight. You guys can head to the guesthouse.”

      With her loose floral-print dress and Birkenstocks, her free-flowing hair dotted with bits of leaves, and her dirty hands, Selene Bondere seemed more at home on the island than anyone else. Her cheeks were sun-touched, and she was smiling. Yes, Selene was in her natural environment. Currently, she had a large burlap sack tossed over her shoulder.

      “What did you find today?” Malin asked her, gesturing at the sack.

      “Oh, my gosh, you’ll never believe it,” Selene said, pulling the sack off her shoulder with genuine excitement. She opened it up and rooted around inside. “I found a whole bunch of manzanita berries. I didn’t know they grew on this island! There’s so much more here than I ever realized.”

      “Manzanita berries?” Malin replied. “I’m afraid I’ve never heard of them.”

      She pulled out a fistful of shriveled red-orange berries. “I recognized the tree because it’s got red bark. Want to try one?” She thrust one of the berries at Malin.

      “Does it taste good?”

      “Raw?” Selene shrugged. “I guess it depends on your tolerance for tannins.”

      Norman shook his head vigorously. “Trust me, man. It’ll pucker your whole mouth.”

      Malin waved off the berry, and Selene, laughing, shoved it back in the sack. “They’ll make a decent cider, though. Believe me.”

      “We believe you,” Elna said. “Why don’t you take them to the kitchen?” The ongoing conversation was making her nervous. The storm clouds were rising fast. They could chat about Selene’s latest haul once the equipment was secure and all the islanders were safely inside. She considered the group all islanders now, after all they’d been through together.

      “I’ll need to cook them on low heat for a long time,” Selene said, slinging the sack back over her shoulder. “That might be tomorrow’s project.”

      With a bounce in her step, she headed toward the vineyard and the back of the guesthouse. Norman lingered.

      “What needs to be done before the storm hits?” he asked.

      “You want to check the traps at the fishing dock?” Elna asked. “Malin, how about you check the small game traps beyond the fence? Anything worth bringing back, you can take it to the kitchen. I’m going to gather some materials to shore up any weak spots on the aqueduct. I think that’s the best we can do.”

      Malin tipped her a salute. “You got it, boss.”

      He was clearly being lighthearted when he did it, but it still caught Elna off guard. She’d become more confident in her leadership, but his response left her wondering if she was being too bossy. She mentally shrugged it off after another peek at the darkening sky. That was something to think about another time.

      “I hope we caught a few crabs this time,” Norman said. “I’m about filled up on shrimp.”

      “Let’s work fast, guys,” Elna said. “Get back to the house as soon as you can.”

      Malin started to head out, but he caught himself, snapped his fingers, and turned to Elna.

      “If you plan on rooting around the island, you’ll need this more than me,” he said, unclipping the holster from his belt and handing it to her. “I’m not going far.”

      “Thanks,” Elna said, taking the holster. She fumbled with it for a moment, trying to get it clipped to her belt. She wasn’t entirely comfortable with the gun—with any guns—though she fully accepted the necessity of being armed at all times.

      “Keep an eye out,” Malin said, wagging a finger at her. “I know you get all wrapped up in your own thoughts sometimes. For all we know, Dominic swam back to the island.”

      “Now would be an incredibly dumb time to attempt crossing the bay,” she said.

      “He’s a dumb guy.”

      “Fair enough,” she said, patting the handle of the gun. “I’ll keep an eye out for anything unusual.”

      He gave her a thumbs-up, then he headed into the high grass west of the vineyard. Elna turned back to the shed, opened the door, and leaned inside. She didn’t really expect to run into Dominic. The last time she’d seen the man, he’d seemed pretty content serving in Rod Smith’s glorious militia. Still, Malin’s concern made her anxious.

      From inside the shed, she grabbed a backpack, a pair of binoculars, and a small crowbar. She slung the backpack over her shoulders, then headed down the slope, following the now-familiar trail that led through the overgrown parts of the island toward the old lighthouse.

      The rising wind began to sound much more violent in the trees as it whipped the branches and sent anxious animals scurrying. She spotted a small island fox racing through the underbrush, as if seeking a hiding spot. The ubiquitous loggerhead shrikes, on the other hand, had gone silent, bracing themselves deep within the branches. Bad storms were not uncommon on the island. In fact, Elna was pretty sure the occasional strong wind was one of the reasons the US Government had auctioned off the island in the drawdown after the Korean War and, how her grandfather had apparently bought the place at a steal.

      The trail that led down the southwest side of the island was an old, pitted dirt road that she’d never seen prior to the EMP. Now, it felt like her own garden path, and she rather enjoyed it. Life wasn’t easy, by any means. Every day was a struggle to ensure they had enough clean desalinated water to drink and enough food to eat, but it kept her mind constantly working. Always a problem to solve. Always a better solution to pursue.

      It’s not so bad, she thought, as long as I can keep everyone alive.

      She passed the old battered shed that was halfway down the slope. She’d replaced the door, strengthened the latch, and scoured away the rust, but the shed still needed work. Elna made a mental note to do some more extensive structural improvements at a later date.

      When she reached the bottom of the slope, stepping out of the trees into the open rocky ground on the southwest corner of the island, a blast of damp, cold air nearly knocked her off her feet. She stumbled to one side but managed to keep her balance. The high military fence was straight ahead. They’d broken through some of the rusted posts to gain access, and while they’d made a few trips into the old buildings to scavenge, quite a bit of scrap remained that was either too large or too heavy to transport back to the guesthouse. They’d gathered up most of it into the guardhouse at the base of the lighthouse to come back for as needed. In particular, Elna wanted to strengthen the joints and bracings for the aqueduct in the spots where it would be exposed to the worst winds.

      As she approached the fence, however, she turned her gaze to the ocean, to the dark wall of clouds climbing into the sky, the choppy waters roiling in the distance. Something caught her eye, some dark thing riding the waves. At first, she thought it was an animal, one of the many area sharks caught in the current. Then it turned, and she caught a hint of a pale shape atop it.

      Dominic. It was the first thought that crossed her mind, but, of course, Dominic wouldn’t be approaching from the Pacific side.

      Elna pulled the binoculars off her neck and raised them to her eyes. It took a moment to get the focus right—they were an ancient pair of Army binoculars. But when she did, she spotted the tall white sail. It was ripped and flapping like a broken wing. The ship itself was a small, compact sloop. Too far away to tell the make or model, but she estimated that it was no more than twenty feet from stem to stern. The storm had already given it hell.

      She could make out two people on deck. A larger figure had an arm wrapped around the mast, the other swinging wildly in the air, as if he were trying to catch a loose object. She thought maybe it was the jib sheet, which seemed to have broken loose. The second figure was much smaller, most likely a child or small teenager. He stood on deck, clinging to ropes with both hands. The rough waters and fierce wind were driving the boat hard.

      “Now, where did you come from?” Elna muttered.

      The larger man kept flailing at the whipping jib sheet, as the small person behind him held on for dear life. Elna forgot all about scavenging for scraps as she climbed a low mount of stones to get a better view. They were moving fast toward the rocky western shore.

      When Elna heard footsteps on the rocks behind her, she was so caught up in the unfolding drama out at sea that she barely registered it. The approaching figure cleared his throat, and it startled her. She swung around, fumbling for the pistol, as the crowbar slipped out from under her belt and clattered loudly on the ground.

      “Traps were empty,” Malin said, arms crossed over his chest. “You need to work on your reaction time, Elna. If I’d been some creep from the mainland, I could’ve got the drop on you.”

      “If I’d reacted any faster, you might’ve gotten shot,” she replied.

      She pointed out to sea. The clouds were now like a great, gray curtain rising ever faster, and the little boat was dwarfed beneath it.

      “Is that a boat?” Malin asked. “Where did they come from?”

      “Drifted in on the storm,” she replied. “I don’t think the captain knows how to pilot his vessel. Looks like there might be a kid on board with him.”

      She handed him the binoculars, and he gazed at the boat. With a gasp, he lowered the binoculars. “They’re going to run aground on the rocks. We have to do something.”

      “Do we?” The words came out before she could think about them. When Malin turned and gave her a troubled look, she winced. “I know. I shouldn’t have said that. Of course, we should help if we can.”

      “You think they came from the mainland?” Malin said. “From the camp?”

      “I doubt it, but you never know.”

      Malin tapped a finger against his forehead, as if considering the possibilities.

      “I can’t just stand here and watch,” he said finally.

      He turned and headed for the shore, moving fast on the uneven terrain. Elna bent down to retrieve the crowbar and hurried after him. The boat was coming fast, as if the pilot thought he could build up enough speed to clear the shallows. Elna saw the man and child huddled together now, clinging to ropes. They’d given up fighting the wind and waves and resigned themselves to their fate.

      Elna caught up to Malin and went ahead, leading them along the best path to the shore. It was all rocks and jagged angles in that direction, but she knew a way that cut close to the trees. As they raced along, the wind grew ever fiercer, whipping Elna’s hair in her face, the blast of salt-damp air stinging her eyes.

      “There’s nothing we can do for them,” Elna said. “The mainsail’s torn. They couldn’t turn the boat in time to avoid the rocks, even if they tried.”

      At that moment, Malin stumbled, his foot coming down on a loose rock. Elna grabbed his arm, but that only twisted him around. They both went down together. Elna and Malin were all tangled up together in a narrow gap between two large black rocks. The whole landscape on this side of the island was ancient volcanic rock not yet ground to powder. Malin extracted himself from her grasp and rose, stepping on top of the nearest big rock.

      “If the ship runs aground, they’ll have to swim,” he said. “Maybe we can pull them from the water.”

      He offered her his hand, helping her to her feet again. She rose up beside him and turned to watch the inevitable crash.

      “Okay, fine,” she said, after a moment. “We’ll help them. But there might be a better option.”
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      When Malin climbed further up on the rock, he was amazed to see that the pilot of the small sloop hadn’t actually given up. He’d only been lashing the child more securely to the deck. Now, he had climbed back to the rudder and was leaning over the stern. After a moment, he managed to turn the boat a little. Instead of heading straight for shore, the sloop was moving in a more southeasterly direction. This would take it right into the big finger of rock on which the lighthouse stood. Not a better option. The rock wall rose a good ten feet there, an unyielding surface just waiting to smash the boat to pieces.

      “Unless you can walk on water, I don’t see any better options,” he said. “What did you have in mind?”

      He turned to her.

      “I’ll bet we can find something in the lighthouse,” she said, after a moment. “Remnants of bumpers or buoys from our scrap room. If we dropped them over the side of the ledge there, they might act as buffers when the boat makes impact. Then we could lift the people out of the water with ropes.”

      “It’s worth a try,” he said.

      “Let’s go,” Elna said, beckoning him as she headed back toward the rusty fence and the rotting buildings beyond. “The boat is only a couple hundred yards out. We’ve got a few minutes at most.”

      They moved as fast as they could back through the field of rocks and headed for the fence. By the time they passed through the gap and entered the abandoned military base, the wind was howling across the island. It brought with it a bone-chilling cold, and Malin rolled his sleeves back down as he ran.

      The lighthouse rose from the end of the rocky promontory like a dingy bone pointing skyward. As Elna made for the scrap room, Malin picked his way to the rocky ledge along the side of the lighthouse.

      The boat was close enough now to make out the terrified faces of its passengers. The man was bent over the back of the boat, gripping the tiller with both hands. He was a short, stocky gentleman, his black hair whipping wildly in the wind. He wore a battered old fisherman’s coat. The smaller figure, a boy of perhaps ten or eleven, huddled on deck, his arms wrapped in some ropes that were lashed to the safety line. Malin was pretty sure the two were related. The boy had sharp, dark features similar to the man’s. Malin guessed they were Asian or Latino.

      As the boat drew near the promontory, the boy briefly locked eyes with Malin in a look of terror. He wore a raincoat, but it was open, flapping back from his shoulders like a cape to reveal the soaked shirt beneath.

      “Hang on,” Malin shouted. “We’re going to try to help you.”

      But the wind ripped the words out of his mouth and sent them spiraling off into oblivion. The boat was approaching the rock wall at an angle, and the water along the base of the promontory was so shallow, Malin could see the sand. He was certain the small sloop would either smash into the rocks or run aground—possibly both—and then the relentless wind and waves would have their way.

      He started picking his way down to the water’s edge, when he heard Elna shout something, her words obliterated by the wind, and two large objects went sailing over the edge of the rock wall. He realized she’d tossed two large boat bumpers. They were attached to ropes, the ends of which she’d fastened to a sizable rock near the lighthouse wall.

      Her aim was impressive. The bumpers hit the rock wall, bounced, and came to rest at a spot very close to where the sloop was headed. As Malin climbed down to the water’s edge, she shouted again. This time, he barely made out the words.

      “Be careful, Malin! Don’t fall in!”

      You don’t have to tell me twice, Malin thought.

      The slick rocks were treacherous, and the path down was narrow. The soles of his shoes slid a bit with every step, so he moved low, dragging his fingers along the ground in case he had to grab hold suddenly. He watched as the boat slid up against the bumpers, grinding them against the rock wall with a bone-rattling sound. The force of the impact threw the child onto his hands and knees, and a wave shoved the stern of the boat upward, tossing the adult onto the deck.

      “Hold on tight!” Malin shouted, barely able to hear his own voice. “I’m coming.”

      As he reached the water’s edge, the water drove the bow of the boat into a sandbar. The starboard side came close enough to Malin that he could reach out and touch it. The boy looked at him, wide-eyed in fear. His mouth hung open as he gasped for breath. The poor kid seemed exhausted. How long had they been fighting the storm?

      “Don’t let go,” Malin called to him, as he started crawling across the slanted deck toward the rocks.

      Fortunately, the force of the water shoving the boat against the sand and bumpers served to pin it in place. It was wedged so firmly, Malin didn’t think even the storm would dislodge it now. As the kid clambered toward the back of the boat, Malin stepped onto the starboard gunwale, reached down, and grabbed him around the waist. He was a scrawny little guy, and a third of the weight might have been the water soaked into his clothing.

      “Get Dad,” the kid cried. “Get him! He almost went overboard a bunch of times.”

      “Okay, kid.” Malin set the boy on the rocky path behind him, gently nudging him away from the edge. “Hunker down right here, buddy, okay? I’ll help your dad.”

      The father had slid down into the cockpit. He reached up and grabbed a brass winch and tried to pull himself out. His hands slipped, and he toppled backward, just as a wave crashed over the stern of the boat. For a second, he disappeared behind a curtain of water and mist.

      Taking a moment to gather his courage, Malin leapt toward the deck. The toe of his sneaker caught the edge of a cleat, however, and he toppled forward. He landed hard on the deck, lost his breath, and slid into the growing pool of water sloshing about.

      Multiple voices were yelling at him now, the sounds fading in and out as he struggled to get to his feet. He spotted the father by the flapping plastic of his coat. He’d reached up and grabbed the winch again, and he hung there now, his whole body sagging from obvious exhaustion. Malin made his way toward the man.

      “Come on, friend,” he shouted. “Let’s get you off the boat. She’s not going anywhere.”

      “My son,” the man said over his shoulder, his face twisted in pain. “Help my son, please.”

      “Your boy’s safe.” Malin put an arm around the man’s shoulders. “It’s your turn. Come on.”

      The man let go of the winch and fell against Malin, who just managed to keep his footing. As he turned to guide the man toward the stern of the boat, another wave crashed over them. For one heart-stopping second, the whole world seemed to be made of roaring water. Then it fell upon them, driving Malin to his knees. He felt the water trying to pull the man out of his arms, and he tightened his grip.

      You can’t have him, Neptune, he thought. Stop throwing a tantrum.

      His own thought amused him, and he cackled madly as the wall of water fell away behind him. He took a deep breath while he could and lunged for the stern. The kid was huddled on the rocks there, soaked to the bone, but Elna was making her way down the path toward him, holding the dangling bumper rope for stability.

      Malin felt the father’s shallow breaths. The man was almost strengthless now, dead weight in his arms. Malin managed to lug him up to the gunwale then hoist him over onto the rocks. The man landed on his side, just as Elna reached them.

      Another wave crashed over the boat then, and Malin’s feet went out from under him. For a moment, he felt like he was being tossed in a washing machine, then he slammed into a hard surface and came to a tooth-jarring stop. He fumbled about until he felt a cold, metal surface. Grabbing on with both hands, he pulled himself close as the water surged past him.

      “Malin! Malin!”

      Elna’s voice came and went with the water. When the wave passed, he quickly swiped his face and looked toward the rocks. Salt stung his eyes and made it hard to keep them open, but he saw Elna holding the boy. The father was curled up on the rocky path near her feet. Above all, the great skeletal lighthouse rose like an ancient sentinel, watching and waiting to observe what the sea would do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Malin spotted a loose rope roiling in the water near his feet, and he grabbed it. He couldn’t tell which bit of loose rigging it was, and he could only hope it was secured on the other end. Wrapping it firmly around his right forearm, he made his way back to the gunwale. The rope proved immediately useful as a smaller wave swept his feet out from under him again. He held the rope with both hands, and it pulled taut, the momentum swinging him against the rocks.

      It took all of his concentration just to hold on. His whole body trembled from the damp and cold.

      Okay, this sucks, he thought. I really hadn’t planned on drowning today.

      Another wave crashed over the stern. He braced himself for the impact, but suddenly, he felt hands grabbing him. He scrabbled against the rocks to try to help as he was hoisted out of the boat. He caught a brief glimpse of Elna and the boy pulling at him, then he collapsed on his stomach against the wet rocks.

      “Keep moving,” Elna said. “The waves are getting worse. We have to get above them.”

      He unwound the rope from his arm and rose, pressing himself against the rocky wall. The father was trying to stand up, and Malin stooped down to help him. As soon as he was up, Elna picked up the boy and carried him toward the lighthouse. Malin and the father started after them, each supporting the other.

      At the top of the rocky ledge, Malin sat down, sweeping his wet hair out of his face. The father collapsed beside him, shivering violently.

      “We made it,” Malin said. “Not so sure about your boat, but the sea didn’t get us.”

      He gazed down at the boat. Actually, from this distance, the damage didn’t seem too bad. It was firmly stuck in the sand, tipped at an angle, and taking on water. Otherwise, the hull appeared to be intact. The mainsail was torn, of course, but that could be patched. Even the waves didn’t look as bad from up here.

      “Man, I thought we were in a tsunami down there,” he said.

      “Malin, let’s get inside,” Elna said.

      He groaned and picked himself up. The father had flopped onto his back, but Malin grabbed his arm and tugged him to his feet.

      “Come on, friend. Let’s get out of the wind.”

      Elna was already moving back to the guardhouse, the kid latched onto her neck like a wide-eyed barnacle. Malin started after her, one arm against the father’s back to keep him moving. The man was muttering something under his breath, and Malin finally leaned in close to make it out.

      “I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe it,” he said, over and over.

      “Hang in there,” Malin said, patting him on the back. “You made it. The ocean didn’t get you this time.”

      Elna led them inside the little brick building at the base of the lighthouse. Half the interior was filled with carefully stacked scraps from the military buildings. The other half was just a bare wood floor that looked about a thousand years old. A musty smell filled the dark space.

      Last through the door, Malin pushed it shut behind him and slid down onto the floor with a loud sigh.

      “That was a little more excitement than I wanted on a Tuesday afternoon,” he said.

      “Is it Tuesday?” the father replied. He had crawled into the corner, and his son curled up beside him, clutching his father’s coat with both hands.

      “Actually, I’m not sure,” Malin said.

      “It’s Wednesday,” Elna said, trying to wring water out of the bottom of her denim shirt. “But it doesn’t much matter here on the island…or, well, anywhere.”

      She rooted around in the scrap piles and found an old wool Army blanket. It was a grungy-looking thing, but the man gladly accepted it and wrapped it around himself and his son.

      “Thank you very much for helping us,” the man said. “I didn’t think we would survive.”

      “I assume you didn’t sail all the way across the Pacific,” Malin said. “What’s your story?”

      The father and son traded a look. A sadness seemed to pass over their faces before the father cleared his throat and spoke.

      “No, we didn’t come from across the Pacific,” he said. “My name is Raymond Cabello, and this is my son, Daniel. I didn’t mean to go that far out into the ocean. It felt like the current just took us, and then the storm drove us back.”

      Looking at the boy this close, without the wind and rain blasting in his face, Malin wondered if there weren’t something wrong with him. He seemed unwell. He had black hair and green eyes like his father, but he was too thin and his skin had a sickly tinge to it. Malin was tempted to ask if he was sick, but Raymond was in the middle of his story. Elna found a second Army blanket and spread it out on the floor nearby, sitting down on it.

      I guess we’re just hanging out here for a while, Malin thought, dreaming wistfully about a warm fire in the fireplace in the guesthouse lobby.

      “We flew from Los Angeles to Sacramento,” Raymond said. His voice was so scratchy, Malin desperately wanted to give the poor guy a nice hot cup of tea. Selene made a few decent teas out of leaves she foraged on the island. “This was before the power went out everywhere. Daniel has a medical condition, you see, and there’s not much they can do for him. The doctor sent us to a specialty clinic, which is in Manchester. We were supposed to take a charter flight from Sacramento, but then it happened.”

      “The EMP,” Elna said.

      Raymond nodded. “It was so bad in Sacramento. You have no idea. When people heard it was missiles from North Korea, they all went crazy, and later, when we learned the power grid was actually destroyed…well, that’s when it got bad. Really bad.” He shook his head and stared at the floor, as if remembering things too terrible to recount.

      “Dad, don’t talk about it,” the boy said.

      “I’m not,” Raymond said, patting his son on the head. “Anyway, we found an abandoned pickup truck that worked, so we drove to the coast. I would have gone all the way to Manchester, but the road wasn’t safe. Roaming gangs, militias, crazy people everywhere. They’re robbing vehicles at checkpoints on the highway. Petaluma was like a war zone. Bodies in ditches…”

      “Dad, I said don’t,” Daniel whined.

      “I’m not going into detail.” Raymond hugged his son. “But they need to understand. Finally, we made it to the coast, but by that point we were way down south by Bodega Bay, so we took a boat and tried to sail. It seemed safer being on the water, and I thought I could follow the coastline.”

      Malin almost asked where he got the boat. It seemed unlikely that he’d stashed it in Bodega Bay just in case the world ended.

      Probably best to leave it alone, he thought. People do what they have to do to survive.

      “I tried to stay in sight of land,” Raymond continued. “I’m a fisherman by trade, but I’m usually just a passenger on a company boat. Still, I know what I’m doing. Well…I thought I knew what I was doing.” He shrugged and shook his head. “The current dragged us out to sea. I couldn’t stop it. I told Daniel, ‘I guess we’re visiting Tokyo, whether we want to or not.’”

      “At least they have power in Tokyo,” Daniel muttered, sleepily rubbing his eyes.

      “We don’t know that for sure,” Elna said.

      “And anime,” Daniel added. “Naruto.”

      “Anyway, we drifted out of sight of the land, and I couldn’t do nothing about it,” Raymond said. “Then the storm came up, and it started shoving us right back to the coast, and here we are.”

      Elna and Malin traded a look. He could read the concern in her gaze. She wasn’t without compassion, but she was worried about having more mouths to feed. She was also worried about something else, as her next question made clear.

      “Pardon me for asking, Raymond, but what sort of medical condition does your son have?”

      It seemed too forward to Malin, and he repressed an urge to wince.

      I guess the HIPAA law went right out the window with the EMP, he thought, sarcastically.

      “It’s in my blood,” Daniel said. “Doctor Haws says it’s really rare.”

      “Paroxysmal Nocturnal Hemoglobinuria,” Raymond said, carefully pronouncing each word as if he’d memorized them. “That’s what it’s called. At the Manchester clinic, they were going to try an experimental drug—something called Formula 7351—but I don’t know if that’s an option now. We were hoping for a bone marrow transplant. His mother’s side of the family would make the best match, but I’m not in touch with any of them. I don’t know what we do now.”

      Elna glanced at Malin, bit her lip, and said, “Is it contagious?”

      Raymond shook his head. “Oh, no, no, certainly not. It is a genetic condition.”

      “Is it…?” Elna left her second question hanging, but Malin had a pretty good idea of what she meant to ask. Is it life-threatening?

      “We have to leave as soon as we can,” Raymond said. “We have to see if the clinic is still open. Maybe not, but we have to know for sure, or at least get to the mainland to a hospital. Daniel is already due at the clinic for his first round of treatment. If you can help me patch up the boat…”

      “You can’t go out in the storm,” Malin said. “You barely made it ashore.”

      “We’ll figure out what to do about your boat later,” Elna said. “Let’s get you two to the guesthouse. We have food and water there.”

      Raymond heaved a massive sigh. “Can we just rest here for a bit. An hour or so? I’ve never felt so tired in my whole life. I don’t think I can walk much farther.”

      Elna hesitated a moment before she said, “I guess that’s fine. Maybe it’s better to wait for a lull in the storm anyway. At least I patched the holes in the guardhouse roof a few days ago. We’ll be nice and dry in here.”

      And with that, she got up and pretended to rummage through the scrap pile, muttering under her breath.
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        * * *

      

      The guardhouse roof had a drip edge that was just wide enough to allow Malin and Elna to stand outside without getting drenched. It helped that the wind was blowing the rain at an angle away from the door. Inside, Raymond and Daniel were sound asleep under the two old Army blankets. Because of the biting cold, Malin moved in close to Elna and finally put an arm around her, which she accepted with a brief but troubled smile.

      The rain came in off the ocean in great sheets that swept over the island as the clouds blotted out the sun and turned the whole world gray. Malin watched the trees swaying in rhythmic patterns along the gradual slope that led up to the vineyard.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he said, after a minute or two of silence had passed between them.

      “Oh?” Elna replied, looking at him with one eyebrow going up. “Do tell.”

      “You’re worried about having more mouths to feed,” he said, “and you’re worried about that kid’s medical condition.”

      “Yes, and yes.” She swept her wet hair back from her forehead, her lips momentarily pursed in thought. “Food and water are scarce enough as it is. I don’t know about Hemoglobi-whatever-it’s-called, but if the kid is headed for a medical emergency, we may not be able to help him. Selene’s herbal remedies can only do so much.”

      “So when the storm passes, we patch up the boat and send them on their way,” Malin said. “Point them in the general direction of Manchester and wish them well. Is that what you’re thinking?”

      She dragged her fingers through her hair and made a soft, wordless sound of frustration. “How can I do that and feel good about it? The poor boy can’t be more than ten years old, and the mainland is crawling with hostile militia. Who knows what the hell’s going on in Manchester? Oh, gosh, Malin, more people and more problems.”

      “Next time, let’s pick an island that’s a little more deserted,” Malin said. When she didn’t seem to find it funny, he quickly added, “Look, the boat is not that badly damaged. From the way the dad was talking, they probably want to head off as soon as they can. The kid needs treatment. If it’ll make you feel better, we can give them a little food and water for the trip.”

      Elna bowed her head. “I don’t know what to do, Malin. Let’s talk it over with the others when we get back to the guesthouse.”

      “They’ll just look to you for the answer,” he said. “The only bull-headed guy on this island was Garret, and he’s long gone.”

      “Not long enough,” she muttered. “And not far enough. Don’t say his name or you might jinx it.”

      A sudden crosswind sent frigid rain blasting against the guardhouse door. Malin turned, shielding Elna with his arm, as she reached for the door latch. They rushed inside, chased by the rain, and then Malin struggled for a few seconds to get the door shut again. Raymond and Daniel were curled up beside each other under the dirty blankets. The father had an impressive snore. It was like dragging a dull sawblade through a stack of wood shingles.

      How can the kid sleep through that?

      “Let’s give them at least another hour,” Elna said softly. “But we can’t stay here all day. Like it or not, they’ll have to walk again soon.”

      Malin sat down, but he was soaked to the bone. He didn’t feel comfortable, and he couldn’t imagine sleeping like their guests. He leaned back against the wall beside the door, tucked his hands behind his head, and shut his eyes, listening to Elna as she quietly picked through the scrap piles and filled up her backpack. Even now, she was thinking about problems to solve.
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      After almost two furious hours, the storm decided to take a deep breath. Elna peeked outside and saw a break in the clouds, afternoon sunlight sliding over the island in rays. More dark clouds lingered on the horizon, however. They weren’t in the clear yet. Hoping to rouse their castaways, Elna dragged the backpack across the room, letting the scraps inside clatter loudly. The boy thrashed, moaned, and sat up, staring at her with bleary eyes. His skin was a sickly, yellowish color, and his eyes were bloodshot.

      What disease is eating away at you, little guy? she thought. Are you going to be okay?

      “We’d better wake your father and get back to the guesthouse,” Elna said. “Can you help me? I don’t want to startle him. He’s been through a lot.”

      Daniel began shaking his father’s shoulder, and the old man finally groaned and kicked the blanket away.

      “The water. The water,” Raymond said.

      He opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. Muttering something in Spanish under his breath, he sat up, pulling the plastic hood of his coat up over his head.

      “Raymond, I’m going to introduce you to the rest of the island dwellers,” Elna said. “We’ll discuss your predicament and figure out what to do next. How does that sound?”

      “Is it far away?” he replied.

      “Up the hill. No, not too far.”

      Raymond scrubbed his face with his hands. “I hate to leave the boat. It needs to be patched up. If anything happens to it, I don’t know how we’ll get Danny to the clinic.”

      “You can’t do anything until the storm passes,” Elna said, “and you definitely can’t set off without a few supplies.”

      “Fair enough,” Raymond replied. “Is the storm still going? It sounds quiet to me.”

      “We’re in a lull. Let’s hurry up the hill while we can.”

      She gestured at Malin, and he opened the door, revealing the still, gray world beyond. The military base was dotted with large puddles, but only a faint drizzle was coming down at the moment. Elna rushed outside, the crowbar tapping out a rhythm against her thigh. She beckoned the others to follow, dodging puddles as she passed through the old base and headed for the fence.

      “Wow, this is your facility?” Raymond asked, hurrying to catch up with her.

      “No, this is a former Army base,” she replied. “We’re slowly taking it apart for scrap metal and wood.”

      “So this is, like, a private island, then?” he asked, suddenly perking up. “You must be billionaires or something.”

      His son was struggling to keep up, already out of breath, so Elna slowed down, despite her own sense of urgency.

      “Yes, it’s a private island, but, no, we’re not billionaires, sadly. Although, being a billionaire is maybe not as advantageous as it used to be. My grandfather bought it at auction decades ago, and it belongs to our family business: Pasqualee Vineyard.”

      “Oh, you make wine, then?” he said.

      “Well, we’re a vineyard so, yes.” Elna was trying her best to keep the frustration and worry out of her voice. She bore so many responsibilities these days, this almost felt like the straw that broke the camel’s back. But the poor castaways hadn’t done it on purpose. She couldn’t take it out on them, so she bit the inside of her cheek and kept it to herself.

      They passed through the fence and started across the rocky ground. Elna looked back over her shoulder and down at the small sloop. It was firmly stuck against the rocks in the sand. It wasn’t going anywhere. If the waves didn’t beat it to pieces, it might even survive.

      Good, she thought. These two will need it again soon.

      She wanted to hurry and send them on their way, but she felt bad for wanting it. The specialty clinic this boy needed almost certainly wasn’t open. His treatments, whatever they were, almost certainly weren’t available. Raymond turned and looked with her.

      “I feel like I’m abandoning my only hope,” he said. “Madre de Dios! What am I going to do? How could this happen? Why now?”

      “We’ve all asked those same questions,” Malin said. “Believe me, friend, you’re not alone. I had a whole other life before the EMP. Sometimes, it feels like I dreamed it.”

      “If I’m dreaming,” Raymond said, “it’s a nightmare, and I’m ready to wake up.”

      The trail up the backside of the island was muddy and slick, and both Malin and Daniel fell along the way. By the time they reached the vineyard, they were covered with mud. The drizzle was slowly turning back into rain, so Elna ushered them toward the back door into the tasting room.

      As soon as she stepped through the door, Elna felt a wall of comfortable warmth sweep over her. Orange light danced at the end of the hallway from the fire in the lobby. Quiet conversations echoed through the building.

      “It’s nice in here,” Raymond said.

      She looked back and saw that they were tracking water and mud into the room, but there wasn’t much she could do about it now. Rain had returned with a vengeance, kicking up a blinding mist that seemed to devour the vineyard. Malin shut the door.

      “It’s looking bad out there,” he said.

      And I didn’t have time to shore up the aqueduct, Elna thought, sourly, because of our unexpected guests.

      Not their fault, of course. They hadn’t planned on being shipwrecked. Still, Elna trudged down the hall feeling defeated.

      She found the rest of the islanders there. Selene sat at one end of the couch, picking apart some kind of herbs and putting the leaves in a bowl. Norman was on the other end of the couch, furiously working away at something. Elna couldn’t tell until she got closer that he was drilling a new hole in his only belt. Norman, like all of them, had lost some weight over their weeks on the island.

      “Dinner’s almost ready,” Rita said.

      Joe and Rita Dulles, their resident septuagenarians, were seated on the hearth. Rita was bent over a pot, stirring something that smelled like seafood. Almost certainly more shrimp. Elna wasn’t quite sick of shrimp, but she was getting close. Once she noticed the newcomers, Rita gave them a narrow-eyed look of suspicion, though she kept right on stirring. Joe grunted loudly, as if Elna had let some mangy animal into the room, and this caught the attention of Elna’s father, George Pasqualee, who was seated in a chair beside the couch. He rose, wincing as he did, and came toward them.

      “Well, now, Principessa, do we have some guests this evening?” he asked.

      Her father was a wiry old man with a craggy face. Since he’d stopped shaving, he’d grown a generous white beard. A couple more weeks and he would look like an emaciated Santa Claus. He’d maintained a pot belly for many years, a consequence of his fondness for the family product, but it was quickly disappearing. His shirts were all baggy and loose now. Elna worried about him. Besides losing weight and gaining an unkempt beard, he just didn’t look healthy. Even getting out of a chair seemed to take a lot of effort.

      “Castaways, technically,” Elna said. “Temporary guests, and not by their choice.”

      As she ushered Raymond and Daniel into the warm lobby, she recounted the whole story.

      As she was speaking, Norman got up and laid several towels across the couch cushions, then gestured for Raymond and Daniel to sit. They obliged, the boy practically collapsing as if he had almost no strength left in his legs.

      “Are they sticking around?” Joe Dulles asked. He had a crackly, ancient voice, and he always sounded a bit surly, even when he was in a good mood. Elna couldn’t tell if he was annoyed or not.

      “No, I have to get my son medical care,” Raymond said. “We can’t stay long. He’s very sick.”

      Selene dumped the leafy contents of her bowl into a small sack and set it at her feet. “You’re in luck, sir. I’m the resident medic around here. Herbal therapy, mostly. I bet I can put together something to treat his condition. What does he have?”

      “No, it’s not like that,” Raymond said, wiping his son’s muddy hands on the edge of a towel. “It’s a rare disease that needs specific medication. Herbs would only be like a Band-Aid. We have to sail soon. Once the rain is past, that is.” He waved a hand in front of his face in a way that put an end to the conversation.

      You’ve already told us the roads are full of bandits and gangs, Elna thought. Where do you think you’re going to take the boy?

      “Well, dinner’s ready, whatever the case,” Rita said. “Let’s move to the dining room.”
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        * * *

      

      Elna didn’t have much appetite. A shame, because Rita had cooked up an excellent shrimp stew using some of Selene’s wild herbs. She filled her bowl anyway and forced herself to eat. Food was more of an obligation these days, one that she struggled to keep. If she had her way, she’d spend all day and night on her little construction projects around the island, neglecting food, water, bathroom breaks, and sleep.

      “Did you happen to go anywhere near Santa Cruz?” Norman asked, pouring himself a cup of Elna’s desalinated water. It had a rather cloudy appearance, which troubled her.

      Maybe I should filter it a second time, she thought, trying to imagine a better filtration system. If he noticed, Norman didn’t say anything about the cloudy water. He took a big drink and then sighed as if it were the most delicious beverage he’d ever consumed.

      “No, sir,” Raymond replied. “We came from Sacramento, tried to take the 101 through Petaluma and Santa Rosa, but were forced west to the coast. My friends, you don’t know how bad it is out there. Police are overwhelmed, and they can’t keep the criminal gangs in check. It’s survival of the fittest.”

      Danny stuck his lower lip out and elbowed his father in the side. Was he on the verge of tears?

      This poor kid has seen some things.

      “But you still want to get back in your boat and sail to Manchester?” Norman asked.

      “No choice,” Raymond replied, patting his son on the head. “I have to do it. As soon as possible. If you could help me patch up the hull of my boat, I would find a way to repay you. Just tell me how.”

      Elna’s father had mostly been stirring his stew. He raised a spoonful, but set it down again before eating it. “Well, no one’s going anywhere or patching anything this evening,” he said. “I strongly encourage both of you to sleep on it tonight. We can talk about it again tomorrow.”

      Raymond scowled at his bowl of stew. He’d wolfed most of it down in about four bites. Clearly, the castaways had gone without food for a while.

      “Fine then,” he said, after a moment, as if responding to a question in his head. “Daniel, you can make it one more night, can’t you?”

      Daniel shrugged his bony shoulders. “I guess.”

      “First thing in the morning, we’ll figure it out,” Raymond added. “One night of sleep with no wind or waves. We can do it.”

      “Okay,” Daniel said glumly.

      They ate the rest of their meal in relative silence. Raymond and Daniel finished first, and Elna’s father offered to lead them to one of the empty guest rooms.

      “Pop, point the way to the bathroom first,” Elna said. “They’re still soaking wet and muddy. We should have a full bucket of clean water beside the sink, so they can wash up. Raymond, you have to stand over the drain and wash with a ladle and rag—baths are too wasteful.”.

      “Thank you,” Raymond said, with a nod. “What about our dirty clothes?”

      “I’m sure we’ve got some extra t-shirts around here somewhere,” George said, as he led them out of the room. “We’ll hang your old clothes up and let them dry overnight.”

      They left the room, and Elna heard her father’s voice fading down the hallway. After a few minutes, George returned alone and sat down. He cleared his throat.

      “I put them in the farthest room,” he said. “The wind is loud at the end of the hall. We should be able to talk privately, as long as we keep our voices down.”

      “Pardon me,” Joe said. He’d finished eating and was helping his wife collect the leftovers, shuffling around the table on slippered feet. White-haired and bent, he still managed to get around the guesthouse with little problem. “Why do we need to discuss this privately? Are we planning something behind their backs?”

      “This guy wrecked his boat, and he’s trying to head right back out on the water,” Norman said, “to sail to a city that’s probably overrun with criminals and thieves. That doesn’t seem smart to me, and we shouldn’t let it happen.”

      “Well, we can’t restrain them,” Malin said, tapping his spoon against the edge of his bowl. “If they want to go, we have to let them go. This isn’t Rod Smith’s camp. We don’t imprison people for their own good.”

      “They can’t go anywhere if they don’t patch up their boat,” Norman said. He dabbed the corner of his mouth with a napkin and belched. “And if we help them patch up their boat, we’ll be culpable for whatever bad thing happens to them when they set sail again. Don’t you think?”

      “So, we’re just supposed to feed these people?” Rita said. “We can barely feed ourselves.”

      “I really believe I can help the boy if his father will describe his medical condition,” Selene said. “There’s an herbal remedy for almost everything.”

      “Let’s fix the boat and send them on their way,” Joe said. “Give them a few supplies and be done with it. Better for everyone. That’s what I have to say about it.”

      The room got quiet then. Elna was so lost in thought that it took her a few seconds to realize every single person in the room was staring at her with questioning looks on their faces.

      They expect me to tell them what to do, she thought.

      She looked down at her half-eaten bowl of shrimp stew. She forced down a final bite as people kept right on staring. Then she took a sip of water, wiped her mouth, and folded her napkin on the tabletop.

      “Everything doesn’t have an easy answer,” she said. “Let’s sleep on it. Maybe we’ll all think more clearly in the morning.”

      And with that, she pushed her chair back and left the dining room.
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        * * *

      

      Elna’s small, cluttered bedroom was in a separate hallway from the guest rooms, located close to the back of the kitchen. Her bed was positioned near the window, and even with the shade pulled, the wind and rain made a tooth-rattling soundscape. Elna tossed and turned for at least a couple of hours, pausing occasionally to stare up at the dark ceiling and consider their predicament.

      Her main goal since the EMP had been keeping the islanders fed and safe. Now, she was confronted with a couple of needy outsiders, and the distraction was almost too much. Finally, she pulled a sheet and heavy quilt over herself and rolled onto her side.

      Willing her mind to settle, she gradually drifted off to sleep. Instead of rest, however, she only found awful dreams waiting for her in the darkness. In the most vivid of them, the whole island had been scoured clean, leaving only the old volcanic rocks, but as she wandered over the dead ground where the vineyard had once stood, Elna saw countless gray objects scattered about. When she stooped down to retrieve one, she realized it was a fragment of bone.

      Dead. They’re all dead, she thought, running her hands along the ground and scattering bits of bone in all directions. The island was a cemetery all along.

      She awoke from the dream suddenly, eyes wide in the utter blackness, shivering to the core of her being. Outside, the rain continued to drum away at the window. Elna sat up and turned, reaching for the window shade.

      I have to see for myself, she thought, as she pulled the shade aside.

      She wiped the condensation off the glass and pressed her face to the window. The world outside was too dark, with just a hint of moonlight hidden behind the clouds. Still, she stared. She just wanted to see one living thing.

      Finally, she had to get up and pace the room, letting her fingers brush over familiar objects, reassuring her dream-addled mind that the guesthouse still stood. That she hadn’t failed. Not yet.
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      Elna wanted to eat breakfast fast, wolfing everything down in seconds, but Joe and Rita insisted on serving the meal in courses. And how could she refuse? The more they’d taken over mealtime duties, the more they had flourished on the island. It gave them purpose, and it had greatly improved their attitudes, so she forced herself to slow down and enjoy breakfast at the pace they set, even as impatience burned in her limbs like electricity.

      How extensive is the damage from the storm? That was the question racing through her head over and over. How much of my aqueduct fell down?

      She was the first to arrive at the dining table. Malin came next, looking far too bright and chipper as he sat down next to Elna and dug into the strange berry salad that was the first course. Norman appeared with their guests a few minutes later.

      “You can spare a little time to fill your bellies,” Norman was saying as he came through the door.

      “I guess you’re right,” Raymond said. “A full belly will make the work easier.”

      “Dad, I’m hungry,” Daniel said.

      “You have an appetite?”

      “Yes, sir. Right now, I do.”

      They sat down across from Elna, and Joe shuffled over to serve them a plate of salad. Selene and Sniffy came next. The little dog seemed half-asleep as Selene petted him.

      “I hope the rain passed,” she said, looking at Elna. “I need to take Sniffy out, but he won’t step outside if it’s raining.”

      “The storm is gone,” Elna said. “We’ll have to assess the damage after breakfast.” She sighed at the prospect.

      I have to start building things so sturdy that the storms can’t harm them, she thought.

      Her father appeared last, and she heard his coarse breathing before he walked through the door. Turning in her chair, she caught a glimpse of the pained look on his face—his lips pulled back in a grimace—before he attempted to fix a smile on his face.

      “Pop, are you okay?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”

      Giving her a big, fake grin, he shrugged and shuffled across the room. “Nothing’s wrong. Just slept in a little bit too long today.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Instead of answering right away, he paused halfway down the table, grabbed the back of Norman’s chair, and bared his teeth. Norman gave him a questioning look, but George waved it off and continued to his seat.

      “I’m just feeling a bit under the weather,” he said, easing into his chair. “It’s not a big deal.”

      Elna studied his face. She didn’t want to confront him in front of everyone else, but something was definitely wrong. Did he have a touch of the flu? Was it something more serious? Maybe he was weak from being underfed.

      “Pop, I want you to eat everything on your plate this morning,” Elna said.

      “Of course. Of course,” he replied, giving his beard a generous scratching before picking up his fork.

      Elna resumed eating, even as Joe and Rita brought the next course of boiled potatoes. Raymond spent much of his time constantly encouraging his son to take bigger bites, but despite claiming to have an appetite, Daniel only nibbled at his food.

      “So, Raymond, what’s the plan today?” Malin asked. “Have you carefully weighed your options?”

      “I have one option,” he replied. “What else can I do? I must repair the boat and set sail as soon as possible. We rested for one night, and now I must try to help my son.” He laid a hand on Daniel’s shoulder. “Sir, will you help me?”

      Malin glanced at Elna, but she averted her gaze. She didn’t want to make the decision for him.

      “Yeah, I’ll help,” Malin said. “What needs to be done?”

      “I’m not sure until we can get down to the boat. I know we’ll have to repair the mainsail,” Raymond said, “and possibly some of the rigging. There might be damage to the hull as well. I don’t know. Maybe the storm rolled it like a barrel and smashed it to pieces last night. If so, then I guess we build a raft.”

      “Can it be done?” Malin said, looking at Elna again. “The repairs, I mean. Not building a raft.”

      “Of course,” she replied. “We can sew the ripped sail with strong twine, patch the hull with epoxy. Yeah, Raymond, we’ll get you back on the sea, if that’s what you really want.”

      “It’s not what I want,” he said. “It’s what I need.”

      Elna scooped up some potatoes. “I understand.”

      “I hope you’ve got a plan for dealing with militias,” Norman said, pointing his spoon in Raymond’s direction. “We ran into some really bad guys on the mainland, and, believe me, you don’t want to mess with them. They’re all armed and crazy.”

      Daniel gave his dad an anxious frown. “Do we have to go, Dad? Can’t we stay here?”

      “You need medical help,” Raymond said. “You know what could happen if we wait.” He turned back to Norman. “We’ll do our best to avoid the militias. If bad people catch us, we’ll appeal to my son’s sickness. Maybe they will have a heart.”

      “That’s a big old maybe,” Norman muttered, shaking his head.

      “It is enough.” Raymond took another bite and gestured for his son to do the same.

      He’s determined to go, and why should we stop him? Elna thought. I would do the same in his place. Heck, maybe the clinic will be open by some miracle.

      That sparked a thought in her mind, but she wanted to play with it for a while.

      “Raymond, Malin and I will help you with the boat after breakfast,” she said. “If we can make her seaworthy, we’ll give you a bit of food and water and set you guys on your way. How does that sound?”

      Raymond smiled at her, tears in his eyes. “Thank you. If there is some way I can repay you, please let me know. I don’t have much.”

      Maybe there is a way, she thought. I don’t know. I have to turn this over in my mind.
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        * * *

      

      Elna saw the damage through the window before she even stepped outside, and her heart sank. A section of the aqueduct between the parking lot and the water storage tank had collapsed. It hadn’t fallen all the way to the ground, but a number of supports were broken, leaving it dangling to one side. As she stepped through the door, Malin came up beside her and gently laid a hand on her shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, Elna,” he said. “Do you want to get it fixed before we head down to the boat?”

      Yes, she thought. I do want that, but…

      “No, we said we’d help Raymond,” she said, pulling the straps on her backpack. “The tank has enough water for two or three days. We’ll be fine.”

      “You don’t always have to put other people’s needs before your own,” he said.

      I kind of do, though, she thought.

      “We’ll be fine,” she said again.

      Raymond came rushing through the tasting room then, lugging a sack of tools and supplies. They’d left Daniel in the care of Norman, Selene, and Elna’s father. The boy seemed lethargic this morning, even more than the day before, despite a night’s sleep.

      “Sorry,” Raymond said. “I’m ready now. Let’s go.”

      Elna held the door for him, then stepped outside.

      The island was absolutely drenched. Excess water dotted the landscape, glinting between the high grass, filling the ditches between the trellises in the vineyard, running down the dirt path in rivulets. Everything glistened, and the ozone smell of rain filled the air. Actually, Elna quite liked that smell—she happened to know it was called petrichor—even if she wanted to curse the sky for damaging her precious aqueduct.

      Mud made the back trail slippery and more treacherous than usual. They had just come in sight of the old shed when Raymond lost his footing, landed on his butt, and began sliding down the slope. Malin grabbed his arm, but that only dragged Malin down to fall on his knees and slide after him. They kept going for a bit until Malin managed to dig his hand into the mud and drag them both to a stop.

      “Well, that was fun,” Malin said. “Kind of like the Goliath Slide at the Orange County Fair when I was a kid.”

      “Are you okay?” Elna asked.

      He stood and helped Raymond to his feet. “So much for my nice bath this morning,” he said, shaking the mud off his hand.

      Raymond examined the mud slathered down the back of his pants and sighed. “Why fight it, my friend? Just accept the mud and water. They win every time.”

      They continued down the path until they came to the open ground beyond the fence. Elna climbed a small rise and looked toward the boat. The sloop appeared almost peaceful sitting there in the shallow water, its starboard side nestled against the boat bumpers. The tattered sail hung down in two long pieces, but she didn’t see any obvious hull damage from this distance.

      “She’s a pretty little sloop,” Elna noted. “What’s her name?”

      “I believe she’s called Betty Lynn,” Raymond said, climbing up beside Elna. “I don’t know for sure. The name on the back is faded. Honestly, I found her in the docks just sitting there like so many other boats. I’ll return her someday, somehow. I didn’t have a choice.”

      “We’re all doing what we have to do to survive,” Elna said. “Come on. Let’s see if we can’t get you on your way.”

      They made their way through the old base and past the lighthouse. Elna set her backpack down near the large rock where she’d tied the boat bumpers, laid the crowbar beside it, then approached the water. Raymond dumped the bag of tools beside her stuff and followed her. Malin secured another rope to the rock and followed them, unspooling the rope as he came. Apparently, almost being tossed overboard the previous day had taught him a lesson.

      As Elna picked her way down to the water’s edge, Malin passed her the rope. She wrapped it around her forearm, grabbed it in her hand, and climbed over the gunwale.

      “Is this high tide?” Raymond said.

      “No, not even close. That’ll roll in sometime this afternoon,” Elna said. “If we can get you fixed up by then, it’ll help get you out of the sand.”

      Raymond followed her onto the slanted deck. While Elna inspected as much of the hull as she could see, he dropped the anchor. Elna found a notable crack on the starboard side of the boat’s fiberglass hull where the ship had collided with the rocks in front of the bumpers. It wasn’t bad, but it would need to be patched. Raymond lowered the torn mainsail.

      “Can we fix it?” he asked.

      “Assuming this is the only break in the hull,” she said, “and there’s not a giant gash hidden under the sand, we should be good. We’ll use epoxy. And we have some industrial-strength twine in the winery we can use to stitch up the sail. I think that’s your best hope.”

      Raymond nodded gravely. “Okay, thank you.”

      “Let’s get what we need.”

      She climbed out of the boat and made her way back up to the ledge. When she got there, she saw a bent shape shuffling toward her from the direction of the fence. At first, she thought it was Joe Dulles. How in the world had he managed to bring his creaky body all the way down the hill? Then she noted the flannel shirt and sweatpants, the loafers, and the growing white beard.

      “Pop, what in the world are you doing down here?” she called. “You’re supposed to be watching Danny.”

      He waved at her and continued shuffling toward them. Why did he look so damned old? He didn’t speak until he reached the lighthouse.

      “I’ve done my fair share of boat repairs,” he said. A brief pained look crossed his face. “Just thought I’d offer my expertise.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Raymond said.

      Elna went to her father’s side and tried to help him, but he waved her off. “I’m okay. Just lost my breath on the walk. Almost slid all the way down on the mud. Let me see what equipment you’ve brought.”

      He approached the rock where Elna had set her backpack. Malin stooped down and unzipped the backpack for him, pulling it open so he could see the scraps inside. Then he dragged over the sack and opened that as well.

      “Here you go, Mr. Pasqualee,” he said. “Inspect the goods and tell us how we did.”

      “Let me see here,” he said.

      Pop bent over and reached inside the backpack, flipping through pieces of scrap metal. Suddenly, he made a strange huffing sound and drew his hand back. He started to rise, took a step back, then dropped hard onto his rump on the rocks.

      “George? What’s wrong?” Malin cried, reaching for him.

      Elna grabbed her father by the shoulders and leaned down to look at his face. Eyes squeezed shut, he was taking deep breaths. Elna laid the back of her hand against his forehead. He felt cold and clammy.

      “I’m fine. I’m fine,” he said, in a strained voice, pushing her hand away. “I just got light-headed for a second.”

      He tried to stand up, but Elna restrained him. Kneeling in front of him, her hands on his shoulders, she waited until he opened his eyes.

      “Okay, I’m done dancing around the issue,” she said, fighting an urge not to yell at him. “Something is wrong with you, Pop, and I want to know what it is. Don’t tell me you’re fine. I can see that you’re not. What is it? What are you hiding from me?” Why was he trying to downplay what was clearly a serious problem?

      He started to say something, but then he swooned. His head tipped forward, and his words became a moan.

      “Pop! Look at me.”

      His eyes opened but rolled around. “Fine…fine…” he managed, weakly.

      Elna turned to Malin. “Help me. We have to get him back to the guesthouse. Maybe Selene can figure out what’s wrong with him.” She heard a warble in her voice and felt the first sting of tears. Fighting both, she put her arms around her father and tried to lift him.
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      In the end, it took all three of them to carry Pop back to the guesthouse. Malin bore most of the weight, wrapping his arms around Pop’s chest and hoisting him up like a rolled carpet. Elna held his head to keep it from lolling like dead weight, while Raymond carried his legs. The castaway kept apologizing profusely.

      “I should have done the repairs myself,” he said. “I shouldn’t have got you guys involved.”

      “It had nothing to do with that,” Elna said, more than once.

      Her father wasn’t a big man—and he was getting smaller every day—but it took a while to lug him back up the hill. He kept trying to stand up and walk.

      “Pop, don’t move. Just relax. We’ve got you.”

      “I’m okay,” he said. “Trust me. I just had a fainting spell. Put me down. I’ll prove it.”

      “You don’t have to prove anything.”

      Eventually, they got him back to the guesthouse and down the hall to the lobby. They laid him on the couch, and Malin went for a blanket while Elna summoned Selene. She found Selene sitting on the veranda with Norman and Daniel. Everyone gradually congregated around the couch in the lobby, even as Pop regained his strength. Selene knelt beside him, looked into his eyes, and pressed her fingers against the side of his neck.

      “His heart rate is way down,” she said. “Did he stand up or sit down suddenly?”

      “He was bending over,” Elna replied.

      “Yeah, that’s it, but it shouldn’t be this low. Something’s wrong. Does he have a medical condition we don’t know about?”

      Pop tried to sit up, but Elna gently pushed him back down. Malin brought a pillow, and she tucked it under his head. Then she sat down on the edge of the couch, intentionally looming over him. He wouldn’t make eye contact with her.

      “Okay, let’s talk about this,” she said, trying to keep her voice level. She wanted to shout at him. If he’d been hiding something from her, she was going to be pissed! The last thing they needed was a surprise medical emergency. Still, maybe he hadn’t wanted to worry her. “It’s time to come clean, Pop. What have you not been telling me? No more secrets.”

      “I didn’t know how to bring it up,” he replied. His voice was weak, breathy, fading in and out. “On top of everything else, it seemed selfish to add one more problem.”

      “Hiding a problem doesn’t make it go away,” she said. “What is it?”

      His eyes flitted from face to face, taking in all of the people who had gathered around the couch. Finally, they settled on Elna, and he sighed. “I feel bad telling you now. It was never my intention to hide it from you all these years, but it just seemed like an inconsequential problem, and it was easier not to talk about it. Well, Elna, here’s the plain truth of it: I suffer from hypotension. I have since I was a kid. I had a bad case of rheumatic fever when I was twelve. It started as strep throat and just got worse and worse. Eventually, it damaged my heart.”

      “You’ve had this since you were twelve and never told me, your own daughter?” Elna said, her voice rising despite her best efforts. She felt Malin’s hand on her shoulder.

      “Like I said, it was easy not to talk about it,” he said, pulling the blanket up to his chin as if to shield himself from her wrath. “I take a medication called midodrine, so I almost never have symptoms. As long as I pop a pill three times a day, it’s not a problem. You never noticed because the medicine works.”

      Elna sighed and bowed her head. She felt bad for yelling at him. “Okay, fine. Where is your medication? Did you forget to take it?”

      He grimaced. “I ran out.”

      “You ran out and you still didn’t say anything?” She practically shouted this and clapped a hand over her mouth.

      “I wasn’t paying attention,” he said. “I’ve taken a pill three times a day for so many years, it’s almost instinct. Even when I realized yesterday that the bottle was empty, I just reached deeper into my drawer for another bottle, but I didn’t have one. That was the first time I actually realized I was in trouble.”

      Elna groaned and turned to Selene. “Please, tell me there’s something you can do for hypotension. Is there some kind of herbal treatment that will help?”

      Selene tapped her lips with her finger. Sniffy was curled on the ground at her feet, but he looked up suddenly, as if he sensed the growing problem.

      “More salt in his diet should help,” she said. “Sodium raises blood pressure. Drinking more water will also help, because fluids increase blood volume and prevent dehydration. I don’t suppose you have compression stockings?”

      He nodded. “Doctor gave them to me, but I don’t normally wear them. They might be too loose now.”

      “Start wearing them,” Selene said. “If all of our wine hadn’t been stolen by the militia, I would warn you to avoid alcohol. Tulsi leaves or almond milk would help, but I don’t have either.”

      “Where can you get tulsi leaves?” Elna asked.

      “The Indian subcontinent, mostly,” Selene said, “or an Asian supermarket. It’s also called holy basil. I’m afraid our only option is to treat his condition with diet. Small meals throughout the day, nice and salty, with plenty of fluids. Got that, George?”

      “Got it,” he replied.

      Elna rose, forcing Malin’s hand back, and stepped away from the couch. She walked over to the fireplace, where the last embers of a fire still glowed.

      “Principessa, I’m sorry,” her father said.

      “A change in diet is not a permanent solution,” she said, waving off the apology. Sorry didn’t fix anything. Only solutions mattered. “If your blood pressure drops too low, you’re in big trouble. Besides the risk of passing out and falling, you could do damage to your heart or brain. Anyway, we’ll do what we can. I’ve been rationing water, so we’ll double your ration.”

      “I will be very careful not to fall,” he said.

      “Good.”

      She turned to face the room. Selene knelt beside George’s head, Sniffy curled on the floor next to her. Malin and Norman sat near his feet. The Dulleses stood behind the couch, holding each other. Raymond and Daniel stood to one side.

      “Well, I’m not going to let my father die from a perfectly treatable condition,” she said, hands on her hips. “One of us will have to go with Raymond and try to find more midodrine.”

      The whole room seemed to gasp at once, except for Raymond and Daniel. Malin rose from the couch and took a step toward her.

      “Malin, you know I’m right,” she said. “What’s the point of acting shocked? We’re not going to wait until it’s too late. Anyway, I was considering asking Raymond to get us some medicine when he reached the clinic, so I’ve been thinking about this.” She turned to Raymond. “Mr. Cabello, will you let me come with you?”

      Raymond nodded immediately, as if the thought of being accompanied actually made him feel better. “Yes, if we get the boat fixed, I believe we could sail there and back in…a week, at most. It might help to bring another person. We could use the help. That’s one of the reasons Danny and I got in trouble. I couldn’t handle the sails alone.”

      “I’ll go,” Malin said. “Elna, you should stay here.”

      Elna felt a moment of paralyzing conflict. Was she really going to leave her father on the island and sail off to Manchester? What if she never came back? Would the islanders survive without her? She’d set up a pretty good system for collecting and desalinating water, growing food, hunting, and fishing. As long as the islanders kept doing their daily tasks, they would be fine, but still, Elna felt an obligation to keep an eye on things.

      Maybe Malin should be the one to go, she thought. But how could she ask that of him?

      “Damn,” Elna muttered.

      “Elna, I’m sorry,” her father said.

      She shook her head. “Nope, no need to apologize. It is what it is, Pop. I’m going. Malin…you stay on the island and keep everyone safe.”

      Malin shook his head. “I’m going with you. You’ll need my help. We’ll be Raymond’s crew. Norman and Selene can hold down the fort while we’re gone. Right, guys?”

      Norman and Selene traded a look.

      “If we have to,” Norman said. “I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

      Malin approached Elna. For a moment, she had the strange thought that he was going to grab her and try to restrain her. Instead, he unclipped the holster for the Ruger and brought it to Selene.

      “I’m entrusting this to you,” he said. “You might need it.”

      She seemed reluctant to take it. “We haven’t had any trouble from the mainlanders in weeks. Not a peep since we fled their camp and raised the drawbridges.”

      “Take the gun,” Elna said. “Please. We need to be prepared for anything.”

      Finally, Selene reached up and grabbed the holster, drawing it into her lap.

      “Okay, let’s get the boat patched up,” Elna said. “Malin, do you think you can work on the hull? I have something else I need to attend to.”

      “Sure,” he replied. “Raymond, let’s go.”

      He left the room. Raymond gave his son a brief hug and went after him. When they were gone, Elna beckoned to Selene.

      “Selene,” she said. “Come with me. There’s something you and I need to work on while they’re repairing the boat.”

      Elna started down the hallway as Selene hurried after her.

      “Where are we going?”

      Elna hurried through the tasting room and stepped outside into the rain-soaked vineyard. Then she turned to face Selene.

      “Elna, what is it?” Selene asked.

      When Elna went into a fighting stance, Selene flinched, and Sniffy barked.

      “I took self-defense and judo courses in college,” Elna said. “We don’t have much time, but I want to teach you a few things before we leave. It might come in handy.”

      “Is all of this necessary?” Selene said, laughing uncomfortably. “We haven’t heard a peep out of Dominic. I think the mainlanders are settled in and satisfied over in their camp.”

      “You’re probably right,” Elna replied, “but on the off chance that Dominic decides to show up while I’m gone, I want you to be ready to kick his ass. Got it?”

      This made her smile. She set Sniffy down at her feet and tried to adopt Elna’s fighting stance. It didn’t look quite right. A karate hippie with a sisal scrunchie in her hair made for an amusing picture, but Elna beckoned her.

      “Let’s get started,” she said. “Come at me.”
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      Malin stood with Raymond on the rocky ledge, gazing down at the boat. It was still firmly stuck in the sand, the stern raised to the sky as if the Betty Lynn were humbly bowing to the island.

      Well, this has taken a turn for the worse, Malin thought, furiously chewing on his lower lip. Were they really going to take a boat to the mainland? It seemed incredibly foolish, especially after their experience at Rod Smith’s camp. But what could they do? Elna would never forgive herself if she let her father die from a treatable medical condition, and Malin knew he would never talk her out of it. Still, he was tempted to convince her to let him go alone. I should go. She should stay here. The islanders need her more than they need me.

      “I am sorry about your father-in-law,” Raymond said, clapping him on the back.

      Malin shook his head, flustered. “Oh, no, no, he’s not my father-in-law. He’s the owner of the vineyard. That’s all.”

      Raymond gave him a surprised look, his green eyes probing Malin’s face. “Really? I thought you and that lady…you seem like you’re…”

      “Yeah, I get it,” Malin said. “We’re friends. Or maybe a little more than friends. Honestly, I’m not entirely sure what we are. She’s so busy these days.” He grew silent. He didn’t need to discuss his relationship with Elna with a stranger.

      Raymond’s look of surprise became a sad little smile of compassion—or pity. Malin turned quickly and went to their supplies, emptying the sacks and backpacks on the ground. He was impressed with the wide array of things Elna had shoved into her backpack. Included among the items were dual tubes of epoxy and a hand drill. He set them to one side.

      “These will fix the crack in the hull,” he said. “I think if we drill holes on either end, it’ll keep the crack from spreading, and then we just fill it all in with epoxy. Easy peasy.”

      In another sack he found some industrial thread—no doubt used to repair the tarps that covered the vines in bad weather—and a few large sewing needles in a small plastic pouch. He set these aside as well.

      “Well, there you go, Raymond,” he said. “We have everything we need. Now, if we can just get the boat out of the sand…but let’s worry about that later. Repairs first.”

      Raymond reached out and grabbed his arm, a serious look on his face. “Sir, I am truly grateful. I have not met so many friendly people since we fled Sacramento. I wish I could repay you somehow. I will repay you, if I can figure out a way to do so.”

      “No need,” Malin replied. “If you’ll let me tag along to the clinic, we’ll consider it repayment enough.”

      Malin put their chosen tools in an empty bag and led the way down, using the rope he’d tied off earlier as a guide. He hopped the gunwale and slid down the deck toward the bow of the ship. Grabbing a nearby rope, he leaned over the starboard side, looking for the damage.

      “We’ve got a problem here, Raymond,” he called over his shoulder.

      “What is it?”

      “Come and see.” When Raymond approached, Malin showed him the crack in the hull. The space between the starboard hull and the rock wall was only about four inches wide, not nearly enough room to repair the damage. Malin didn’t see any way to get the hand drill in there.

      “So, we have to move the boat?” Raymond said.

      “I’m afraid so. Somehow, we have to free it from the sand and push it away from the rocks.”

      “How will we do that?”

      With a groan, Malin sat down. “I’d say let’s get out and push, but somehow, I doubt that’ll work. I don’t suppose we can wait for high tide.”

      “With my son’s condition, I would like to set sail as soon as possible,” Raymond said. “Sorry, my friend. I already wasted one whole night, and he is worse this morning.”

      “I get it.” Malin rose with a grunt. “Okay, then we just have to figure it out.”

      They clambered out of the boat and returned to their tools. Malin rooted through the tools, trying to come up with a way to move the boat without damaging it—or them.

      “Maybe this?” he said, holding up a small crowbar.

      “I don’t think so,” Raymond replied. “The sharp end might break something. Maybe we can tie ropes and pull it?”

      Malin tried to imagine the two of them pulling the boat by ropes like a primitive portage crew.

      It would almost be easier to lower the drawbridges and ride our weird little bicycle contraption down the coast, he thought. Not safer, but easier.

      “I’m kind of at a loss here, Raymond,” Malin said, picking through the tools again. A hammer; a couple of screwdrivers; a crowbar; a hand drill; epoxy; a sewing kit; lots of scrap metal, wood, and plastic; and a length of nylon rope.

      “One of us push, and one of us pull?” Raymond suggested, shrugging as if he knew it was a silly suggestion.

      “Maybe we just have to get more people down here,” Malin replied. “If everyone pulls, we might be able to get it out. Are you sure we can’t wait for high tide?”

      “Maybe it will sink if we wait,” Raymond said. “Maybe the water will flow over, you know?”

      Malin hung his head. “Right, right.”

      Something hard and heavy slammed into the rocks beside him. It rang out like a hammer blow, echoing off the lighthouse wall. Startled, Malin dropped onto his side and shuffled away. At first, he had the crazy thought that a stone had fallen out of the lighthouse and crashed down nearby, but when he turned to look, he saw a small, familiar object lying near the tools.

      A car jack.

      His gaze rose from the jack to the person who had tossed it. Elna stood nearby, a sheen of sweat on her forehead, yet another bag hanging from her hands.

      “Sorry if I scared you,” she said, out of breath.

      “What have you been up to?” Malin asked.

      “Teaching Selene how to kick Dominic’s ass,” she replied, dabbing her forehead with the hem of her shirt. “Just in case the opportunity arises. But it occurred to me that you might need this.” She pointed at the jack. “Took it from one of the dead cars in the parking lot. We’ll need it to move the boat.”

      “Will it work?” he asked.

      “I’ve got it all worked out in my head,” she said.

      Way ahead of me, he thought, as she stooped down and picked up the jack.

      In the end, Elna pulled the anchor back into the boat, then set the jack in the narrow space between the rock wall and a forward cleat. It was an old scissor jack, and Malin had to hold it in place while she cranked the handle.

      “Either it’s going to tip the boat away from the rock wall,” she said, “or it’ll break the cleat. Let’s hope for the former. I didn’t want to set it against the hull for that reason.” And then over her shoulder, she added, “Raymond, as soon as it starts to tip the other way, toss the anchor far over the port side. Maybe it’ll add a little momentum.”

      As she continued to crank open the jack, the creak of metal was worrying. Malin took a step to one side, in case the cleat decided to break loose. The whole boat seemed to shudder, and then it began shifting to port, inch by inch.

      “Now, Raymond,” Elna shouted. “Now.”

      He did a little half-spin and flung the anchor far over the portside gunwale. It went flying out beyond the shallow sandbar and sank into deeper water. Malin wasn’t sure it made much of a difference, but it didn’t matter. The jack was doing its work. He heard sand shifting beneath the hull as the Betty Lynn tipped farther from the rock wall.

      “Give it a push,” Elna said to Malin, gesturing toward the rock wall with a nod of her head.

      He placed his back against the wall of the cabin, reached up to grab the grabrail, then planted both feet against the rock wall. As he pushed, the boat shuddered beneath him, and he heard the scrape of sand. Suddenly, the whole boat moved, sliding out of the sand. Malin’s legs went straight, and he dropped onto the deck.

      A moment later, he heard a splash as the jack fell into the water.

      “Well, I guess I should have held on to it,” Elna said. She turned to Malin and shrugged, rolling her eyes as if to say, It’s always something.

      “You did it, though,” Malin said, as the boat began to bob in the waves. “We’re free.”

      Raymond gave a little whoop and clapped his hands. “It worked. It worked! We can go now. Thank you. Thank you.”

      “No, we can’t go yet,” Elna said. “There’s a lot more work to be done.”
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      Malin repaired the crack in the hull by drilling holes on either end, then filling it in with a generous amount of epoxy. He would have added a few layers of fiberglass cloth, if he’d had any, but it would have to do. As he did that, Elna and Raymond dragged the torn sail up on the ledge. Repairing the sail by hand-stitching proved to be an act of sheer tedium. Malin offered to help, but there wasn’t much he could do. He felt bad for Elna. The islanders depended on her for too much already, and now these outsiders had come and demanded even more. He wished he knew how to alleviate her burden.

      Finally, apparently sick of Malin and Raymond just standing around and watching her, she sent them back to the guesthouse.

      “Round up some food and water,” she said. “Bring food that won’t spoil, like the cured meat and dried fruit. One gallon of water per person per day. That’s the rule. We can use a big plastic barrel from the winery to store it. Use the bicycle-cart if you need to. It’s parked under the veranda. I should be done by the time you get back.”

      “Are you sure?” Malin asked.

      She scowled. “What do you mean, am I sure? Of course.” Then she seemed to regret her tone of voice. Looking up at Malin, she attempted a smile that didn’t quite work. “Just hurry back, okay?”

      “Got it,” he said, tipping her a salute. Judging by the look on her face, she didn’t care for it.

      He turned and hurried away. As Raymond caught up to him, the castaway had a bounce in his step. He was wearing the same clothes as he’d worn when they’d washed up on the island. They were wrinkled, still muddy despite his attempt to clean them, and ill-fitting, and his mop of black hair was wild, framing his small, angular face. The sudden excitement only added to his overall unusual appearance.

      “We’re going to make it,” Raymond said. “My friend, I thought my son and I would drown in the sea, but we’re going to make it. We’ll get medicine for him, medicine for your father-in-law, maybe all sorts of medicine that you can store here on the island for your people. It’s going to work out!”

      “Let’s hope the clinic is still standing,” Malin said.

      “It will be,” Raymond said. “I can feel it. We’re lucky. Of all the places we could have washed ashore, we came here to find you nice people. There aren’t so many nice people left in the world. They’ve all been killed, haven’t they? But we found some. The storm brought us to you. That’s good fortune. Yes, it is. Everything will work out for us. You wait and see.”
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      When they got back to the guesthouse, they found George sitting on the couch, a blanket wrapped around his shoulders. He had a big plastic jug of water in one hand. Joe and Rita were in the kitchen, and Malin went to them for supplies. Raymond was pacing in and out of the door. Finally, to give the man something to do, Malin said, “Hey, Raymond, buddy, could you maybe put together a list of anything else we might need on our trip? As Elna likes to say, let’s plan for the worst and hope for the best. Got it?”

      “Yes, I can do that,” Raymond said.

      Malin found him a pencil and a scrap of paper and set him down at a stool in the tasting room. Then he returned to the kitchen. Joe and Rita gave him wary looks as he entered. They were in the middle of chopping garlic, and the pungent smell filled the kitchen. As Malin began rounding up food for the trip, they watched him. He laid out a large amount of dried meat—most of it from small game—and dried fruit. Elna hadn’t told him exactly how much food to bring, so he erred on the side of too much, stacking up bowls and boxes on the counter near the sink.

      Finally, Joe Dulles cleared his throat and said, “Are you sure about this, Malin?”

      “What’s that, Mr. Dulles?”

      “Are you sure about leaving the island?”

      “Well, we don’t have much choice, do we?” Malin said. “George is sick. He needs medicine.”

      Joe made a sour face and dumped a bunch of chopped garlic into a bowl. “The world has changed. Now, don’t take this the wrong way, but don’t we have to adjust to the new reality? I used to love having a space heater beside my bed at night, but in the new reality, I have to do without it. Rita used to take medicine for her hot flashes, but now she has to eat herbs. They don’t work, not at all, but we have to make do. This is the world now.”

      “Are you suggesting George should learn to live without life-saving medication?” Malin said.

      “I’m saying maybe we all have to adjust to a world without cutting-edge medical treatment,” Joe said. “He can treat his condition with diet. You heard Selene. Going to the mainland is a risk we shouldn’t have to take, especially when we’re sending two of our best and most competent people. We’re all in big trouble if you don’t come back.”

      “We’re coming back,” Malin said. “I’ll see to it.”

      “You can’t promise that, and the risk isn’t worth it.”

      Malin didn’t know what else to say. Yes, it was a risk, but it was a risk he was willing to take for Elna’s sake. There was no chance in hell he would back out. Still, Joe’s words gave him pause.

      “At the first sign of trouble, we’ll turn back,” Malin said. “We won’t trust anyone along the way. That’s the best I can give you.”

      “Pardon me for continuing to press the point,” Joe said, “but there’s a big picture that needs to be seen here. There was the old world, and there is the new world. We have to learn how to live in the new world. We can’t keep running back to the old world for old world solutions. Otherwise, we’ll be taking endless risks.”

      Rita finally threw in her two cents. “Joe and I had our own struggle in the beginning, but we learned to adjust to the new world. This is life now.”

      “Yes, exactly,” Joe said. “Eventually, all the clinics and pharmacies will be empty. When will we stop running off to the mainland to save us?”

      “After this trip,” Malin said.

      Joe scowled darkly and returned to his garlic, as Malin began lugging the food and water jugs into the tasting room. After a couple of trips, Norman joined him and helped.

      “Y’all going to be okay out there?” Norman asked.

      “Don’t start in on me, Norman. I already got an earful from Joe. We’ll be perfectly fine. Just take care of things here while we’re gone. I’m more worried about the island.”

      They stacked the food and water at the end of the bar, near where Raymond was scribbling away.

      “Here you go, my friend,” Raymond said. He handed the scrap of paper to Malin. “I put down everything we might possibly need. Maybe it’s too much, so if we can’t get all of it, that’s fine.”

      In bad handwriting, he’d scribbled across the top, “Sailing Gear Packing List.” For a man in a hurry, he’d been thorough, breaking the list into subheadings: clothing, safety gear, toiletries, supplies.

      “You don’t have any of this on board already?” Malin asked.

      “Not much,” Raymond replied. “The boat wasn’t well stocked when we found it, and we left in a hurry. We had a bit of food and water, but we ran out the day before we ran aground.”

      “Sunglasses, sweaters, gloves, hats,” Malin said, reading items at random. “Towels, toothbrushes, deodorant, sleeping bags, ear plugs, utility knives, compass, flashlights, candles, first aid kit, boat shoes…I don’t know how much of this we have.”

      “Please get as much as you can, and that will have to do,” Raymond said, dusting off his hands, as if he’d finished some grueling work. “Then we can sail away fast.”

      “Right.” Malin folded the paper and tucked it in his shirt pocket, feeling a sinking sensation. Maybe this was going to be a much bigger ordeal than he anticipated. He looked at Norman. Dude, if you try to talk me out of this right now, I might just agree, he thought, but Norman only gave him an encouraging nod. “Okay, first, let’s deal with water. We’ll need to grab an empty barrel from the winery.”
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        * * *

      

      Malin carefully wrapped the pair of sunglasses in a handkerchief and set them on top of the rolled sleeping bags in a corner of the cardboard box. Norman came up beside him and placed a small toiletry bag in another corner. Selene followed a moment later with a carefully packed plastic box full of herbal medicines that she’d put together.

      “A salve for cuts and burns,” she said, handing Malin the box. “Something for indigestion or seasickness. A headache medicine. I’ve carefully marked it all, so just read the labels.”

      “Thanks.” He found a good spot for the plastic box and surrounded it with some rolled towels for padding.

      She seemed sad, standing with her hands clasped in front of her, loose strands of hair hanging in her face. Malin turned to her.

      “Hey, Selene,” he said, trying to adopt a confident tone of voice. “Everything’s going to be fine. We’ll be gone a week at most, okay?”

      She nodded, but she wouldn’t look at him. “I’m sure we’ll be okay. It’s just going to be a long week. I wish there were still phones, you know? So we could keep in touch. It’s a shame the old CB batteries are dead.”

      As they scoured the guesthouse and winery for the rest of the items on the checklist, Raymond paced back and forth down the hall, checking on his son periodically. He was muttering under his breath, and he kept peering out the windows. Finally, as Malin made his seventh or eighth trip to the tasting room, carrying another armful of supplies, Raymond followed him and peered out the back door.

      “You think we’re almost ready?” he said. “It’s probably close to high tide. Don’t you agree?”

      “You made the checklist, buddy,” Malin said. “Anyway, Elna’s not back yet, which means she’s still stitching up the mainsail.”

      “Okay, okay,” Raymond muttered. “A little longer, I guess. Just a little longer.”

      “How is Daniel doing?” Malin asked.

      Raymond stuck his head outside, looked left and right, then stepped back inside. “He’s resting. He keeps saying he’s okay, but his color isn’t good. The sooner we set sail, the better.”

      “But if we’re not fully prepared, we could run into trouble,” Malin said.

      Raymond clasped his hands, wringed them violently for a few seconds, then nodded. “Yes, señor, you’re right. You’re right. I have to calm down. I’ll go sit with Daniel.” He turned and walked back to the hallway.

      From the sound of it, however, he just continued to pace back and forth through the guesthouse. Malin sat down at the bar and checked off the items they’d packed, as Norman watched over his shoulder. They were sitting there when Elna returned. She flung the door open, tossed something heavy into the corner, and heaved a world-weary sigh. Malin turned in his seat, and saw that she was drenched in sweat, her black hair hanging limp.

      “I found these,” she said, gesturing to what looked like a big pile of cloth on the floor. “Waterproof gear in the cave behind the barracks. No telling how old it is. It’s kind of brittle, and smells like death, but we might need it.”

      Norman walked over and began pulling apart the stack, revealing a number of large hooded raincoats. They were cracked and tattered, covered in dust and unidentifiable stains. Norman brushed them off one by one.

      “How’s the boat?” Malin asked.

      “Repairing the sail was a gigantic pain in the butt,” Elna replied, dropping onto a barstool beside him. He smelled the sweat and stress of hard work radiating off of her. “We can’t afford to have it rip the first time a strong wind rises, so I was meticulous. It’s good now. I pumped water out of the cabin. That was fun. But, anyway, the Betty Lynn should be seaworthy now.”

      Despite the sweat that soaked through her denim shirt, Malin patted her gently on the back. “You’ve really gone above and beyond for these people, Elna.”

      “I’m doing it for Pop, too,” she reminded him.

      “But even if your father didn’t need help, you still would have repaired the sail. You help people. That’s what you do.”

      Elna grunted and stared at the bar top. “I’m a little more selfish than you give me credit for. Yes, I would have helped them anyway. Partly, so they would leave the island and not leech off our limited supplies. I’m not the saint you think I am.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Elna,” he said.

      He heard footsteps racing down the hall. Raymond came tearing into the tasting room and caught himself against the edge of the bar, out of breath.

      “You’re back,” he cried. “You’re finally back. Is the boat ready? Is it time?”

      Elna glanced at Malin, and she saw the complete and utter exhaustion that he was trying to keep in check. She blinked rapidly a few times, patted her cheeks, and leaned past Malin.

      “Mr. Cabello, the mainsail is fixed,” she said. “Your boat is seaworthy, but—”

      “Yes, good, very good,” he shouted, pumping a fist in the air. “I am so very grateful, señora. We can set sail then?”

      “No,” she replied, then let the word sink in. Finally, she rose from the stool and went to the big supply box in the corner, where Norman was carefully loading the rain gear. “No, we can’t set sail today. We’ll leave at first light.”

      “Tomorrow…?” Raymond said with a gasp.

      “I have to repair the aqueduct,” she explained. “I’m not leaving the island until I know the people here will be taken care of. There’s still a hell of a lot of work left.”

      “Oh, Elna,” Norman said. “We can probably figure out how to repair the aqueduct by ourselves.”

      She heaved another sighed. “No, Norman. You can help, but I have to oversee the project. If Garret were still here…maybe…but I have to ensure the framework is stable. We need to brace it a little better so it can weather the next storm, because there will be a next storm. Besides, if we leave now, it will be dark before we make it to shore and we won’t know where to land. If will be safer if we leave at first light tomorrow.”

      She gave Norman a sad little smile then headed for the hallway, brushing past Raymond as she entered the hall.
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        * * *

      

      Rain started to fall again as they loaded up their supplies. Malin was standing on the deck, passing boxes to Norman in the cabin when he felt the first drops against the back of his neck. He looked up and saw gray clouds sliding across the evening sky, but then the rain ran into his eyes.

      “Oh, that’s nice,” he grumbled, rubbing his eyes.

      Elna stepped over the gunwale with a small plastic tub containing tools. Malin took it out of her arms and passed it to Norman.

      “Careful with that one,” Malin told him. “Make sure it’s sealed and out of the water.”

      “You got it,” Norman replied, before heading through the hatch.

      “That’s it,” Elna said. “That’s everything. Not just Raymond’s checklist, but all of the food and water—everything we’ll need for a week at sea.”

      He turned and looked at her. She had never looked more ragged or run down, but she managed a fleeting smile. In a fit of boldness, Malin went to her and hugged her, even as the rain picked up and showered them.

      “We’re going to be okay,” he said.

      “I’m glad you believe it,” she replied, speaking softly in his ear in a way that tickled. “It helps me worry a little bit less. I just can’t quiet my mind.”

      After Norman sealed the hatch, they checked to make sure the anchor was secure. Fortunately, the rain was far gentler this time than the storm that had first driven the boat ashore. Norman, Malin, Raymond, and Elna trudged back up the hill to the guesthouse just as the sun set to find the others gathered around the dining table.

      For once, Malin didn’t smell cooked shrimp, and when he approached the table, he saw a big bowl of steamed vegetables, another of garlic potatoes, and a third that contained some kind of meaty stew. A veritable feast that felt like a last supper. Selene had also brewed another one of her strange ciders using local fruit.

      Malin sat down next to Elna, soaking wet and aching, and dabbed his face with a napkin. George sat at the head of the table, and the old man didn’t look much better than he had that morning. Leaning heavily against the edge of the table, he filled his plate to overflowing with potatoes and stew. Daniel, on the other hand, seemed to be in good spirits, laughing and sharing stories with his father as he ate. His color wasn’t good—Raymond was right about that. He had gone a couple shades paler than usual, but he was restless in his seat as he ate.

      “Now we have a full crew, huh, Dad?” he said. “We’ll do a lot better, won’t we? I don’t really want to get on the water again.”

      “Yes, sailing will be a lot easier with two extra hands on deck,” Raymond said. He sounded somber, as if something were bothering him. “Especially these two.” He gestured at Elna and Malin. “They can do just about anything.”

      Malin winced. “Raymond there, friend, don’t expect too much out of us.” He pointed at Elna. “She’s the brains of this operation. I’m mostly just a peon. My brute strength comes in handy from time to time, but that’s about it.”

      Elna waved off his comment in a way that seemed only half-joking.

      “I don’t want to go,” Daniel said again, resting his chin on his hand. “It’s awful being out there on the water. Scary.”

      “Actually…” Raymond grimaced as he looked around the table. He seemed to be working himself up to say something, his mouth working up and down soundlessly. Finally, he rested a hand on his son’s shoulder and said, “I’ve been thinking about this, son, and…I know you won’t want to hear it, but I think maybe you should stay here on the island.”

      Daniel lurched up in his seat. “Stay here? All by myself?”

      “It’s only for a week,” Raymond said, “and you won’t be by yourself. These nice people will be here. Don’t you like it better than being on the ocean? You can sleep and rest, and I’ll be back before you know it.”

      Daniel looked like he was about to say something, but his face collapsed and he put his chin on his hand again. “Whatever. It’s bad either way, Dad.”

      “I’ll be okay,” Raymond said. “You’ll hardly know I’m gone.”

      He looked around the table, as if seeking approval.

      “It’s fine with me if he stays here,” Selene said finally. “We’ll look after him. Does he need anything?”

      “No, just rest,” Raymond. “Make sure he eats a little. He doesn’t always have an appetite.”

      Selene and the Dulleses were somber throughout dinner. The Dulleses said almost nothing, serving food and eating in silence, speaking only to ask if people wanted second helpings. As for Selene, she ate very little, mostly holding Sniffy in her lap and feeding the little dog scraps.

      “Are we all loaded up?” George asked, toward the end of dinner.

      “Yeah, we’re ready,” Elna replied.

      He nodded, then cleared his throat, and rose. “I have one more thing I want you take with you.”

      As he shuffled across the dining room, headed for the kitchen, Elna started to go with him. He motioned for her to stay seated.

      “I’ve got it,” he said. “I’m not an invalid, Elna. Hang on.”

      He left the room. Malin heard him moving through the kitchen, heard the click of the door latch that led to the family quarters at the back of the guesthouse. A moment later, he returned, lugging a wooden crate with twelve compartments. He set it on the table. Malin saw a dozen corks and capsules poking out of the ends of the compartments, the capsules covered in gold-colored wrapping. Indeed, as Elna picked one up, she revealed the gold label of one of Pasqualee Vineyard’s premium vintages.

      “Pop, where have you been hiding these?” she asked.

      “They were in a cabinet in my bedroom,” he replied, making his way back to his seat. “Rod Smith didn’t know about them. I was saving them for a special occasion, but this might be it. You can use them as currency if you get in a desperate situation. If Rod is right, they’re worth more than gold.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Elna muttered, closing the box. “Let’s hope we just get there, grab the medicine, and head immediately home.”

      George grunted thoughtfully as he took his seat. “Hope is good. Hope with preparedness is better.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Elna stepped outside to one of the brightest and most beautiful mornings she’d ever experienced on the island. It was as if the weather had decided to give them a break by sweeping all of the clouds out of the sky. The winds weren’t bad either, just a gentle breeze rolling in off the water. She stood there in the vineyard, the first to be up and about, and soaked it in.

      Will I ever see this place again? As soon as the thought passed through her mind, she chastised herself for her pointless pessimism. Why assume the worst? Just be prepared for problems and deal with them like you’ve dealt with every other damn thing.

      She heard the soft creak of the back door. Gazing over her shoulder, she saw her father leaning on the doorframe. Though he seemed chipper and had a pleasant expression on his face, she noted that he was wearing the same clothes as the night before. They were rumpled, as if he’d slept in them, and his beard was unkempt.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asked. “Can’t we just treat my condition through diet, like Selene said? I’ve been following her instructions, and it seems to be helping.”

      “No, it’s not helping,” she replied. “You’re faking it. I know you, Pop. You need your medication.”

      And, indeed, when he took a step toward her, his knee wobbled. She reached out and grabbed his arm.

      “If anything happens to you, I’ll never forgive myself,” he said.

      “Same here,” she replied. “This is just what we have to do, so let’s accept it and get it done.”

      She hadn’t let the emotions sink in yet. Keeping her mind on the problems that lay before them had worked thus far. Even now, she felt the first glimmer of sadness, and she staved it off.

      Get underway, she told herself. Stay focused. Feel later.

      Raymond and Daniel appeared next. The kid looked worse this morning. Whatever burst of energy he’d experienced during dinner the night before had utterly left him. He was pale and shaking, leaning on his father as they passed through the door. Raymond was wearing his sailor’s coat and hat, the hood pulled up over the hat, and he carried a small sack with a few final items they’d gathered that morning. Elna wanted to bring a little more food just in case, and Selene had offered some sun-dried berries.

      “Raymond, did you happen to see if everyone else is awake?” she asked. “We’re a few minutes past sunrise. It’s time to leave.”

      “I saw a whole bunch of sleepy people moving around the big room like zombies,” he said. “They’re coming.”

      Indeed, she heard them now, footsteps moving down the hall. Malin was chatting with Norman, but he sounded half-asleep. Sniffy gave a few sleepy barks. Finally, they appeared in the tasting room. Joe and Rita Dulles hung back. They were clearly unhappy with this whole situation, but Elna had no interest in debating the matter with them. They would just have to make do.

      Malin, Norman, and Selene kept coming, joining them on the back porch. Malin stretched his arms high over his head.

      “Nice weather today,” he said, stifling a yawn. “What a good day to start a week-long sail. What do you think?”

      “I think I’ll stay here,” Norman said.

      Malin gave him a friendly elbow in the ribs, and Norman laughed. Elna wasn’t feeling it. She beckoned everyone and jabbed her thumb in the direction of the lighthouse.

      “Let’s get going.” As she started to turn away, Joe and Rita both waved at her. It was like a sad farewell from grandparents, their gnarled little hands moving from side to side. Elna waved back.

      “See you in a week,” she said.

      And with that, she turned and walked away from the guesthouse, willing herself—like Lot’s wife—not to look back.

      You’ll see this place again, she told herself. Don’t let dumb ideas take hold of you.
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      The little sloop looked so peaceful bobbing in the gentle waves under a sunny sky. It had been a few years since Elna had sailed, and even then, it had been on an old boat owned by Rod Smith. He’d always found a way to make even the most pleasant outings insufferable, so she didn’t know what to expect this time. The mainsail looked sturdy. She was proud of her work and relatively confident that it would hold even if they encountered strong winds.

      The islanders and castaways gathered at the edge of the rock ledge. The sloop sat a few yards from the rock wall, just far enough that they couldn’t readily hop over, but Elna had retrieved a few long boards and lashed them together to form a makeshift boat ramp. Malin picked it up and tucked it under his arm.

      “Well, this is it, friends,” he said. “I’ll place the ramp.”

      As he headed down, Raymond gave Daniel a fierce hug. His son loudly whimpered against his chest.

      “Get plenty of rest,” Raymond said. “Eat your meals. I’ll be back before you know it with your medicine.”

      “Go fast, Dad,” Daniel replied. “Please.”

      “Oh, I will. Don’t cause any trouble for these nice people. Be a good boy.”

      Selene moved up to stand beside the boy, giving him an encouraging smile. He returned it feebly as Raymond followed Malin down to the boat. Elna hesitated. There was still so much she wanted to tell the others before she left, so many problems she wanted to prepare them for. Instead, she shook Norman’s hand and hugged her father. Then she gestured at Selene.

      “Remember what I taught you the other day,” she said. “You won’t have any trouble from mainlanders, but if you do, be tough, okay? Protect yourself. Do whatever you have to do. Got it?”

      Selene patted the holster, which protruded slightly from the front pocket of her dress. “Just, please, hurry back, Elna. Don’t linger, and don’t mess with anyone.”

      “We will.”

      Her father started to say something else—no doubt, one final attempt to talk her out of going—but she waved him off.

      “It’s fine, Pop. See you soon.”

      And with that, she turned and climbed down to the boat ramp, which Malin had balanced rather precariously on a narrow, flat rock near the water’s edge. Her sailing trip almost began with an unceremonious bath as the boat ramp wobbled under her feet. To keep from falling into the water, she dropped to one knee and grabbed the edge. Then she scooted the rest of the way across and pulled the ramp in after her.

      “Sorry, I tried to put it on a flat surface,” Malin said.

      As Elna stepped onto the deck, Raymond came out of the cabin, where he’d just stashed the last of their food.

      “How familiar are you both with sailing?” he asked.

      “Vaguely,” Malin said. “I’ve been on a friend’s boat a few times, but he did most of the work.”

      “Same here,” Elna said. “I know most of the terminology, but I have little practical experience. What can you tell us, Raymond?”

      He gestured to a nearby stack of raincoats, hats, and other gear they’d gathered from the island. “First, put on your rain gear. We want to be waterproof, right?”

      From the stack, Elna grabbed one of the old waterproof jackets. It crackled as she put it on, and little bits of sun-hardened plastic flaked off. Then she pulled on a rain hat with a wide, floppy brim. Malin did the same.

      “Okay, Skipper, what’s next?” Elna asked.

      Raymond gave her a funny smile. Maybe he didn’t particularly care to be the skipper, but she saw no other choice. Even though he’d failed to navigate the stormy waters on his previous trip, he still had the most practical experience with sailing. He was simply going to have to accept responsibility for coordinating the crew.

      “Okay, let’s see,” he said, tapping the side of his head. “Gear is stored. Bilge has been pumped. Elna, I will ask a big favor of you, but can you handle the rudder? Sit back by the tiller and steer. Malin and I will have our hands full operating the sails.”

      Elna found a seat for herself beside the tiller, as Raymond brought in the anchor. She glanced up toward the lighthouse, where Norman, Selene, Daniel, and her father were huddled like refugee children being abandoned. The sad sight caused a twinge of guilt, and suddenly she doubted this whole endeavor.

      But if my father dies from a treatable medical condition, the guilt will never leave me, she reminded herself. I’m sure Raymond feels the same about his son.

      Her father raised a hand and gave her a sad little wave. She returned it, then gave him a thumbs-up.

      “Hurry back,” Norman shouted, cupping his hands to either side of his mouth. “Don’t you worry about us.”

      I’ll worry plenty, Elna thought.

      The boat moving under her was already disconcerting. Elna wasn’t prone to seasickness, but she always found the adjustment uncomfortable. The constant rocking and swaying made the world seem unstable, and she gripped the tiller in both hands, latching on tightly.

      Malin and Raymond hoisted the mainsail, where her repair work stood out like a thick, knotted blue scar. Ugly but, hopefully, functional. As she steered, Raymond eased the line to the mainsheet as wind sweeping down out of the northwest caught the sail. Elna instinctively ducked as the boom swung past, though it would not have hit her.

      “Okay, friends,” Raymond shouted. “Cast off! Elna, we steer with sails until we’re underway and build up some speed. Got it? For now, just sit there and look pretty.”

      “Got it,” she replied. She had to choose not be annoyed by the comment. Raymond was clearly in a very good mood and she couldn’t fault him.

      They trimmed the jib to starboard—Raymond explained the proper terminology as they worked—and the sloop began backing away from the rocky promontory. Once they were a little farther out, they trimmed it in the other direction, while also trimming the mainsail. Wind caught both sails, and Elna felt them lurch forward. Initially, Raymond had them moving at an angle toward the shore, and Elna was tempted to turn the rudder.

      You made him skipper, she reminded herself. Let him lead.

      As Raymond continually barked orders at Malin, they changed tacks. The wind blew in off the port side.

      “Ready about,” Raymond barked. When Malin didn’t respond, he added, “You’re supposed to say, ‘Hard alee.’”

      “Oh,” Malin replied. “Hard alee, then.”

      “Elna, shove the tiller now,” Raymond said, waving a hand at her.

      She pushed the tiller, trying to move fluidly, and the sloop turned out to sea. They were already moving quite fast, the islanders quickly disappearing into the distance, little smears of color against the off-white side of the lighthouse. Suddenly, she felt the sting of tears in her eyes. She’d kept her mind busy with a thousand details in order to avoid dealing with the emotions of the situation, but now that they were underway, her defenses were down. Beneath all of those practical thoughts, she sensed a great well of grief that threatened to rise up and crush her.

      Why am I doing this? she thought. I’m abandoning my father and my friends on the island. What will they do if the aqueduct fails? Will they remember all of the steps to desalinate water? What if Dominic comes back for Selene? She’s too nice. She won’t fight hard. Go back. Go back.

      “Stand by to jibe!”

      Raymond’s barked order pulled her out of the death spiral. Elna quickly brushed away the tears and fixed her attention on her immediate surroundings.

      “Malin, you’re supposed to say, ‘Jibe ho,’” Raymond said with a smile.

      “Jibe ho!” Malin shouted.

      Elna ducked as the boom swung over her head again. As the sloop turned to the south, she felt the deck tipping, and suddenly she was on the lower side. She rose and stepped over the tiller, putting herself on the windward side. Looking to the horizon, she was relieved to see clear skies this morning.

      Let’s hope it stays that way, she thought.

      Though she’d wanted to leave at first light, it had taken time to get everything in order and everyone on board. The sun was well on its way to noon. Elna couldn’t help turning to watch the island shrink in the distance behind them.

      “This thing moves fast,” she said.

      “Yes, as long as we have a good wind and no choppy seas,” Raymond replied. “Just stay focused, señora. The wind can change directions very quickly, and then you get into trouble. When it was just me and Danny, I couldn’t handle it. Too many changes, too many waves, and you saw what happened. Maybe with a crew now we will be okay.”

      “Have you plotted our course?” Elna asked.

      Raymond pointed off the portside. Elna saw nothing in that direction, but she knew the mainland was there somewhere.

      “We need to get in sight of land,” he said, “and then we want to stay there. We’ll follow the coast down. I’ve got all the coastal towns written down on a piece of paper. We can count them off as we go. Rockport, Westport, Cleone, Fort Bragg, Caspar, and so on. The prevailing winds will mostly be from the west, so what we will be doing is called beam reach.”

      “Got it,” she replied. “Won’t following the shore slow us down?”

      “Yes, a little,” he said, “but we—”

      He stopped midsentence as a fierce gust of wind hit them.

      “Take some of the line back in,” he said to Malin, making the motion with his hand.

      “Got it,” Malin said, with a shrug. “I guess.”

      “This is where it gets fun.”
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      It didn’t take long for the cold October wind to sink through her clothes and bite deeply. Elna almost lost her hat a few times due to the sudden change in the wind, but the change also signaled rougher seas. She saw choppy water ahead, and as the sloop began to sway more violently, the first stirring of nausea settled in her belly.

      “Did our valiant skipper say this is fun?” she said bitterly.

      She felt the tiller pulling against her hand as the wind and waves tried to take control of the sloop. She had to tighten her grip and lean into it to keep it from moving against her will. Raymond and Malin were constantly moving back and forth as Raymond gave instruction, though Elna wasn’t always sure what they were doing or why.

      When she asked, Raymond said, “The wind keeps shifting from the west to northwest, so we have to keep adjusting. Just keep us on course, if you can.”

      “I’m not doing anything,” Elna replied. “The wind is fighting me.”

      “You have to turn with us. Otherwise, we’re working against each other.”

      “Got it.”

      But as noon came and went, the waves only got worse. The wind shifted direction again, and the waves came in more strongly from the starboard side. The sloop began to roll from side to side, and now Elna had to hold on just to keep from being tossed about.

      “We are maybe too close to shore,” Raymond said. “There would be less wave action if we were farther out, but we need to keep in sight of the land to track the towns, so we will have to endure for now.”

      As a rather large wave caused the boat to roll, Malin was thrown off his feet. He fell against the boom, which shifted, and then he toppled onto the deck. Raymond grabbed the mainsheet as he lost his own footing, but then he dropped into the cockpit. The sloop turned hard to starboard, aiming them directly into the waves as Elna tried to course correct. A massive wave crashed over the bow and fell on Elna like a thunderstorm. She ducked her head, her stomach flip-flopping.

      “It’s okay. It’s okay,” Raymond said, climbing out of the cockpit. “Don’t panic. We’re fine. Come on, Malin, my friend. We can do it, amigo.”

      Malin picked himself up, rubbed his hands on his wet raincoat, and reached for the grabrail. The wind and water were bitterly cold, and the salt air stung Elna’s eyes. Finally, though she wanted to study their every movement, she had to bow her head and fix her eyes on the tiller, listening to Raymond for instructions.

      She was ill-prepared for the sheer exhausting tedium of manning the tiller in rough waters. By the time the sun slipped into the west, her arms ached like she’d been lifting weights. Poor Malin was out of breath, grimacing as he tried to keep up with Raymond’s instructions, but the wind was relentless. Even with an almost cloudless sky, the sun barely seemed to produce heat. The cold and damp ruled everything.

      The boom swung over Elna’s head again as the wind shifted again.

      “What are we doing wrong here?” Malin cried, smacking himself in the forehead with the palm of his hand.

      “Not responding fast enough to changes,” Raymond said. “Come on. We can do it. Hang in there.”

      By midafternoon, Elna’s shoulders were crying out for rest, but the wind seemed to have finally made up its mind, blowing in almost directly from the west.

      Raymond beamed at her, water streaming down his face. “You have done an excellent job, amigos. Keep it up. We’re right on track.”

      Looking shoreward, Elna spotted the Pacific Coast Highway tracing its curving path through forested hills. A few cars littered the shoulder like relics of another age. Finally, Raymond let out a monstrous groan and sat down on the deck.

      “We’re good now, I think,” he said. “Winds kept shifting for a while there, but we can take it easy now.”

      Malin joined him on the deck, alternately gasping for breath and shivering from the cold.

      “That’s brutal, Raymond. Just brutal. I’m sore in places I didn’t know I could be sore,” Malin said, rubbing his right shoulder.

      “It’s not always so bad,” Raymond replied. “The wind was indecisive today. Take a short rest. I was hoping we might see a town so I could reorient us, but I guess not.”

      “I’m famished,” Malin said. “I could eat a whole herd of wild hogs.”

      Raymond rose and came toward Elna. “I will take the tiller if you two want to head into the cabin and get a bite to eat. If I encounter problems, I will call you.”

      “What about you, Raymond?” Elna asked.

      “We’ll take turns. I’ll eat later. Go on.”

      He brushed his hands at her. Elna rose and stepped down into the cockpit, headed for the cabin. It was a small, cramped space. A low table and a thinly padded white couch took up most of the space, with a long counter on the left.

      Most of the food was stacked in a cabinet beneath the counter, and she stooped down to open it. Their drinking water had been transferred to a large plastic barrel, which she’d wedged into a space beside the couch. She heard the water sloshing around inside. She opened the lid and dipped an empty water bottle inside, letting it fill. Then she took a long drink, trying not to overdo it. Malin had entered the cabin behind her, so she handed him the water bottle when she was done.

      “Being on the ocean sure makes you thirsty,” she said.

      “Yeah, it’s ironic,” he said, taking a swig from the bottle.

      Elna rooted around in the cabinet until she found the box of MREs. As she did, she noted water pooling around the soles of her shoes.

      Of course, the bilge pump wouldn’t be working, she thought. We’ll have to pump manually at some point.

      “If my stomach hadn’t flipped upside down, I might have an appetite.” Elna pulled out two MREs and handed one to Malin.

      “Ooh, veggie omelet,” he said, reading the label. “That sounds pretty good right about now.”

      As she ripped into her MRE, she dared another sip of water. Suddenly, the smell of veggie omelet wafted out of the torn bag. It smelled a bit like vomit. She gave Malin a sour look, and he shrugged.

      “Every MRE can’t be a winner,” he said, squeezing the damp, formed omelet patty out of its packet. He took a big bite.

      “How does it taste?” she asked.

      “A little better than it smells,” he replied, through a mouthful of food, “but not much.”

      “Dominic and his damned MRE choices,” she muttered. “Whatever happened to good old-fashioned trail mix?”
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        * * *

      

      After eating as much of the MRE as she could stomach, Elna stashed the wrappers in a trash bag and stepped back on deck. Raymond was humming a song, guiding the rudder like an old pro, and gazing off at the green hills. He’d kept them close to shore. The wind was gentle now, and Elna thought the experience might almost be pleasant if it stayed like this.

      “Hey there, Raymond,” she said. “I think it’s your turn to eat? I’ll take over.”

      He rose and bowed to her. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t eat the veggie omelet,” Malin said, stepping out of the cabin. “That might be last-resort food.”

      Elna took Raymond’s place, and Malin found a spot on the deck. The sun was low, bathing the ocean in a deep, orange light. It burned on the tips of the waves like fire. The sharpest edge of the cold wind had dulled, but Elna still shivered.

      “Well, I learned a few tricks today,” Malin said. “I know more about sailing into a strong wind. Maybe it won’t be so nerve-wracking next time.”

      “Let’s just hope for good weather,” she replied. “The faster we get there, the better.”

      He reached over then and took her hand. She didn’t resist. Many times, in recent weeks, she’d been so distracted by all of the little things she had to take care of every day that his displays of affection caught her off guard. In those instances, she knew she sometimes reacted coldly, though it was never intentional. Now, with the island well out of sight, she felt a rare moment of distraction-free warmth toward him, so she held his hand tight.

      “We’re going to be okay,” he said. “I really think so.”

      “Expect the worst, hope for the best,” she replied.

      “I’m sick and tired of expecting the worst.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, I know what you mean.”

      Raymond appeared on deck then, carrying a big piece of dried meat and a bottle of water. He hopped up on top of the cabin and sat cross-legged near the grabrail. As he did, he gestured at the mainsail. “Malin, my friend, can you trim the mainsail a little bit.”

      Malin hopped up and grabbed the boom, pulling himself toward the rigging. “How much?”

      “Just until it stops luffing,” Raymond said.

      Elna glanced up at the mainsail and saw it flapping in the wind. She didn’t know the term luffing, but she assumed that’s what it was referring to. Malin trimmed the sail just enough to make it stop.

      “Are we still on course?” Elna asked.

      Raymond pointed at the passing shoreline, where the rising tide was now crashing against the hills and beaches. Elna saw abandoned vehicles and beach paraphernalia, but she hadn’t yet seen any people.

      “Still good, señora,” Raymond said.

      You keep calling me señora when I’m clearly a señorita, Elna thought. She almost said something but decided it wasn’t worth it.

      “Raymond, will your son be okay for the time we’re gone?” she asked instead. “He seemed tired and maybe a bit jaundiced when we left. Is that normal?”

      “Fatigue and weakness are the most common symptoms,” Raymond replied. “Sometimes, he has trouble breathing, and he bruises very easy. Also, back pain and stomachaches. The biggest danger is blood clots, but I don’t have a way to test for those. We just have to cross fingers and hope the clinic has what he needs.”

      “There’s no other treatment for him except this experimental drug at the specialty clinic?”

      “They used to give him folic acid and iron supplements,” Raymond said. “It’s supposed to increase red blood cell count, but it didn’t seem to help. Mostly, his condition is progressive, and we are running out of options.”

      He gazed off sadly into the sky. Elna saw tears in his eyes.

      “Who do I have left in the world but him?” he said, softly. “We must come back successful.” Raymond finished off the water bottle and rose, hopping down into the cockpit. “I will put away my trash, and then I can take over again, if you want.”

      “I’m fine,” Elna said, gazing off at the setting sun. The ocean was just about as beautiful as she’d ever seen it, burning like golden glass. “Actually, it’s quite nice right now. I’m enjoying it.”

      “Very good.”

      He went back into the cabin, and Elna heard him moving about. Malin hopped down beside her and sat on the other side of the tiller.

      “When the wind is reasonable, I can see the appeal,” he said. “It’s nice. The wind and waves, the sun making everything glow. I wouldn’t mind if the temperature rose a few degrees, but you can’t have everything.”

      “Don’t fall in love,” Elna said. “We have to return to the island eventually.”

      “We could park a boat at the fishing dock,” he replied. “Raid the coast from time to time like pirates.”

      “Now, see, I know you well enough, Malin.” She wagged a finger at him. “You’re not completely joking. We’re not going to take up piracy.”

      “But you admit that Rod Smith deserves a pirate raid, right?”

      She couldn’t hold back her smirk but before she could reply, they heard Raymond curse loudly, and then he raced out of the cabin, catching himself against the open hatchway.

      “What is it?” Elna asked.

      “We’ve got a problem,” he said. “Señora, come and see.”

      “How serious is it?” Malin said, grabbing the tiller. “Are we sinking?”

      “No, but still bad.” Raymond turned and stepped back down into the cabin.

      Elna followed, her mind racing as she thought of a dozen different things it could be.

      “Here. Right here,” Raymond said, pointing into the corner beside the couch. “Do you see it?”

      He appeared to be pointed at the big, blue barrel. Elna saw water puddling on the floor there, but she’d noticed it before.

      “Go closer,” Raymond said. “Look.”

      Elna slipped past him and knelt beside the water barrel, and finally she heard it: the trickle of water. She leaned to one side and saw water spewing from a crack near the middle of the barrel, splashing against a corner of the cabinets and running onto the floor.

      “Oh, great,” she muttered. “How the hell did that happen? We brought this stupid barrel from the winery. I guess I know why it was stuck in the back of a utility closet. This is all of our drinking water!” She smacked the cabinets in anger, hard enough to make the doors bounce against the frames.

      “We must save the water,” Raymond said, squatting down beside her.

      Elna rummaged in the cabinet and managed to find an empty pitcher. She pulled it out and wedged it into the narrow space between the barrel and the cabinet beneath the flow of water.

      “The manual bilge pump should take care of anything that collects on the floor,” Raymond said.

      “Yeah, but we brought just enough water for the trip,” she replied. “We can’t afford to lose it. We have to find a way to patch the barrel.”

      “Tell me you have an idea,” Raymond said.

      Gripping her forehead, Elna said, “The epoxy. We put it in a box with the other repair tools. Do you know where it is?”

      “I think so.” Raymond rose and crossed the small cabin, searching through a set of small cabinets beside the bunks.

      As Elna was working the filled pitcher out of the narrow space, the barrel gave out a soft groan, and the plastic split farther, tracing a crooked frown. Suddenly, the trickle of water became a relative faucet.

      “It’s always some damn thing,” she muttered. “Raymond, where’s that epoxy? Hurry before it’s too late.”

      “Got it,” he shouted, hopping down from the lower bunk and dropping onto the damp floor beside her.

      He thrust a small plastic box at her.

      “Listen,” she said, as she opened the box and rooted around inside. “You’ll have to use a manual bilge pump on all of this water.”

      “Okay, I know where it is.” He turned and ran toward the cabin door and a small closet nearby.

      As he did that, Elna opened the tubes of epoxy, slathered a generous amount on a nearby countertop, and mixed it with the tip of her pocket knife. Then she began attempting to apply it along the crack. She moved slowly, but it was no good. The epoxy wouldn’t stick, and with the flow of water, she couldn’t get it into the crack. As she worked, water sprayed out from between her fingers, splashing her in the face, hitting the cabinets and floor.

      “Is it working, señora?” Raymond said.

      “No, not at all,” she replied.

      By the time she gave up, it didn’t much matter anymore. The water level in the barrel had dropped below the crack. Cursing under her breath, Elna rose and dumped the tubes of epoxy back into the box.

      “So, we lost half our water,” she said. “At least the crack wasn’t lower.”

      “Perhaps it will be enough for the rest of the trip,” Raymond said, operating the manual bilge pump.

      “No, it won’t be,” Elna said, scraping up the blob of epoxy she’d mixed on the counter and wiping it off the blade of her pocket knife with a nearby rag. “But I couldn’t fix it.”

      She handed the box to Raymond, who turned to put it back in the high cabinets. Just then, the sloop rolled, and Elna went stumbling across the cabin. She hit the low table with her right hip, spun, and dropped to the floor. Behind her, she heard Raymond slam into a bunk. Then the sloop rolled the other way, which shoved her against the cabinets.

      “What is going on up there?” she cried.
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      Rough seas lasted all night. While it wasn’t as bad as before, they were once again sailing into a headwind, forcing them to resume a zigzag pattern in order to continue following the coast. Attempting this in near darkness, with only a couple of flashlights shining on deck, made the whole endeavor far more difficult. Malin felt the terrible blackness all around him. It was just as disconcerting every time the boom would swing toward him until the jib pulled taut.

      Eventually, they were forced to take turns sleeping. One would go below deck, while the other two stayed above. Malin’s turn came somewhere around midnight. He clambered into the cabin, his mind buzzing from exhaustion. Not wanting to sleep on the cramped bunks, Malin curled up on the couch instead. He was cold and miserable, shivering in his rain gear, but he eventually managed a light sleep.

      It seemed like the blink of an eye before Elna was shaking him awake. Malin groaned and sat up, his head swimming. It was hard to remember a time when he’d felt this thoroughly miserable.

      Was it really just tonight I said this was a pleasant experience? he thought. Was I out of my mind?

      He wanted nothing more than to be back in the guesthouse on the island with a nice warm fire burning and Norman rambling on about his gift shop in Santa Monica. Just solid earth beneath his feet would have been enough.

      “What time is it?” he asked.

      “Early morning,” Elna said, her voice creaking in the dark. “No sun yet. I let you sleep a little longer than I was supposed to.”

      “You shouldn’t have done that.” He fumbled around, found her hand in the darkness, and briefly squeezed it. “You need sleep as much as I do.”

      “It’s fine,” she said. “You can make it up to me somehow.”

      He pushed off the table, stood up, and dragged his feet as he moved toward the hatch. The sloop rolled, and he fell against Elna, shoving her against the cabinets.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I guess I still don’t have my sea legs.”

      “You and me both,” she replied, giving him a brief hug.

      That brief hug, and the fact that she instigated it, did more to wake him up and reenergize him than a dozen cups of coffee could have. As she moved to the couch, he practically danced up the steps and moved outside into the strange, shifting flashlight beams. Unfortunately, the first blast of chilly mist in his face immediately diminished his enthusiasm.

      “Welcome to the utter darkness of the sea on a cloudy night, my friend,” Raymond said. “Be very careful up here. The weather cannot make up its mind.”

      Malin turned and reached for the grabrail on top of the cabin.

      “I saw the lights of a small city a couple hours ago,” Raymond said. “Campfires burning.”

      “Did you pull over and ask for directions?” Malin asked.

      He could just make out the shape of Raymond beside the tiller, a yellowish lump rocking from side to side.

      “I did not, but it means we are still on course,” he said, apparently missing Malin’s joke.

      “I guess that’s a good thing.”

      They continued sailing, and for a couple of hours, the wind and waves relented, but as the first light of morning lit the eastern sky, casting the hilly coast in silhouette, Malin noted dark clouds on the horizon. Another October storm. When Elna finally climbed out of the cabin and took Raymond’s place at the tiller, their noble skipper rose and scanned the shoreline. The sloop was rocking wildly by this point, and Malin was impressed at Raymond’s ability to maintain his balance.

      “Seas are getting rougher with that storm coming in,” Raymond said. “If we want to stay in sight of the shore, we might have to sail closer and find calmer waters. What do you say, my friends?”

      “It’s your call, Skipper,” Malin said, once again trimming the mainsail as another fierce gust blasted over the bow.

      “If we could find an inlet or something. Maybe there.” Raymond pointed toward a spot on the shoreline where there seemed to be a break in the hills. A few homes were clustered around an intersection on the south side, but the area seemed quiet and still, perhaps a ghost town.

      As they sailed closer to shore, the waters did indeed become a bit calmer. Elna had a bottle of water with her. She took a sip and passed it to Raymond. He drank from the bottle and gave it to Malin.

      “What’s our water situation like?” Malin asked, finishing off the dregs.

      “We lost too much,” Elna said. “It must have been leaking for a while. The crack was in a location where we couldn’t see it, so…” She shrugged.

      “Do we have enough fresh water for the trip?” Malin asked.

      Elna started to answer, hesitated, then shook her head. “No, I don’t think so, not unless we start making a lot better progress. Raymond, have we passed any of the towns on your list?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “When we get close enough, maybe I’ll spot something I recognize, but I’ve only been this way one time before.”

      “We have to stop somewhere and get our bearings,” Elna said.

      “I don’t want to stop,” Raymond said.

      “I know, but if we don’t figure out exactly where we are, we won’t have any idea how long this trip is going to take. We lost at least half our water supply, Raymond. We have to know what we’re dealing with, so we can plan accordingly.”

      Raymond bowed his head. “Very well. We can find a calm place to anchor.”

      They approached the inlet, and Malin realized the cluster of houses was actually a small town. Through breaks in the trees, he could see a small white church, some kind of inn or restaurant, and a school nestled along the street. Now, he saw people moving about in the city, and he was pretty sure a few had spotted their sails and stopped to gawk.

      The inlet turned out to be a cove, with tall rocks rising on two sides. The waters were practically still, and when they dropped anchor, Malin was amazed at the sense of stability he felt, as the wild rocking of the deck ceased. Raymond backed the jib to windward and eased the mainsail as Elna fixed the rudder to turn them into the wind. This brought them to a complete stop.

      “Are we safe here?” Elna asked, gesturing toward the town.

      “I believe so,” Raymond replied, “but if someone comes out to meet us, we will immediately depart. This town seems unravaged by gangs, but appearances can be deceiving, señora.”

      “We may have to go ashore to find out where we are,” Elna said. Despite her words, she was huddled over the tiller as if she could barely prop herself up.

      Raymond replied, taking a seat with his back against the main mast. “In a few minutes, okay? Maybe we take stock of our water supply first, in case we need to barter for more.”

      “I’ll go down and check,” Malin said, heading for the cabin.

      He went to the water barrel in the corner, raising the lid and moving the discharge tube aside. In the dim light, he could see the water sloshing around.

      Dang, did we really lose over half our water supply?

      Setting the lid back in place, he checked their food supplies. At least they’d been conservative with food. They had enough left, although maybe a few too many veggie omelet MREs for his taste. He shut the cabinets and went back on deck.

      “Well, folks, as it turns out…”

      He stopped talking midsentence. Elna was curled up beside the tiller, her cheek resting on her right hand and her eyes shut. Raymond was sprawled on top of the cabin, both hands tucked behind his head, snoring like he had sawdust caught in his throat. At first, Malin had the crazy idea that something was wrong with them, that they’d been attacked, maybe knocked unconscious, and he looked around wildly. But they were alone.

      They’re just exhausted, he realized. Like me.

      He decided not to wake them and took a seat on deck, gazing off at the distant shore. The sun was well up, bright and blinding as it shone out over the forested hills. Somehow, its heat didn’t reach them, as the cold continued to bite deep.

      He fully intended to stay awake and keep watch, but he found the calm water soothing. Soon enough, despite his best efforts, he drifted off to sleep. It didn’t last long. Some distant but familiar sound roused him, and he awoke with a pounding headache. It took a moment to realize he was hearing voices echoing out over the water. He sat up, rubbing his eyes, and looked toward the shore. People had gathered on a narrow strip of sandy beach behind the white church building. Malin counted at least two dozen, and they were all talking and pointing at the sloop. A tall man was waving both of his hands over his head, as if trying to signal the crew. Malin was tempted to return the wave, but he decided not to.

      Don’t know what sort of people we’re dealing with here, he thought.

      “Um, folks, it might be a good time to wake up,” Malin called, trying to speak just loud enough to be heard over Raymond’s snoring.

      If the tall sail didn’t draw their attention, they no doubt heard the echo of Raymond’s god-awful throat sound, he thought.

      He studied the distant crowd, but he couldn’t tell whether they were excited to have visitors, desperate for help, or hostile and hungry to attack. Whatever the case, they seemed to be getting more and more worked up. Some of them were now jumping up and down as they waved their hands in the air.

      Finally, Malin walked over to Raymond and shook him by the shoulders until he lurched up out of sleep, his snore becoming a startled cry.

      “Get up, buddy,” Malin said, as he walked over to Elna. “The welcome committee has started to gather.”

      “What…what are you talking about?” Raymond said. “Who is that?”

      “Look east, Skipper, and you’ll see them.”

      Malin gently patted Elna on the arm until her eyelids fluttered. She stirred from sleep almost silently, taking a single deep breath as she sat up.

      “Who are these people?” Raymond asked, leaning against the mast to steady himself. “How long have they been standing on the beach?”

      “No idea to either question,” Malin said. “I don’t know what they’re all worked up about, but I don’t care to find out. What do you say?”

      Raymond continued to study the crowd, but Malin had seen enough. He hopped over the cockpit and positioned himself beside the small windlass, ready to raise anchor as soon as their skipper gave the order.

      “If they’re trying to get our attention, they clearly want something,” Elna said in a sleepy voice. She yawned and added, “That can’t be good.”

      “Agreed,” Raymond said. “Let’s move the boat a little farther away. Malin, raise the anchor.”

      As Malin pulled the anchor in, Raymond released the jib sheet, and Elna unlashed the tiller. Immediately, the sloop began to turn, and the people on the beach became even more frantic. A few of the locals were now running back and forth. Malin could still hear their voices, a faint cacophony echoing out over the water.

      “It’s like a zombie horde,” he said. “They really, really want to get to us. The town doesn’t seem like it’s in trouble. What could be going on over there?”

      Indeed, other than the crowd on the shore, the sleepy little town looked peaceful. Nothing was burning. Malin didn’t see any armed men or gangs roaming about. There were no strange walls or barbed wire, no tent camps or indications of public executions.

      “A lot of terrible things happen behind closed doors,” Elna said. “My guess is they want the boat. Possibly to escape.”

      “Well, they can’t have it,” Raymond said, shaking a fist in their direction.

      They sailed out of the little cove and moved around a few large rocks out of sight of the shore before anchoring again. Despite the cloudless sky and the bright morning sun, the cold would not release its grip. Malin took a seat next to Elna as Raymond went below and retrieved a small log book. He had maps and a list of towns and landmarks along the coast tucked inside, and he pulled them out. After a few quiet minutes, he made some notes in the log book, then tucked the papers away.

      “Well, my friends, if I am correct, we’ve come about forty miles down the coast,” he said, glumly. “Sadly, that puts us well behind schedule.”

      “Only forty miles?” Malin replied. “How is that possible? We sailed for almost a full day. We should have gone twice that far, shouldn’t we?”

      “Sadly, I believe we are not very good at sailing,” Raymond said. “We have not taken advantage of the wind as much as we should have. Perhaps we overcorrected, turned into the wind too many times—not sure. I accept blame for this, amigos. I did not do a good job sailing when I was with Daniel, and I am not doing a good job now. I estimate we’ll need at least one, possibly two, extra days at this rate.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up over it,” Malin said, though he couldn’t even begin to imagine the physical toll this trip would take. He was already tired and shaky. He’d been a surfer for years, and he was in good shape, but something about the long, relentless hours of sailing had brought on a deeper exhaustion than he’d ever known. His former friend Garret had once talked about something called boaters’ fatigue. Maybe this was it.

      If I’m feeling this wiped out, the others must be feeling it as well, he thought. Or else I’m just the biggest wimp on the crew. Is that possible?

      “It’s not just about how fast we can sail,” Elna said. “Even if we pick up speed, we don’t have enough drinking water on board. Plain and simple. We didn’t bring enough to last two extra days, but now that we’ve dumped half of it into the sea, we really don’t have enough.”

      “I don’t suppose you could rig a way to desalinate water on board the ship?” Malin asked.

      “No, I’m afraid not,” she replied. “If I could cobble together the right gear, we’d still need a fire to heat the water, and then, even if it worked, the amount of water it produced would be negligible. On the island, I built a big firepit near the parking lot, so I can boil a few gallons at a time. There’s no safe way to do that on ship, even if I had the means to do it. The contraption alone would probably sink us.”

      After this, they sat quietly for a minute. Malin idly gazed up the nearby outcropping of rock. He could tell Elna was considering options, but Raymond seemed at a loss.

      “Forty miles,” Malin groaned. “You know we would’ve made faster progress if we’d ridden Garret’s double-bicycle, right?”

      “We can’t go by land,” Raymond said. “Crazy people are everywhere. In Petaluma, my son and I saw bodies on the street, stabbed and burned corpses dumped like trash from gangs fighting for control of the city.”

      Finally, Elna patted her knee and said, “Okay, here’s the situation. We have to make faster progress somehow, and we have to find a source of fresh water. I believe that means going ashore. Maybe we could find an old gas station or someone willing to trade. I don’t know.”

      Raymond shook his head and then collapsed forward, putting his face in his hands. “But we can survive without water, yes? A couple of days, if necessary.”

      “Maybe,” Elna said, “but it’s not a risk we should take, unless we absolutely have to.”

      “Is there another option?” Raymond asked, speaking into his hands.

      “No, I don’t think so,” she said, “We’ll anchor the boat somewhere out of the way so we can come back to it later. Then we continue to the clinic on land. We can find bicycles or working vehicles of some kind. As long as we avoid gangs and lunatics, we’ll make good time.”

      The second option hung heavy in the air. Land travel was dangerous, but Malin almost preferred those risks to sailing nonstop for days on end. He could see that poor Raymond was anguishing over the choice.

      “Do you need some time to think it over?” Elna said.

      “Maybe, but I don’t want to sit here,” Raymond replied. He took the cap off his head and furiously scratched at his scalp with both hands. “If I’m right about where we are, we will find a marina a few miles to the south. We can dock there and resupply, assuming the place isn’t overrun by dangerous people.”

      “We have to resupply in either case,” Elna said. “Let’s go.”

      “Yes, let’s go,” Raymond muttered, standing up on shaky legs.

      They got underway again, but Malin was so fatigued that he had to concentrate on every movement. At one point, while stepping onto the deck, he reached for the grabrail and missed. He tried to take a corrective step, but his foot slipped. Suddenly, he found himself tipping toward the sea, flailing his arms in vain. Raymond reached over and grabbed the collar of his raincoat.

      “Careful,” he simply said, dragging Malin back toward the cabin. “No time for swimming.”
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        * * *

      

      They fought a brutal headwind most of the day, reaching the marina in the afternoon. It was a small facility: a couple of docks protruding from a narrow strip of beach. The place was mostly abandoned, with only a few boats docked here and there, as if most people had taken to the sea. Malin imagined a great mass of people fleeing the coast, trying to cross the Pacific to find a nation with electricity—a silly notion, of course.

      Beyond the docks, there was a quaint little building that Malin assumed was a clubhouse. He didn’t see any people. A good sign. He much preferred empty buildings to roving bands of weirdos. As they navigated the boat into an open spot, they wound up slamming the starboard side of the boat against the buoys.

      “Careful with the hull,” Raymond said. “We don’t want to crack open like an egg. We will be the yolk.”

      They lowered the sails and dropped anchor. Malin couldn’t restrain himself. As soon as the anchor was down, he leapt over the gunwale and landed on the dock. Though it was floating on buoys, the stability of the wooden planks beneath his feet was such a good feeling that he almost cried. Elna joined him, holding her hands out to either side and sighing in relief.

      “Isn’t it a nice feeling?” she said.

      “I forgot what it feels like not to wobble constantly,” he said, tying off the dock lines.

      “Okay, what do we do now?” Raymond said, joining them on the dock.

      Elna was studying the distant building. Malin noted a few more buildings beyond the clubhouse parking lot and wondered if they were close to another small, coastal town.

      “I think we wait here for a little bit,” Elna said, finally, “to make sure locals don’t suddenly accost us. I don’t see anyone at the moment, but they could be hiding indoors. Besides, we need to eat. Let’s get some food, and if nobody comes creeping out of the shadows by the time we’re done, then a couple of us go and look for fresh water, while the other keeps an eye on the boat. After that…” She held her hands up. “We have a difficult decision to make.”
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      They huddled together on the dock, sharing some food from the cabinet among them. Malin avoided the veggie omelet MRE this time and went for dried meat and some fresh berries instead. He had no idea what kind of animal he was eating. They’d trapped a variety of small game on the island, and none of it tasted particularly good. This was some chewy, gamey piece of meat, but combined with the berries, it was palatable. It certainly filled his belly and lacked the sweaty-foot smell of the veggie omelet.

      “There are some vehicles that survived the EMP,” Raymond noted, digging into a bowl of berry salad. “We could find one, if we’re lucky.”

      “Yes, if we’re willing to think outside the box,” Malin replied. “We might not find a nice, roomy sedan to cruise down the coast in, but there are other kinds of vehicles than cars and trucks. We saw a few functioning dirt bikes in a militia camp. Somehow, they weren’t fried.”

      Raymond nodded. “I’m just thinking…if we find a working vehicle…we could travel a lot faster, even with all the obstacles on the roads. Danny is waiting. I hate to leave the boat, but we’re going too slow.”

      Malin caught a movement out of the corner of his eye behind the distant clubhouse. It took a moment to spot the figure that had stepped around the corner. The man stood there silently. He was dressed in black clothing and held some long object in his hand, possibly a stick or staff or even a long gun. After a moment, a second man joined him, then a third, all dressed darkly.

      “Um, guys, we’re not alone,” Malin said, gesturing at them.

      Elna turned, and Raymond leaned to one side to get a good look at them. There were five men now, all just standing there.

      “They don’t look friendly to me,” Raymond said. “Are those rifles?”

      Elna glanced at Malin, eyes wide. “Get back in the boat,” she said. “Cast off. Right now. Come on.”

      She hopped up and climbed onto the deck. As Malin shoved the last of the dried meat in his mouth, he saw one of the distant men gesture at the others. They started to approach, moving slowly, deliberately.

      “Yeah, here they come,” he said, untying the dock lines and following Raymond onto the boat. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Without waiting for his skipper’s instructions, Malin began to raise the sails, and Elna pulled in the anchor. Wind caught the sails as Elna turned the rudder, and the sloop began slowly—too slowly—backing away from the dock. The men didn’t move in lock-step like soldiers, but they did move together. A local gang? Maybe just some protective townsfolk? Malin didn’t know, but in their black clothing, they were clearly trying to intimidate.

      The men reached the end of the dock, turning and marching directly toward the boat. As they got closer, Malin realized just how big and ugly the leader was. He had a flat, pockmarked face, dark and hateful eyes, his upper lip curled back in a sneer. The stick he was holding turned out to be an ancient shotgun. The barrels were pointed at the ground, but Malin moved behind the mast to give himself some modicum of cover.

      And the Betty Lynn continued its too-slow retreat from the dock, pushed by a weak wind.

      “After all those hours of blasting us in the face with a relentless headwind, this is all you’re going to give us?” Malin muttered, glancing at the cloudless sky.

      They had only cleared about ten yards when the lead man said something over his shoulder to the others, and they all adopted a similar pose: shoulders squared off, guns held at an angle, heads tipped down, feet apart.

      “I haven’t seen such friendly faces since Rod Smith met us on the causeway,” Malin said to Elna.

      “Maybe they just want to scare us off,” Raymond said.

      “It’s working,” Malin replied.

      Indeed, the men just watched as the Betty Lynn slowly left the marina and drifted back out into the open sea. Once free, Elna turned the rudder and pointed them south again, and just before they sailed out of sight, Malin saw the group of men walking back toward the clubhouse.

      “Well, we know when we’re not wanted,” he said.

      “You dreamed of becoming a pirate,” Elna said. “I think those guys just assumed you are a pirate. Good job. Your reputation precedes you.”

      “To be fair,” he said, “our plan was to raid the town for water. Isn’t that textbook piracy?”

      “I believe I mentioned bartering,” she reminded him. “Like civilized people. We still have to go on shore at some point. We’re going to need water, one way or another.”

      “So we look for friendlier mainlanders, then,” Malin said. “Maybe we can hold up a sign that says, ‘Not pirates. Just thirsty.’”

      “We’ll have to take what we need,” Raymond said. “Sorry, señora, but your friend was right about becoming pirates. We’ll have to dock fast, very fast, rush ashore, grab what we need, and retreat. I don’t see another way to do it.”

      To this, Elna merely nodded.

      They were still fighting a headwind, so Raymond and Malin returned to the damnable zigzagging. Malin had grown to hate it with a passion. However, as they came around a small grassy finger of land, he saw a big mansion on a hill with a switchback path winding down toward the water and a private dock thrust out into the surf. There didn’t seem to be anyone in or around the house, but then again, you couldn’t really tell from the boat.

      He pointed it out to Raymond. “Is it worth the risk?”

      “Safer than the last place, maybe,” Raymond replied. “Let’s try it, my friend.”

      “Like you said before, Mr. Cabello, we’ll stop fast, rush ashore, and try to find water,” Elna said, turning the rudder and aiming them toward the small dock. “If we’re lucky, the house will be abandoned.”

      “Okay, then,” Raymond said, pulling himself toward the jib sheet. “We’re going to come in fast. Brace yourselves.”

      They turned broadside to the wind, approaching the dock at a shallow angle, but Malin was a bit disconcerted by their speed. He started to lower the mainsail, but Raymond signaled at him to wait, counting off ten seconds. Then he nodded, and Malin quickly lowered the sail. However, they were moving fast, and the dock was closing in. Elna tried to compensate at the last second by steering them away, but this just caused the stern of the boat to swing around and hit the buoys hard.

      Raymond was on the deck at the bow of the ship, still holding the jib sheet, when they made impact. As Malin went to his knees, Raymond was thrown overboard. He hit the gunwale and flipped over it. In the process, his sleeve caught on something, and Malin heard the plastic rip. Then Raymond fell onto the dock, landing on his right shoulder with a cry.

      “You okay, buddy?” he asked, as he quickly tossed the docking lines over and scrambled down to tie them off. “That looked like a hard fall.”

      Raymond rolled onto his back and sat up, immediately crying out again and grabbing his shoulder. The sleeve had torn all the way up to his elbow. Blood ran down his forearm and dripped off the back of his hand onto the dock. The sight of blood on the man’s arm set off a deep ache in Malin’s own right arm. Malin still had an ugly scar on his right arm thanks to his fight with Dominic, and the pain was fresh in his memory.

      “He’s hurt,” Malin shouted to Elna as he rushed to Raymond’s side.

      Malin tried to get a look at the man’s injured arm, but as soon as he touched him, Raymond cried out again and twisted away. By the way his right shoulder slumped, it was clear he’d dislocated it.

      “It’s out of the socket,” Malin said.

      “Don’t touch it,” Raymond said.

      “I can put it back in place for you,” Malin said.

      “No, no, just give me a minute. Wait. Wait.”

      Elna came up behind them then. “Could you find something to bandage his arm?” Malin asked her. “I don’t know how bad it is, but he’s bleeding all over the place.”

      “No, no, I’ll be fine,” Raymond said, writhing from side to side. When Malin reached for him again, he turned away, but this made him cry out even louder. Elna climbed back on board and went into the cabin.

      Malin finally squatted in front of Raymond. “Listen, Skipper, I’ve dealt with dislocated shoulders before. It happened to me when I took a bad fall while surfing once. A wave slammed into me in shallow water, and I went all the way down. I know how to fix it. I can pop it back in place. Just hold still. Trust your first mate, okay?”

      Grimacing in pain, Raymond squeezed his eyes shut. “Okay, fine, do it. Please, hurry.”

      “I’ll do it quick, but you’ll need to sit still.”

      Malin didn’t give him time to resist. Lunging forward, he grabbed Raymond’s wrist, pulled his arm forward, and then gave it a little jerk. Raymond shrieked, the sound echoing far and wide, ringing out over the ocean and bouncing off the distant hills.

      Well, if anyone is in the general vicinity, they know we’re here now, Malin thought.

      He guided the shoulder back into the socket, then curled Raymond’s arm against his side.

      “See? It’s done,” he said.

      “It’s back in,” Raymond said with a moan, grabbing his arm. “I felt it go back in.”

      Malin parted the ripped sleeve and saw the source of the blood: an ugly gash just above his elbow. It wasn’t big, but it was deep, and a jagged piece of wood was sticking out of it. While Raymond was busy moaning in pain, Malin quickly snagged the piece of wood and pulled it out, but this only made the wound bleed worse.

      “This should help,” Elna said.

      She stepped onto the dock, holding a large piece of folded sailcloth in one hand, a small first aid kit in the other. She knelt beside Malin, then drew her pocket knife and began cutting strips out of the cloth.

      “That’s for repairing the sails,” Raymond said.

      “Yeah, well, right now it’s for repairing you,” Elna said.

      Raymond bent forward, moaning.

      “I should’ve braced myself,” he muttered. “We came in a little too fast, and I wasn’t ready for it. I was trying to go fast, like real pirates, but look at what it got us.”

      When Elna lifted his arm, even though she was gentle, he cried out in pain. Apparently, the shoulder still hurt.

      “How did you cut yourself?” Malin asked. “What did you hit on the way down?”

      “My arm hit the edge of the dock,” Raymond replied. “Is it bad?”

      The gash was about an inch long and maybe half an inch wide, but bleeding plenty. Elna used a bandage to wipe away some of the blood. Then, as Malin stabilized the arm, she wrapped another bandage around the arm, covering the wound with a few layers. Elna then weaved a few long strips of sailcloth together and used them to create a sling for Raymond’s right arm. Then she rose and helped him to his feet.

      “That’s the best I can do for now,” she said. “Try to keep the arm immobile, okay?”

      Raymond wiped tears of pain off his cheeks before nodding his head in thanks. “Wow. It hurts like hell.”

      With a sigh, Malin turned and gazed up at the house. The switchback path leading to the porch looked exhausting, but there was a sizable boathouse at the bottom of the hill. It was a quaint building, designed to look like a rustic cabin. Some boating equipment was strewn around the door, but he didn’t see anyone moving around inside.

      “I’m pretty sure this place is abandoned,” he said.

      “They could be hiding,” Raymond replied. “Let’s find water, grab it, and get out of here.”

      While Elna took the extra sailcloth back down into the cabin, Malin lowered the sails completely and tied off the boat a bit more securely. When Elna returned, she was lugging her backpack. The way it pulled against her shoulders made it look heavy.

      “What are you bringing?” Malin asked.

      She tossed him one of the empty sacks, which he caught out of the air. “A bit of food, a bottle of water, and a couple bottles of wine.”

      “Are you planning on bartering the wine?” he asked.

      “I’m just planning for a variety of outcomes,” Elna said. “You know how I am.”

      “I do, indeed,” he said.

      They stepped back onto the deck, where a rather forlorn Raymond waited for them. He looked utterly deflated and quite possibly embarrassed. When Elna and Malin approached, he averted his gaze.

      “It was an accident,” Malin reminded him. “Don’t be hard on yourself, Raymond. Remember when I almost fell into the ocean and you saved me? It can happen to anyone.”

      Raymond said nothing to this. Instead, he turned and started down the dock toward the boathouse. Elna shrugged and followed him. As Malin started after them, he kept his gaze fixed on the house atop the hill. It was a big white building with sweeping gables and a couple dozen big windows looking out on the sea. Many of the rooms had curtains opened, and he saw hints of the dark interior. Plenty of gloom and shadows for people to hide and watch the dock.

      He shuddered, wondering if the feeling came from eyes watching him. By the time they reached the boathouse, the feeling was almost unbearable. When Elna glanced at him with wide eyes, he knew she was feeling it as well.

      “Do you suppose we’re being watched?” he asked.

      “I think it’s very possible,” she replied.

      Malin approached a small window beside the boathouse door, but his view through the murky glass was blocked by a stack of boxes just inside. He put his ear to the glass and listened, but the building was quiet.

      “Guys, let’s just wait here a few minutes,” Elna said. Among the junk scattered around the boathouse door was a big plastic tub. She turned it over and sat down. “If there are people guarding the property, we don’t want to get trapped inside a building. We’re hidden from the big house in this spot. Keep your ears open and listen for anyone coming down the path, okay?”

      Raymond put his back against the wood siding and slid down to the ground, wincing. The simple act of sitting down seemed to hurt him.

      After all the dangers this guy has faced, he gets injured in the dumbest way possible, Malin thought. Poor guy.

      When Raymond glanced at him, Malin began rooting around in the junk around the boathouse to hide what he was thinking. Mostly, it all seemed useless or broken. He found a bent anchor pole, pieces of a folding ladder, some stray wire ties, a scrap of what might have been a boat cover, a few weathered bungee cords, and other assorted bits that he couldn’t identify.

      He moved to the corner of the boathouse and dared a glance up the hill. The hillside hid the first floor of the big house, but he could still see the dark, shadowy second-story windows. He intentionally avoided staring at them, afraid he might somehow draw attention. More junk had been scattered on this side of the building, and one object in particular stood out. A small two-wheeled handcart was leaning against the wall, the wheels checked by a big piece of scrap wood. At one time, the handcart had been painted orange, but most of the paint was chipped away, the metal beneath rust-flecked and rough.

      “Be careful,” Raymond said. “Don’t stick your head out so far. They could have snipers.”

      “I think we’re in the clear,” Malin replied.

      Still, he hunched down as he stepped around the corner. He kicked the scrap wood aside, grabbed the handcart, and dragged it to the front of the building. The wheels weren’t flat, but the axle seemed either rusty or slightly bent. It took a bit of work to get it to move, and it bounced and thumped over the small bits of junk.

      “This’ll help us get stuff back to the boat,” Malin said. “What do you think?”

      Elna was standing beside the boathouse door, her hands on her hips. Her lips were pressed together, working from side to side, as she scowled at the ground. It was the face she made when she was deep in thought. Malin had come to know it well.

      “What do you think?” he asked again.

      She finally blinked a few times, seemed to come out of her thought, and looked at him. “That handcart is great, Malin. Good eye.”

      “Are you okay?” he asked her.

      “Just tired,” she said. “Really tired. Concerned about Raymond, and…thinking.” She shrugged. “Anyway, should we see what we can find? Here’s your chance to be a real pirate.”

      “Let’s go for it,” he said.

      Raymond started to get up, grunting from the pain and effort.

      “Just relax, Raymond,” Elna said. “Let us handle this.”

      He didn’t need to be told twice, and he dropped back down onto the ground.

      Elna slipped the backpack off her shoulder and set it on the ground. Unzipping it, she reached inside and pulled out the small crowbar. She handed it to Malin.

      “Would you mind opening the door for us?” she said. “I checked it, and it’s locked.”

      Malin laid the handcart down and approached the front door. He felt conflicted. Was he really about to break into private property looking for stuff to steal?

      Shouldn’t we discuss this further? he thought. We seem to be crossing a line here, and there might be no coming back.

      He glanced at Elna, but she was lost in her thoughts again and staring off into the distance.

      “Okay, here we go,” he said.

      Beyond the feeling of regret, there was a lower emotion that he couldn’t deny. He felt it, a kind of electricity in his belly.

      Maybe I’d make a good pirate after all, he thought, as he jammed the end of the crowbar between the door and the doorframe.

      “Tell me if you hear anyone coming,” he said.

      “I think we’re in the clear for now,” Raymond said. “Just hurry, please.”

      Malin pulled on the crowbar and felt the doorframe crack. He dug the end deeper and pulled again, and this time the door groaned. On the third pull, he felt the latch bolt split the wooden doorframe, and then door swung open with a woosh of musty air. Malin stumbled backward and dropped the crowbar, which hit the ground and bounced among the junk with a clatter.

      “Don’t summon the whole town,” Raymond said, tapping a finger against his lips.

      “With all the yelling earlier, it’s probably too late for that,” Malin said and Raymond ducked his head in embarrassment.

      Elna swooped down, grabbed the crowbar, and slid it back into her backpack. Malin stepped into the boathouse. The inside was spacious, with a generous storage area on one side that was partially walled off, but it was also damp and cluttered. Malin slid a big metal trunk out of his way and moved to the center of the room. From there, he began to scan the place.

      Elna stepped through the door next, but she had to sidle up next to him to fit. He didn’t mind.

      “What have you found, Blackbeard?” she asked.

      “Well, other than the fact that my beard isn’t black,” he replied, “nothing yet.”

      “Okay, Dirty Blondbeard, then,” she said. “Dirty Blondbeard, the Pirate of the California Coast.”

      He was too tired to laugh. On a nearby shelf, he saw a large plastic jug tucked in among some boxes. He grabbed it and pulled it free. It was roughly rectangular, with rounded corners and a handle and spigot on top.

      “Do you suppose this is meant for water?” he said, unscrewing the cap. He sniffed the inside. “Doesn’t smell like fuel.”

      “It’ll work,” Elna said, taking it from him. “Good find. If we can get access to clean water, we’ll transport it with this.”

      She took the jug outside and set it next to the handcart.

      “Your first pirate treasure,” she said.

      “Arr, matey, I be stealing your big jugs,” he replied, squinting with one eye.

      Elna gave him a strange look, and it only occurred to him belatedly that his joke could be taken as an innuendo. This made him laugh hard, until Elna finally gave him a playful slap on the arm.

      “I didn’t mean it that way,” he said. “I promise.”

      As they continued searching the boathouse, they found a length of nylon rope still with a cardboard tag on it. The thing was neatly rolled and dusty, as if it had been purchased and never used. They also found a couple of folded blue tarps, which Elna said would come in handy. Finally, in a back corner of the boathouse, behind some boxes, Malin found half a dozen tightly rolled sleeping bags inside an old metal trunk.

      “The ones we brought are probably soaked from the water leak,” Elna said. “Grab three of them.”

      He dug them out of the box, where they’d been packed in snugly, and passed them one at a time to Elna. In the end, they stacked all of the things they’d found on the handcart and covered it all with one of the tarps.

      “Not a bad haul,” Elna said, securing the tarp to the handle of the cart with bungee cords.

      “Since it was my first time looting and pillaging, how did I do?” Malin asked.

      “Not half bad,” Elna replied. “Nobody got hurt. Let’s keep it that way.”

      Malin pulled the door shut behind him. It would no longer latch since he’d busted through the frame, but he closed it as best he could. He turned to the handcart, dreading the thought of lugging the thing back to the boat.

      “I guess we need to find water next,” he said, “and then we can set sail again. We just have to trudge up the hill and hope the house is empty.”

      He gazed off at the lowering sun, which was slowly sinking toward the endless roiling waves, turning the Pacific to fire. The thought of sailing again, of the endless tacking and trimming and running back and forth, made him want to collapse to the ground in despair.

      “My friends,” Raymond said, the words coming out in a shuddery breath, “I don’t think I can make it up that big hill. I am in more and more pain. Maybe the shock wore off, I don’t know, but it hurts too bad.” He reached over to touch his injured shoulder, then seemed to change his mind and lowered his hand to his lap.

      “I don’t relish trudging up all those switchbacks either,” Malin said, “but we need water if we want to get back on our way.”

      To this, Raymond merely sighed. Elna was still gazing off at nothing in particular, but she grunted suddenly and shook her head. Turning, she looked from Raymond to Malin.

      “We’re not going anywhere today,” she said. “We’re certainly not sailing, not with our best sailor in his current condition, and I don’t think any of us have the strength to trudge up the hill. We’ll camp here tonight, try to get some rest, and see how we feel in the morning.”

      “Are we sleeping on board?” Malin asked.

      Elna shook her head. “The boat is too visible. I would say let’s sail away from the coast, but I don’t know if we can manage it safely with Raymond’s injury. Malin, you and I could work the sails and rudder, but we need Raymond’s instructions. I’d hate for him to risk making his injury worse. It would only take another fall. Let’s camp somewhere on land, somewhere out of sight. We can take turns keeping watch.”

      Part of Malin didn’t like this idea at all. He’d developed a phobia of being on the mainland. The very environment felt hostile.

      Get me back on the island or get me back on a ship, he thought.

      But the other part of him so craved sleep that he wanted to collapse right then and there amidst the junk.

      “I’m sorry,” Raymond said. “I was clumsy, and look at what I’ve done.”

      “You didn’t do it on purpose,” Elna said. “Accidents happen. We just have to deal with the hand we’ve been dealt.” She waved both of her hands at the boathouse. “I think we should camp in there.”

      “In the boathouse?” Malin said. “I busted the door.”

      “We can push something against the door. The boathouse has a storage area on one side. If we move things around, we can clear enough space to lie down. We’ll take turns at the window keeping an eye on things. If someone is drawn down to the dock, maybe we can get the drop on them before they get the drop on us. They’ll expect us to be on the boat.”

      “If you say so,” Malin said. The idea of sleeping in the boathouse under the watchful gaze of that big house on the hill made his skin crawl, but he didn’t have a better idea.

      “Help me unload the sleeping bags,” Elna said, kneeling in front of the handcart.

      “I’ll take first watch,” Malin said.

      When he knelt beside her, she hugged him suddenly, crushing him in her embrace and pressing her face against his shoulder. They stayed there for a minute, neither saying anything. Then she pulled away and said, “Thank you.”

      It took a while to set up the sleeping bags. They had to disconnect the bungee cords, pull off the tarp, and carefully unstack everything. Then Malin spent a few minutes clearing space inside the building’s storage area, making the stacks of boxes and junk a little higher. As he did that, Elna cleared a space around the boathouse window, leaving a single trunk so someone could sit and stare through the glass.

      Once they were done, there was just barely enough room for three sleeping bags set side by side, but it was going to be cozy. Malin took the water bottle from the backpack and set it on the trunk beside him as he sat down next to the window.

      This is going to be creepy as hell, he thought, seeing the darkening waves through the dusty glass, the mast of the Betty Lynn swaying like some strange, arrhythmic metronome. Elna and Raymond each took a sleeping bag, with Elna lying closest to the door and Raymond taking the other end. Because of his injured arm, Raymond could only lie on his left side.

      It stank terribly in the small space, a mix of musty old boxes and filthy, unwashed people. When he glanced at Elna, he saw her lying on her back, her hands tucked behind her head. She was staring fixedly at the ceiling.

      “Guys, I hesitate to say this,” she said softly, speaking into the deep quiet that had settled in the room, “but I don’t want to spring it on you tomorrow.”

      When she left her thought hanging, Raymond finished it for her. “You think we have to go by land.”

      When Elna didn’t immediately correct him, Malin felt a sinking sensation.

      “I don’t think we have any choice,” she said, after a moment. “Not in your current condition. We need fresh water, you might need further medical care, and I’m worried about you moving around on deck. I’ve been trying and trying to talk myself out of it, but I don’t think so.”

      “Contact with other people can be very dangerous, señora,” Raymond said gently, as if he had no fight in him.

      “I know,” she replied.

      And she left it at that.
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      The sound would have been loud in the small, closed space if not for the terrible, tooth-rattling death-snores of Raymond Cabello.

      He must have a deviated septum, Elna thought, or sleep apnea. No healthy person snores like that.

      The world beyond the dusty window glass was utterly dark, as if the little boathouse were drifting in a lifeless void. Only the soft roar of waves in the background let her know that the whole world had not somehow disappeared around them.

      She didn’t feel good about any of their possible plans. Returning to the ocean was too risky. With Raymond’s injuries, they would find sailing much harder, not to mention quite dangerous. They’d barely made progress against the strong wind even with the three of them working tirelessly for hours on end. Still, going by land introduced a whole new set of dangers.

      Leaving the island was a foolish endeavor to begin with, she told herself, but what else could I do?

      The burden of responsibility lay so heavily on her shoulders that she felt like she was being crushed. Whatever happened to them, no matter how random or unpredictable, she would bear the blame. If no one else blamed her, she would blame herself, and she dreaded that more than anything.

      Wrestling with these thoughts, Elna didn’t realize she’d fallen asleep until some strange coldness entered her dreams. She felt it pressing against her face, and when she finally opened her eyes, she realized she’d tipped forward, leaning her cheek against the window. As she sat up, rubbing her cheeks, the lid of the wooden trunk creaked beneath her.

      Morning light shone through the window, revealing the beautiful waves and the little sailboat bobbing gently. Though she was tempted to go back to sleep, though her body cried out for it, she slapped her cheeks and sat up. Her throat felt like a desert, so she took a long swig from the water bottle.

      Malin and Raymond were sound asleep, little lumps curled up in their sleeping bags, the junk in the boathouse towering over them on every side. She cleared her throat, took another swig of water, and began trying to rouse them.

      “Get up, folks,” she said. “Time to wake. We need to hit the road soon. Come on.”

      Raymond was the first to wake up. He thrashed in his sleeping bag, whimpered, and sat up, flinging the cover back. Grimacing in agony, he grabbed his shoulder, rocking back and forth.

      “It doesn’t feel better this morning?” Elna asked.

      “Worse,” he replied. “It just gets worse. I don’t get it, señora. Malin fixed it, right? He put it back in place. Why does it keep hurting more and more?”

      “I’m not a doctor,” Elna said, “but it’s possible that popping it back in place did more damage.”

      Raymond adjusted the sling. “I need drugs or something. I can’t stand it.”

      “It’s a good thing we’re heading to a place with drugs then,” Elna said.

      Malin woke up silently, slowly sitting up. He clearly hadn’t slept well. His hair was all messed up, sticking out at strange angles, and his cheeks and chin were scruffy.

      “Guys, I would give you an hour to relax, but I really think we need to get going,” Elna said. “We don’t want to get stuck out there on the road in the dark tonight.”

      “So, we’re really going by land?” Raymond said.

      “I don’t think we have a choice,” Elna replied. “If we’re lucky, we’ll make good time and get to our destination faster.”

      They roused themselves from the boathouse like the undead digging out of their graves. Elna finally had to take a handful of water and splash it on her face. In the cold air, it made her face sting, which helped destroy the last vestiges of sleep.

      Elna and Malin repacked the handcart, then added extra food, a first aid kit, the crate of wine bottles, and some tools from the boat. They filled the rectangular container with most of the rest of their fresh water. At this point, the handcart was overloaded and a giant pain in the ass to move. As Elna pushed it past the boathouse toward the landing that led up the hill, she tried not to think about how awful the next few hours were going to be.

      “I’ve got that,” Malin said, swooping in from the side.

      He grabbed the handcart rails. Elna briefly considered resisting, if only because she couldn’t stand not pulling her own weight, but she was too tired to refuse the offer. She let Malin take the handcart and fell back beside Raymond. As they started up the switchbacks, she glanced back at the boat. Somehow, it seemed sad and lonely all by itself at the end of the dock.

      “Will we ever see it again?” she wondered aloud.

      “Well, it wasn’t mine to begin with,” Raymond reminded her. “We just borrowed it. I guess maybe we can consider it a trade for the supplies in the boathouse.”

      The hike up the hill was a brutal slog. Fortunately, the path was paved with flat stones, and there were shallow steps every few feet. Still, by the time they reached the top of the hill, everyone was out of breath. The heavy handcart had a squeaky wheel, which made a loud enough noise that anyone nearby would know they were coming. Elna made a mental note to look for some WD-40 when she got a chance.

      At the back of the house, a broad porch with enormous picture windows gave a broad view of the ocean. However, Elna noted immediately that the sliding glass door in the back was wide open, and the dim room beyond looked trashed. She slipped past Malin and approached the door.

      “Be careful,” he said. “Looks like someone’s been here.”

      She eased to one side of the open door and slid up close to the wall. The room on the other side was some sort of den or living room, but it had been thoroughly overturned. Bookshelves, tables, chairs, and a coffee table had all been tipped over. Books, broken lamps, and a thousand other things were scattered across the floor.

      “Do you suppose the homeowners fled in their boat and looters came in behind them?” Malin asked, leaning on the handcart.

      “Or the homeowners are in there somewhere,” Elna said. “Killed in a home invasion.”

      She heard Raymond give a little intake of breath, and knew she’d said too much.

      “Let’s not find out,” she added. “We’ll keep moving.”

      The house was an enormous mansion with stone walls of pale gray and white. The path that led down the hill ran parallel to the broad porch and then cut across an overgrown yard toward a circular driveway in front. As they rounded the corner, Malin leading the way with the squeaky handcart, Elna saw an abandoned Chrysler Pacifica sitting in the driveway. It was pristine, a beautiful cobalt blue. Not the fanciest car, by any means, but clearly new.

      She knew damn well a car that new wouldn’t run. The EMP would have fried every circuit from the headlights to the taillights, but she tried anyway. Breaking away from the others, she dashed over to the driver’s side door and attempted to open it. Locked. She briefly considered breaking a window and at least rooting around inside, but then she spotted a rather large stain on the cushion of the driver’s seat. It was brown, almost black, and while it could have been many things, she thought it was likely blood.

      “No luck?” Malin called.

      “Nope, fried,” she replied.

      As she moved toward Malin, she decided not to say anything about the blood. The driveway cut through the yard toward a distant highway. Elna saw another abandoned vehicle on the shoulder of the road, a new-model pickup truck that had come to rest sideways, its tail thrust out into the southbound lane.

      As they walked away from the house, she looked back. The front of the mansion was far more majestic than the back, with huge sweeping eaves, giant marble statues on either side of the porch, and big windows with fancy trim. However, she noticed that one of the upstairs windows was shattered, broken glass scattered on the wide windowsill. The corner of a cream-colored curtain swayed in the wind.

      Was leaving the ocean a mistake? she wondered.

      Elna knew that sometimes she got so wrapped up in her own thoughts that she lost perspective. Finishing their trek on land had made sense in her mind, but now that they were doing it, she felt a crawling unease in the pit of her stomach.

      It’s too late to turn back, she told herself. Just stick to the plan and try to make good time.

      As they reached the highway, she stepped aside to check on the pickup truck. Unlike the Pacifica, the driver’s door was ajar. She opened it all the way and stuck her head inside. Amazingly, the keys were still in the ignition, but when she tried to start it, she got nothing. It didn’t respond in any way. She rooted around in the various pockets and compartments, however, and found a small blister pack of ibuprofen under some trash in a cup holder. She retrieved it and brought it to Raymond.

      “It’s your lucky day, Mr. Cabello,” she said.

      He gaped at the medicine, like a child who’d just received the most amazing Christmas present. He pressed the blister pack to his lips, popped out two pills, and swallowed them dry.

      “Maybe someone is hearing my prayers,” he said, “or maybe it’s just dumb luck, but I’ll take it either way.”

      The highway followed a twisting path through the hills, mostly staying in sight of the ocean. Along the way, they passed abandoned vehicles.

      Maybe one of them will work, she thought. We just need one.

      After a short distance, Malin paused to catch his breath. Elna saw a few houses in the distance, some large shrubs growing beside the highway in places, and even some abandoned luggage.

      “Okay, I’m ready,” Malin said, as he resumed pushing the handcart.

      As they trudged down the highway, Elna looked at her ragtag little group. They were a sorry lot, eyes full of anxiety and exhaustion. Poor Raymond’s whole face seemed to sag downward. They hadn’t fought her about abandoning the boat, but maybe they’d wanted to.

      They trust me, she realized, and felt the weight of that realization. What if I’m wrong? Oh, God, what if I’m wrong?

      She fixed her eyes on the road ahead and settled in behind Malin. Right away, she found the walk invigorating. She seemed to be using a different set of muscles than she had on the boat, and it felt good, though she couldn’t tell if the others felt the same. After a few minutes, Raymond reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. He held it up.

      “I brought this from the boat,” he said. “It’s a list of the cities along the coast. It also has the street address of the clinic when we get to Manchester.”

      He tried to hand it to her, but she waved him off.

      “You hang on to it, Raymond, if you don’t mind doing a little tracking for me. If we pass a gas station, we’ll look for a paper map. Hopefully, by then, we’ll have some sort of vehicle to travel in.”

      Raymond nodded and slipped the paper back into his pocket, but in the process, his whole face twisted up in agony. He grinded his teeth and squeezed his eyes shut.

      “The pain is getting worse?” she asked.

      He nodded. “I must’ve really torn something. I don’t know if the ibuprofen is helping or not, and I don’t know how long I can keep doing this.” He reached up to his right shoulder, as if to massage it, but even a light touch made him gasp in pain.

      “We’ll have to find a doctor,” she said. “This is beyond my pay grade.”

      To this, Raymond just moaned, his head rocking back on his shoulders.

      “Hang in there a little longer,” Malin called over his shoulder.

      “I am hanging,” Raymond grumbled. “Believe me, I am hanging.”

      They were just passing some large coastal shrub that towered over the shoulder of the road.

      Selene would know what that is, Elna thought, and the realization gave her a sudden pang of homesickness. She wanted desperately to be back on the island, among her people, in relative safety.

      And then she saw the small white tent fixed on the dusty ground beyond the plant and the people sitting in front of it. Dressed in filthy clothes, they were a ragged crew, three men and two women of varying ages gathered around an ash-filled firepit. The men apparently hadn’t shaved since the EMP, and they’d each grown ragged beards. They also didn’t appear to have bathed, and they were as dusty as ancient statues. As soon as Malin and Elna stepped into view, they each looked up with what seemed like genuine curiosity.

      The oldest man of the crew, who had a huge white beard, gave them a big toothless grin. As best Elna could tell, there was no guile in the grin. The man seemed genuine enough.

      Maybe they’re just relieved we’re not an armed militia, she thought.

      “Greetings, fellow travelers,” the old man said. “Just passing through?”

      Malin didn’t answer, and Elna realized he was deferring to her.

      “Good morning,” she replied. Her voice sounded coarse, and she wondered if she didn’t look as rough to these strangers as they looked to her. “Yes, sir, we’re just passing through.”

      “The name’s Grover,” he said, patting his chest. He was wearing the filthiest button-up dress shirt Elna had ever seen. It might have been white at one point, but it was now a dingy gray with about a thousand unidentifiable stains. “We’re headed the opposite way. Any dangers on the road up north?”

      She didn’t want to tell them too much about their travels, so she decided to remain vague. “Same as the dangers down south, I assume. Gangs and militias here and there.” And then, to change the subject, she said, “Would you folks happen to know if there’s a doctor or kind of clinic nearby? We have an injured man here.”

      “I can see that,” Grover said. “You’re in luck. There’s a reasonable little settlement a couple of miles down the road. A friendly chap named Dr. Mark holds sway there. He’s a real MD. Or used to be, you know. Anyway, he offers medical care and treatment if you’ve got something to barter with.” He gestured at Malin with a hand so filthy Elna couldn’t tell what his natural skin color was. “Looks like you might have some nice things on your cart. Just make a good offer.”

      “Thanks,” Elna replied. Grover was friendly, maybe too friendly. The others were smiling to varying degrees, but she didn’t quite trust them. Maybe I’m judging them too harshly because of their filthiness, she thought. Still, she picked up her pace a little, hoping Raymond could keep up. “Safe travels, folks.”

      “You, too,” Grover said, giving her a last gummy smile. He had a single visible tooth, and it was black with rot.

      Elna and her crew hurried past the dirty travelers, and she held her tongue until they were a safe distance away. Then she traded a look with Malin.

      “Yikes,” he said with a disgusted frown. “We don’t look like that, do we?”

      “I don’t think so,” Elna replied. “I hope not.”

      “Lots of people like that in the world,” Raymond said. “It’s like they forgot how to take care of themselves. With no electricity and no running water, some people can’t figure out how to bathe, brush their teeth, or wash their clothes.”

      “Well, let’s try to get the image of our pal Grover out of our minds,” Elna said, “and see if we can’t find this Dr. Mark.”
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        * * *

      

      They’d been walking for at least an hour when Raymond began unwinding the bandage around his arm. Elna heard him making little pained noises, so she dropped back beside him.

      “We should disinfect the wound and put a clean bandage on it,” Elna said.

      “Just let me look,” he said. “It feels bad. Really warm.”

      As they came to a stop, Raymond unwound the sailcloth and cast it aside, revealing the ugly scab-filled gash above his elbow. The flesh around the wound was bright red.

      “That can’t be good,” he said.

      Elna dug the first aid kit out from under the tarp.

      I should have done this sooner, she thought. I was too distracted with other problems.

      When she cleaned the wound with disinfectant, Raymond shouted curses in Spanish and English so loud, they echoed out over the sea. Still, he didn’t resist, and she got him cleaned and bandaged.

      “We have to clean it regularly,” she said, as they resumed walking down the highway. “It’d be really unfortunate if you got an infection.”

      “If you insist,” Raymond said, cradling his wounded arm in the crook of his other arm as he stumbled along.

      Shortly thereafter, they finally topped a hill and came in sight of a town. Actually, it was little more than a dozen buildings gathered around a three-way intersection. Trees rose up tall on either side of the road here, but in a break, she saw sand dunes leading down a slope on the right. At one point, they passed a single support post that was bent out of shape. Whatever road sign had once been attached to it, perhaps the name of the town, was gone. Stolen for scraps, perhaps?

      A single house stood out prominently from the others. It was clean, the small yard somehow well-kept, and a man sat on a rocking chair on the porch. He was broad-shouldered, with a puff of wavy black hair and a thin, trimmed beard. As they approached, he was packing a pipe, but he paused and gave them a long, appraising stare.

      “Just passing through?” he asked, in a remarkably deep voice. His face was all sharp angles, his forehead prominent, but his teeth were clean, and he’d definitely bathed recently.

      “Looking for a doctor, actually,” Elna replied. “We heard there’s someone named Dr. Mark here in town.”

      “There is, indeed,” he replied, setting the pipe on a small table beside his rocking chair. “He just so happens to look exactly like me.” He smiled and spread his hands. “I’m Dr. Mark Baker, but you can call me Dr. Mark. Everyone around here does. Come on up. Let’s see what you’re dealing with.”

      Elna glanced at Malin, who shrugged.

      Dr. Mark rose from the rocking chair, and she realized he was monstrously tall. At least six and a half feet. He came down the porch steps to meet them, and when she offered her hand, he crushed it in his huge paw.

      “I run a little clinic in my parlor,” he bellowed. “Come on in.”

      He turned and strode back into the house, beckoning them to follow. For a second, Raymond hung back. Elna gave him a questioning look. If he chose not to go, would she force the matter?

      He needs medical treatment, she thought. What alternative is there?

      Then again, they only had Grover’s word to go on. As they climbed the steps onto the porch, she caught Malin’s eye and tried to give him a warning sign.

      Be ready for anything. Just in case.

      His slight nod indicated that he seemed to pick up on it.

      To Dr. Mark’s credit, the inside of the house was pristine. He’d placed a row of folding chairs along the far wall in the foyer and even stacked some magazines on a small table at one end. The foyer opened into a broad hallway, but he’d placed a curtain halfway down the hall to block the rest of the house. Malin pushed the handcart into the foyer and parked it against the wall.

      “Come on into my office,” Dr. Mark said, his low voice filling the house.

      He stepped down the hall through an open door into a small round room that had been converted into a makeshift doctor’s office. An old examination table dominated the middle of the room, and a pair of chairs were set in front of the open windows. Dr. Mark washed his hands with water in a plastic tub on the counter, dried them on a towel, then pointed at Raymond.

      “I take it this is our injured person,” he said. “Hop up on the table for me, guy.”

      Raymond walked over to the examination table. Dr. Mark opened a cabinet and pulled out an old khaki-colored Army medic bag, slinging it over his shoulder. It had a large red cross on the flap and seemed about a hundred years old.

      “Okay, let’s see what we’ve got here,” he said, approaching Raymond. He helped him take off the sling, then pulled back the ripped sleeve. “Is it broken?”

      “Dislocated,” Elna said.

      The doctor’s back was to her, so she couldn’t see exactly what he was doing, but she heard Raymond give a little intake of breath.

      “How did it happen?” the doctor asked.

      “I fell,” Raymond said, before giving another little cry of pain. “In a dumb way, I must admit.”

      “Who set the shoulder back in place?” the doctor asked.

      “I did,” Malin replied.

      “You’re not a doctor, though,” Mark said, giving him what Elna thought was a disapproving scowl over his shoulder. The man was a beast. A simple scowl sent a shiver down her spine.

      “No, sir, but I’ve dealt with dislocated shoulders before,” Malin said, sounding a little too defensive. “Old surfing injury. It’s not hard.”

      “You say that, but this man is in quite a bit of pain,” Mark said. “Even the slightest touch. It seems you did some tissue damage. If I had to guess, I’d say his rotator cuff is torn. These things are better left to experts.”

      To this, Malin merely shrugged.

      “You got it back in the socket, though,” Dr. Mark said, as he began unwinding the bandage. “I’ll give you that. How did you fall?”

      Raymond glanced at Elna before saying, “Fell off a boat when we hit the dock. Landed on my shoulder. Cut my arm on the edge of the dock.”

      Mark tossed the bloody bandage into a nearby trash can. “This wound is deep. It looks like it might be infected. When was the last time you had a tetanus shot?”

      “Long time,” Raymond replied. “I’m not even sure. Maybe when I was a kid.”

      “Well, I don’t have a suture kit,” Dr. Mark said, digging into his Army medic bag, “but I can seal the wound with surgical glue. You don’t want to deal with an infection, not these days. You have any idea how hard it is to find antibiotics? You might as well go panning for gold. Keep this clean. Change the bandages regularly. If you get sepsis, you’re not going to live long.”

      Dr. Mark pulled a small tube of surgical glue out of his bag, then a cotton swab, then a fresh bandage.

      “It might be none of my business,” Mark said, after a minute, “but where are you folks headed? You said you fell off a boat, and this wound is fresh enough that it must have happened within the last day or so. That means you came ashore and took to the highway intentionally.”

      Instead of answering, Raymond looked past Mark’s shoulders to Elna. Clearly, he wanted her to make the decision about how much to say. Elna bit her lip as she debated this. Finally, she cleared her throat and said, “We’re headed to Manchester. Small town on the coast. There’s a specialty clinic there.”

      Dr. Mark finally stepped back, revealing the freshly bandaged wound. He’d done a much tidier job than Elna.

      “Manchester, is it?” he said, as he helped Raymond put his coat back on. “Well, forgive me for butting into your business, but what you’re doing is incredibly unsafe. You don’t want to travel openly on Shoreline Highway. It’s a good way to get robbed, raped, and killed.”

      “We have no choice,” Elna said. “His boy needs us to bring a specialized treatment back to him, and we need a heart medication called midodrine.”

      “Midodrine,” Dr. Mark said, as he started putting things back in his medic bag. “For orthostatic hypotension. Good luck finding it. The pharmacies have all been looted.”

      “Are there any alternatives?” Elna asked.

      “Fludrocortisone,” he replied, “but that’ll be just as hard to find.”

      “We have to try,” Elna said.

      Dr. Mark closed the flap on his medic kit and buckled the leather straps. Then he put Raymond’s arm back in the sling, adjusted it slightly, and turned fully to face Elna. She couldn’t help but feel like he was some great marble pillar about to topple over on her.

      “What do we owe you for the medical care?” she asked. “That guy on the road said you’d barter. We’ve brought a few things.”

      He held up his hands. “I’ve got a better idea,” he said. “Why don’t I help you get to Manchester? I’ve needed to travel down that way for a while now, but it’s not safe to go alone. It’s a small town, and I’m pretty sure I know the clinic you’re referring to: Pacific Specialty Care.” He crossed his arms over his enormous chest. “If you let me tag along, I’ll show you some back roads that avoid the dangerous highway. We’ll be safer as a group and we can both get our needs met. What do you say?”

      Elna was so blindsided by the offer that she didn’t know what to say. For a few seconds, she just stared at the man, trying to work out the pros and cons in her head.

      “What’s in it for you?” Malin asked.

      “Hopefully, I can replenish some of my medical supplies,” he said. “I’m the only doctor in this entire county, and I’ve needed to restock for weeks. Hell, I can help you find antibiotics, midodrine, whatever you need. It’ll be mutually beneficial. What do you say? Don’t worry, I won’t be any trouble.”

      “How fast can you get us there?” Elna said. “We’re sort of pressed for time.”

      “A day or two at most,” he replied. “Assuming we don’t run into trouble. But even if we encounter some unsavory group, we’ll be more threatening together.” He stretched to his full height. “Well, at least I can be.”

      Malin and Raymond turned to stare at Elna. She felt their eyes boring into her. They were going to leave this decision to her. Mark was a big brute of a man, but he hadn’t given her any reason to doubt him. He seemed nice enough, and he didn’t give off any Rod Smith vibes. Random travelers like Grover spoke well of him. Was it worth the risk?

      You’ll never get to Manchester without local help, she told herself. You don’t know the road or local conditions.

      “Okay,” she said, after a tense moment of indecision. “Okay, fine. We’ll travel together and see how it goes. If you feel like we owe you anything for the treatment and guidance, we’ll talk about it once we get there. Sound good?”

      “Agreed,” Mark said, extending his enormous paw to her. “We can leave tomorrow morning, or we can leave this afternoon, whichever you prefer.”

      “I would prefer to leave right now,” Elna said, shaking his hand. Her whole hand seemed to disappear into the folds of his palm. “But maybe we need to rest and set out in the morning.”

      “So be it,” he said. “I’ll pack a few things, and we can head out at sunrise. I’d offer you a guest room, but I just met you. However, you can sleep on the porch tonight. I’ll bring some pillows and blankets. That’ll have to do.”

      “It’s fine,” Elna said.

      And with that, he went to the cabinet and began stuffing items into his medic kit. Elna made her way back through the house, stepping outside onto the porch. She was followed by Malin and Raymond. Once the front door was firmly shut, she turned to her companions.

      “Does it feel like a mistake?” she asked them, quietly. “I wish it weren’t so hard to trust people these days. Everyone feels like a threat.”

      “It feels like we don’t have a choice,” Malin said. “Raymond, what do you say, buddy?”

      Raymond looked thoroughly miserable, scowling and swaying on his feet, but he managed to shrug. “I just want to get there. If we have to trust this giant, then okay. There is safety in numbers. But that doesn’t mean we fall asleep—let’s stay alert. Now more than ever.”
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      Mark proved to be a boon right away as he produced a small flatbed handcart. They managed to fit both Raymond and their supplies on the cart, and then the giant of a man even offered to push it for them. To Malin, whose arms were in sheer agony after pushing the rusty handcart for hours, this one thing made any risk worth it.

      Unfortunately, he could tell that Elna was not nearly as excited. If anything, she seemed on the verge of a nervous breakdown, constantly gnawing at her lower lip and scowling off into the distance. They’d spent the night sleeping on Dr. Mark’s porch. Only now, in the bright, crisp morning light, did they finally set out, and while Malin had been grateful for a relatively peaceful night’s sleep, Elna didn’t seem happy about it.

      As soon as they reached the town’s one intersection, Mark headed east, leaving the highway to follow a winding road through a densely wooded area. Malin saw a few faces peering at them from the windows of nearby houses, but nobody else was outside. Abandoned, stalled vehicles were everywhere, blocking lanes, driveways, filling ditches. Malin was shocked at the sheer number of dead cars and trucks everywhere. Fortunately, the side road didn’t seem as bad as the highway, and the little flatbed cart was small enough that they were able to squeeze through the gaps.

      Malin felt pretty good. Not having to push the handcart made a huge difference. Actually, it was the best he’d felt since they first set sail. The sun was up, and it even managed to produce a little warmth. His aching arms and shoulders had a chance to rest.

      We should’ve done this a lot sooner, he thought.

      They’d walked almost an hour in utter silence before Mark finally spoke. “The criminals tend to operate in gangs,” he said, “and they mainly roam the highways, because they know that’s where they’ll find the most victims. Some of them are bold, breaking into homes and such, but most are opportunistic cowards. On a back road like this, we should be relatively safe.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Elna replied. “Are you sure this will take us where we need to go?”

      The trees rose up tall on every side, giving the small road an almost tunnel-like feel. In some ways, Malin preferred the enclosed feeling to being out in the open, where eyes could watch them from a distance.

      “This road circles back around to the highway a few miles south of town,” Mark said. “Trust me, I know where I’m going.”

      “Okay, if you say so,” Elna muttered. “We’re trusting you, Mark.”

      Malin scanned the vehicles in passing, hoping for some sign that one of them still worked. Raymond was sitting cross-legged on the cart, supplies stacked around him, and Mark seemed to have no trouble pushing them. That allowed them to make better time, so they set a brisk pace. Raymond had taken the crate of wine and placed it in his lap. Malin saw sunlight glinting off the gold-foil label of one of the bottles.

      They were rounding a bend out of sight of the town, passing through deepening shadows, when Malin felt a familiar crawling unease. It was like fingers tracing a line down the back of his neck, and he shrugged his shoulders to make it go away. When that didn’t work, he glanced behind himself. Immediately, he saw movement as some distant figure quickly ducked behind a car. It happened so fast, he didn’t get a good look at the person. In fact, he wasn’t entirely sure it had been a person.

      “Yeah, so, not to freak anyone out here, but we are possibly being followed,” Malin said. “By someone or something.”

      Elna immediately looked over her shoulder, but their follower was well hidden now. Mark stopped pushing the cart and turned, gazing at the road behind them.

      “You know, I thought I heard something a while back,” he said. “I don’t see him now, but keep your eyes and ears open.”

      He resumed pushing the cart. Malin tapped Elna on the arm and followed. They went another hundred yards or so before Malin heard footsteps behind them—the scuffing of shoes on loose gravel.

      “Okay, my suggestion,” Mark said. “Malin, drop back and see if you can flush the guy out. Take some kind of weapon—whatever you’ve got—and startle him, if you can. We can’t let this guy get the drop on us or steal supplies while we’re sleeping. So, let’s get him now.”

      Malin liked this idea very much. The thought of scaring off some creep who wanted to sneak up behind him touched an angry place within him, but he looked at Elna first to make sure she was okay with it. Mark wasn’t the boss here, after all, even if he was their guide.

      “Go for it,” Elna said. “Just be careful. Arm yourself.”

      Digging the crowbar out of their supplies, Malin dropped back, moving so that a minivan was between him and their follower. He let Mark and Elna get a few yards ahead, then he turned and started back the way they’d come. Their follower had gone quiet. He was hiding back there somewhere, but Malin had a general idea of where he’d last heard him.

      Moving low, he tried to spot the stranger’s shadow somewhere beneath the cars. He didn’t see anything, but he stayed low as he moved, slipping from vehicle to vehicle.

      “Come on, guy,” he muttered. “Let’s not play games. Show yourself.”

      He heard the distinct sound of a trunk hood bowing inward, as if someone had stepped on it. Whipping about, he turned to his right and raised the crowbar to swing it. He caught a glimpse of red cloth dipping behind a large sedan parked on the shoulder in the far lane. Rising, he leapt toward the sedan. As he did, a figure rose up on the far side. He wore a hooded sweatshirt, the hood pulled up to hide his face.

      Malin had the wild idea to fling the crowbar at the man. His back was a broad, red target against a green background. He hesitated a second, and the opportunity passed as the stranger disappeared into the trees. Malin heard his footsteps moving through the brush for a few seconds, gradually fading into the distance. And then he was gone. After waiting a bit, he lowered the crowbar and hurried to catch up to Elna and the others.

      “Did you flush him out?” Mark asked.

      “Yeah,” Malin replied, moving up beside him to put the crowbar away. “Some weird guy. Looked young to me, but I didn’t see his face. Just a red hooded sweatshirt. He ran off into the woods.”

      “Good. Maybe he got spooked and he’ll stay away now,” Mark said. “Was he armed?”

      “I couldn’t tell. He didn’t try to defend himself, so maybe not.”

      Elna was lost in thought again, her lips working from side to side. Malin almost asked her what she was thinking about, but he let it go. They followed a few twists and turns through the wooded area before turning back to the southwest and cresting a rocky rise. From here, they had a view of the highway, and Malin spotted another small tent camp set up among the dead vehicles. Even from a quarter mile away, they looked like a ragged group of people.

      Whether or not the distant people also saw them was unclear, but Malin noted that Mark eased over to the northbound lane of their road, keeping as many vehicles between them as possible. Raymond seemed to be doing much better now that he didn’t have to walk. As Mark pushed the cart, Malin noted the absolutely beastly muscles in his forearms.

      Dude’s more ripped than me, he thought. Might come in handy if we get in trouble.

      And then he heard the footsteps behind him again. He looked back and thought he saw a hint of movement as someone ducked behind a van.

      “Let me handle it this time,” Mark said, gesturing for Malin to take his place at the cart. “You really have to strike fear into them. Watch.”

      Malin grabbed the handles and was immediately surprised at just how heavy the overloaded cart was. Mark made it look so easy. The small rubberized wheels didn’t seem overly fond of the rough asphalt. As he pushed the cart, keeping it on the far-left side of the road, Mark dashed back the way they’d come, making plenty of noise along the way.

      “Whoever’s following us is persistent,” Elna noted, “which means he’s probably desperate, and desperate people are dangerous.”

      “We’ll sleep with one eye open tonight,” Malin said, “assuming Mark there doesn’t crush him like a bug first.”

      Elna gave him a tight-lipped look.

      Mark returned a moment later, cursing under his breath. “The little twerp waited until I got close, then took off like a startled rabbit,” he said, grabbing the cart handles. “I can’t tell if he’s armed. He didn’t point any weapons at me.”

      “Did you get a look at his face?” Malin asked.

      Mark shook his head. “He’s hiding under that hood. He doesn’t want to be seen, but he’s also not trying very hard to go unnoticed with that red sweatshirt.”

      “It’s almost like he wants us to know he’s following,” Elna said.

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Mark said.

      “Maybe not, but we’d better be ready if he tries something.”

      Mark tightened his grip on the flatbed cart handles. His palms squeezed against the flaking metal, and the muscles in his forearms bulged.

      “Believe me, I’m ready,” he snarled. “If I get my hands on him, he’ll regret we ever crossed paths.”
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        * * *

      

      They were descending a slope, headed back toward the highway, when they entered the next small town. A small city park at the north edge of town had been converted into a tent camp, with small tents planted in uneven rows. A few dozen people milled about the camp. Malin thought they were a dour and depressed-looking lot, all wild, tangled hair and dirty faces. The whole area reeked of smoke and filth.

      As Malin and the others passed by, reaching an intersection with the highway and turning south, he saw many unfriendly eyes watching them from the park. One old man with a walking stick even stood up, as if preparing to approach and speak to them. However, after a few seconds, he sat back down, laid the stick across his legs, and scowled in silence.

      “So many friendly people everywhere you go,” Malin said.

      “We’re just about the only travelers on the road,” Elna said. “Haven’t you noticed? Other than our mysterious tagalong, everyone else is hunkered down in homes or camps. Probably for safety. We seem to be a spectacle.”

      Malin glanced at the park again and realized the old man and his walking stick had changed their minds, shuffling through the rows of tents to intersect them at the far corner of the park.

      “Here he comes,” Malin said.

      “Careful what you say,” Mark said. “We don’t owe these people anything.”

      At the southwest corner of the small park, a flat rock created a makeshift boundary marker. It was speckled with years and layers of graffiti. The old man clambered up on the rock, tapping his walking stick loudly, as if to draw their attention, just as they passed by in the southbound lane.

      “Where you fine folks headed?” he asked.

      Now that he was closer, Malin realized that he probably wasn’t as old as he seemed. A lack of hygiene, shaving, hair care, and clean clothing had combined to make him seem like an ancient wildman, but up close, his face was relatively unlined. Malin estimated him to be in his early forties.

      “I said, where you fine folks headed?” the man asked again, tapping the stick for emphasis.

      “We heard you the first time,” Mark replied in his booming voice, “but we didn’t invite an interrogation, you crap-geezer. Shuffle off back to your people and quit accosting strangers. It won’t end well.”

      Malin winced at the man’s words. Did he really have to be so harsh? A simple “We’re just passing through” might have been enough to pacify the man.

      “It’s not an interrogation,” the old man said. “It is friendly curiosity. You don’t seem like the average road-traveler. That’s all.”

      They were moving past the park now. For a second, Malin was afraid the old man would follow them, but he tapped his walking stick a final time and headed back into the park.

      “Better not to get into conversations with them,” Mark said.

      “With who?” Elna asked.

      “With anyone. You never know what they’re really after. Best to mind your own business and just keep on moving to your destination.” As if to prove the point, he gave the flatbed cart a forceful push over a pile of road debris. Raymond was jostled, and one of the sleeping bags fell into the road. Elna rushed to retrieve it and put it back on the cart.

      They were passing through a small downtown area. Most of the old shop buildings were of the “local attorney and local realtor” variety, but one store stood out. It was the only retail business on the block that didn’t look like a converted house. A small replica of a big-box store, it had a cracked sign above the glass doors that read “Haven Sporting Goods.”

      “Seems like they’re open for business,” Malin said sarcastically, pointing at the shattered glass doors. “I’ll bet we could find some real bargains in there.”

      The interior of the store was wrecked, shelves overturned and boxes dumped. Though the place had clearly been picked over, there was still quite a bit of stuff left behind, mostly athletic equipment.

      “We should take a look,” Elna said. “They might have guns and ammo.”

      “Doubt it,” Mark said. “That’ll be the first stuff to go, but if you want to check, go ahead. I’ll keep moseying along. You can catch up.”

      “Let me take a look,” Malin said to Elna. “You keep walking. I’ll be right back.”

      “Just hurry,” she said. “Watch out for squatters.”

      He turned and headed into the store, broken glass crunching under his shoes. There wasn’t a single inch of bare floor. Everything had been overthrown, tossed about, picked through, and many items were broken. Malin kicked his way through mounds of deflated soccer balls and basketballs, athletic clothing, crushed and torn boxes. The shoe aisle was cleared out, with only a few single, unmatched shoes left behind.

      He found a gun and ammo department in the very back of the store, identified by a small sign hanging over a shattered glass counter. The sign read “Safety First. Always Treat the Gun Like It Is Loaded. Keep the Barrel Pointed in A Safe Direction.” Whatever the counter and the rack behind it had once contained was a mystery. Every single gun and every box of ammo was gone, and the cash register looked like it had been sledgehammered open.

      “Well, it was worth a look,” Malin muttered, as he turned to pick his way back through the store.

      As he traced the clear path he’d kicked through the center aisle, something caught his eye. It was just poking out from under a pile of bent and torn cardboard boxes. Malin went to it, tossing the boxes aside to reveal a beautiful blue compound bow. He picked it up and examined it. It seemed to be in great shape. The bow string was intact. It had a nice padded grip, a fancy bow sight, a weighted stabilizer. It even had four arrows with green-and-white fletching in a bow-mounted quiver on one side.

      “Jackpot,” he said. He wasn’t much of a bow hunter, though he’d taken a single archery class in middle school. Nevertheless, with a little practice, he thought he could get the hang of it. He hoisted the bow up to get a feel for it. The weight was perfect, and the grip was comfortable. “Yep, hunting season is open.”

      He dug around for more arrows, but didn’t find any. However, he did come across a few pouches of freeze-dried emergency food and a package of water filters. He stuffed them in his pockets and headed back outside. Mark and Elna were trudging along, and he rushed to catch up to them, holding his new prize over his head.

      “Wow, good find,” Elna said. “With arrows and everything. We can hunt for real meat.”

      “You know how to use that thing?” Mark asked.

      “I might be a bit rusty, but I’ll practice when we settle down for the night,” Malin replied. “I know we’re on the coast, but it’s pretty woodsy along here. Figure I can bag us a deer?”

      From his crunched-up position on the flatbed cart, Raymond moaned and rubbed his belly. “Man, you have no idea how much I want to eat cooked red meat. Not dried or cured, not pieces of bird or fox, but a thick steak.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Malin said, patting the side of the bow.
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        * * *

      

      As the sun sank in the west, Malin realized they weren’t going to reach another town. By dumb luck, they just happened to be on a side road in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by trees. Evening brought a renewed cold, and Malin found himself walking close to Elna, the two of them trying to draw warmth from each other. Raymond unrolled one of the sleeping bags and laid it over himself like a blanket. Only Mark seemed unaffected by the cold. The giant man kept trudging along like some rare beast on its relentless way home, bent over the flatbed cart with a look of quiet determination on his craggy face. Even though Malin found the guy rather intimidating, there was something reassuring about his implacable progress.

      “It’s getting dark,” Malin said.

      “I know,” Mark replied. “We’re moving slower than I intended, but we’re burdened by this overloaded cart. If I push it too fast, it’ll turn over as soon as it hits a crack or pothole. I wanted to get to the next town, but it’s not going to happen.”

      “There,” Elna said, pointing into the distance.

      A small dirt turnaround carved an opening in the trees. Malin saw the residue of an old campfire in the middle.

      “Let’s stop over there for the night,” he said. “We can make a fire, eat, and settle in before it gets too dark to see our surroundings.”

      Mark aimed the cart for the clearing, circling around an abandoned SUV. As he followed, Malin glanced over his shoulder, casually pointing the bow back the way they’d come. He hadn’t heard a peep out of their follower in hours, and he saw no sign of him now—just a half mile of empty road that gradually curved out of sight behind the trees.

      Pointing the bow was, of course, absurd, but he sure loved the feel of the compound bow. He’d been daydreaming about bringing down an enormous eighteen-point buck all day, though they hadn’t seen any large game.

      Man, it would have been nice to enjoy a nice, juicy steak cooked over a campfire tonight, he thought, his stomach rumbling. Raymond was right about that.

      They set up camp around the ashes of the old campfire, unrolling the sleeping bags so that they angled away from the road toward the trees and using other supplies to create makeshift walls on either side. Mark locked the wheels of the flatbed cart and tipped it onto its handle so that the bed of the cart served as another barrier between the camp and the road—a perfect place to use as cover if they got into a fight.

      Raymond was on his knees in front of the old campfire, digging a trench around it with his good hand, when Mark caught his eye and wagged a finger.

      “No fire tonight,” he said. “It’ll draw people and predators. We’ve got nothing to cook anyway.”

      “I hoped maybe my friend here might go hunting,” Raymond said, gesturing at Malin. “He’s carried that bow all day. I think he’s quite ready to use it.”

      “If he kills something, we’ll make a fire,” Mark said, settling his long limbs behind the cart-barrier. “Otherwise, no use risking it. That’s what I think, anyway. Any of you care to disagree?”

      He turned a flinty, dark eye on Elna, but she was lost in thought again. Her gaze had drifted toward the trees, and her lips were pressed tightly together. After a moment, she seemed to sense that people were looking at her, and she glanced at Malin and then at Mark.

      “We’re not making good enough time,” she said. “We have to pick up the pace. What’s it going to take?”

      “A team of horses and a stagecoach,” Malin said, but he didn’t get the barest hint of a smile at this.

      “Can this one walk?” Mark said, waving a hand at Raymond. “His arm is injured, not his leg. If I didn’t have to push such a heavy load, I could pick up the pace.”

      Raymond grimaced and bowed his head. The comment had apparently embarrassed him. The moment was so awkward that Malin dug a pouch of freeze-dried vegetables out of his pocket and worked at opening it. Fortunately, Elna broke the tension.

      “What’s your pain level, Raymond?” she asked.

      “Better than this morning,” he replied, “thanks to the doctor here, but still…maybe a six out of ten. I don’t know.”

      Elna nodded. “I’ve got an idea. Hang on.”

      She drew her pocket knife, opened it, and headed toward the trees. As she did that, Malin passed around the open pouch of freeze-dried food.

      “It works better as soup,” he said, “but it’s fine to eat it raw. Help yourselves.”

      Raymond took the pouch first and tipped it back, pouring some of the shriveled flakes into his mouth.

      “It doesn’t taste good,” he said, as he chewed it, “but it’s food.”

      Elna returned then, stepping through the trees into the clearing. She had a long, straight branch in her left hand, and as she sat down beside Malin, she was cutting away the bark with her pocket knife.

      “I got this idea from the old guy we saw in the park,” she said, ripping a loose strip of bark free and tossing it aside. “Sycamore walking stick. It should be sturdy, and it might help you, Raymond. What do you think?”

      “Thank you, my friend,” he replied. “I will certainly try. Tomorrow, I will walk all day, if I can.”

      As she carved out the final knots, they sat quietly, listening to a chilly evening breeze sweeping through the trees. Mark had his back to the flatbed cart, his massive arms crossed over his chest. He seemed half-asleep, his eyes closed and his mouth hanging open. The black curls of his hair had wilted a bit from exertion, but altogether, he was still a rather intimidating man. Not a bad addition to the traveling party, really. Any hostiles would think twice about accosting them with this brute in their company.

      Malin was just sealing the pouch of freeze-dried vegetables when he sensed movement in the distance. He was sitting cross-legged beside Elna on the far side of the firepit, which gave him a clear, though limited, view of the road. The compound bow lay on the sleeping bag beside him. He reached for it.

      It took a moment to spot the figure standing beside the abandoned van. He had a lean and hungry look, his sandy hair wild and windswept. A scraggly beard covered his cheeks and chin, and his clothes—a black t-shirt and faded jeans—were absolutely filthy. Malin rose, pulling an arrow from the quiver.

      “Looks like we’ve got a visitor,” he said.

      Mark turned and glanced over the top of the cart as Elna stood up beside Malin.

      “Is that the guy who was following us earlier?” she asked.

      “Our follower had a red hooded sweatshirt,” Malin said. “I think this is some new tagalong.”

      “Could be the same guy,” Mark said. “Similar build, and a sweatshirt can be removed.”

      Malin stepped over the firepit and moved past the flatbed cart, motioning for Elna to get behind him. Now that he had the attention of the entire camp, the stranger bared his teeth in a look that was half-smile and half-grimace and raised one filthy hand, waving it back and forth over his head. He did have a similar build as their earlier tagalong, but Malin had seen a lot of lean, hungry people in the camps they’d passed.

      “Be careful approaching him, Malin,” Elna said. “Something’s not right with that one.”

      Instead of crossing the street, Malin moved to the edge of the dirt turnaround and waved the man over. Immediately, the guy came bounding across the lanes, and, indeed, Elna was right. There was a weird, unfocused sheen in the man’s eyes.

      “Right there is just fine,” Malin said, as soon as he reached the shoulder of the northbound lane. “That’s close enough. Are you following us?” He nocked the arrow and made sure the man saw him do it.

      “Sorry, dude, I saw you folks eating something, and I couldn’t help staring,” the man said. He spoke with a distinct L.A. twang. Malin had met a thousand guys like this on the beaches of Southern California during his surfing days, but this one was either drunk as hell or tweaked out of his mind—possibly both.

      Mark stood up then, brushing the dirt off the seat of his pants, and the stranger visibly cowered, holding up his grubby hands as if pleading for his life. Malin expected the man to say something, but apparently he just wanted to make his sheer bulk obvious.

      “So, what were you planning on doing?” Malin asked. “Were you just going to lurk back there in the road until we went to sleep then sneak in and help yourself?”

      The stranger shook his head vigorously. When he did, dust puffed off his hair. “No, no, not at all. I’m not like that, no matter how I look. I was trying to work up the courage to come over and ask for a little bit of food. Not much, of course. I’m not greedy. Maybe just a couple bites of something. What do you say?”

      Malin glanced at Elna. He didn’t trust this guy at all. He looked like a human weasel. But he also didn’t want to make the decision. Elna stood there with her hands on her hips, giving the stranger a sharp, though not entirely unfriendly, look.

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “Tomek,” he said, beaming—as if the name should mean something to them. “Tomek Hayden. Look, guys, I’m just hungry, that’s all. I’m no trouble, I promise. If you’d be so kind as to give me just a little bit of food, I swear I’ll leave you alone. You don’t know how hard it is these days trying to fill your belly. Heck, you’ve got each other, and I’ve got nobody.”

      Malin and Elna glanced at each other, then Malin turned to Mark, but the man was just standing there like a stone tower.

      “Hey, do us a favor, Tomek,” Malin said. He brushed a hand at the man. “Give us a little space here. Walk back across the street and let us talk about it for a minute, okay?”

      Tomek gave him a dramatic bow, rolling one hand. “No problem. No problem whatsoever.” And with that, he backed away, shuffling his feet as he crossed the lanes and slipped behind the van where Malin had first spotted him.

      As soon as he was out of sight, Malin turned around. “What do you say, guys? Do we give him a little food and send him on his way?”

      Raymond was sitting on one of the sleeping bags. He looked like he was in significant pain, his lips pulled back, his left hand resting on his right shoulder. Still, he managed to speak, though the words were tight.

      “Looks like he’s drugged out of his mind to me,” he said. “I don’t trust him. I think he’s planning on robbing us.”

      “He’s a tweaker,” Mark said. “Did you see his teeth? He’s missing a few, and the others are rotten. If his face wasn’t so dirty, we’d probably see the telltale sores. Plus, he seems really twitchy, constantly moving, can’t stand still.”

      “Is he the same guy as before?” Elna asked.

      Malin shrugged but Mark nodded.

      “Same guy, I think,” Mark said. “The build, the way he moves…yeah, same guy. He dumped the sweatshirt somewhere along the way. Thinks he’s being clever. He wants us to think he’s just passing through and happened on our camp, when he’s actually been tracking us all day.”

      “Get rid of him,” Raymond said. “We’ve got our own problems. The last thing we need is a drug user pestering us. Doctor, if you scare him away, he’ll go.”

      “Not if he’s desperate enough,” Mark said. “He’ll just hide and wait until we’re not looking.”

      “Not if you’re really scary,” Raymond said.

      Mark gestured at Malin. “He’s the one with the weapon. If you really want to get rid of this pest, you have the means to do it.”

      Malin felt the bowstring against his fingertips, the fletching of an arrow against his knuckles.

      “No, no, no,” Elna said, drumming her fingers against the side of her head, as if driving out bad thoughts. “No violence. We’ll give him some food and send him on his way. Malin, you’ve shown him the bow. Warn him about coming back. Let’s hold off on more extreme responses for now, okay? Plus, he’s more likely to keep following us if we don’t give him something. That’s what I think.”

      Mark regarded her for a second, then held up both hands and sat down. “It’s your call.”

      Malin looked from Mark to Elna. He didn’t particularly care for either suggestion. The tweaker hadn’t done anything violent. He hadn’t shown even a glimmer of threat. Mostly, he was just a pest. No, they couldn’t harm the poor guy.

      “Okay, fine, I’ll give him some food and send him away,” he said.

      Tomek was leaning on the hood of the van, his cheek pressed to the dusty metal, his hands covering his ears. Malin had to call his name a few times before the guy finally twitched, lowered his hands, and stood up.

      “Alright, buddy, it’s your lucky day,” Malin said, waving him over. “Come on. We’ll give you a little food.”

      As he dug the pouch of vegetables from his pocket, Tomek dashed over to him, swinging his arms broadly as he came. The stranger could scarcely contain himself. The pouch had maybe three more mouthfuls of freeze-dried vegetables left. Malin sealed the pouch, held it up, and shook it.

      “The rest of this is yours,” he said. “It tastes a bit like licking the dried residue off the inside of an empty soup can, but you wanted a full belly. This will fill it.”

      Before taking it from him, Tomek bowed again. His shoulders started shaking, and Malin thought the man was crying. However, when he stood up, Malin realized he was laughing, wide-eyed with excitement. He had bloodshot eyes, and Mark was right—Tomek’s teeth were speckled with rot, and he’d lost a canine and an incisor.

      “Oh my gosh, dude,” Tomek said, delicately pulling the pouch of out Malin’s grasp. “You have no idea how grateful I am. I ate stale bread out of a dumpster yesterday. This is going to be like eating caviar.” He pulled open the pouch, held it close to his nose, and took a long whiff. Then he sighed, as if it were the best smell in the world.

      “What’s your story?” Elna asked. “Where are you headed?”

      Tomek poured a bunch of freeze-dried vegetables into his mouth, and proceeded to chew them violently. It was so disgusting that Malin looked away.

      “Just making my way from place to place,” Tomek said, through a mouthful of half-chewed food. “I’m not headed anywhere. There’s really nowhere to go.”

      “Did you have a job…before?” Elna asked.

      Tomek chewed for a few seconds without answering, but his body posture changed. His shoulders slumped, and his head hung down. “Used to do consulting work for a private security firm a long time ago. A long time ago. Not just before the EMP, but…before before. I barely remember it, to be honest. So much has happened.”

      He promptly dumped the rest of the pouch in his mouth, but it was so much this time that he had to cover his mouth with his hands to prevent it from gushing out when he chewed.

      “Okay, listen up,” Malin said. He tried to sound stern, even threatening, but he mostly felt sorry for this poor loser. “We gave you some food, and that’s it. I don’t want you following us anymore, got it? We’ve got just enough food and water to get where we’re going. This isn’t a food bank. Now, you head back the way you came and find someone else to pester. I don’t want to see or hear you lurking behind us anymore. Go back and find the red sweatshirt you dumped back there somewhere and find another place to creep about.”

      At this, Tomek shrugged and sneered, inadvertently drooling as soon as his lips parted. He wiped the drool off and shoved it back into his mouth with his thumb. “You won’t see me again, I promise. I swear. I’ll head to the last town and find a nice place to stay a while.”

      “Tomek, I’m not playing around,” Malin said, patting the side of the bow. “Don’t let me see you again. We won’t be so nice next time. Got it?”

      Tomek bowed again, rolling his hand in that absurd way. Then he thrust the empty food pouch at Malin. “I’ll just be leaving. Good luck on your journey. Farewell.”

      And with a final bow, he backed away, then turned, and set off at a jog. Malin watched as he headed north, soon disappearing around a bend in the road.

      “So, the next time you hear him creeping along behind us—and he will—don’t flake out,” Mark said. “Keep your word. Otherwise, you’ll never be rid of him.”
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        * * *

      

      It was almost full dark, and they hadn’t heard a peep from Tomek. Malin was sprawled on his sleeping bag. He’d offered the sleeping bag to Mark, but the man had refused. He seemed content to lie on the hard dirt. Elna was curled on her side in her own sleeping bag, her black hair sticking out of the top. Raymond was snoring in his own awful way.

      “We have to do a better job of not being noticed,” Elna said.

      “We’re avoiding the highway most of the time,” Mark said. “Not much more we can do. We can’t go traipsing off into the wilderness. That’ll really slow us down.”

      “I know.” Elna crawled partway out of her sleeping bag and grabbed a bottle of water that she’d set nearby. She took a sip, crinkled the plastic bottle, as if in frustration, and handed it to Malin. “We just need to be more discreet. We should keep watch tonight.”

      “I’ll go first,” Malin said. He didn’t much feel like sleeping anyway. Even if their friendly neighborhood tweaker had kept his word and headed back to town, there was always the possibility of some other weirdo lurking in the dark, waiting to raid the camp.

      “I sleep lightly,” Mark said. “If I hear any trouble, I’ll be awake and at your side in a second.”

      “Good.”

      Malin looked at the vast shape of the good doctor in the deepening gloom.

      He’s a bruiser, Malin thought. I’m glad this guy is with us.

      Malin stepped past the flatbed cart and took a position beside a large sycamore tree in sight of the road. He was still wearing the rain gear from the boat—it helped with the cold—but he took it off now and flipped it inside out. The outside was just a little too light, easier to see in the dark, while the lining was a dark gray. He pulled it back on, grabbed the bow, and settled in for the first watch.

      Malin fully intended to stay there most of the night. Elna needed sleep. She’d worried too much lately. Her mind never settled. If Mark was truly a light sleeper, then it was enough. Soon, the night was full on, and the gap between the trees was impenetrable. Malin saw a few stars overhead, but spotty clouds covered most of the sky.

      Since he couldn’t see anyone approaching, he strained to listen. He missed the island more than ever. In fact, the magnitude of his homesickness surprised him. The sense of his island home kept coming to him: the distinct fireplace smell of the lobby, the earthy smell of the garden and vineyard, the familiar voices of Norman, Selene, and George constantly chattering away in the background, The Dulleses holding hands or shuffling about the kitchen.

      It seems so far away, he thought.

      He tried to stop thinking about it, but standing in this tangible darkness, hearing the bitter night wind in the branches, caused a gloomy feeling to settle over him. For some reason, he couldn’t shake it, no matter how hard to tried to think about nothing at all.

      Strange sounds roused him sometime later. Though he was still wide awake, he’d lost track of time in his own mind, so he had no idea how many hours had passed. The sounds came faintly, echoes that seemed indistinct at first. He strained to make sense of them. Raised voices. People shouting at each other. Cursing. Possibly the sounds of a fistfight. They seemed quite far away, but he couldn’t be sure of that either.

      The sounds faded for a minute, then returned with more intensity. Now, Malin was sure he was hearing a fight. Multiple people, maybe a dozen or more. Could it be some kind of gang attack? He would have heard it a bit more clearly if not for Raymond’s tooth-rattling snores.

      Is it coming this way? he wondered.

      It faded again, returned, faded again.

      What in the world—?

      He heard a sharp crack. It came from somewhere to his right, very far away, and echoed in the distance on his left. It was followed by another, and another. Like firecrackers. Like someone driving a hammer against sheet metal, but he knew it was neither of those things.

      Gunshots.

      The third shot was followed by a high, howling voice—a cry of either horrible pain or grief. It rose up and up, broke, then faded into the night. Even though the sound was far away, Malin raised the bow again and aimed into the darkness.

      It’s going to be a long night, he thought.
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        * * *

      

      When Mark shook him awake in the early morning light, the first thing he felt was his stomach rumbling. Malin fumbled around on the ground and found the bow sitting in the dirt nearby. He picked it up and struggled to put the loose arrow back in the quiver. When he finally got it there, he rubbed his eyes and looked up at the towering shape over him.

      “What time is it?” he asked, his voice creaking.

      “I don’t know,” Mark replied, in a voice that was like the lowest notes on a contrabassoon. “Just past sunrise, by the look of it.”

      Malin had fallen asleep at some point with his back against the large sycamore tree. When he stood us, his stiff back cried out in protest. He looked at their camp. The others were still sleeping, lumps nestled inside their sleeping bags. Malin’s mouth was dry and gritty, so he crawled over to their stacks of supplies and grabbed one of the water bottles.

      “Well, we didn’t get robbed last night, at least,” he said, twisting off the cap.

      “No, all the violence seemed to be happening in the last town we passed through,” Mark said. He tipped over the flatbed cart and began loading up their supplies, carefully stacking everything, as if to distribute the weight in a specific way.

      “You heard that?” Malin said. “I swear I heard some woman screaming bloody murder. I thought I was the only one awake to hear it.”

      “It didn’t happen one time,” Mark said. “The violence recurred throughout the night. I don’t know what was happening back there. Some kind of battle in the town, perhaps. Maybe Tomek was involved.”

      “Good thing we sent him on his way then.”

      “Just hope the fighting doesn’t come this way,” Mark said. “Some of the gangs roaming the highways have grown bold, and if townsfolk don’t accede to their demands, they’re quick to resort to bloodshed. We’ll have to be extra careful out in the open like we are.”

      Malin’s stomach rumbled again. They had more freeze-dried food, dried meat and berries, and a lot of things that didn’t seem all that delicious at the moment. Raymond’s comments about eating a big, juicy steak rang in his head, and Malin glanced at the compound bow, which was leaned against a box. He grabbed it, blowing some dirt off the side.

      “Whatever happens today, I’m getting us some fresh meat,” he said. “I’d prefer a deer, but I’ll take a rabbit, quail, wild turkey—just about anything.”

      “Might as well try it now,” Mark said. “Let the others sleep another hour or two, so they don’t wear out on the road. I intend to set a faster pace.”

      Malin raised the bow, testing the weight of it and gazing down the site. “Okay, let’s see what we can find.”
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      They’d stopped to rest in a dusty clearing sometime that afternoon, with a bright, heatless sun overhead. Raymond came stumbling up last, dragging the walking stick. Elna was impressed. He’d lasted a few good hours, though they’d had to pause and let him catch up a few times. As he eased himself onto the ground, Elna gave him an encouraging smile. In his dusty rain gear, the broad-brimmed hat pulled low, and his arm in a sling, he looked like a defeated sea captain stranded on shore. He rarely complained, though Elna could tell he was still in significant pain.

      “I walk a lot better with a full belly,” Raymond said, laying the walking stick on the ground beside him. “I never ate rabbit before. It wasn’t a bad breakfast. Do you think Malin will catch anything for lunch?”

      “I don’t know,” Elna replied, “but if he can hit a rabbit, he’s a better shot with that bow than I thought.”

      She heard him moving through the trees, the crunch of distant footfalls. Malin’s successful hunt that morning had energized him. Just before setting off for a lunchtime hunt, he’d made a comment about bagging an elk. She’d laughed it off as a humorous boast, but she was pretty sure he was dragging a large something through the woods.

      “Sounds like we might have a nice dinner tonight,” she said, standing up.

      Their campsite was mostly out of sight of the road. Even now, Mark was moving some rather large rocks into a gap between the trees to further block them from view.

      “We made better time,” Mark said. “That’s the good news. As long as Raymond keeps walking, we’ll do okay.”

      “I can handle it,” Raymond replied, in a breathless voice that suggested otherwise. “Don’t worry about me.”

      Elna moved toward the sound of Malin just as he appeared. He was moving backward, dragging the carcass of a small deer while attempting, awkwardly, to also hold on to the compound bow. Elna rushed to help him, but when she started to speak, he made a sharp shushing sound.

      “What?” she replied. “You did it, Malin. It’s not an elk, but it’s the next best thing.”

      As he handed her the bow, he put a finger to his lips and gestured with his head back toward camp. The deer still had an arrow sticking out of the side of its head. A clean shot, but deep, the arrowhead buried in the skull just behind the left eye.

      She carried the bow back to camp. When Malin appeared with the deer, Raymond gave a little whoop of excitement, and Malin shushed him as well.

      “Guys, we have to keep it down,” he said, sliding the deer carcass into an open ditch just beyond the camp. “I climbed a ledge about a mile to the north and spotted a group of people on the road.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder.

      Elna felt a squirming unease. They’d been far too lucky thus far, as they hadn’t encountered many travelers along the road. “Did you recognize them? Was Tomek there?”

      “Too far away to tell,” he said. “They were in the middle of the road. Looked like they might have been looting vehicles, but I’m not sure.”

      “Do we break camp and keep moving?” she asked. “Maybe we can leave the road entirely for a little bit, at least until we lose them.”

      Elna traded a look with Mark. “We’re armed, you know,” he said. “Malin, did they seem to have any weapons?”

      “I don’t know,” he replied, rooting through their supplies. He retrieved a small knife from among their tools. “Looked like a pretty ragtag group, to be honest.”

      “Don’t they all?” Elna said.

      Malin had the knife poised over the deer’s white belly. “We’re going to eat well tonight. I don’t want these weirdos to keep us from starting a small fire, not when I’ve got so much fresh meat to cook. And, look, it’s not just the deer.”

      He reached into his rain coat, pulled something out of his shirt pocket, and held it up. A few small carrots and a couple of potatoes. “Passed through the yard of a secluded house. They had a small garden in back. It was neglected and overgrown with weeds, but I found these. Can you imagine the stew all of this will make? Mark is right. We’re armed. And you’re right, too, Elna. We can move farther from the road, but we’re going to eat a nice cooked meal, damn it.”

      Raymond held up his good arm, shaking a triumphant fist over his head. “Yes, my friend. Yes!”

      They relocated another fifty yards down a slope into a weedy field that was farther from the road. As Mark trampled down a patch of grass to make room for them, Malin went to work butchering the deer. The strong smell of blood and meat filled the air. Raymond used his walking stick to dig a pit for a campfire then unrolled their sleeping bags nearby.

      Elna gathered up sticks and kindling and used a couple of emergency matches to get a fire going. With the cold wind blowing, it took a while, but eventually, she had a nice little blaze going. Once their campsite was arranged and the fire burning well, Mark helped Malin finish skinning and butchering the deer.

      Elna retrieved a small camping pot they’d taken from the boat and built a makeshift framework, using the crowbar, a hammer, and a couple of sturdy sticks to hold it over the fire.

      “If we’re being followed, they’ll smell the food cooking,” Mark said, walking back to the camp with big slabs of meat draped over his arm. “Hungry people will be more attuned to the scent, so let’s hope they’re unwilling to walk so far from the road to find the source.”

      It turned out, Mark was pretty handy with a knife. He’d made fast work of the deer, cutting away an impressive amount of meat.

      In the end, Malin made a crude stew using generous cuts of meat, the carrots and potatoes, a pouch of freeze-dried vegetables, and water. As it bubbled over the fire, he also strung up large slabs of meat to let them cook.

      “We’ll cook as much of the meat as we can,” he said. “Thanks to the cold, the cooked meat should last a couple of days, at least. I’ll use one of our containers to store it.”

      “That smells like heaven on earth, my friend,” Raymond said. He sat cross-legged before the fire, and Elna was pretty sure he was on the verge of swooning.

      Once the stew was ready, they had to eat it communally from the pot, using tools and crude utensils. Elna used her pocket knife. Malin used the same knife he’d carved up the deer with. Mark used a smooth stick. Raymond picked out pieces of meat and vegetables from the edge of the pot with his fingers—after he’d washed them, of course.

      “That caveman life,” Malin said. “This is how it must’ve felt to eat fresh mastodon at the end of the ice age.”

      “And we have our own personal Neanderthal right here,” Raymond said, gesturing at Mark.

      The man seemed to take the joke in stride, giving Raymond a brief smile.

      Once the stew was gone, they helped themselves to some of the big slabs of cooked meat. Elna was shocked to discover just how hungry she was. Maybe her body had been doing her the favor of hiding the true magnitude of it, but now she felt like she could consume every bite of the deer. Her appetite was ravenous, and even when the grease dribbled down her chin, she preferred to lick it off rather than wipe it away.

      We really have become desperate primitives, she thought.

      “I’d do something with the hide if I had the means to cure it,” Malin said. “It would make a nice jacket, or maybe a pair of shoes.”

      “All you need to cure a hide are the brains of the animal and some water,” Elna said. “I’ve read about it. I’ve never done it. Apparently, it’s hard work.”

      “I think I’ll pass, if you guys don’t mind,” Malin said, taking a final big bite of gristly meat before rising to his feet. “In fact, I’ll go drag the rest of the carcass somewhere for the critters to enjoy.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Elna said.

      But Malin didn’t move. When Elna looked at him, she realized he was scowling at something on top of the slope to the west. She followed his gaze and saw a line of people standing there. Since the sun was setting, they were cast in silhouette, but even their silhouettes looked wretched and ragged. Hunched shoulders, lowered faces, hands raised. There were five of them, all thin and desperate.

      “Good evening, gentlemen,” Malin said, his right hand reaching for the bow. “Can we help you?” And then, a bit less friendly, he added, “We’re not looking for company tonight.”

      The man in the middle had an enormous white beard, and when he started down the slope, moving out of direct sunlight, Elna recognized him. He wore the filthiest button-up dress shirt Elna had ever seen, and he was so dirty, he looked like an ancient statue dug up from an archeological site.

      “Grover,” she muttered.

      “You know this old guy?” Mark said, rising to stand beside Malin.

      “He’s the one who told us about you. You don’t recognize him?” Malin asked.

      Mark stared hard at the man and then shook his head. “Sorry, don’t know the face or the name.”

      Speaking louder to Grover, Malin called out, “What do you want? We don’t have enough food to share. Sorry, friend. Stew’s all gone. If you want to pick over the carcass, I dumped it in a ditch about thirty yards that way.” He pointed over his shoulder. “Help yourselves.”

      Grover kept coming down the slope, and the others followed him, fanning out as they came. Raymond rose then, wincing from the effort, and picked up his walking stick. He thrust it out in front of him like a weapon. Mark stooped down to the fire and grabbed the hammer that they’d used as part of the cooking framework. When he pulled it loose, the stewpot fell to one side, dumping the last liquid onto the ground. Elna rose last, brandishing her pocket knife. She turned the blade, trying to catch the sunlight along the edge so they’d see it.

      “Now, look, good people,” Grover said, coming to a stop just out of Mark’s reach. “We did you a favor before, didn’t we? We led you to the friendly, neighborhood doctor here. It seems like maybe you can do a favor for us in return.”

      He pointed at their stacked supplies, which Mark had set beside the cart on the south side of the camp.

      “Listen,” Elna said, trying to stave off any further discussion, “we brought just enough supplies to get where we’re going, and then return home. I’m sorry, but we can’t afford to give anything away.”

      But Grover’s men continued spreading out, moving to encircle the camp. Finally, Mark turned and gave Malin a meaningful look, his eyebrows climbing his lined forehead.

      “They’re calling our bluff,” he said. “What’re you going to do now?”

      Malin sighed, nodded, and pulled an arrow from the quiver. As he fit it to the bowstring, Mark bounced the hammer in his hand a couple of times and raised it.

      “You don’t seem to be armed, Grover,” Malin said. “I’m not sure what your game is here, but if you guys don’t stop trying to surround us, I’m going to put this arrow right in the middle of your unibrow.”

      Grover’s men stopped moving, turning to look at him, as if waiting for instructions. Some were clearly anxious, others angry, at the sight of the bow.

      “We don’t want much,” Grover said, holding up both of his hands in a gesture of pleading. He gave Malin a big, gap-toothed grin. “How about those wine bottles you’ve got there? I count twelve in that crate. You don’t need wine to get where you’re going. Can’t you spare us two or three? We’d get some use out of them. They’ll bring a good price, that’s for sure. Heck, they’ve got gold foil on the labels, so they must be fancy.”

      Malin took a deep breath and held it for a second, as if steeling himself for what he had to do. “Okay, I’m going to say it one more time. You don’t get anything. Turn and walk away right now, or I’m firing this bow. That’s it, Grover.” As if to prove he meant business, he pulled the bowstring back about halfway.

      The old man laughed and waved him off, as if he were convinced Malin didn’t mean it. “Now, that’s not neighborly at all. Forget the wine. We’ll just be heading our own way.” He offered them a deep bow. “Have a nice evening. May we never cross paths again.”

      And with that, he beckoned his men and turned. As he walked away, his men followed, soon disappearing beyond the hilltop. Malin and Elna went after them, topping the rise to watch them walk away. Malin kept the bow aimed at their retreating backs. Fortunately, Grover kept going, leading his men through the high grass to the road and turning back to the north. By the time they disappearing, evening had settled in, casting everything in a purplish gloom.

      “So it looks like we’ve got a whole crowd following us,” Elna said, folding her pocket knife and stuffing it into her pants pocket. “Grover’s got a sharp eye spotting the wine bottles amidst all of our supplies, and he seems to know their value. That’s too bad. I expect we’ll see him again.”

      “I’m just going to have to shoot him,” Malin said. “That’s all there is to it. I’m not a pacifist, Elna. You know that. I will shoot Grover if I have to.”

      “I know,” she replied. He was just so earnest. Clearly, he wanted her to have confidence in his willingness to protect them. She found it touching, and she reached over and briefly squeezed his hand. “I trust you to deal with the problem.”

      She turned and headed back down to the camp. Mark and Raymond were standing side by side, weapon in hands. The glowing embers of the fire cast them in a dim red glow and made them seem far more dangerous, even with Raymond’s arm in a sling.

      “Well, that’s it,” Elna said, feeling sick with dread. This’ll get worse, she thought. The crazies have spotted their prey. “Time to pack up and move on. People know we’re camped here, and they’ve got their eyes on the gold label.”

      She stooped and began dismantling the cooking framework.

      “The sun is going down,” Raymond said. He had such a plaintive sound in his voice, she hated what they had to do next.

      “Yesterday, it was one meth head,” she said, carrying the warm crowbar back to their box of tools. “I wasn’t so worried about him. Now, we’ve got a whole band of crusty freaks who have their sights set on our most valuable supplies. We don’t dare camp here tonight. We’ll load up and head out, take to the wilderness.” She saw Mark start to say something, so she held up a hand. “I know it’s not going to be any fun pushing that damn cart through the woods, but I think we have to. If you’d rather not do it, I will.”

      But Mark just shrugged.
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        * * *

      

      In the end, Mark salted the leftover meat, wrapped it in some towels, and put it in one of the supply boxes. It would keep for a while. Elna thought it would make a welcome break from dried meat, berries, and freeze-dried vegetables. They stacked the rest of the supplies on the cart, placing the crate of wine bottles in the center where they weren’t readily visible. Elna didn’t want any other wayward weirdos spotting them.

      Malin picked up his compound bow. Elna noticed that he hadn’t replaced one of the arrows in the side quiver. When she asked about it, he gave her a sad shake of his head.

      “Arrowhead broke in the deer’s skull,” he said. “Well, to be honest, it broke when I tried to pull it out. I should have cracked the skull open first, but…” He shrugged. “Down to three shots.”

      He tucked the bow into the narrow space between the toolbox and the handle of the cart, taking a few seconds to make sure it wouldn’t tip over.

      “You only need one good shot anyway,” Elna said. “You proved that tonight.”

      It was dark. Too dark, but the cloudless sky meant they at least had some moonlight to guide them. Although making their way into the woods seemed reckless, Elna didn’t see any alternative. Mark led the way, pushing the handcart through the field and aiming for a gap in the trees. Fortunately, there wasn’t much undergrowth here. They had enough room to move between the tall trees, though the cart bounced over rocks and roots. Elna positioned herself on one side, Malin on the other, to catch any items that toppled off. Raymond brought up the rear, and he seemed to be leaning heavier than usual on his walking stick.

      The air between the trees was unusually still, the spaces close and stifling. Elna didn’t care for it.

      We should’ve stayed on the boat, she thought, not for the first time. Why did this seem like the most reasonable option to me? Have I lost my touch?

      She was sinking deeper into regretful thoughts when she realized she heard a strange noise growing behind them. Turning, she saw Raymond moving in the moonlight, and beyond him, gaps of purplish light between the trees. At first, she thought she was hearing an animal bounding toward them, but she quickly realized these were human footfalls. People, more than one, trampling leaves and branches as they came.

      And then she saw one of them, a lean figure closing in from the left. She could tell by the shape of him that he had an enormous beard and wild hair.

      “Attackers,” she shouting, digging into her pocket for the knife.

      Raymond spun around, lowering the walking stick. She heard Malin grab the bow. Elna just managed to get the pocket knife open when she realized that the attacker was coming a lot faster than she’d first thought. Not only so, but other attackers were closing in, each coming from a different direction.

      “Stop,” she shouted, as the wild, bearded shape fell upon her. She heard his rough breathing, the awkward, lumbering limbs. “Stop!”

      She swung the knife back and forth in front of her, hoping he would see it, but he kept coming. Behind her, others were already fighting, but she couldn’t turn to see what was going on. In the last fraction of a second, she made out the features of Grover’s face. More than that, she smelled him, a terrible human ripeness, like rotting armpits. He came in low, leading with his right shoulder, clearly intending to tackle her.

      At the moment they collided, she was bringing her knife across one last time, intending to pull it back. She felt the blade hit cloth and cut through, then sink into some soft, pliable mass. Grover let out a deep bellow. And then they crashed together and went down. Elna landed on her back, Grover slamming down on top of her so hard it knocked the wind out of her. His momentum pulled at the knife, trying to bend her wrist at a painful angle. When she resisted, she felt the knife continue cutting and a hot wetness gushing over her hand.

      She struggled beneath him, trying to wriggle free, but he flailed, thrashing. His fist clipped her in the side of the head, then his forehead slammed into her collarbone. All around her, she heard cursing and shouting. Finally, she rolled to one side, and Grover fell away. Elna struggled to get to her feet. In the process, the pocket knife slipped out of her grasp, squirting out between her fingers in a rush of blood.

      Wiping her bloody hand on her raincoat proved futile. It only smeared. When she turned around, she saw Mark hoisting someone up into the air. He unleashed a low cry and tossed the person away from them. Raymond, tangling with someone else, fell backward, hit the handles of the cart, and slid down onto the ground.

      And then she heard the distinct twang of the compound bow. A lean, wiry man stumbled backward, waving his arms in front of his face. He had a scraggly beard and a weaselly face, a dirty black t-shirt.

      “Tomek,” she shouted, though she barely heard her own voice over the ringing in her ears.

      He turned suddenly, running away from them as fast as his skinny legs would take him. She couldn’t tell if Malin had shot him, shot someone else, or just fired his arrow into the air.

      Another attacker was trying to get to the cart, and Raymond was struggling with him, grabbing at the man’s legs with his good arm. Elna rushed at the attacker. She grabbed him around the waist and tackled him. They fell, hit the ground, and rolled together in a heap. Their momentum ended when the attacker slammed into the trunk of a tree and let out a wet, expulsive breath.

      From the sound of it, Elna thought he’d cracked his head open, but the man leapt to his feet and took off running. She heard multiple people running through the forest now, their sounds getting farther away. Malin and Mark were both standing beside the cart, Raymond on the ground, moaning.

      “Raymond, are you hurt?” she asked, picking herself up.

      When he didn’t answer, she rushed to his side and bent down.

      “I injured it more,” he said, finally, speaking through clenched teeth. “Feels like I ripped the wound open.”

      Elna reached past him to the cart and fished around in the toolbox until she found a flashlight. She hadn’t wanted to use it because of limited batteries, but she clicked it on now. She shone the light on Raymond, helping him pull back the sleeve on his rain coat. The bandage above his arm was soaked with blood.

      “Let me handle it,” Mark said, squatting down beside Elna. He held up his hand, and she gave him the flashlight. “Get my medic bag, would you?”

      “My friends, I’m so tired,” Raymond said. “I’m just so tired.”

      “It’s okay, Raymond,” Elna said, reaching into their supplies to grab the small canvas medic bag. “Hang in there. Mark will get you fixed up.”

      She handed the bag to the doctor then rose and backed away. As she did, her heel hit some big, soft, shape. Looking down, she saw a body sprawled on the ground. In the backwash of the flashlight, blood and filth on the man’s clothing had mingled into what looked like dark-red mud. His head was tipped back, eyes half-lidded, mouth wide open. She heard a rattling sound coming from his throat, as if he were struggling to breathe.

      “Oh, God, look what happened,” she said, shuffling over to him. “Grover, you idiot. Why did you try to rush armed people in the middle of the night?”

      She pinched a fold of his shirt and pulled it back, revealing a long, jagged slash where her blade had cut through. The wound started just above and to the left of his navel and cut at an angle up toward his chest, stopping beneath his sternum. Though it was bleeding profusely, she saw a hint of fat and meat. She realized then that Grover was no longer making the deep gurgling sounds. He’d gone utterly quiet. Elna turned away, a sudden urge to vomit washing over her.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Malin said, coming up behind her.

      Elna wiped her hand off on the ground, but there was so much blood. It had seeped between her fingers, and it turned into a slimy mess when she dragged her fingers through the dirt. She tried to knock the muck off against her hip. The stench of blood was strong in her nostrils.

      “He fell on top of me,” she said. “I wasn’t actually trying to cut him. Why would they rush us like that? How stupid!”

      “They really wanted that Pasqualee Gold Label,” Malin said, then laughed uncomfortably. When Elna didn’t respond—the last thing she felt like doing was laughing—his laugh tapered off into a sigh. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have tried to joke.”

      “Tomek was with them,” she said. “He probably led them to us. Did you shoot anyone?”

      He shook his head. “Just shot into the ground. It was all pretty confusing in the dark. I’m not sure I could have hit anyone if I’d tried.”

      “Hopefully, they got the message.”

      She rose and turned away from the body. Mark was wrapping a fresh bandage around Raymond’s arm. When he finished, he shoved his medical gear back into the medic bag with what seemed like a burst of irritation. He jammed the flap shut and rose, grabbing Raymond under his good arm and helping him to his feet.

      “Just ride on the cart,” he said. When he was irritated, his low voice took on a harsh quality that made it truly frightening, practically a monster voice. “You’re in no condition to walk.”

      Mark helped Raymond stumble over to the cart.

      “Do we need to do something with this dead body here?” Malin asked.

      “No,” Mark said, with surprising sharpness. “Forget about him. Just forget it. We’ll make our way back to the road and keep walking until we find a safe place to camp for the rest of the night. That’s it.” The flashlight was still on, and he turned to Elna and Malin, staring at them as if daring them to disagree.

      “Fine with me,” Elna said. The last thing they needed was for their huge, friendly doctor to become a problem.

      Mark eased Raymond down onto the cart, moving some of their supplies to make room. Then he gave a final sigh that was like a disgruntled grizzly bear and clicked off the flashlight.
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        * * *

      

      Selene Bondere had been back and forth from the door to the fence so many times that she had worn a path through the grass. It was a waste of time, and she knew it. She couldn’t see anything from the back fence. Trees on the other side blocked any view down the slope toward the west side of the island. It didn’t even help with the mounting anxiety, but she couldn’t help it. Pacing the property had become compulsive behavior.

      On that particular evening, she finally stopped at the fence, leaned against it for a minute, then climbed over. She pushed her way through the dense line of trees on the other side and made her way to the back road that led down to the lighthouse. Picking her way down, she felt the exhaustion in every limb.

      Working too hard, she scolded herself. Running on empty. You still have a little beetroot powder in your satchel.

      She had just come in sight of the old shed, saw Elna’s extensive reinforcement of the building, and came to a stop. What use was it to stare at the ocean again? With the sun setting, it was even more useless than usual. She forced herself to turn around and march back up the road. Then she walked through the trees, climbed the fence, and started back to the house.

      As she approached the back door, it swung open, and she saw Norman standing there, arms crossed. His beloved dress shirts and khaki pants were hanging a little looser on him these days, despite the best efforts of Selene and the Dulleses to provide a healthy diet. His broad, handsome face had become a little less handsome, a bit too thin.

      “I can tell by the look on your face that you didn’t see anything,” Norman said, stepping aside to let her through the door.

      “No, nothing,” she replied. She just didn’t want to talk about it. Why had Elna left her in charge? Why? Didn’t she realize how stressful it was?

      As Selene passed through the door, her hand brushed the cold, heavy metal of the Ruger in her dress pocket. She hated the feel of the gun. She’d never been comfortable around firearms, but she was afraid not to keep it with her at all times.

      Moving past Norman, she started across the tasting room. Sniffy must have sensed her coming. She heard his feet padding down the hall, his claws clacking on the wood floor. Her dog had become so restless that she didn’t always want to take him outside with her. Maybe he was picking up on her anxiety. As he came racing to meet her, she stooped down and briefly patted his fluffy white head. He barked at her, as if asking for something, but she kept going down the hall toward the lobby.

      As she moved past the kitchen doorway, she heard the clank of pots and pans. Joe and Rita Dulles were in there, as usual. If they weren’t holding hands on the couch, they were in the kitchen. Sometimes, they were preparing meals. Other times, they just seemed to be killing time by moving silverware and dishes around.

      “The kid doesn’t want to leave his room,” Norman said, coming up behind her, “and the old man is on the couch. Neither one is doing so good.”

      She shushed him, reaching into her satchel and rooting around for her herbal pouch. In a rare fit of boldness, Sniffy got between her feet and almost tripped her. Selene caught herself against the smooth, shiny wall. This place was all dark oak. Sometimes, she found it a bit disconcerting. Selene much preferred open, airy spaces.

      As she passed into the lobby, she heard the crackle of a fire in the fireplace. The place was becoming a bit of a wreck, with blankets and dirty clothes in the corners, a few plates and cups on the hearth. She couldn’t bring herself to care.

      George Pasqualee was sitting on the end of the couch, wrapped in a woolen blanket and slumped forward. An empty cup that had once contained Selene’s high-caffeine natural tea was sideways on the couch, a trail of tea running across the faux-leather cushion. George didn’t seem to notice or mind, but when Selene entered the room, he struggled to sit up straight.

      “Yes, I know,” he said. “I said I would help in the garden. I lost track of time. Think I dozed off. I’ll just be coming right now.”

      “That was hours ago, George,” Selene said.

      She started to squat down in front of him, intending to look in his eyes, but her vision went blurry for a second. Rubbing her eyes, she diverted to the couch, making sure to avoid the spilled tea. She dropped down with a sigh, setting the satchel in her lap, as Sniffy hopped up onto the cushion beside her.

      “Are you okay?” Norman asked.

      “Is everything okay, Selene?” George asked, at the same time.

      She didn’t want to answer, so she let the silence linger for a few seconds. Honesty wouldn’t help the situation, and she couldn’t stand the thought of putting everyone in a worse mood.

      “I’m just tired,” she said, finally. “And a little bit worried.” An understatement so vast, it embarrassed her.

      “Do you want me to brew some of your herbal tea?” Norman said. “You said it’s high in caffeine. That’ll give you a little boost, don’t you think?”

      “If you don’t mind, Norman. I’d love that. Thanks.”

      He seemed overjoyed that she had accepted help, gave a little clap, and headed off to the kitchen. Selene would have waited for the tea, but just sitting still for a few seconds, she felt herself sinking into an unhappy sleep.

      Where are you, Elna? she thought. I don’t want to do this any longer. How did you handle all the responsibility? Please, come back.

      She forced herself to stand up.

      “Actually, I got distracted in the garden earlier,” she said. “I’m going to pick some herbs before I lose the light. You need more ginger, and I’ll pick a few more things that should help.”

      “I’ll come. Give me a second.”

      George Pasqualee pushed on the armrest of the couch, the faux-leather creaking as he rose on shaky legs. Suddenly, his head flopped back, and his mouth dropped open. His eyes rolled into the back of his head, and he collapsed onto the couch. Selene rushed to his side as Sniffy gave a few plaintive barks.

      “George!” She pressed fingers against his neck and felt his slow, weak pulse. “Take a deep breath. Come on, George.”

      He moaned and shut his eyes.

      “Take a deep breath,” Selene repeated. “You can do it.”

      He twitched, as if rousing himself, and began to take deep breaths through his mouth. After a few of these, she felt his pulse get stronger.

      “There you go,” she said. “It’s all about maintaining control of your own body.”

      He’s getting worse, she thought, and deteriorating fast. Elna, what’s the holdup?

      “I’m better,” George said. “Maybe I should just stay here and let you do the gardening.”

      “Probably for the best,” she said. “I’ll have Norman bring you some tea.”

      She fixed the blanket around George as he leaned back into the deep cushions. Then she turned and crossed the room. She had to check on the kid before she went outside.

      They’d put him in the first and largest guest room, the one that had previously been occupied by Garrett, Malin’s surly best man. Opening the door to his room, she was assailed by a smell of sickness and unwashed kid. The shade was pulled on the window, so the room was dark. However, she could just make out the shape of him curled under is blanket.

      “Danny,” she said softly. “Are you awake?”

      After a second, he replied, “Kind of.”

      “Do you want to come outside with me?” she asked. “Fresh air might do you some good.”

      “No, thanks,” Danny said. “Is my dad back yet?”

      “No, not yet, but I’ll keep an eye out for him,” she said.

      “Okay. I wish he’d hurry.”

      “Me, too. I’m sure he’ll be back any day now.”

      Selene backed out of the room, closing his door as gently as she could. Then she turned and headed back through the lobby, Sniffy trotting at her heels. When Norman came out of the kitchen with a cup of tea, she waved him toward the lobby.

      “Give it to George,” she said. “He needs it more than me.”

      Norman held up the steaming, enamelware cup of herbal tea. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded and kept going through the tasting room and back outside into the deepening evening gloom. The garden was to the right of the back door. They’d doubled the size of it in the last few weeks, building a sturdy new fence around it. Selene had found many wild herbs around the island and relocated them to the garden, where they seemed to be thriving.

      Of course, she didn’t have what she really needed to treat George’s condition, but anything that boosted energy was good for him. As she knelt before the rows of wild herbs, pulling a small cloth bag out of her satchel, she gazed off into the darkening western sky.

      Come back, Elna. Come back now. Your dad’s doing worse, and the kid…I don’t know how long he’ll last. He won’t even get out of bed. Hurry!

      She tried to cast her thoughts, her vibes, her sheer force of will, into the distance. With her strongest and clearest thoughts, she reached out to Elna and Malin. She tried to will safety and gentle water, a stiff breeze at their backs, and good fortune along the way.

      Feel our desperation. Sense our need. Hurry back!

      She couldn’t tell if it did any good. Finally, when it got too dark to see, she took the herbs she’d picked and went back inside. By the time she reached the lobby, she saw that George was asleep, curled on his side beneath his wool blanket and snoring softly. Norman was stoking the fire in the fireplace.

      “I’ve traced their route on a map, calculated the distance and travel time,” Norman said. “They should be back by now, even if they didn’t have good winds.”

      “Let’s think positive thoughts,” she said. “Positive thoughts create positive energy.”

      “And what does positive energy do?” Norman asked, a smile playing at the edges of his mouth. He was too nice to mock her openly, she knew that.

      “Norman, you should be open to anything—absolutely anything—that has even a slight chance of helping us,” she said, trying to keep the sharpness out of her voice.

      All traces of smile left Norman’s face, and he ducked his head. “I know. You’re right. Positive energy. Maybe we’ll see them sailing ashore bright and early tomorrow.”

      “There you go,” she said. “Think like that.”

      At that moment, she heard the gentle ringing of a bell. Rita Dulles had found a small glass bell in a cabinet in one of the guest rooms. It was a piece of tourist kitsch, with a cartoon map of California on the side. Rita had appropriated it as their dinner bell. Selene had very little appetite at the moment. Her stomach was all knots and acid, but she would force herself to eat every bite of whatever the Dulleses served.

      “Eat well,” she said, wagging a finger at Norman. “You hear me?”

      “I hear you, ma’am,” he said, giving her a friendly, if mocking, deep bow. “I don’t always eat so good when I’m nervous, but I’ll choke it all down, and I won’t throw it back up.”

      “That’s what I want to hear.”

      She turned and headed for the kitchen.
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      The little bike trail was a godsend, weaving a beautiful path through the deep woods that kept them out of sight of the road. Still, Elna was concerned about their doctor’s deteriorating mood. Every time she looked in his direction, he had a nasty scowl on his face. He didn’t seem to be having any trouble pushing the cart on the dirt path, even with Raymond’s additional weight, but something about the previous night’s attack had gotten to him.

      Maybe it was the persistence of their pursuers, or maybe it was the unfortunate violence. As a doctor, seeing a man cut down might have angered him on a professional level. Elna wasn’t sure, and she didn’t want to bring it up. Better to let the anger settle while they tried to make good time. It didn’t help that they were all sleep-deprived. Elna hadn’t been able to relax since the attack. She kept seeing Grover sprawled on the ground, all blood and meat.

      Stop thinking about it, she chided herself. Just let it go. It wasn’t your fault. He did it to himself when he tackled you.

      Unfortunately, the bike trail was scenic, and it took long, winding loops, aiming for ledges and creeks, meandering like it never wanted to end. However, Mark insisted that they were still headed in the right direction, and as best Elna could tell from the position of the sun, he was right.

      They finally stopped for some lunch in a small picnic area beside the path sometime around noon. The area was so secluded, with tall trees rising up on all sides, the trail practically swallowed by the wilderness. Elna couldn’t settle her mind.

      “Are we sure we weren’t followed?” she asked, as she sat down on the end of a picnic table bench.

      Mark worked the flatbed cart into a space beside the table and stepped back. Raymond was seated there, holding the walking stick across his legs.

      “We can take turns circling the area to make sure no one tries to sneak up on us,” Malin suggested.

      He gave Mark a questioning look, but it took him a couple of seconds to respond. When he did, he scowled.

      “Fine. That’s fine,” he said, swiping a hand in the air.

      Did we violate his Hippocratic oath or something when we killed Grover? Elna wondered. What’s his problem?

      When Mark didn’t volunteer to scout the area, Malin nodded and headed across the clearing. He slipped through the trees and disappeared in the undergrowth, but Elna heard him moving around just out of sight. Raymond rose from the cart and hobbled over to the picnic table bench, dropping down with a huff.

      “I’ll walk a little while after lunch,” he said. “Sorry, guys. I don’t mean to be a burden. Are we lost?”

      “No,” Mark replied gruffly, picking up his medic bag. “I know the area. Trust me. We’re still headed south, right toward Manchester. I’m just keeping us off the roads for a while and hopefully away from any more riffraff.”

      “I trust you,” Raymond said.

      Mark glanced at him briefly, as if he thought maybe Raymond was being sarcastic. Then he shook his head and approached him. Pulling a stethoscope out of his bag, he set the earpieces in his ears and rolled a finger at Raymond.

      “Pull up your shirt,” he said. “I want to listen to your heart.”

      Raymond slipped off his raincoat and pulled up the filthy knit shirt he’d been wearing every day since Elna met him. When Mark pressed the chest-piece to his skin, he gasped.

      “Cold,” he said.

      Mark ignored this comment as he listened for a few seconds. Then he grunted and said, “Elevated heart rate. Pull the shirt up in the back.”

      When Raymond obliged, Mark placed the chest-piece against his back. “Take a deep breath. Really deep. Now hold it.” He slid the chest-piece around. “Now, let your breath out slowly. Slowly.”

      When Raymond did as he was told, Elna knew, even without the stethoscope, that his breathing wasn’t right. Too shallow.

      “Have you been experiencing shortness of breath?” Mark asked.

      “Yes, I have, doc,” Raymond replied.

      Frowning, Mark put the stethoscope back in his bag and gestured for Raymond to pull his shirt down. “It’s not easy wheeling you around with all the gear, to be honest, but we may not have much choice. See how you feel after you’ve had something to eat and an hour or so to rest.”

      Malin returned a few minutes later, and they all sat down to lunch. With no campfire, they ate a bit of the leftover cooked meat.

      “No sign of followers, at least,” Malin said. “Maybe I’ll do a bit of hunting while you guys take a break.”

      “Is there such a thing as wild cows?” Raymond asked. “I wouldn’t mind a nice, juicy hamburger.”

      “Just for you, my friend, I’ll look for wild cows,” Malin said with a smile.

      After he finished eating, Malin picked up his bow and headed back into the forest. Elna considered going with him, if only to have something to do, but she decided it was best to stay with Raymond. Once he was gone, she began rooting through their food and water supplies to see how they were doing. They still had enough food for a few days, but they were getting low on water. She pointed this out to Mark as he was pacing.

      “There are fresh water supplies not far from here,” he said. He walked over and picked up the almost-empty plastic jug. “Why don’t I go fill this up? It shouldn’t take too long. You watch our patient. To be honest, I need a few moments alone.”

      Before Elna could respond, he marched off in the opposite direction of Malin and disappeared into the trees. Elna sighed and sat down with Raymond on the bench. She didn’t feel entirely safe, so she avoided striking up a conversation and strained to hear the sounds around them. Raymond seemed sleepy anyway, staring with half-lidded eyes at the tabletop. Elna flung her hood back to give herself full peripheral vision and kept casting her gaze in different direction, looking for anything strange.

      Nope, I don’t like this, she thought, tightening her grip on the pocket knife. She had tried all night and all morning to drive the stomach-churning image of Grover out of her mind, but it came back now with a vengeance.

      She heard something crashing through the underbrush behind her, and she spun round on the bench, pulling the knife open. She saw a body slipping between trees, and she brought the knife up. A fraction of a second later, she realized it was Malin, a single sycamore leaf caught in his hair. His beard was getting full these days, but it looked good on him somehow, softening the sharp angles of his jawline. By the unhappy scowl on his face, she could tell his hunt had been unsuccessful.

      “Nothing but a few birds flitting about,” he said, as he entered the clearing. He looked at Elna, looked past her at Raymond, then looked around the whole clearing. “Where’s Mark?”

      “He went off to find water,” Elna said.

      “He just left you two sitting here?” Malin’s voice rose.

      Before Elna could respond to this, or even really understand the sudden heat in Malin’s voice, Mark’s deep voice boomed out over the clearing. “I prioritized our immediate need. Do you have a problem with that?”

      Elna glanced over her shoulder to see Mark entering the clearing, the plastic jug filled with slightly murky water. He shambled a bit as he came, the water jug swaying from side to side. With his curly hair and thick beard, he looked like a Sasquatch lumbering out of the Northern California wildlands.

      “Water could’ve waited until I got back,” Malin said, tossing his nice, new compound bow onto the grass beside the picnic table. “What if someone had snuck up on them? If you were going to head off, you should’ve told me that first. I would have stayed here. We’re literally being pursued by hostile freaks!”

      Mark glared at him for a few seconds as he lugged the water jug over to the flatbed cart. He set the jug down roughly and kicked the side of the cart for no good reason.

      “I will not be scolded by you,” he said, in a low voice. He said the word you like it was a profanity. “I did what seemed best, and that’s it. That’s final.”

      “We just have to coordinate these kinds of things, okay?” Malin said. Elna could tell he was struggling not to yell. “That’s all I’m saying.”

      “You want to push this cart?” Mark said. “Keep being a punk. I’ll head back the way I came, and you can find your own way. Say another word. Say it!” He shouted this last, and it was like a thunderclap.

      “Guys, stop it,” Elna said, standing up. “Malin, it’s fine. Calm down. The doc and I talked about it, and we agreed that he would go look for water. It’s fine.”

      Some of the heat seemed to leave Malin, and his shoulders slumped. “Okay, I got carried away. I’m sorry. I’m just nervous.” He bent and retrieved the compound.

      “I will not be scolded like a child,” Mark said. “You get a pass this time because you don’t know me.”

      “I wasn’t trying to scold you,” Malin said with a sigh. “My tone was wrong. Forget about it.”

      “It’s forgotten,” Mark said, then added, “I see you didn’t catch anything on your hunt.”

      “Not this time,” Malin said tightly. “I’ll try again tonight.”

      “We can’t count on hunting to provide for us when the food is gone.” Mark knelt beside the cart and began arranging the supplies better, stacking them carefully. He picked up one of the wine bottles. “You can always barter for food in one of the towns. These will get you more food than you know what to do with.”

      Elna felt a twinge of unease at the mention of the wine. It reminded her of Grover all over again.

      “Can we not talk about the Gold Label wine that almost got us killed?” Malin said.

      Mark slid the bottle back into the crate. “There are things we have to deal with, and discussions we must have, whether you like it or not. I suggest you check your attitude and try to be rational about these things. I don’t know where you came from, but out here, you’re either a predator or prey, and even the most harmless looking will readily stab you if you don’t watch your back.” He gave Malin a cold look, his eyebrows lowering until his eyes practically disappeared. It was a look that could have cut through steel, and Malin finally looked away.

      Oh, God, will these two calm down? Elna thought, suppressing an urge to groan loudly. It wouldn’t help to participate in their mutual grumpiness.
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      Intentionally or not, they had moved so far inland that when they topped a rise and got a clear view of the surrounding landscape, Elna could no longer see the ocean. It was just steep hills and trees on all sides, speckled here and there with clearings that contained houses. She spotted a small town due south, and she thought about trying to press on until they reached it. But Raymond was in miserable shape. He’d tried to walk for a while, but he went so slowly, it was a waste of time.

      “I guess we stop here for the day,” Mark said, parking the cart on the crest of the hill. “We’ll reach that town tomorrow. If you’re willing to part with your treasures, you can barter for more food and water. Otherwise, we’ll have to figure something out.”

      Malin glanced at Elna, and she saw the heat in his eyes. He grumbled something under his breath. She was pretty sure it was, “Those damn Gold Labels again.”

      Again, they opted not to start a campfire, afraid the light would be highly visible. They ate a little more of the meat and some dried berries. An unfulfilling meal, but Elna was too worried to eat anyway. They were moving so slowly, and the mainland felt as hostile as ever. As they sat eating, nobody spoke. Every face looked unhappy, and Malin occasionally grumbled under his breath.

      “Just sleep as much as you can,” Mark said, pointing at Raymond.

      Mark unrolled the sleeping bags, but Elna was too tired and anxious to lie down. She sat down and listened as Raymond sank into sleep. Her brain seemed to have gone into a low-power mode. She scarcely thought about anything but their immediate situation. She wasn’t trying to solve a dozen different problems, or thinking far down the road, or planning for the return trip. It was a strange condition, but she couldn’t pull herself out of it.

      Your mind is protecting you, she realized, from the hopelessness of the situation.

      Even then, realizing it so clearly, somehow, she didn’t feel it. Her mind let the reality drift just out of reach.

      She lost track of time, staring off into the darkening sky, as Raymond resumed his god-awful snoring. Mark sat with his back to them, his medic kit in his lap.

      Anyone tracking us can just following the sound of Raymond, Elna thought.

      She heard footsteps, but she recognized them this time. Looking over her shoulder, she saw Malin walking out of the forest. He hadn’t caught anything, but he had a funny look on his face, almost as if he were in pain. He approached the row of sleeping bags, stopping near Mark.

      “I thought you were taking first watch,” Mark said.

      “Look, I owe you guys an apology,” he said. “I’m sorry I got irritated earlier. Doc, I had no right to talk to you that way. We needed water. You did what you thought was best. I shouldn’t have snapped at you.”

      “It’s fine,” Mark said, without bothering to look at him. “We’re all on edge.”

      “Well, I’ve been thinking about it,” Malin continued, and he turned to Elna. “I know it’s not my place. It’s your decision to make, Elna, but I agree with the doc about the wine. I think we should barter them for some long-term provisions in the next town.”

      Elna scarcely had the energy to argue with him. Something in her resisted. Partly, it was because the wine bottles were the only things of real value they’d brought with them. Once they were gone, they had nothing else to offer. Also, she had to admit, she hated to part with the last of the pre-EMP Gold Label. It felt a little like getting rid of the family picture albums.

      Even though she didn’t say anything, Malin must have read the response on her face—or perhaps he just knew her well enough by now. “I know it sucks to get rid of them, but the thing is, lugging those bottles around makes us a target,” he said. “We’re already being followed by thieves who want to kill us and take them. If we don’t get value out of them while we can, we’re liable to lose them along the way, and then they won’t do us any good.”

      Mark finally turned and looked at him. He seemed almost proud, giving Malin a nod and a brief smile.

      “Elna, if you don’t want to do it, I understand,” Malin continued, “but the way I see it, with plenty of good food, we’ll make better time. Heck, maybe we can trade for a larger cart or even a working vehicle. Anything to pick up the pace. What do you say?”

      Elna bowed her head. For a moment, she felt like crying, but she bitterly chastised herself.

      Idiot. You brought those wine bottles for this exact reason. Don’t get sentimental now, not when it puts our lives at risk.

      “It makes sense,” she said. She willed herself to say it. “Let’s talk about it some other time, okay? Let’s talk about anything else. Better yet, let’s not talk at all right now.”

      And with that, she lay down on the sleeping bag.
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      “Why is he so weak?” Elna said. “His condition seems worse.”

      Raymond was curled up on the flatbed cart, encased in a sleeping back. Though he didn’t snore, occasionally he sighed or groaned, as if he were in pain.

      “He’s got an infection raging in his arm,” Mark said. “I’ve done what I can for him. I cleaned out the wound, but we don’t have antibiotics. Maybe at the clinic in Manchester…I just don’t know.”

      “Could he get better without them?” Malin asked.

      “He could,” Mark replied, “but then again…considering his state…” He left the thought hanging.

      They were following a dirt road back to the southwest, aiming for the small town they’d spotted the night before. The cart rattled and thumped on the rocks and gravel, but Mark did a good job of avoiding the rougher patches.

      After a few long, winding miles, the dirt road joined up with a major road, where abandoned vehicles were waiting once again, discarded bones of a dead world. This stretch of road was long and relatively straight, giving a long view in both directions. Elna found it disconcerting. She felt dangerously exposed.

      They turned south, and with the smoother road, Mark picked up the pace significantly. Soon, Elna found herself on the verge of jogging, Malin taking long strides beside her. The wilderness gave way to a small town, with quaint little buildings set in overgrown yards on both sides of the highway. It seemed abandoned. It didn’t appear to be the same small town they’d spotted earlier from the hilltop.

      “Doesn’t look like we’ll be doing any bartering here,” Elna said, gazing at a house that had broken windows and wide-open doors.

      They passed through an intersection where the scattered remnants of a number of cars remained. A bad accident had happened here, probably right as the EMP hit, and Elna saw shattered windshields and crumpled hoods. She even spotted what appeared to be dried blood splattered on the side of a driver’s dented door. Fortunately, Mark sped past the accident, so they didn’t see much more than that.

      They’d gone maybe fifty yards past the intersection when Elna heard the sound of a car door being opened and shut somewhere behind them. She dared a glance over her shoulder at the accident site. In the midst of the mess, Elna saw people huddled in the angle formed by three vehicles. She assumed they’d been camped out in one of the cars. She couldn’t tell how many of them there were, but then one of the people rose up. Though he was a good hundred yards behind them, she recognized his wild mop of hair and thin frame.

      “Oh gosh, there he is,” she muttered. “Tomek.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Malin said, turning to look behind them.

      “Apparently, they were camped in one of the vehicles,” Elna said. “We must’ve walked right past them without realizing it.”

      Tomek and the others just stood there, as if they were waiting for something to happen.

      “They’re not following,” Elna said.

      “They will,” Malin said. “They’ll wait until we get down the road, and then they’ll come creeping along.”

      Mark brought the cart to a halt and signaled for Elna to take the handles. As she did, he picked up Raymond’s walking stick and moved up beside Malin.

      “Ready to give them a good scare?” Mark asked.

      “Yeah,” Malin said with a sigh. “Let’s do it.”

      As Elna watched, Malin picked up the compound bow and fitted an arrow, and Mark raised the stick above his head like a club. Then they took off running toward the intersection. Mark gave out a primeval roar, and the group of people huddled in the intersection immediately took off running. They moved together, like a pack of wild dogs, headed across the intersection and up a narrow side street. A three-story brick storefront stood at the end of that road at the top of a low hill, and they headed for it.

      “Yeah, you’d better run,” Malin cried, his voice cracking from the strain. “I don’t want to see your ugly faces ever again. You got that, Tomek?”

      Tomek and his crew raced through the shattered front door of the storefront and disappeared into the shadowy interior. Malin and Mark came to a stop at the intersection, waiting and watching for a few seconds, then they trudged back to the cart.

      “How much farther?” Elna didn’t realize that Raymond had spoken at first. His voice was so weak, it was almost lost in the morning breeze.

      “To Manchester?” she asked. “Not far. Doc says we might get there tonight, if we make good time.”

      “We wasted too much time wandering through the woods, señora,” Raymond said. He was curled up on the cart, mostly hidden inside his sleeping bag, but Elna saw one bleary eye peeking out. “Doc should have stuck to the highway. Why did we take so many winding trails and go all over the place?”

      “Well, he was trying to lose our pursuers,” Elna replied. “We failed, but it’s okay, Raymond. Don’t worry. Just rest. We’ll be there soon. Very soon.”

      Mark came up beside her and took the cart handles, setting the walking stick on the cart.

      “They’re like cockroaches,” Malin said, tucking the bow among their supplies. “They scatter into the cracks and crevices as soon as you come for them.”

      As Mark started to push the cart, Raymond moved suddenly. First, with a long groan, he sat up, working his upper body out of the sleeping bag. Then, he reached up and fumbled for the cart handle.

      “I can walk for a while,” he said. “Let me walk.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Mark asked.

      “Yes, we need to go fast,” Raymond said. “I have rested enough. I can walk fast for a good hour or two, and we’ll make better time. I know I can. Where is my walking stick?”

      “Right behind you,” Mark said.

      The walking stick was propped beside the bow next to a stack of supplies. With one hand, Raymond tried to pull himself to his feet using the cart handle. With the other, he reached for the walking stick, but the sleeping bag was still wrapped around his feet. Elna saw the accident unfolding a split second before it happened, and she tried to call out a warning. Only the briefest little sound came out. Raymond took a step and stumbled. Losing his balance, he went to his knees, his right hand slamming into the walking stick and the bow, driving both of them against the stack of supplies, which toppled over in spectacular fashion. The box containing their leftover meat fell on its side, and the remaining slabs of venison flopped out onto the dusty road.

      The crate of wine bottles had been carefully placed between boxes, but it tipped over. A couple of bottles slid out of their compartments and fell. Elna’s heart stopped. One of the bottles landed on the side of the meat box and slid down almost delicately onto a big venison steak. The second hit a corner of the box and spun, gold foil glittering in the morning sun. The neck of the bottle impacted the road, and the bottle broke open, gushing dark-red wine along the northbound lane and into the gutter.

      Cursing under her breath, Elna pushed past Malin and Mark and went to their toppled supplies.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Raymond said. “I didn’t mean to. I slipped.”

      Elna righted the box of meat, picked up the filthy slabs of venison, which had acquired a generous layer of road dust and debris. She rewrapped it and put it back in the box anyway. Then she picked up the other loose wine bottle.

      “It’s like burning a pile of money,” Mark said.

      “I’m so sorry,” Raymond said again. It sounded like he was crying.

      Elna didn’t have it in her to comfort him at the moment. She was furious at the waste, not just of expensive wine but of the memory. At least it might have helped them. Instead, it was seeping into a culvert like gray water from a sewer pipe.

      Fighting the anger, she began restacking their supplies. Malin stooped down to help, but she waved him off. As she put the unbroken wine bottle back into the crate, she noticed that two of the compartments were now empty. That made one bottle unaccounted for. She rooted through their supplies but didn’t find it.

      “What the hell?” she said. “A bottle is missing. Two fell out. One broke. I put the other one back in the crate, but there are still two empty compartments. How is that possible?”

      She turned and looked at Malin, at Mark, but they were just staring back with confusion.

      “One of them is missing,” she said. “It’s not here.”

      As her words sank in, Malin’s face became tense, his lips pressing together into a tight line as his eyebrows drew down. He turned slowly to glare at Mark, who gave him a blank expression in return.

      “What are you looking at?” Mark said.

      “We’re missing a bottle of wine,” Malin said. “It didn’t happen on my watch. I would have heard something.”

      “Would you?” Mark replied, tightly. “Are you suggesting I let someone slip into the camp and steal a bottle? Or, perhaps, you’re suggesting I drank it. Which is it, Malin?”

      “Nobody would be dumb enough to drink Gold Label,” Malin said, “so clearly it was pilfered. Did you fall asleep during your watch? Did you wander off to find water?”

      Elna could see the tension in Mark’s neck, the strain of tendons as he clenched his jaw. “Maybe it’s neither. Maybe you wandered off to do a bit of fruitless hunting while you were meant to keep watch. Is that possible?”

      “No, it’s not,” Malin said, almost yelling, “because I didn’t. When I kept watch, I kept watch.”

      “Incorrect, you fell asleep during your first watch,” Mark said, his voice getting lower and more threatening. “You haven’t been particularly competent at any point on this journey.”

      It was finally enough to break through Elna’s anger. She stepped in between them.

      “Just stop it, both of you,” she said. “This is ridiculous. We don’t know what happened to the missing bottle. For all we know, it fell off the cart along the road somewhere and no one noticed. That makes us all equally liable, so just drop it.”

      She tried to meet Malin’s gaze, but he was too busy staring daggers at Mark. “I don’t trust this guy,” he said, flapping a hand in Mark’s direction.

      “If you don’t trust me, then maybe we don’t need to travel together,” Mark said. “I offered to help because I know the way, but I don’t need this.” He let go of the cart handles and took a step back. “Help yourselves. Find your own way, deal with your own problems. Go ahead.”

      “No, no,” Raymond said weakly. “We need his help to push the cart. This was my fault. Please.”

      “I’ve had about enough of this guy and his mouth,” Mark said, moving around Elna and taking a menacing step toward Malin. He started to raise his hand, and Elna thought for a second that he might backhand Malin across the face. But then he seemed to reconsider and lowered his hand, letting his sheer height do the intimidating for him. “Did I come to you people for help? No, I was safe at home, minding my own business, and you came to me.”

      “Are you suggesting you have nothing to gain from going to the clinic?” Malin said. Though he was leaning back slightly, he did not back away from the towering doctor. “That it was a completely selfless act?”

      “Of course it wasn’t selfless. I need medical supplies if I have any hope of treating those who come to me for help,” Mark said. “As I told you, there’s safety in numbers. I might be a big guy but I could just as easily be overwhelmed. Predator or prey. That’s how it works out here. Look, I don’t need this. I’ll turn right around and head home. You guys can find your own way, and good luck on the road.”

      “Well, maybe you should,” Malin said. “We got pretty far on our own, pal.”

      “Stop it,” Elna said, stepping in between them again. “Mark, I’m grateful for your help. We need you. Everyone is tired, and our nerves are on edge. Let’s not make rash decisions.” She turned and gave Malin her sharpest gaze, baring her teeth at him and widening her eyes. “Stop accusing each other. We don’t know what happened to the wine. Drop the subject.”

      Malin stood his ground a moment longer, but Elna’s look finally seemed to break him. He hung his head, his shoulders slumped, and he took a step back.

      “Okay, maybe I went too far,” he said. “Maybe I said some things I shouldn’t have.” He dragged his fingers through his beard, then furiously scratched his cheeks. Somehow, it seemed to help him calm down. “Who knows what happened to the Gold Label. Forget it. I won’t bring it up again. Sorry, Doc. Let’s just keep going. We’ll all get to the clinic at Manchester, get what we need, and then we can part ways. No need to be at each other’s throats.”

      Mark gave Malin a look of frowning contempt, but then he flapped a hand in the air and said, “Fair enough. We’ll be more cautious with the supplies from now on. How’s that sound? Can we get going now?”

      “Sure,” Malin replied.

      Mark took a deep breath, turned, and grabbed the handles of the cart hard enough to rattle the whole thing. Raymond was sitting cross-legged, slumped over, his right hand idly rubbing his injured shoulder.

      “It was my fault,” he said, softly.

      “Drop it, Raymond,” Elna said. “We’re not trying to figure out who to blame for what. Please, don’t bring it up again.”

      Mark resumed pushing the cart, hunched over the handles with his shoulders squared off. Elna felt the tension. It vibrated in the air around them like electricity. She tried to meet Malin’s gaze again, to send him another stern warning. The group was fragile. He needed to control himself. But he wouldn’t look at her. He had his eyes fixed firmly on the ground immediately in front of him.

      Just let us get to the clinic, Elna thought, and then you can say whatever you want to say.
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      The small gas station had been absolutely ravaged, the aisles trashed, the shelves swept clean, but there were small piles of debris on the floor. Though he was doing his best to bottle up his emotions, Malin remained in a state of flesh-tingling frustration. He did not trust Mark. At best, their guide was neglectful and indifferent. At worst, he was up to something sneaky. Either way, Malin really wanted to punch him right between the eyes as hard as he could, but he recognized that this feeling wasn’t entirely rational, but then again, neither was the situation.

      I don’t like the guy, he thought. There’s something up with him.

      He excused himself as the others kept going, popping into the looted gas station.

      “I’ll catch up,” he said.

      There were numerous snack cakes and bags of chips that had been stomped into oblivion, but he wasn’t looking for food. Instead, he made his way to an overturned rack near the counter. A couple maps of California remained. He grabbed one, unfolded it to make sure it was still in good shape, then refolded and put it in his shirt pocket.

      He hurried outside and saw the others moving down the road, weaving around the occasional stalled car as they followed the highway south. As he hurried to catch up to them, he cast his gaze northward, but the road behind them was empty. They hadn’t heard a peep from Tomek and their pursuers since chasing them into the abandoned storefront.

      Once he caught up to Elna and Mark, he pulled the map out again and showed them.

      “I thought I might see if I can locate us on a map,” he said. “See how far we have to go and if there’s a better option.”

      “You don’t trust my sense of direction?” Mark said. “I’ve told you repeatedly we’re on track.”

      Malin bit back his initial response and said, “Just confirming. Nothing wrong with that.”

      “Very well,” Mark replied.

      As they trudged onward, Malin kept expecting to reach the small town they’d spotted from the hilltop, but it proved to be farther than it seemed. It wasn’t until sometime in the afternoon that they finally crested a hill and saw it. A couple of dozen buildings around an intersection, what might once have been restaurants, a motel, a big church. He pulled out the map.

      “What’s this town called?” he asked.

      “Elk,” Mark replied.

      “Well, the name bodes well for hunting,” Malin said.

      He scanned the map with his finger until he found it. On the map, it seemed remarkably close to their destination, though he knew at their pace, it might take longer than it seemed. He showed the map to Elna, but she gave it little more than a glance and nodded. She’d been lost in thought since the argument.

      Unfortunately, once they reached the town, it became clear that the whole place was abandoned just like the last town. Many of the buildings were burned out, blackness around the shattered windows and doors, a heavy, smoky smell lingering everywhere. Malin thought he saw charred bodies in some of the building, though he didn’t bother checking.

      “Another empty town,” Elna grumbled. “No one to barter with.”

      “We can survive another night,” Mark said. “We’ll eat what’s left of the meat, and drink sparingly.”

      “You think that meat’s still good?” Malin asked. “It’s two days old and covered in gravel.”

      “I’m sure it’s edible,” Elna replied.

      Beyond the town, they encountered an enormous barricade that had been built across the highway. Comprised of whole tree trunks, drywall and siding from houses, a few vehicle parts, and a whole lot of scrap lumber, it was an imposing edifice.

      “What’s that all about?” Malin asked.

      “Let’s not find out,” Mark said. “There’s a way around it. A hiking trail nearby.”

      “So, we’re leaving the road again?” Raymond asked.

      “We could climb over it,” Malin suggested.

      “They set these up so they can ambush people,” Mark said. “I don’t recommend approaching it or trying to climb over, but if you folks disagree, speak now.”

      When no one said anything, he steered the cart to the left. Only then did Malin notice the small hiking trail that started nearby and wound off into the deep woods. Mark pushed the cart onto the trail, and the others had no choice but to follow.

      Once again, they were moving at a crawl, meandering all over the place. After a few hours of this, they finally reached a large clearing and pulled off the trail to camp for the night. Raymond rose, moving far more carefully this time, and helped unroll the sleeping bags. Mark began unloading their supplies, setting them closer to the sleeping bags than before. He dug out the crate of wine and tucked it deep between the boxes. When he was done, he brushed his hands together and turned to the others.

      “I’m going for a walk,” he said. Malin could hear the tension in his voice. Even though they had ostensibly patched things up, Mark was clearly still in a foul mood. “I’ll scout the area to make sure we haven’t been followed. Mostly, I just need to clear my head. I’m tired and cranky. We all are.”

      He glanced at Malin, nodded, and headed off across the clearing. The area was a bit too small for Malin’s taste, the trees closing in about them. He wasn’t claustrophobic, but he had definitely grown to appreciate open sight lines.

      “Hurry back,” Elna said.

      Mark held up a hand, as if in response to this, then slipped through the trees and quickly disappeared. Once he was gone, Malin unrolled the map again and tried to determine their approximate location.

      “Can you tell where we are?” Elna asked.

      “Somewhere in the middle of the Jackson State Forest,” he said. He pointed to about where they started and tried to follow the trajectory they’ve taken since Mark began leading and he was troubled by how much time they’ve wasted traveling off the main road. “We could have been to Manchester by now and be on our way back if we stuck to the highway.”

      “You heard him. There was too much potential to be robbed if we stuck to the highway,” Elna said, casting a glance toward their supplies. “We have too much to lose if we don’t have anything to trade for the medicine at the clinic.”

      As he refolded the map, he looked at Elna and said, quietly, “I suppose our guide knows what he’s doing. I just wish we weren’t traveling so far off the beaten path.”

      “You shouldn’t have picked a fight with him,” Elna said, “even if there was a legitimate concern. It didn’t help our situation.”

      “Yeah,” Malin said, feeling embarrassed. “I’ve just been in a bad mood. I don’t know why I was so suspicious. We’re all on edge. It seems obvious now that the wine fell off the cart at some point. Why would the doc have taken it, and where would he have hidden it? It doesn’t make any sense. I’ll apologize to him properly when he gets back.”

      Raymond had carefully laid out the sleeping bags, leaning heavily on his walking stick the whole time. Malin just happened to be looking at him when his eyelids fluttered and his eyes rolled back in his head. Raymond managed to take a single step away from the cart before collapsing in a heap, as Malin tossed the map aside and went to him.

      “Hey there, buddy,” Malin said, grabbing Raymond by the shoulders and helping him sit up. “Are you okay? Look at me. Come on.”

      Raymond’s eyes rolled around for a few seconds before locking onto Malin. He tried to say something, but it came out as unintelligible noise.

      “You took a tumble,” Malin said. “Be a little more careful. You’re already broken.”

      “We’d better take a look at that wound,” Elna said, as she began gently removing his raincoat.

      Anytime they moved his arm even so much as a half an inch, he grimaced and sucked in his breath. Still, as Malin braced him, Elna managed to get the coat off, rolling back the ripped sleeve and peeling off his crusty bandage to reveal the wound above his elbow. It looked worse than ever. The skin around it was bright red and puckered, and Elna pointed out some long red lines running from the wound up his arm.

      “Infected,” Malin noted.

      “Yeah,” Elna said. She pressed the back of her hand against Raymond’s cheek, then his forehead, then his neck. “And he’s feverish.”

      “What do we do for him?” Malin said.

      Elna always had a solution. Surely, she would suggest something now. But she only gave him a helpless, sad shrug. They heard footsteps in the underbrush. Malin tried to reach for the bow, but he didn’t want to let go of Raymond. When he turned, Malin saw Mark stepping out of the woods.

      “I think we’re in the clear,” he said. “I don’t see any sign of our pursuers.”

      “That’s good to know,” Malin said. “Doc, you’ve got to help Raymond.”

      Mark motioned toward the sleeping bags. “Lay him here, and I’ll take a look.”

      Working together, Elna and Malin managed to drag Raymond onto the nearest sleeping bag, and Mark squatted down beside him. As he examined the wound, Malin went for his medic kit and brought it to him. Mark cleaned the wound with antiseptic gel and wrapped it in a fresh bandage.

      “It’s definitely infected,” Mark said. “Badly.”

      “Isn’t there something you can do to fight the infection?” Malin said.

      “He needs medicine I do not have,” Mark replied. “We have to find this clinic tomorrow, or Raymond won’t be able to travel. He needs a comfortable bed away from the cold and damp.”

      Malin heard something crashing through the underbrush then. It took a second to realize he was hearing multiple people, all coming from slightly different directions. He just managed to grab the bow and pull an arrow from the quiver when they burst out of the woods. Tomek came from straight ahead, others from the left and right.

      Tomek was dustier and dirtier than ever, his ragged black t-shirt so stained that it seemed to have melded with his body. Moving with purpose, they rushed at the stack of supplies beside the cart. Malin tracked him with the bow and drew the bowstring. He released, and the arrow went sailing over Tomek’s head, impaling itself in a tree.

      “Damn,” Malin muttered.

      He rose and rushed at Tomek, but their pursuer had already reached the supplies. With one wild sweep of his arm, Tomek knocked over the stack, sending boxes flying. A second man came from the west, an even wilder and dirtier creature in a muddy old trench coat. He swooped down and caught the crate, dragging two bottles of Gold Label out of their compartments.

      Seeing this, Malin tried to change course, but his feet got tangled up beneath him. He fell, landed hard on his chest, and lost his breath. Mark lurched toward the thief, lumbering after him. Elna came to Malin’s side and helped him up.

      “Let them go,” she said. “Just forget it. We can’t keep fighting people over the stupid wine.”

      Still struggling to catch his breath, Malin picked up the compound bow. Tomek had already disappeared into the woods, but the thief with the wine bottle was still running away. Seething and in pain, Malin ripped another arrow out of the quiver, nocked it, and aimed at the man’s receding back.

      “No, don’t,” Elna said.

      Just then, Mark inadvertently stepped in the way.

      “Mark, get out of the way,” Malin shouted.

      Mark glanced over his shoulder, saw the bow, and stumbled to one side. The thief had just reached the underbrush. As he pushed through, Malin drew the bow and released the arrow. His hands were shaking, and the arrow went just a little to the left. It disappeared into the bushes. A fraction of a second later, Malin heard a dull thud that he was pretty sure was the bullet-point arrowhead hitting some part of its target. But the retreating footsteps only faltered for a second.

      He started to follow, but Elna thrust an arm in front of him.

      “Let them have it,” she said.

      “I think I hit him,” he said. The pain and adrenaline had become a potent mix, making his whole body quake.

      Mark came back then, shaking his head, his mouth twisted in a look of disgust. “You barely clipped him. That’s all. They got the wine, and so be it.”

      “Exactly,” Elna said with a sigh. “We can’t chase them through the woods.”

      Malin realized he was still aiming the bow toward the woods. He’d lost another arrow. He set the bow back on the cart and went for the arrow stuck in the tree. That put him down to two. “We can’t shake these guys. They’re like cockroaches. They just keep coming back.” He worked the arrow out of the tree trunk and slid it back into the quiver. “It doesn’t help that they’re making better time than we are.”

      “Enough! They got what they were after,” Elna said. “Maybe they’ll leave us alone now.”

      Malin went to Raymond and helped him sit up.

      “Don’t count on it,” he said.

      “Well, either way, we can’t camp here,” Elna said. “We have to keep moving. It doesn’t matter if we’re pushing through the dead of night. We have to go.”

      Malin looked at Mark, expecting some kind of resistance. “I’ll trade places with you on the cart, if you’re sick of pushing it.”

      Mark was staring off in the direction of the thief, as if expecting him to return. Finally, he turned, scowling darkly, and approached the cart.

      “No, I’ll keep pushing,” he said. “It gives me something to do. If we stick with this trail, it’ll lead us back to the highway well south of that barricade, but we’ll need the flashlight, even if we use up the battery.”

      Mark stooped down and began stacking their supplies back on the cart. Malin went to help him.

      No rest tonight. He tried not to think about what a long night it was going to be.
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      It was the dead of night. Elna had followed the flickering flashlight beam for hours, but the hiking trail did not readily accommodate the flatbed cart. Mark managed to push it over pits and potholes, over rocks and up inclines. A few times, Malin had to help him lift the thing to get it up crude steps that had been built into the trail. Still, they could hardly have been going slower if they’d been sitting still.

      Her mind was a fog. She’d never found it so hard to latch on to a single thought. The positive was that she couldn’t think clearly enough to regret the loss of the wine. The damn Gold Label had become a curse.

      We should have traded it the first chance we got, she thought. Better yet, we never should have brought it to begin with.

      Finally, after an interminable amount of time, they topped a rise and got a view of treetops spreading away to the south and west. Somewhere beyond the trees, she saw a hint of faint red lights, as of campfires.

      “Is that it? Is that Manchester?”

      “I think so,” Mark said. He sounded like he was on the verge of collapse.

      “How much farther?” Elna asked. “If you had to guess.”

      “Maybe a dozen miles,” he replied, leaning heavily against the handles of the cart. “We’re almost back to the road, but it won’t make much of a difference. Pushing this damned dead weight is slowing us down so much, a dozen miles will feel like a hundred. Even I have my limits.”

      This time, Malin didn’t offer to trade places with him, and when Elna glanced at him, she saw Malin hunched over, arms crossed. He seemed half-asleep.

      “We’ll move a hell of a lot faster if we find a place to leave this one,” Mark said, gesturing at the curled form of Raymond on the cart. Elna was on the verge of angrily protesting when he added, “Somewhere safe, of course. Out of the way. We leave him, rush to the clinic, get what we need, and hurry back. I’m telling you, we’ll move so much faster, the risk of leaving him is far lower than the risk of wasting another day on the road.”

      Elna didn’t know what to say to this. She tried to work through their options. Was it really riskier to keep trudging along at a snail’s pace? Raymond was in big trouble. In fact, she was worried it might be too late.

      “Okay,” she said, finally. “You’re right. But we can’t leave him here in the woods.”

      “No, there’s a place,” Mark said. “When we get back to the road. I’ll show you. It’s our only option at this point. Sorry, that’s just the way it is.”

      He resumed pushing the cart, and Elna fell in beside him.

      Raymond’s deteriorating condition made Elna think of her father, though she’d tried very hard not to. Worry did no good, but now she wondered and worried herself sick. Selene would have no way to get word to her if his condition worsened.

      Put it out of your mind, she scolded herself. Focus on the road ahead.

      The first light of morning had just begun to touch the dark sky when they reached the end of the hiking trail and came out onto the highway somewhere south of the barricade.

      “All of that walking just to avoid climbing over a pile of logs and trash,” Malin grumbled.

      “And to avoid a possible ambush by thieves,” Mark said.

      “Well, we got ambushed anyway.”

      Just to the south, Elna saw a small gas station and motel by the side of the road. Dead cars were strewn across the parking lots like debris from a storm.

      “There,” Mark said, pointing in the direction of the motel. “We can leave Raymond in one of the motel rooms while we rush to the clinic.”

      “Did I miss this conversation?” Malin said, perking up suddenly. “Who said anything about leaving people behind? Raymond needs someone to keep an eye on him.”

      “In his present condition, he’s dead weight,” Mark said, pushing the cart across both lanes and into the southbound shoulder. “We’re moving a lot slower than we otherwise would be.”

      Malin looked at Elna, his eyebrows climbing his forehead. “Did you agree to this?”

      “Reluctantly,” she said. “We could run the rest of the way if we didn’t have to push him.”

      Malin shook his head and said nothing more. Elna knew how he felt. There were so many unfortunate choices to make. Mark pushed the cart into the parking lot of the gas station, then cut across into the driveway of the motel. It was a quaint old building, not bad for an economy motel, but the sign was shattered, little pieces of it on the ground around the support post.

      “It probably used electronic keycards,” Mark said, “but let’s see if there are physical keys in the office. Otherwise, we might just have to kick down a door.”

      Elna moved past him and opened the lobby door. As soon as the interior air whooshed out, she caught a strong smell of people. It was an eye-watering mix of ripe bodies, dirty clothes, and possibly urine. She suppressed her gag reflex as she poked her head inside.

      Instantly, she saw a dozen pairs of harrowed eyes gazing back at her from filthy faces. The lobby had been turned into a makeshift camp, with blankets and couch cushions laid down across the floor, cardboard boxes stacked up along the walls, and trash and debris piled in the corners. The people were huddled together in the middle of the room. It seemed to be a large Latino family, all bone-thin, with listless children playing in the debris. One man lay on a mattress near the back wall, a bandage wrapped around his head just above his eyes.

      Elna backed away from the door, but one of the squatters rose and came toward her. He was an older gentleman with gray hair and a patchy beard. Ancient acne scars had turned his cheeks into a lunar landscape.

      “Wait, wait, please,” he said.

      As Mark backed the cart away from the door, Malin stepped to one side and reached for the bow. The stranger peeked around the edge of the open door.

      “You have injured people, as well,” he said, looking down at Raymond. The poor guy looked rough. Bloodshot eyes and a big scab across his lower lip, he’d clearly been through hard times. “I don’t suppose you have medicine. My brother is hurt.”

      “We have a first aid kit,” Elna said. “Bandages, antiseptic, stuff like that.”

      “I was hoping for something medicine,” the stranger said, hanging his head. “Maybe painkillers.”

      Elna glanced at Mark, but he was still backing away from the door, working the cart down the sidewalk toward the wheelchair ramp. Clearly, he didn’t intend to offer his services.

      “That man is a doctor, actually,” she said, irritated. Was he really going to walk away without at least offering some medical advice?

      Mark gave her a brief, hateful look, then fixed an unfriendly smile on his face. “It’s true, but we’re in a hurry, sir, and we really don’t have anything to offer but basic medical care.”

      The man stepped fully into the open door and dropped to his knees, holding his hands up in a gesture of pleading. “Please, Doctor, I beg you. We have nothing to trade. We were robbed two weeks ago. They took everything. We can’t offer any payment, but if you would just look at him. I fear my brother is dying, and we don’t know what do. Any word of advice would help. Please!”

      Mark stopped his retreat. Elna could see the smile faltering at its edges. He looked at Elna again and seemed like he was on the verge of saying something else, but she deliberately looked away.

      “We’re dealing with our own medical emergency,” Mark said, finally, “but I suppose I can take a quick look.”

      “We would appreciate it very much, sir,” the stranger said, picking himself up.

      Mark dramatically picked up his medic kit—a bit like a petulant child—and stepped around the cart. As he moved past the cart, he hit the corner with his leg, jostling Raymond, who moaned. The stranger led Mark inside. Elna went to the door and leaned inside, watching as Mark knelt beside the patient and began to examine him.

      The man who had spoken to them lingered nearby.

      “I’m Ignacio,” he said, extending a hand to Elna.

      She shook his hand. It was like shaking dirt.

      “Elna,” she replied. “Sorry you were robbed. We’ve had a bit of trouble on the road ourselves.”

      “So many wild, crazy people,” Ignacio said. “They just swarm over you, attack, and take what they want. We didn’t have time to defend ourselves.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      He shook his head, as if dislodging bad memories. “Where are you guys headed?”

      Elna hesitated a moment. Was there a reason to keep their destination a secret? “To a clinic in Manchester,” she said. “I believe it’s called Pacific Specialty Clinic. Have you heard of it?”

      But the question was answered before the man said anything as his face scrunched up. “Oh, that place. Yes, I know it. It has been heavily fortified.”

      Elna’s heart sank. “Fortified?”

      “Yes, they are trying to keep the thieves out, I guess,” Ignacio said. “It is hard to get close to the building. If you’re lucky and reach the door, you’ll probably have to barter with the guards for whatever you need. That’s assuming they don’t just attack you instead of help you.”

      “Who’s running the place?” Elna asked.

      Ignacio shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe the people who ran the clinic before the missiles, or maybe some criminal gang. Who can tell? But that place is bad news. Heavily guarded. I wouldn’t go there if I were you.”

      Elna turned and looked at Malin, who gave her a world-weary shrug.

      “Well, thanks for the information, Ignacio,” she said. “Unfortunately, there’s nowhere else for us to go. We need that clinic. They have a unique medicine that our sick friend here needs.”

      Ignacio frowned. “I’m sorry to say, you might be out of luck. If I were you, I would accept fate and turn back. That’s just the way I feel.”

      Malin grabbed her arm then and gently drew her to him. Elna let herself be pulled away from the door. Only when they were out of earshot of Mark did he lean in and say, “Let’s not tell this guy too much.”

      “I think it’s fine,” she replied. Accept fate and turn back. Ignacio’s words echoed in her mind. She felt a terrible sense of doom settling over her. “If what Ignacio says is true, we should rest up before we head to the clinic. I’m so sleep-addled, Malin, I can’t think straight, and we’ll need our wits about us.”

      “The doc is wanting to leave Raymond behind and rush to the clinic,” Malin said.

      “Well, I think we all need…”

      She let her words trail off as Mark stepped outside, flinging his medic kit onto the cart.

      “Infected wound on his head,” Mark said to Elna, working his medic bag deep into the stacks of supplies. “I cleaned it, sealed it with glue, and that’s it. Not much more I can do. There are no room keys, but the people in there said we can leave Raymond here in the lobby. He should be safe”

      When Elna didn’t reply to this after a second, he looked at her. “Doc, here’s the thing. Ignacio there says the clinic is heavily fortified. We might have to talk our way past guards.”

      He shrugged. “Okay, so? You can handle the talking.”

      “I know we’re in a hurry, but I really think we should rest first,” she said. “We’re in no condition to deal with dangerous people.”

      “You want to waste more time?” he said.

      “We might have one shot at getting into that clinic,” Elna said. “I can’t think clearly. If we’re cranky and half-asleep, the situation could turn against us really fast.”

      Mark grabbed the handles of the cart, as if he intended to press on alone, but he stood there a second, head bowed. Finally, he let go, stepped back, and held up his hands.

      “Whatever you say,” he said. “There’s plenty of room in the lobby with our new friends. If sleep is what you want, go and sleep.”

      He waved her toward the lobby door, then turned and sat down on the curb, his back to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      “We should have left him behind,” Mark said, for the thousandth time.

      They were roughly six miles from their destination. Elna couldn’t believe it. The journey felt like it had taken half her life, and now they were in sight of the town. She saw the buildings on the north side of Manchester rising dully from the woods in the distance. Still, their pace was as bad as ever, though Elna didn’t know if the good doctor was pushing a little too slowly on purpose just to make his point. A few hours of rest definitely hadn’t improved his mood.

      “We won’t get there tonight if we don’t find a way to go faster,” he said, turning the cart to avoid an upside-down van.

      “I told you I would take a turn pushing the cart,” Malin said.

      “You won’t make better time than me,” Mark said. “I’m going as fast as we can go.”

      “Do we know where the clinic is located?” Elna asked.

      “We could ask our friend here,” Mark said, gesturing down at the curled form of Raymond, “but he’s a bit delirious. I wouldn’t want to wake him from his fever dream.”

      Mark sounded a bit flippant under the circumstances, but Elna bit her tongue. No sense arguing with the man, not when they were finally closing in on their destination. She fixed her eyes on the road ahead and tried to tune him out.

      A vehicle parked on the shoulder at a bend in the road caught her eye. An oversized van with a big flower logo on the side, it appeared to be a paratransit van from a nursing home. As they drew near, she diverted toward it, peeking through the tinted window in back.

      “Looking for bodies?” Mark asked.

      Elna ignored his comment and tried the back door. It was unlocked, but a raised wheelchair lift was in the way. She went to the side door, however, and gained access. An empty wheelchair was still strapped in place behind the driver’s seat. She undid the straps, worked the wheelchair out of the van, and pushed it toward the others.

      “Let’s put Raymond in this,” she said. “It’ll remove some of the weight from the cart. We should be able to travel a little faster.”

      Mark gave her a skeptical look, one eyebrow going up, but he stopped the cart. Malin and Elna picked up a moaning Raymond and carried him to the wheelchair. They sat him down, wrapped him in a sleeping bag, and tried to make him comfortable. He looked up at Elna with glassy eyes and gave her a faint, fleeting smile.

      “Hang in there,” she said. “We’re very close now.”

      She let Malin push the wheelchair, and, indeed, when Mark resumed pushing the flatbed cart, he moved a little faster. About a half mile down the road, they came in sight of the actual nursing home to which the van belonged.

      “Manchester Manor,” she said, reading the sign. “Do you suppose they have a pharmacy?”

      “Most nursing homes contract with long-term care pharmacies,” Mark said. “But they should have at least a week’s worth of medication on site for their residents, if not more.”

      “We should check,” Elna said.

      As they guided the cart and wheelchair into the parking lot, Elna dug into the toolbox and retrieved the small crowbar.

      “Any idea where we should look for the meds?” she asked Mark.

      “Various locations,” he said. “Most likely the ones we’d need—antibiotics or painkillers—would be in med carts located in each unit.”

      As Elna stepped into the nursing home, such a vile smell swept over her that she immediately gagged. She pulled the collar of her shirt up over her nose.

      “Rotten food, dead bodies, trash,” Malin noted, stepping through the door behind her. “All of the above?”

      “All of the above,” Elna replied.

      The residents’ hallways were dark and foreboding. She almost seemed to sense a kind of mist or fog lingering around the rooms—maybe a cloud of stench. She tried not to think about it. They located what appeared to be a small, locked closet behind a nurses’ station. Malin forced the door open with the crowbar, and they found some shelves of basic medical supplies on the other side.

      “Let’s look elsewhere,” Elna said, backing out of the closet.

      Near the entrance to one of the residents’ units, they found what appeared to be a med cart, but it was tipped on its side. When Elna searched the drawers, she found them almost entirely empty, except for a couple bottles of ibuprofen.

      “No luck?” Malin said.

      “Antibiotics are probably more valuable than the Gold Label,” Elna said. “If they had any, I’m sure some smart staff member took them.”

      She grabbed a bottle of ibuprofen anyway, worked it into the pocket of her rain coat, and headed back outside, trying her best not to breathe in the rancid, gut-churning air.

      These poor people, she thought. Were they abandoned by the staff? Were they attacked by criminals?

      So many awful possibilities.
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        * * *

      

      The night was bitterly cold and damp. They’d found an abandoned cabin on a ledge overlooking the beach. It was small and dusty, but it was out of the wind. Raymond was curled up in sleeping bags in the corner, but Elna couldn’t sleep. She sat beside a window, staring at the road outside and shivering. They were all dirty, a moving mass of body odors and greasy hair. She’d rarely felt so uncomfortable.

      I hate the world. I just want to be back on my island.

      The thought came to her so strongly, the ache of it made her shudder. After a moment, she realized Malin had sat down beside her at some point. He handed her a strip of dried meat.

      “It’s a shame about the deer meat,” he said. “I had to toss the rest of it out. It didn’t look safe to eat.” He shrugged.

      “We’ll be there early tomorrow,” Elna said. She wanted very much to hold him, to be held. She needed it, but they were just so grungy. “Only a couple of miles left. Let’s just hope we can talk our way into the clinic, and let’s hope they have what we need. Otherwise, what was this all about?”

      “It was about taking a risk we had to take,” Malin said. “For Daniel and Raymond, for your father.”

      She nodded as she gazed out at the darkening sky, the empty road, a Chevy Nova parked across both lanes, the hood crumpled from an accident. She saw a lone hiker walking down the far shoulder, a cigarette dangling from his lips. He had an enormous pack on his back, the butt of a shotgun sticking out of the pocket. Elna eased back into the shadows until he was out of sight. Something about the man, maybe the fact that he was by himself, made her feel terribly lonely. Finally, grungy or not, she slid closer to Malin and put her arm around him.
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      Waking up on a hardwood floor was one of the more unpleasant experiences of Malin’s life. Stiff and sore from his hips to the base of his skull, he rolled onto his stomach and pushed himself to his hands and knees. He’d fallen asleep pressed up against Elna, but at some point in the night, she had wriggled away from him.

      Good old Raymond was sawing logs as usual, making enough noise to trumpet their presence to any and all passersby. Somehow, Malin had gotten used to the sound. It no longer kept him awake. He reached over and gently shook Elna awake.

      “What happened?” she said, flopping onto her back. She’d pressed herself up against the wall, and the baseboard had left an impression across left cheek. He found it strangely cute.

      “Morning happened,” he replied.

      She sat up with a groan, rubbing her eyes. After a few hard nights, her hair had been pushed into all kinds of strange angles and even had a few twigs and stray leaves caught in it.

      “Is everyone ready to go?” she asked. “We only have a couple miles left. We should get going.”

      Malin glanced around. The flatbed cart with all of their supplies was parked against the far wall, the wheelchair set beside it with the brakes engaged. Raymond was sprawled in his sleeping bag. The rest of the room was empty.

      “Wait,” Malin said. “Where’s Mark?”

      He rose and walked to the door. The small cabin only had two rooms, but there was no sign of Mark in either of them. He went to the front door and gazed outside. The surrounding yard was all sand and rocks, nowhere to hide. He stepped outside, went to the corner, and looked toward the back of the house.

      Finally, he went inside, where a bleary-eyed Elna was still trying to make sense of the situation.

      “He’s gone,” Malin said. “Vanished. I looked all around. No sign of him.”

      “Could he have gone to the bathroom?” Elna asked.

      “How far away would he walk just to pee?” Elna rose, grimacing from the effort, and stretched her arms over her head. “He’s been in a pretty foul mood the last few days, even after you guys patched things up. Maybe he needed another walk to clear his head.”

      By the frown on her face, Malin could tell she didn’t quite believe her own words. Walking over to where they left their supplies, Malin looked through it. “He took his bag. That son of a gun ditched us,” he said.

      Elna shrugged. “It’s entirely possible he got tired of waiting and went on ahead of us. Let’s just get going, okay? I’m tired of dealing with him, quite frankly. I was grateful for his help, but…I don’t know…”

      Despite their deplorable condition, Malin dared to hug her, holding her tightly for a few seconds. She looked like she needed it.

      “We have to get there today, Malin,” Elna said. “I’ve wasted too much time, but I’ve been so tired.”

      “We will. No matter what.”
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      Malin took Mark’s place pushing their supplies on the flatbed cart. Elna pushed Raymond, all bundled up in his sleeping bag, in the wheelchair. It was a crisp morning, not quite as cold but with biting sea air drifting in off the coast. The road ran a mostly straight course, with trees on the left and a rocky embankment leading down to the shore on the right. Houses and businesses were set along the road here and there, and they passed a few camps of wretched-looking people.

      Still, even without Mark, it was slow going. Pushing the cart took more effort than Malin had anticipated. It was heavy as hell, and the wheels grinded as if the axles needed lubricant. The road itself was full of obstacles, with vehicles, potholes, and debris from wrecks scattered about. This forced him to follow a zigzag pattern, and the cart hated to be turned.

      How the doc managed to push this damn thing for so many days is beyond me, Malin thought. Maybe that’s why he was in such a foul mood.

      Periodically, he glanced over his shoulder, half expecting to see their semi-friendly giant running to catch up to them, but Mark seemed to have vanished off the face of the earth. At one point, during a long, straight stretch of road with relatively few dead cars, he glanced back and saw movement far in the distance. Thinking it might be Mark, he stopped and turned around. He could just make out a group of people scattering into the woods.

      “Oh, come on,” he said. “Really?”

      Elna paused and look back. “What did you see? A big, tall burly guy in a black coat?”

      “Nope.” The road was empty now. “It’s possible we’re still being followed.”

      “I’ll keep an ear out for them,” Elna said. “Just keep going. If they get close, we can scare them off.”

      “Oh, I’ll scare them all right,” Malin grumbled, feeling a rush of angry heat in his belly. He’d had enough of being stalked by thieves and weirdos.

      They pressed on. Another slow, agonizing hundred yards or so and Malin heard sounds echoing in the distance. Gunshots. He recognized them all too well. They seemed to be coming from behind, but he couldn’t be sure. Grabbing the bow, he turned and aimed it behind him. Both lanes were empty as far as he could see.

      “I don’t like this,” Elna said. “We’ve got to pick up the pace.”

      “I’ll do what I can,” Malin replied.

      He put the bow back in the cart and leaned into the cart handles. After the echo of the gunshots faded, the world seemed to hold its breath for a few minutes. In a way, Malin found the quiet more disturbing. No screaming, no commotion, just dead silence. He tried to move a little faster, picking up as much speed as he could without losing control of the cart. Elna, at least, had an easier time of it with the wheelchair, which rolled along smoothly with minimal problems.

      It took a moment to realize he was hearing something new. It arose distantly, almost more of a sense than a sound, some rhythmic pulse. Malin came to a stop and reached for the bow again.

      “What is that?” Elna asked.

      He realized it as he said it, “Footsteps. Someone running.”

      Turning around, he saw the vast hulk lumbering down the road. With his thick limbs and black coat, he seemed to lope along like one of the great apes. Malin picked up the bow and raised it, centering an arrow on the quickly growing shape.

      “It’s him,” Elna said with a gasp. “We did leave him behind.”

      “Oh my God,” Malin muttered, lowering the bow. “You were right the first time. Doc was off in the woods peeing or something.”

      The big guy was sweating like he’d run a marathon, his curly hair wilted against his temples and forehead. Malin raised a hand in greeting, but he didn’t return the gesture. He just kept coming. For a moment, Malin had the strange thought that Mark was going to keep coming full steam until he ran into them, charging through them like a raging bull, casting cart and wheelchair aside as he swept past.

      “I’m sure he’ll be in a much better mood now,” Elna muttered, rolling her eyes.

      “Hey, what we were supposed to do?” Malin replied. “He disappeared without a word.”

      Finally, Mark came close and slowed down, pressing a hand to his chest as he gasped for breath. Sweat poured down his face, soaked into the collar of his coat. He smelled terrible, approaching the record-breaking ripeness of Grover. Malin expected him to immediately start growling like a bear, complaining, but instead he pushed his sweaty hair out of his eyes and shook his head.

      “Where the hell did you guys go?” he said. He sounded more nervous than angry, like a kid who’d gotten separated from his parents at a supermarket. “Everyone was asleep, so I scouted the area for supplies. I wasn’t gone that long. Are you sure you weren’t trying to ditch me?”

      He waved Malin aside, tossed his bag into the cart before grabbing the flatbed cart handles. Malin wasn’t about to fight for them. Still, the doc’s attitude surprised him. He didn’t seem angry at all. For a guy who’d spent days growling and grumbling about absolutely everything, he was surprisingly energetic, jumpy.

      “Where exactly did you go looking for supplies?” Malin asked peering at him. “The area around the cabin was wide open, and we didn’t see you anywhere.”

      “I went up the road, checking vehicles,” Mark said, as he ducked his head and resumed pushing the cart. “I would have gathered a few things, but then I realized you guys were long gone, and I sort of panicked.”

      “Sorry, Doc,” Malin said, keeping pace with him. “We thought you’d gone on without us.”

      Elna resumed pushing the wheelchair, but she had a hard look on her face. Malin noticed her staring at the doc from time to time, as if studying his face, her eyes narrowed.

      “Did you hear those gunshots a while ago?” she asked.

      Mark blew his breath out, almost violently. “Yeah, made my heart leap into my throat, but they weren’t close to me. I think they came from somewhere deep in the woods.”

      Is he lying? I think he’s lying. Otherwise, why is he so damned twitchy right now? But why would he lie? What the hell are you up to, Doc?

      It was all a little too strange but they were too close to their goal now for him to dwell on it.

      “Anyway, sorry for the confusion,” Mark said. “We’re close now. A mile, maybe less.”

      “Okay, but next time,” Malin said, “tell us before you go wandering off to scavenge, even if you have to wake us up.”

      “Will do,” Mark said, giving a short, strange laugh.

      They continued moving south, falling back into their quiet, familiar rhythm as if nothing unusual had happened that morning. Malin was annoyed with Mark’s peculiar disappearance, but decided to let it go. He was still adjusting to Mark’s return when he saw a group approaching from the south. A sizable group, it appeared to be a couple of families, with parents and older siblings surrounding about half a dozen children. They were pushing shopping carts piled high with their gear, and two men in front had rifles slung over their shoulders.

      “Let’s hope these people are friendly,” he said, moving up beside the flatbed cart in case he had to grab the bow.

      The leader of the group seemed to be a broad-shouldered gentleman with a white mane of hair and a long beard. He wore green flannel and cowboy boots, and had a long-barreled rifle slung over his back. Malin didn’t know all that much about guns, but he thought it was an old Soviet SKS, practically an antique.

      To stave off any unnecessary suspicion, he stepped past the flatbed cart and raised a hand in greeting.

      “Good day, neighbors,” he called, when the group was within shouting distance.

      The white-haired man turned and said something to the man beside him. Then he broke away from the group and moved to intercept Malin and the others.

      “Where you folks headed?” the white-haired man said in a gravelly voice. They were certainly the cleanest group of people Malin had seen in a while.

      “Manchester,” Malin replied. “What about you folks?”

      “Somewhere better,” he said. “We’ve heard there are stable communities up north, places where the thugs and criminals are being dealt with. Have we been misinformed?”

      “Well, if you like militia-run camps, you’re headed the right way,” he said.

      Surprisingly, the man seemed to receive this as good news, turning and nodding at others in his group. “We have a few injured people. We’re looking for any semblance of law and order. I can’t imagine what business you have in Manchester.”

      “Actually, we’re headed for a medical clinic there,” Malin said. “Do you happen to know it?”

      The man regarded him with a flat, unreadable expression for a few seconds, then said, “I know it.” And with that, as if suddenly uncomfortable in Malin’s presence, he moved back to his group, saying over his shoulder, “Good luck and safe travels.”

      And with that, the group of refugees pressed on, passing the flatbed cart and the wheelchair. Malin noted that every single person gave him a wary look in passing.

      “Well, I seem to have spooked them,” he said.

      “Everyone is spooked these days,” Elna replied.

      Malin glanced over his shoulder, looking past Mark to the retreating refugees. A couple of people from that group gazed over their shoulders at him.

      “I don’t know,” he said, turning back around. “Everything we’ve heard about this clinic lately paints a bleak picture.” He looked down at Raymond, but the man appeared to be either asleep or delirious. “Raymond was headed there before the EMP, when it was a normal clinic, but it seems to be something else now.”

      “I know, Malin,” Elna said. “I’ve thought about all of this a hundred times. We’re headed for trouble, that’s pretty much guaranteed, but we also don’t have a choice. If we don’t at least try to talk our way into that clinic, Raymond’s not going to survive. He’s fighting a bad infection. Daniel probably won’t make it either, and my father’s in serious trouble, too. This is a risk we simply have to take.”

      “Let’s not get too worked up about it,” Mark said. “I doubt the clinic will be as bad as people are making it out to be. Of course, it’s going to be guarded. That’s the only way to keep medicine from getting looted by nutjobs. I’m sure we can talk our way in.”

      Malin didn’t buy Mark’s sudden enthusiasm. Clearly, he was trying to leave his surly unpleasantness behind him, but foolish optimism was hardly a suitable replacement. Both Elna and the doc were determined to reach their destination, whatever happened, but Malin couldn’t help feeling a mounting sense of doom.
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      The last mile turned out to be almost entirely uphill, a long slog up a miserable slope toward the edge of town. Malin could see it, a quaint little sign mounted on a stone wall on top of the rise, a group of pretty little houses set on either side of the highway beyond. Manchester seemed like a tiny town, so he assumed the clinic would be easy to find. Still, the road there was going to brutalize them right up to the end.

      They passed another group of apparent refugees on their way up the slope. A long band of adults and children, even an infant being pushed in a stroller, they said nothing at all in passing. Even when Malin raised a hand in greeting, they ignored him and kept going.

      “Friendly people around here,” he noted. “At least they didn’t attack us.”

      As they continued up the hill, Malin felt a strange crawling sensation, like someone breathing on the back of his neck. He spun around, half expecting to see the refugees staring daggers at him. However, the group was continuing on its way, all eyes ahead, as if they’d already forgotten about the weirdos with the flatbed cart and wheelchair. But the feeling didn’t leave him, and his eyes went to the trees on the east side of the highway.

      Is someone watching us?

      He thought it, but he decided not to say anything. They were so close now. Why encourage worry?

      Passing the city sign at the top of the rise felt like a dream, and he reached over and laid a hand on Elna’s shoulder.

      “Are we really here?” he said. “It seems too good to be true.”

      “Reserve that thought until we successfully get inside the clinic,” she replied. Then she bent down and gently patted Raymond. “Raymond, we’re in Manchester.”

      He moaned, struggled to sit up, and finally said, “Gloria a Dios. I can’t believe it.”

      The town was small enough that they could see all of it from the top of the hill. Two intersections with about a dozen buildings, some shops and a motel, and then a few more houses tucked farther back. The most likely candidate for the specialty clinic stood out like a castle looming over a medieval peasant village. A gleaming white building on top of an even higher rocky hill overlooking the ocean, it had another tree-lined road winding up to its front gate.

      “That has to be it, right?” Malin said. “That looks like a pricey, private medical clinic. You don’t look that nice unless you’re overcharging Medicare and private insurance companies.”

      Nobody found his joke funny. Elna rolled her eyes, and Mark said nothing at all. Partly to cover the awkwardness, Malin moved up beside the cart and popped open the toolbox, digging around inside until he found a pair of binoculars. He raised them to his eyes and adjusted the focus.

      A sign was attached to the whitewashed stone wall, but someone had broken it. The word Clinic was still intact, along with a weird logo that looked something like a stylized wave—but mostly like a stylized random shape.

      “Yep, that’s it, folks,” Malin said.

      He shifted his view to the gate. It was a rather fancy iron gate—probably originally intended to be mostly decorative. Someone had bolted aluminum sheets along the back, filling in the gaps between bars. A small hole had been cut into one of the sheets, and Malin saw a shape moving back and forth on the other side. Someone had also topped the nice white fence with shards of broken glass.

      “Not the friendliest looking establishment,” he said, lowering the binoculars. “As it turns out, all the rumors are true.”

      “It’s okay,” Elna replied. “Keep hoping for the best.”

      As they moved through the town, Malin first thought it was a ghost town. Maybe the groups of refugees they’d seen were most of the residents. However, as they passed a little store—the sign in front identified it as a consignment store—he saw numerous people huddled inside. The shelves and displays had been pushed to the wall, the room filled with futons, mattresses, and blankets, and a bunch of listless people lounged about.

      “This is a happening town,” he said. “I can see why so many people are in a hurry to leave.”

      Unfortunately, the winding road that led up the clinic was long and steep, cutting back and forth almost at random as it led up the rocky slope to the hilltop. Tall trees had been planted on either side. Mark paused a moment at the bottom of the hill, digging the water jug out of their supplies. Only dregs remained.

      “You ready for the final push?” Malin asked.

      Mark took a drink of water then screwed the lid back in place. “Yeah, I’m getting there. Give me a second.” He stuffed the water jug back into a supply box, glanced over his shoulder at the town as if he was looking for something or someone, then nodded. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      With that, he resumed pushing the cart, heading up the winding road and into the deep, chilly shadows between the trees. Malin’s legs were on fire. He’d been an active guy his entire adult life, a surfer, hiker, and occasional rock climber, but the many days of walking, with minimal food, had finally worn him down. He felt about as weak as he’d ever felt.

      Meanwhile, Elna was pushing Raymond, and she soon began panting, sweat melting the dust on her face.

      “You want to trade places?” Malin asked her. “Let me push our buddy up the hill.’

      “No,” she replied, somewhat sharply. “I want you to have two free hands, so you can draw your bow, fight, or do whatever else you have to do.”

      “Got it,” he said.

      He still had that skin-crawling sensation, but his view now was greatly restricted by the trees. They turned a sharp, steep corner and encountered a problem. Two pickup trucks had been turned and set bumper to bumper to block the road. With the trees growing so close to the road, it made the way unpassable for the cart and wheelchair.

      “Something tells me we’re not wanted,” Malin said.

      Elna stopped the wheelchair and set the brakes. “Raymond, can you walk? You’ll have to get around these trucks, and the wheelchair will have to go over the top. It’s not far.”

      “I think so,” Raymond said, weakly.

      First, Malin helped Elna get Raymond out of the wheelchair. The guy was smaller and more shriveled than ever, but he felt feverish, heat radiating off him like he had a belly full of burning charcoal. Malin put an arm around his shoulders, while Elna supported him around the waist. As they pulled him to his feet, the sleeping bag fell onto the wheelchair like a discarded cocoon.

      Time to fly, little moth, Malin thought.

      “I can do it,” Raymond said, his words slurring. “I know I can.”

      But Malin felt the man’s knees wobbling, barely able to hold his weight. Because the gap between the trees and the truck was so narrow, Malin had to move behind Raymond, while Elna moved in front. Working together, they helped him shuffle through the gap.

      “I can do it, guys,” Raymond said, gasping for air with each step. “I’m okay. I can do it.”

      Holding Raymond was like hugging a furnace, but they slowly got him through the gap and carefully set him down on the other side. Then Malin went back and got the wheelchair, folding it and carrying it over the bed of the truck.

      As he did that, Mark unloaded their supplies from the cart and lugged them over the bed of the other truck box by box. Malin helped him carry the cart over, then restack the supplies, while Elna helped Raymond into the wheelchair.

      “Remember what you said about barricades and ambushes?” Malin said.

      “Yes, and my point still stands,” Mark said, as he resumed pushing the cart. “Let’s go.”

      At the next bend in the road, they came upon a small parking lot on the north side of the road. An SUV had died in the process of backing out, blocking most of the lanes. Once again, they found themselves hauling Raymond through a narrow gap. They didn’t bother trying to make Raymond walk this time. Instead, Malin lugged him through like the sack of bones he was, as Elna folded the wheelchair and followed.

      Through all of this, the crawling unease never left Malin. It had become an unbearable itchiness running down the back of his neck. As they walked past the parking lot, he moved in close beside Elna.

      “Are you feeling a weird vibe?” he asked.

      “Kind of like we’re being watched?” she replied.

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ve been feeling it since we approached the town,” she said. “Be ready, Malin. We don’t know what we’re walking into.”

      “Are we absolutely sure we should walk into this?” he asked. “It’s not too late to consider alternatives.”

      Raymond groaned then and sat up in his wheelchair. “There are no alternatives,” he said. “It’s my son’s only hope.”

      Malin sighed. “I hear you, Raymond.”

      What if a sniper somewhere has a rifle trained on us? he thought. What if that’s what I’m feeling?

      It was such a horrible thought, he regretted allowing it into his mind. The itchiness got twice as bad. He looked over his shoulder and saw Mark lumbering along with the squeaky cart. Mark seemed fairly calm, considering their circumstances. Definitely in a much better mood than when he’d first caught up with them. When he noticed Malin looking at him, he nodded.

      “We’ll be fine,” he said. “Don’t lose it now. We’ve come all this way. It’s not like we don’t have something to barter with, right?”

      “Okay, Doc,” he said. “If you say so.”

      “I say so.”

      A final bend in the road brought them out of the trees and onto the top of the hill. As they were at the south end of the fence, they had a beautiful view of the hillside down to the ocean. The waves were a deep silver-blue, and the sound of the surf reached the top of the high hill like a series of sighs. Strangely, Malin found himself wishing desperately that he was back on that damned boat, running that ridiculous zigzag pattern as they fought a headwind.

      They soon lost the view as they moved behind the fence. Malin grabbed the compound bow from the cart and pulled an arrow from the quiver.

      “Just want to be ready for anything,” he said, when Mark gave him a questioning look.

      Holding the bow in his left hand, he marched on. As they approached the gate, he moved ahead of Elna. With his right hand, he reached through the bars and knocked on one of the aluminum sheets that had been welded over the gaps.

      “Greetings,” he said. “We come in peace.” No one answered, so he added, “Is anyone home? We’re friendly.”

      Still, no one spoke. Elna and Mark caught up to him then.

      “We’ve been so concerned about armed guards at the clinic,” Elna said, “that it never occurred to us that we might find nobody.”

      “We have to get in there,” Raymond said, his voice creaking.

      Malin pointed at the small cut-out square in the center of one of the aluminum sheets. “I could swear I saw someone moving on the other side.”

      Mark stepped up to the gate and grabbed the big iron latch. “There’s no lock on the gate, as far as I can see,” he said. “Maybe it’s barred on the other side. Let’s find out.”

      He lifted the latch and pushed the gate. It swung open with the soft sigh of well-oiled hinges. Malin couldn’t help himself; he raised the bow and strung the arrow. The clinic was a large, white edifice resting on the far side of an overgrown lawn. Three stories tall, a row of narrow windows ran along the first floor.

      The road beyond the gate passed over a moat full of stagnant water. A tall pole rose from a concrete plinth beside the bridge, the ragged remains of a tattered California state flag whipping in the wind. At the end of the bridge, two cars had been parked, like the trucks, bumper to bumper to block the final stretch of road leading to another small parking lot before the front doors.

      “Well,” Malin said, drinking in the strangeness before them. “This is odd.”

      “It seems to me that the barricades are meant to block vehicles,” Elna said, “or large groups of people. Not individuals. Maybe they’re afraid of being raided.”

      “That’s assuming anyone is still here,” Malin said. Then again, he’d seen movement through the hole in the gate, hadn’t he?

      Maybe it was the tattered flag, Malin thought. Maybe that’s what I saw.

      “It’s possible the guards fled along with the other refugees,” Mark said. “This place looks abandoned to me.”

      Malin set the bow down again and retrieved the binoculars. He peered into the dark windows, but he discovered that they were all covered from the inside, as if to block any glimpse of what was happening in the clinic. Indeed, they seemed to be covered with metal sheets like the front gate.

      “We have to go,” Raymond said. “We have to get inside. Please! We’re here. We’re finally here!”

      Malin lowered the binoculars, then set them back in the supply box. He looked at Elna, who shrugged at him. He looked at Mark, who had a strange little smile on his face.

      “No point in standing here doing nothing,” Malin said, picking up the compound bow. “Let’s get this over with.”
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      The moat that cut across the property beyond the gate was surprisingly deep, with sheer sides and plenty of brackish, filthy water in the bottom. The bridge seemed to be the only way to get the wheelchair and cart across. Nevertheless, Elna found the cars blocking the far side disconcerting. Something about this whole situation felt off. Dangerous, yes, but also off. Too strange, and she couldn’t quite put the pieces together.

      What the hell is going on at the clinic? What the hell is going on in this whole town?

      Since answers were not forthcoming, she started forward, pushing the wheelchair toward the bridge. The bridge had a bit of an arch, so it wasn’t until she’d started across that she realized the cars left no gaps on either end. The only way past them would be to climb over.

      “Raymond, we’ve got one more little challenge for you,” she said. “You’ll have to leave the wheelchair again.”

      “Just point me in the right direction,” he said, shifting on his seat. “I’ll do it. I can see the doors from here. No guards?”

      “Not that we can see,” she replied.

      When she reached the cars, she parked the wheelchair and set the brakes. Malin hunkered down behind the left car and nocked an arrow.

      “In case of snipers,” he explained.

      Mark stopped the flatbed cart. “There aren’t any snipers. All the windows are covered, and there’s no one on the roof. Come on. Let’s get everything over the cars.”

      But Elna gestured for Malin to stay and moved to help Mark. First, they unloaded the cart, setting everything on the hood of the right car. Then Elna climbed over and moved their supplies onto the road on the far side. The whole time, she felt that same crawling unease.

      Someone somewhere is watching us, she thought. They’ve been watching us since we approached the town.

      Moving Raymond was next, and it took all three of them. Mark lifted him from the wheelchair. Malin carried him over the cars and passed him to Elna. Elna then carefully lowered him onto the grass on the other side.

      “I can walk a little bit,” he mumbled. “Just a little give. Hang on.”

      “It’s fine,” Elna said. “Just relax. We’ve got it.”

      She turned back to the cars as Malin was lifting the wheelchair. Movement beyond the open gate caught her eye. Just as she grabbed the folded wheelchair to lower it onto the other side of the blockade, figures stepped around a bend in the road, heading up the last stretch toward the open gate. Even from a distance, she recognized the wild-haired, skinny guy. He seemed to be leading the pack, as the rest of the group moved a step or two behind. She counted eight or nine people.

      “Guys, they’re here,” she said, turning to unfold the wheelchair. “We have to go now. Right now!”

      She’d never unfolded a wheelchair so fast in her life. As she did that, Malin leapt past her, scooped up Raymond, and set him on the wheelchair. Mark came a second later, pushing the cart toward the front doors of the clinic.

      As soon as Raymond was in the wheelchair, Malin raised the bow and turned, aiming it at the distant group. Tomek and his people were marching up the road as if they were in no particular hurry.

      They know they’ve got us cornered, Elna thought.

      “Let’s get inside the building,” Elna said. “Maybe we can lock them out. Don’t waste your last arrows.”

      “These guys are relentless,” Malin said. “We killed one, wounded another, and they just keep coming. Do they have no fear at all?”

      Elna beckoned him with a swing of her head as she rushed for the clinic doors. During her last push to the doors, she felt darkness creeping into the edges of her vision, and she had to regulate her breathing to keep from passing out. It seemed the days of bad diet, poor sleep, little water, and endless walking had caught up to her.

      As they approached the building, Malin turned and faced backward, doing a strange side-shuffle so he could aim the bow at the gate. When they reached the small porch at the front of the building, he hit it with his heel and went down. Elna tried to catch him, but she was moving sluggishly. He landed hard on his rump and dropped his arrow.

      Please be unlocked, she thought, or this is going to get a whole lot worse.
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      Even before she grabbed the door handle, she realized there was a problem. She’d been so preoccupied with their pursuers that she hadn’t studied the building up close. There was a small sensor beside the door. At least, she assumed it was a sensor. It was little more than a metal square mounted on the wall, but it had been covered by what appeared to be a small, hastily constructed metal cage, as if to prevent contact.

      There was also a single narrow window beside the left door, but the window glass was missing. In its place, someone had mounted a large steel shutter. She wasn’t surprised when she turned the door handle and found it locked.

      “Why would the windows be covered like that?” Malin asked, coming up beside her. “They’ve mounted sheets of metal on the inside of every window. Is it just a weird security measure?”

      “I don’t know,” Elna replied. “It might be security, or it might be more than that. Actually…”

      She trailed off as she became aware of a sound. A faint hum. When she moved close to the window, she realized it was coming from inside the building.

      “Amazing,” she said, a thrill running through her. “They’ve got power in there. Somehow, they’ve either restored the power or they survived the EMP. I wonder if the metal shutters and this metal cage over the sensor have anything to do with it. What is going on here? What is this place?”

      She looked over her shoulder and saw the open gate in the distance. Tomek and his group were gone. Somehow, they had disappeared. Had they fled? Were they hiding? Maybe they knew something about this facility that Elna did not, something that made them unwilling to get any closer.

      Mark was standing behind the cart at the edge of the porch. When Elna looked at him, he gestured upward with his head, as if trying to draw her attention to something. She turned back to the doors and lifted her gaze. High above the doors, mounted beside an old light fixture, a small security camera stared down at them from behind a plastic bubble. She was shocked to see a tiny red LED light shining inside. A metal cage had been mounted over the camera’s bubble as well.

      “The camera is on,” she said. “Someone might be watching us right now.”

      “Good,” Mark said. “Here’s your chance to talk your way through the door.”

      Mark grabbed the armrest of Raymond’s wheelchair and turned it slightly, positioning Raymond directly under the camera. Then he carefully extracted Raymond from his rain coat. When that was done, he parted Raymond’s torn sleeve to reveal the bloody bandage wrapped around his upper arm.

      “I assume they can hear us,” Mark said, waving a hand at the camera. Then, louder, speaking to the camera, he said, “We have an injured man! His wound is infected! We need to barter for antibiotics! I am a doctor. We are peaceful.”

      Elna went to the cart and grabbed the crate of wine bottles. She hoisted it up, the bottles clanking inside, and turned. Raising the crate as best she could, she positioned it under the camera.

      “We will trade antibiotics for this,” she said, shouting into the camera, though it made her voice carry out across the yard. “Unopened bottles of wine, pre-EMP. Pasqualee Gold Label. The last of their kind!”

      She held the crate there until her arms cried out, then she lowered it and set it back on the cart.

      “Well, either that worked or it didn’t,” Malin said. “What do we do if they don’t let us in?”

      “Nothing,” Elna replied. “This has to work.”

      Not quite true, of course, but she didn’t want to think about more desperate ways of getting into the building.

      A sudden loud click from the door spared her from going down dark rabbit holes in her mind. The door swung outward, forcing her and Mark to step back. A dark lobby was revealed, gray tiles and gray walls, a row of plastic chairs against the far wall and not much else. A man in black clothing stepped into view, a beast of a man with mirrored sunglasses and a gun at his hip. He filled the door. Though he wasn’t as tall as Mark, he was enormous, his muscled shoulders and broad jaw practically devouring any semblance of a neck.

      “We’re sorry to bother you, sir,” Elna said, “but we’re in need of immediate medical care, and we are prepared to…”

      He turned and stepped to one side, as if he hadn’t even heard her. A second figure appeared from behind him, moving out of his shadow. An older woman with graying hair pulled into a severe bun, she had a shiny forehead, a pinched face, and rather unfriendly brown eyes, but she was wearing blue nurse’s scrubs. Elna took that as a good sign.

      “Let me see his injury,” she said.

      Elna gestured at Raymond, and the nurse stepped forward. As she did that, the guard drew his gun and held it at his side.

      “Everyone just stand real still,” he said, in a voice so dangerous Elna felt it in the air. “We get a lot of crackpots these days, so don’t do nothing to startle me.”

      “We’re not here to cause trouble,” Mark said. “We’re just looking for help.”

      “I hear you,” the guard replied, “but that’s what they all say.”

      The nurse began to unwind the bandage. Elna leaned over the top of the wheelchair to get a good look. Once revealed, the wound appeared red and inflamed. Red lines ran up Raymond’s arm, disappearing beneath his sleeve.

      The nurse made a soft sound and rose. She looked hard at Mark, as if studying his face, then looked at Elna and Malin in turn.

      “Okay, bring him inside,” she said, finally. “Bring all of your stuff. Hurry.”

      And with that, she nodded at the guard and stepped back into the lobby. Elna went first, pushing the wheelchair through the door to enter a room that smelled medicinal. Everything was spotless, utterly clean. She hadn’t seen any place this well-maintained since the EMP, and the hum of electricity in the walls produced a strange sense of vertigo. She felt a bit like she’d entered a time machine.

      Mark came next, pushing the cart into the lobby. Malin brought up the rear, still clutching the compound bow in one hand. As soon as everyone was inside, the guard pulled the door shut, and Elna heard the lock engage with a loud click.

      “Leave your weapons and other possessions here in the lobby,” the nurse said. “They will be safe. Come with me.”

      She crossed the lobby to a second door. With another loud click, it opened, revealing a long, sterile hallway of gray tile stretching off into the distance. Elna glanced at Malin, who seemed reluctant to give up the bow. She nodded at him, and he set it in the corner beside the cart.

      “Come with me,” the nurse said again, striding through the second door.

      Elna following, pushing the wheelchair into what looked like a hospital corridor. Open doors lined either side of the hall, and when they passed the first one, she saw a man lying in a hospital bed. A white-haired gentleman, he was quietly staring at the ceiling as an old woman sat in a chair beside his bed and knitted.

      Through the next door, she saw a young child sleeping, a blanket pulled up to his chin. A man and woman—she assumed they were the child’s parents—sat in chairs in the corner, looking glum and anxious. As Elna passed by, both parents looked up suddenly, anxiety giving way to narrow-eyed suspicion.

      Finally, the nurse led them into an empty room. A hospital bed sat in the middle of the sparse chamber, two chairs against the wall. Elna pushed the wheelchair to the foot of the bed and set the brakes. When she turned, she saw Malin and the nurse standing behind her. She waited a moment for Mark. When he didn’t appear, she went to the door and glanced down the hall. Mark and the security guard were both gone.

      “Malin, did you see where Mark went?” she asked.

      “He was behind me,” Malin replied. “Did he not come with us?”

      She had just long enough to feel a deep sense of unease before Raymond drew her attention. He tried to stand up, groaned loudly, then collapsed back onto his wheelchair.

      “I need to speak to Dr. Ackerman,” he said. “That’s the man who is supposed to treat my son. Paroxysmal…Nocturnal…Hemoglobinuria…” It seemed to take every ounce of strength to spit out Daniel’s condition. “Dr. Ackerman is running an experiment…a treatment called Formula 7351. That’s why they sent us here. Where is he? Please, my son is supposed to be an outpatient here.”

      “Dr. Ackerman isn’t here,” the nurse said. She moved to stand in the doorway, hands on her hips. “I’m sure we can treat your son, but…well…” She looked down at her shoes, as if reluctant to say the next part. “There is the question of payment. As you can understand, medicine is more expensive than ever.”

      This seemed to agitate Raymond, and he began to thrash in his wheelchair. “You have to help us. You have to. We were sent here. They have his medical records.”

      “Sir, sir, sir,” the nurse said, getting louder as Raymond worked himself up. “You must calm down.”

      Elna laid a hand on Raymond’s shoulder, but he was rocking from side to side now. “It’s okay, Raymond. We have something to barter with.”

      He wouldn’t hear it. Somehow, he’d reached a breaking point. “We came all this way,” he shouted, his voice cracking. “You have to help him!” He thrashed and kicked, throwing Elna’s hand off his shoulder. “You have to…!”

      “Raymond, buddy, it’s fine,” Malin said, watching helplessly from the corner.

      But Raymond clenched his teeth and made a strange guttural sound. Suddenly, he stretched out on the wheelchair, lifting his butt off the seat, and went rigid, his hands curling into claws. He began sliding off the chair.

      “What the hell is wrong with him?” Malin said.

      “Looks like a seizure,” Elna said, moving around in front of the wheelchair.

      “John! John!” The nurse began shouting into the hallway. “Get in here!”

      Two more nurses in blue scrubs appeared.

      “What is it, Aubrey?” one of them asked. He was young, stern-faced, with a prominent scar across the bridge of his nose. As soon as he spotted Raymond, he pushed past Aubrey and waved Elna out of the way.

      The first nurse, Aubrey, came up beside Elna and grabbed her arm, gently pulling her into the corner beside Malin. “Please wait right here. We’ll take care of this.”

      Elna stood there, feeling sore and tired and absolutely grungy. She smelled awful and felt worse. Her hair was becoming a solid mass of grime and dirt. Still, she grabbed Malin’s hand and held tight as the nurses lifted Raymond onto the bed. His thrashing had eased, but his eyes were rolled back in his head. The nurses began checking his vitals.

      “His heartbeat is very erratic,” John said. “We need to get him to ICU right now.”

      Aubrey rather aggressively shoved the wheelchair out of the way as John undid the locks on the bed wheels.

      “You two stay here,” he said, pointing at Malin and Elna. “Where’s the other guy who came in here with you?”

      Elna shrugged.

      “You don’t know where he is?” John asked, glaring, as if her nonresponse had offended him. “You brought a guy in here, and you don’t know where he is?”

      “With your security guard, I assume,” Elna said.

      “Aubrey, did you see where he went?” John asked the other nurse.

      She shook her head.

      John made an angry sound and turned away from her. “You two stay here,” he said again.

      They pushed the hospital bed out of the room. Elna was tempted to follow, but she knew it would only cause a confrontation. Instead, she went to the nearest chair and sat down with a sigh, listening to the sound of the nurses moving down the hallway, rounding a corner, and fading away. In the aftermath, the silence seemed to press in on her.

      “If we came all this way just for Raymond to die as soon as we get inside the building…” She shook her head. “I never should have left the island.”

      “We had to try,” Malin said, taking the seat beside her. “For Daniel’s sake. For your father’s sake.”

      “My father,” Elna echoed. “I have to barter for the midodrine, too. Oh gosh, what a mess.”

      She heard footsteps then, low and loud, as if a hippo were coming down the hall. When she looked up, she saw Mark step into the doorway.

      “There you are,” she said.

      He had a strange look on his face, annoyed and possibly in pain. Had the security guard roughed him up or something? It was impossible to tell because they all looked roughed up just from the long walk to Manchester.

      “Where did they take him?” Mark asked, leaving heavily against the doorframe, his hands in his coat pockets.

      “Doc, what’s going on?” Malin asked. “Where were you?”

      “Had a chat with the guard,” Mark said. “Where did they take Raymond?”

      “To ICU,” Elna said. “Down the hall and around the corner. Did the guard try to detain you or something?”

      “Yes,” Mark replied, matter-of-factly. “I’ll explain later. Why didn’t you guys go with Raymond?”

      “They told us to stay here,” Elna said. “I assume they don’t want us in ICU unless we absolutely have to be there.”

      “Got it.” He pushed off the doorframe. “Well, fine then. You guys stay here. That’ll probably work out better for me anyway. Don’t worry. This’ll all be over soon enough.”

      And with that, he brought his hands out of his pockets and reached for the door. Just before he grabbed the door with his right hand, she saw what appeared to be a white keycard clutched between his middle fingers and ring finger. As the door swung shut, he stepped back, and she saw the pistol in his other hand, black as midnight in the gray hall.

      She had a fraction of a second to register what was happening before she attempted to rush for the door, but she wasn’t nearly fast enough. It slammed shut with a bang, and as she grabbed the handle, she heard the loud click of the lock engaging.

      “Wait,” Malin said, still clearly confused. “What the hell is he doing?”

      There was a small rectangular window in the door, and Elna pressed her face to it. She saw Mark pulling the keycard away from a small sensor beside the door. As she hammered on the window glass, he turned and strode away from the door, slipping the keycard back into his pocket. Then he reached into his coat and pulled out some small, black object. When a small LED lit up, she realized it was a satellite radio. As he walked down the hall, he began speaking into the radio, though she couldn’t tell what he was saying.

      “What the hell is he doing?” Malin asked again, louder.

      Mark disappeared around a corner, and Elna shifted her gaze. She could see into the room with the young boy and his parents. The kid was aware and alert, sobbing as his parents held him. All three appeared to be staring at something in the hallway. Elna tried to see it, but she had to move all the way to one side. Even then, she only saw a pair of white sneakers on the floor.

      “Oh, no,” she said, with a gasp. “Oh, God. What have we done?”
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      The world kept swimming in and out of darkness. Raymond tried to grab hold of it, to pull himself into it, but the darkness was strong. He vaguely recalled moving down a series of hallways, going up an elevator, and entering some dimly lit place. Even if he couldn’t quite enter into it, he knew the unmistakable smells of disinfectant, cleaning products, and urine. His senses were well-attuned to the smells of a hospital room.

      Still, when he finally started to rise out of the darkness, he saw electric lights shining above him and for a moment, he had absolutely no idea where he was. What was this world that had electricity? He’d dreamed of such a place once.

      Raymond raised his hand to rub his eyes, and his whole body felt feverish and weak.

      “Just sit still for me, sir.” A strange voice from over his shoulder. “You’re in good hands here. We’re the last fully functioning clinic north of San Francisco.”

      “The clinic.” Saying it helped bring him back to reality. They’d made it! Somehow, they’d made it!

      He scarcely had time to relish the moment before shouting arose from somewhere nearby. Raymond looked around. He lay in a bed surrounded by various kinds of medical equipment. Two nurses were standing over him, but he didn’t recognize either of them.

      “John, what is that?” the woman said. She was gray-haired, with a shiny face and dark eyes.

      “Problem with a patient maybe?” John suggested. He was young, stern, with a trimmed beard outlining a weak chin. “Stay with the patient, Aubrey. I’ll check.”

      He went toward the door, but suddenly, a man burst through. Raymond saw a face that he knew well and felt relief. Curly black hair, a thick beard, heavy forehead.

      “Doc,” he said. His voice was so weak, he wasn’t sure if anyone heard him.

      Then he saw the gun in Mark’s hand. A big, black revolver, and it was pointed at the nurse named John.

      “What are you doing?” Raymond muttered. Why did he think pointing a weapon at the staff would help them get his son’s medicine? Had the doctor lost his mind?

      Mark lunged forward, shouldering John the nurse out of his way, sending him flying back into an IV stand. The sudden violence made Raymond’s mind reel, and suddenly the darkness was creeping into his vision again.

      Is he attacking the medical staff? Is this really happening?

      The world began swimming in and out again, the walls turning to liquid around him. His body shivered from head to toe, burning with heat, as he struggled to make sense of what was happening.

      “Antibiotics and pain killers,” Mark said. He sounded like a monster. “That’s what we’re after. Where do you keep them? Tell me now.”

      The last word stabbed into Raymond’s mind. He heard the other nurse, the one called Aubrey, whimper and scramble backward.

      “We can’t tell you that,” John said.

      In the midst of the fever heat, which filled his whole body, Raymond felt something hard and cold against his left temple. In that moment, the world swam back into view, and he saw Mark looming over him. He’d pressed the barrel of the revolver against Raymond’s head.

      “You give me what I want, or I start killing patients,” he said. His deep voice rattled Raymond’s teeth. “This guy first, then I go down the hall, room by room, and just keep shooting. Don’t test me. I already took care of your security guard. Got it? Antibiotics and painkillers. I want everything you’ve got.”

      Raymond looked up into Mark’s face, and his features seemed to have changed. He had the glassy eyes of a killer, the emotionless expression of a conscienceless man. It was like a mask had been removed.

      “That’s your friend there,” Nurse Aubrey said. “You’re going to shoot your friend?”

      “This man is no one to me,” Mark said. “He dies first. You’re next. Then I go room to room. Shall we begin?”

      “No, no, wait,” John said, side-shuffling toward the door. He clearly didn’t want to turn his back on Mark. “I’ll get what you want. Please, don’t shoot anyone.”

      “Hurry up!”

      John fled the room, rushing down the hall. Aubrey had practically burrowed herself into a corner of the room behind a heart monitor machine.

      “I hope your friend there isn’t stupid,” Mark said to her. “You guys have no idea who you’re dealing with, so if he thinks he’s going to be a hero…” He left the comment hanging.

      Raymond couldn’t believe what was happening. It didn’t seem real. He wanted to protest, to plead with Mark, but he was too weak. He couldn’t get the words out. He felt the darkness returning, and he wondered if he wouldn’t just sink into it this time and stay there.

      “John won’t do anything stupid,” Aubrey said. “I know this man isn’t your friend, but can I please check on him? He needs immediate care.”

      “Knock yourself out.” Mark stepped away from Raymond, positioning himself near the door. “John better get back here quick. I put up with more than my fair share of nonsense on the road here. I wouldn’t mind killing a few more people today just to work out my frustration.”

      “He will.” Aubrey’s voice quavered.

      Raymond fixed his gaze on the ceiling and tried to calm himself by taking deep breaths. He felt the nurse putting in an IV, saw her moving about the room, grabbing medication out of a cabinet.

      Mark turned on us, he thought. He didn’t feel angry, just sad, terribly sad. This was the world, after all, wasn’t it? He used us to get in here.

      As Raymond hovered near the edge of the dark, he heard people approaching, the clack of shoes in the hallway, and he saw Mark taking up a position behind the door.

      “It’s us. Don’t shoot. We’ve got what you wanted.” That was the nurse named John.

      Mark moved back to the bed, and Raymond again felt cold metal against his temple. He wanted to reach up and bat it away, but he could barely move. The nurse who had been treating him moved into the corner behind the heart monitor.

      “Bring what you’ve got into the room and set it on the floor,” Mark bellowed. “Move real careful.”

      John entered the room, followed by two other staff members. They were carrying small cardboard boxes, and Raymond heard the rattle of pills and small bottles.

      “This can’t be everything,” Mark said.

      “No, there’s more,” John replied, with evident bitterness. He turned and strode out the door.

      Raymond swooned again. The next time he rose from the darkness, he saw two faces hovering over him. One he knew. The leering, unfriendly face of Mark. The other he did not know. A small woman with blonde hair in a long, white doctor’s coat. He felt her probing at the wound on his right arm, little spikes of pain running up to his shoulder.

      “Hello, Raymond,” she said. “I’m Doctor Ruzka. You’re going to be okay.”

      “My arm,” Raymond said. It took a massive act of will to get the words out. “Will I lose it?”

      “I don’t think so,” the doctor said. “You reached us just in time.” She seemed remarkably professional despite being only a few feet away from a lunatic with a gun.

      That lunatic was our friend, Raymond thought, sadly. When did he become our enemy?

      Mark moved away. Raymond heard more people in the room, more boxes, pills, and bottles, muttered angry words.

      “This is much better,” Mark said. “Much better. Bring me one big box for all of it. Hurry up.”

      As if to drown out these words, the doctor kept talking to Raymond. She had a nice, soothing voice, but he had to concentrate hard not to slip away again.

      “I’m sure you’ve been through a lot,” she said. “It couldn’t have been easy getting here, but you did it.”

      Raymond couldn’t hold on any longer. He slipped into the darkness again, swimming there for a while. A loud bang roused him some time later, though he wasn’t sure if it was the same day. He felt better. The fever had mostly left his body, and when he tried to move, he was able to raise his left hand in front of his face. Terrified voices were speaking from somewhere nearby, and Raymond quickly lowered his hand again. He shut his eyes and pretended to be asleep, hoping to overhear something that would make sense of all of this madness.
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      Selene sat cross-legged at the edge of the porch watching Sniffy run around the vineyard. She needed to go inside and check on George and Danny again, but she’d put it off. What was the point? Elna was never coming back. She knew that now. It couldn’t possibly have taken so long to sail down the coast to Manchester and back. They wrecked, or they’d been captured. Or worse. Nobody had said it out loud. Norman tried to be positive, and the Dulleses stayed busy, but it was in all of their eyes.

      It’s time to stop waiting for them and prepare for the future, she told herself. It’s up to you now.

      Not today. She rose and called for Sniffy. She could put off giving up completely until tomorrow. One more day before she accepted the worst-case scenario. Sniffy was so fixated on sniffing the trellises that Selene had to call him a few times before he finally came running.

      “You get over here,” she said, as he came padding through the vines. “You listen to Mommy, okay? She’s got a lot on her mind.”

      She scooped him up, hugged him, then set him down again. As she headed inside, Sniffy raced past her and headed for his water dish in the far corner of the tasting room. As he noisily lapped water, Selene headed down the hall to the lobby, where she found George Pasqualee. He was sitting up, a blanket wrapped around his shoulders as he stared at the crackling fire in the big, stone fireplace. Norman sat in a padded chair in a corner, and he seemed to be repairing a hole in a sock with a needle and thread.

      “George, how are you feeling today?” Selene asked.

      “Aw, don’t worry about me,” George said, waving her off. The creaky sound of his voice alone told her everything she needed to know. He was weak, prone to passing out if he exerted himself, and listless. “Check on the kid. He needs more attention than I do.”

      “Has anyone looked in on him today?” Selene asked, moving across the room.

      “He was sleeping when I went in there a while ago,” Norman replied. Darning socks was apparently a new skill for him, and he cursed under his breath as something went awry. “No sign of our people?”

      “No,” Selene replied, headed for the hallway to the guest rooms.

      “They should’ve got back now,” Norman said. “Even if they had some delays, they should’ve got back.”

      “I know, Norman. I know.” She tried not to sound annoyed as she left the lobby and headed for Danny’s room.

      She cracked the door to his room and peeked inside. Immediately, a sickly smell washed over. She saw the boy curled up under a sheet facing the bedroom window.

      “Danny, how are you feeling today?” she asked, moving into the room.

      He responded with a single, soft grunt. She sat on the edge of the bed. The poor kid needed a bath badly. His hair was a greasy mess, all tangled up and sticking out. Selene eased his blanket down and pressed her fingers against his neck. His pulse was weak. She felt that right away. When she laid the back of her hand against his cheek, he felt like an oven. The poor kid was burning up.

      “Not feeling so hot today?” she asked.

      “The mountain…and the…there…” Danny trailed off into unintelligible nonsense.

      Hallucinating again. He did that when the fever was bad. Selene rose and went to her own room to retrieve her herbals, which she’d carefully arranged in an old fishing tackle box. She had some dried echinacea pills in a small cloth pouch in one of the trays, and she picked it up. When she brought it back to him, it took a moment to rouse him.

      “Danny, can you sit up for me?” she said, gently shaking him. “I have medicine for you. Echinacea will reduce your fever. Come on, Danny. Help me out here.”

      He moaned again but finally rolled onto his back. Though his eyes were closed, when she slid an arm under his shoulders, he struggled to rise. His moan became a whimper, and she felt his whole body shudder.

      “Where’s Dad?” he said, his face scrunching up. He sounded close to tears.

      “He’ll be back soon,” Selene replied, “but you need to get better for me, okay? I want you to take this pill.”

      He opened one bloodshot eye and looked up at her. “Soon?” he said.

      “That’s right, and he told me he wants you to take your medicine. Can you do that for me? Open up.”

      Danny nodded and opened his mouth. Selene slipped the pill onto his tongue, then grabbed a glass of water from the nightstand beside the bed. He took a sip of water and managed to get the pill down, grimacing from the effort.

      “There you go,” she said. “That will help you feel better. Do you think you could eat something today?”

      “I don’t know,” he replied, as she laid him back onto the bed. “Probably not.”

      “Maybe later,” she said.

      “Later.” He rolled away from her, curling up into a little ball.

      Selene pulled the sheet up to his shoulder, tucking him in, and rose. As she backed toward the door, she could see that he was shivering. She considered adding another blanket, but she knew he wasn’t shivering from the cold.

      Not much more I can do, she thought. Somehow, I have to get him to eat.

      Standing there, watching the poor kid in his worsening condition, Selene felt more isolated and alone than she’d ever felt in her whole life. She ached with it. Finally, she turned and left, wanting—needing—to go back outside.
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      As Elna paced from corner to corner, she heard Malin muttering under his breath.

      “That rat. That bastard. That scumbag,” he said. “I knew Mark was no good. I knew it! I should have put an arrow right in his eye.”

      Elna paused at the door again and looked through the small window. The parents and child across the hall had shut their door, so she could no longer see them. But the shoes on the floor were still there. She assumed it was one of the staff members, either unconscious or dead. She pulled on the door handle again, though she knew it was locked.

      “We should have sensed that there was something wrong with him, I suppose,” Elna said. “We spent days walking with the guy. There must have been signs. I guess I was too lost in my own despair.”

      “There were signs,” Malin said, smacking a fist into his open palm. “Oh, there were signs. Don’t you remember the times I fought with the guy?”

      “I just…I thought you two were being grumpy,” Elna said. “I’m losing my touch, Malin. I don’t know. I really didn’t expect this at all.”

      “No, it’s not on you,” Malin said. “It’s on me. I’m the one who saw through the veneer. I was thinking about hunting and didn’t deal with the guy.” He smacked his own forehead. “I’m so stupid. So stupid!”

      “Regret won’t fix anything. We have to get out of this room so we can rescue Raymond and get the medicine we need.” Elna began tapping the window with her hand, hoping to draw attention.

      “The door is locked, and the only window is too small to get through, even if we could break it,” Malin said, smacking his forehead again.

      “Stop doing that,” Elna said, sharply. “Hitting yourself doesn’t get us closer to a solution.”

      After a moment, she saw the sneakers on the floor slide out of view, as if someone had dragged the body away. When a face suddenly appeared in the window, Elna stumbled back, startled. It was a staff member she hadn’t seen yet.

      “Hey, can you help us?” Elna said, shouting to be heard through the window. “Is there a way to open the door?”

      “I don’t have access,” the girl said. She looked like she’d been crying. “I’m just an assistant here. Anyway, I don’t know if I’m supposed to. They said you might be a security threat.”

      “We’re not the security threat,” Elna replied. “It’s the other guy. The big guy in the black coat.”

      “Where did he go?” the girl asked. “He hurt some people. They might be dead. I don’t know.”

      “ICU,” Elna replied. “Listen, there’s got to be a way to get this door open. Help us out of here, and we’ll do what we can to keep you safe.”

      The girl wiped tears off her cheeks. “I can’t…I don’t…” She began to breathe fast and shallow.

      “Listen, don’t panic,” Elna said. “What’s your name?”

      “Julie,” the girl replied, as she struggled to get her breathing under control. “Okay, let me think.” She pressed her hands against her face. “Okay, the door locks are magnetic. I’m pretty sure if we shut off the power, they’ll disengage, and the doors will revert to the manual locks.”

      “That’s good to know, Julie. Thanks. Do you know of a way to do that?”

      The girl shook her head.

      “Can you go and ask someone?”

      “The thing is, there are no more nurses down here,” Julie said, fresh tears springing into her eyes. “I think I’m the only one left on this floor, and I don’t want to go upstairs. That’s where ICU is located.”

      “Julie, we brought a patient here with us,” Elna said. “He has a son with a rare medical condition. We came here to get an experimental drug called Formula 7351. Have you heard of it?”

      “Yes, yes, I know about that,” Julie said, she kept glancing over her shoulder, as if afraid Mark would show up again. “Formula 7351. It’s barely out of Phase 1 trials. That lasted eight weeks, and they’d just signed people up for Phase 2 when the EMP hit.”

      “Great,” Elna said. “So you have the drug here?”

      Julie nodded, wiping away more tears. “Of course.”

      “I also need something called midodrine,” Elna said. “It’s used to treat low blood pressure. Have you heard of it? Do you have any here at the clinic?”

      “I’m pretty sure we do, yeah,” Julie said, looking over her shoulder again. “I don’t want to stand here any longer. That guy could come back. I have to go.”

      “Thanks for your help, Julie,” Elna said, trying to sound upbeat. She could tell Julie was on the verge of losing it. The girl looked like a cornered rabbit. “Can you do me one more favor? Can you find someone who would know how to cut the power? Maybe an administrator or a doctor, a nurse, custodial staff, anybody like that?”

      “I guess so,” Julie said.

      “Okay, please do that, Julie. Go and get someone. Then you can leave the building or find a safe place to hide.”

      Julie nodded but didn’t move.

      “Go ahead, Julie. You can do it.”

      Finally, the girl turned and slipped out of sight. Elna heard her footsteps moving down the hallway. And then she was gone, and an awful silence descended on the room.

      “Well, at least we know they have what we need,” Elna said, turning to Malin.

      He was standing in the middle of the room with his hands on his hips and his head down. “Doesn’t do us any good knowing anything if we can’t get out of our little prison cell.”

      “Julie went to get help,” Elna said. “It’s just a matter of time.”

      “Assuming she doesn’t flee in terror,” Malin said.

      Elna turned from the window and studied the room around them. There were no other windows in the room. A single fluorescent light flickered from the ceiling, and a counter and cabinets lined one wall. Other than that, there wasn’t much. Elna searched the cabinets and found plenty of the usual medical supplies: cotton swabs, bandages, tongue depressors, and the like. Nothing that would get them out of the room.

      She walked over to the chairs and picked one up. Plastic with a metal frame, it was sturdy, but not nearly heavy enough to break through the reinforced door.

      “I’ll bet we could get out of here if we had the crowbar from our toolbox,” she said, “but, of course, we left our stuff in the lobby. Why wouldn’t we? We’re all friends here.”

      She dropped the chair rather roughly and sat down on it. After a moment, Malin came over and sat down beside her.

      “What do you figure our buddy Mark is doing?” Malin asked.

      “You know what he’s doing,” she replied. “Looting the place. You know how much all the medication in this clinic is worth? A hell of a lot more than the crate of Gold Label. It’s what he intended all along. That’s what I think. With all of the medication in this place, and my crate of wine, he could live like a king.”

      “I had a thousand opportunities to take that guy out,” Malin said, “and I didn’t do it.”

      “Well, we don’t normally kill people to prevent them from future possibilities,” Elna said.

      Malin grunted and said, “We’ve killed people before…when we had to.”

      “And we may have to again,” she said, “but we don’t use precognition, Malin. We didn’t know.”

      He sank into a sullen silence. Elna didn’t have anything else to say. Minutes passed, and the silence continued. The clinic had become utterly still. It was probably night by now. Elna felt it. Her body cried out for sleep.

      “I’m not sure our friend Julie is coming back,” Malin said.

      As if in response to this comment, the lights suddenly dimmed. At first, Elna held out hope that someone was shutting off the power, but the lights didn’t go out completely.

      “It must be later than I thought,” she said. “I’m guessing the lights are on a timer. ‘Time to sleep, folks.’ That’s the message, I take it.”

      She rose and went to the door, pressing her face to the glass.

      “We have to get out of here,” Malin said. “Somehow. Whatever it takes.”

      At the far end of the hall, she saw shadows moving, as if people were walking from room to room around the corner. However, they never appeared, and eventually the shadows retreated out of sight.

      “We’re not going anywhere until someone lets us out,” she said, returning to the chair. “We’re not going to batter down this door.”

      “So, what then?” he said. “Are you just going to settle in for the night?”

      “Until someone comes for us,” she said. “Let’s hope Mark gets what he wants and leaves the clinic in peace.”

      “He’d better not take my bow,” Malin grumbled, crossing his arms.

      “I’m sure he wants the medicine,” Elna replied. “He’s clearly a smart guy. He managed to win us over and get us to help him break into this place. Once he gets what he’s after, I think he’ll leave quietly and head for the hills.”

      It didn’t take much longer for exhaustion to burn through whatever anxiety she’d felt since Mark’s sudden turn. She wanted to stay awake, to listen for anyone coming down the hall, but she could tell that wasn’t going to happen. She tried walking circles around the small room for a while, but that didn’t help.

      “Julie’s gone,” she said, finally. “Malin, I think we’re stuck here for now, and, I have to be honest, I can’t stay awake much longer. At this point, all we can do is hunker down and wait. Would it be the worst thing in the world if we took turns sleeping?”

      She turned to him, expecting some resistance, but he just smiled sadly at her. “No, it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. Why don’t you sleep first? I’ll keep watch for a while.”

      “Thanks,” she replied. “The good news is, if we can just get out of this room, we know now that we did not come here in vain.”

      “Assuming old Doc Mark doesn’t take the medicine we need,” Malin said.

      A thought she had avoided. Elna sighed and moved to the far wall. She took her raincoat off, rolled it up into a makeshift pillow, and lay down on the floor. It was pretty close to the most uncomfortable place she’d ever attempted to sleep. Despite the cold, unyielding floor pressing against the entire right side of her body, she soon found herself drifting off to sleep.

      Take whatever you want, Mark, she thought. Just leave Daniel’s medication and the midodrine. Do that, and I won’t hold anything against you, you miserable piece of crap.

      It was her last thought before sinking into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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      All too soon, she felt someone shaking her, and she fought her way out of sleep. When she opened her eyes, she saw Malin kneeling beside her. Sleeping on the hard floor had made her body stiff, her back sore. Only her head had avoided the misery, propped as it was on the rolled-up raincoat.

      “How long has it been?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Malin replied. “I would have given you more time, but I don’t know how much longer I can keep my eyes open.”

      “No, it’s fine.” She sat up, pressing a hand into the small of her back. “I’ve had more comfortable beds, to be honest.”

      She became aware then of some distant sound. Voices, people moving about, and it made her instantly alert.

      “What is that?” she said.

      “No idea,” Malin replied. “It’s been going on for a while. Nurses in a patient’s room down the hall, I think. Our door’s still locked.”

      Elna rose as Malin took her place. She stumbled over to the small window in the door and pressed her face to the glass, trying to see as much of the hallway outside as possible. She saw shadows moving in the doorway of a room down the hall. She was pretty sure she heard someone say Code Blue, but many voices were speaking over each another.

      She began tapping on the glass. Surely, they could spare one nurse to come and let them out. Someone had to have a keycard that accessed the door. When no one responded to the tapping, she began pounding the door with her fist. She kept this up for a few minutes, until her hand ached.

      Something louder, she thought. Pound on the glass with something really solid like your life depends on it.

      She went back to the cabinets and began rooting through them again. This time, she did a more thorough job, removing each and every box, jar, or container and setting them on the counter. She found small bottles of rubbing alcohol, a box of paper clips, scalpels, bandages, latex gloves, tissues, and much more. In the process, she came upon a small brochure for the hospital. When she unfolded it, she saw that it contained a simple map of the clinic—all three floors, including elevators, fire escapes, even fire alarms.

      She started to put the brochure back, but an idea struck her. It was one of those bursts of sudden insight that she so relished. Folding the brochure, she tucked it into the pocket of her denim shirt.

      Yes, I think that’ll work. I think that’ll work just fine. Or get us killed. Only one way to find out.
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      Malin had just settled himself on his rolled-up raincoat, his hands clasped on his chest. He looked a bit like a corpse in a coffin. Elna didn’t care for it. Still, the poor guy was surely exhausted from keeping watch. She hated to rouse him, but it couldn’t be helped. She shut one of the cabinets hard enough to make a loud bang, but he didn’t react at all.

      “Hey, Malin, would you rather sleep,” she said, “or would you like to get out of here right now?”

      He opened one eye and looked at her. “Tell me someone came to unlock the door.”

      “Nope, we’ve been sadly neglected in the name of triage,” she said. “However, I do have a rather remarkable Plan B.” She pulled out the brochure and waved it back and forth. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of it sooner. My logic center is only at about half capacity these days, but at least I finally got there.”

      He laughed and sat up, clearly confused. “What in the heck are you talking about?”

      As she went through the supplies from the cabinet, she found a small bottle of rubbing alcohol and set it to one side. “Come here, Malin. I need your help. Sorry, sleep will have to wait.”

      “That’s fine,” he said, standing up. “What do you need?”

      “Give me your socks,” she said, grabbing a couple rolls of cloth bandages and setting them beside the bottle of alcohol.

      “Oh, no, no,” Malin said with a laugh. “You don’t want me taking my socks off in an enclosed space. I’ve been wearing the same clothes since the day we set sail.”

      “We’ll survive,” she said. “If it’s any consolation, I’m taking my socks off as well.” She found a small, battery-operated thermometer and set it with the bandages.

      “Okay, you asked for it,” Malin said, taking off his shoes.

      Elna did the same so they would stink up the room at the same time. And it was ripe. They had become a symphony of pungency. Malin set his socks beside the bandages, making a sour face.

      “I can’t imagine what you have in mind,” he said.

      Elna scanned the ceiling until she spotted the fire sprinkler directly overhead. “We’re going to set off the automatic fire alarms in the building,” she said, unwinding the bandages. “I’m hoping it will disengage the door locks. At the very least, it will make enough noise to draw attention.” She unscrewed the cap on the rubbing alcohol and poured it all over the wadded bandages and socks.

      “If it doesn’t burn us to death,” Malin said.

      “No, we don’t need a big fire,” she said. She snapped open the back of the thermometer and found an AAA-battery inside. Plucking it out, she set it beside the soaked pile. “Just enough to smoke up the place. I think this’ll do it.”

      “You’re sure this’ll unlock the doors?” he asked.

      Elna shrugged. “Let’s say…eighty percent sure.” She picked up a paper clip and unfolded it. “This is a trick I read about once. I’ve never actually tried it.” Using a scalpel, she pried off a portion of the outer cap on the negative terminal of the battery. “The end of the paperclip needs to contact the actual cell. It should start to smolder pretty fast.” She glanced at Malin. “I would stand near the door, if I were you. The second you hear those locks disengage, get out.”

      “And if the locks don’t disengage?” he asked.

      “Then start pounding the hell out of the door,” she said, “while I try to contain the fire.”

      She worked the end of the paperclip deep into the battery, pressing the cracked outer cap down to hold it in place. Then she bent the other end of the paperclip to touch the outside of the terminal. She felt heat almost immediately, and she quickly set the little contraption next to the pile of alcohol-soaked bandages and socks.

      In a matter of seconds, a small flame appeared, lighting the alcohol and quickly spreading throughout the pile. Oily smoke rose in a thin tendril. Elna was afraid it wasn’t enough, so she added a few cotton balls to the pile. This produced a lot of dark smoke.

      “Cross every finger,” she told Malin.

      “They’re crossed. They’re crossed.”

      He was in the middle of speaking when the sprinkler overhead burst to life with a loud pop. As alarms began to scream throughout the building and the room lights came up to full brightness, black filthy water gushed out of the sprinkler, splashing off the walls, the floor, off Elna and Malin. Only when the water began soaking into her clothes did Elna realize she’d left her rain coat wadded up on the floor. She ran to get it and was in the process of unrolling it when she heard the door lock disengage with a click.

      “That’s it,” Malin cried, clapping excitedly. “You did it, Elna! My God, you did it!”

      As he pulled open the door, Elna used the raincoat to swipe the smoking pile off the counter. The sprinklers had already taken care of the fire, but she stomped the pile into oblivion just to be safe. Then she tossed the raincoat over her shoulder and followed Malin out of the room.

      Nurses came racing out of the room down the hall. Elna hurried toward them.

      “The bad guy,” she shouted. “Where did he go? Tell me quick.”

      One of the nurses pointed down the hall. “Around the corner. Up the elevator to the top floor. ICU. He’s armed! Don’t go up there.”

      “Okay,” Elna said. “Find somewhere to hide. Hurry!”

      She heard people moving out of their water-soaked rooms all up and down the hall, people shouting and cursing and crying. The nurses began to round up patients as Elna headed down the hall.

      “Wait, are we going up to ICU?” Malin said, rushing to catch up with her. “That’s where Mark went.”

      “We have to get Raymond,” Elna said, “and we have to get our medication. That means heading up to ICU, yes. If Mark is up there, so be it. Maybe I can plead with him for what we need.”

      “At least let me go get the compound bow first,” Malin said. “Just in case.”

      The sprinklers cut out then, the roar of water fading, and suddenly the hospital was filled with dozens of wailing and shrieking voices from all up and down the hall. Elna was drenched and felt truly miserable. All of the road dust on her clothes and body had turned to mud, which left a trail behind her.

      Suddenly, she heard a new sound, and she stopped in her tracks. It came from around the corner. First, she heard a heavy door swinging open. Then she heard the bark and squeal of a two-way radio being activated. A voice spoke through static, and another voice responded.

      “We shut off the water valve,” the second voice said. She recognized him. “I don’t see no fire or smoke.”

      Tomek! That little creep!

      The deep voice that responded from the radio was also familiar to her even through the screen of static.

      “Hurry and check the whole floor,” Mark said. “We don’t need any surprises.”

      “Yes, yes, I know. Be the predator, not the prey.” The crackle of the radio and Tomek’s voice faded as he continued down the hall.

      Elna thrust her arm out to stop Malin as she turned. All of the shouting voices in the hall were quieting as people seemed to be moving together to some distant location. When Elna looked back down the hall, she saw a last group of nurses moving patients through a distant door.

      Pressing a hand to Malin’s back, she got him moving in that direction. Passing through the door, she found that they were in some kind of employee break room, with couches, tables, vending machines, and a row of coffee makers on a counter. Nurses, staff, and patients were crawling under the many tables to hide, and the lights were off.

      “Please, shut the door,” someone hissed from the darkness. “Hide!”

      Elna made sure the door swung shut behind her, catching it so it wouldn’t make a sound.

      “I need my bow,” Malin said. “We might have to fight.”

      “No, we’re not fighting,” Elna said. “Mark and Tomek have been working together all along. Did you hear what Tomek said about predator and prey? Those are Mark’s words! This whole thing was a setup, and you’ve only got two arrows. Hunker down and let them leave. Once they’re gone, we’ll find Raymond and hope they left the medication we need. That’s all we can do.”

      And with that, she found a shadowy spot in a corner and crouched down. Malin hesitated a second, scowling into the darkness, then held up his hands in a gesture of surrender and followed her into the corner.
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      Malin couldn’t shake a feeling of responsibility. He’d ignored his instincts about Mark, and the end result was a big mess, and people were possibly dead.

      Never again, he told himself. Next time, I will trust the bad vibes immediately and deal with the situation.

      The whole hospital had grown quiet. Malin heard breathing in the room, the anxious shifting and shuffling of bodies crammed together under the tables and in the corners, but no sounds came from the hallway beyond the door. He strained to hear footsteps. Tomek and his team would have to walk past the door to reach the lobby, but minutes passed, and Malin heard no one.

      “I don’t think they’re leaving the building,” he said. “They were probably just making sure there wasn’t a fire burning on the first floor. If we want to get Raymond and the medicine, we’ll have to go after them, Elna. I know that’s not what you want to hear.”

      He realized a couple of nurses were crawling toward them. Both were familiar: John and Aubrey, the nurses who had tended to Raymond when they’d first arrived.

      “Are you guys trying to get up to the ICU to rescue your friend?” John asked.

      “Yeah,” Elna said. “Was he okay the last time you saw him?”

      “He was fine,” John said. “The looters let us stabilize him. We thought the guy in the black coat was your friend when you came here, but I’m guessing you were his hostages.”

      “Without realizing it, yes,” Malin said.

      “Is there a back entrance into the ICU?” Elna asked.

      John and Aubrey looked at each other. A silent debate seemed to pass between them, and both nodded.

      “Yeah,” Aubrey said, finally. “I can lead you there. Follow me.”

      Malin and Elna followed her to a cabinet above the coffee makers. She opened one, rooted around inside, and produced a small keycard with a clip.

      “I’m not supposed to keep this here,” she said, “but it’s easier than going to the lockbox every time I need to lock or unlock a door. I can get you to the ICU. How do you plan to handle the bad guys? I don’t know what they’re up to now. Stealing everything they can get their hands on, I suppose.”

      “We need to get our friend,” Elna said, “and then we need to get some specific medications. We’ll pay for them, trust me. If we can handle this gang of looters, we’ll do that, too, I guess.”

      “Oh, we’re going to handle them,” Malin said, feeling a surge of anger. He clenched his fists. “Believe me. Just get us up there.”

      John opened a drawer beneath one of the coffee makers, revealing a silverware tray. He dug a few small knives out of the tray and set them on the counter. They were steak knives, serrated on one side, with black plastic handles. Not much to fight with but Malin picked one up anyway.

      “What if we used strong sedatives to knock them out?” Elna asked. “That would be safer than a closer-quarters knife fight, especially since Mark has the security guard’s gun.”

      “We’ve got plenty of sedatives,” Aubrey said. “Are you planning on getting close enough to inject them with syringes?”

      “Maybe we could drug some food,” Elna said. “Meals on the way here weren’t great. If we could entice them with something tasty, load it up with sedatives, and get them to ingest it…Or we put it in some water bottles. We ran low on water on our way here.”

      “Our pal Mark does love to wander off looking for water,” Malin said. “He’d abandon his own mother for some fresh water.”

      “Okay, that’s enough about that,” Elna said. “Can you two lead us to the service elevator or stairs?”

      The nurses, John and Aubrey, looked at each other, as if each expected the other to respond.

      “We’ve still got patients in triage,” John said. “I don’t want to leave them there.”

      “Fine,” Aubrey said. “I’ll go with these two. We’ve got sedatives in a medication cart at a nurse’s station down the hall. Assuming these looters haven’t taken it all, we should find what we need there.”

      She beckoned them and moved to the back of the room. A door that Malin had assumed was a closet actually led to a wide back hallway. She unlocked it with the keycard and waved them through. The back hall was brightly lit and cooler than the rest of the building. As best Malin could tell, it ran the entire length of the building.

      Nurse Aubrey rushed ahead of them. Her tight bun had started to come undone, long strands of gray hair flapping out behind her. Malin wasn’t entirely sold on their plan. Trying to get them to somehow drink drugged water? Wouldn’t a more direct attack work better? Couldn’t they just lock them in a wing of the hospital and gas the place or something? Still, it seemed like their course was set, and he wasn’t going to second-guess Elna’s judgment.

      At the far end of the hall, Nurse Aubrey stopped before a second door, pressed her ear against it for a second, then eased it open. As Malin approached, she touched a finger to her lips. The door appeared to open at the back of a nurse’s station. Malin saw a long counter, desks, office chairs, cabinets with glass fronts, and papers everywhere. Moving low, he slipped through the door, Elna following right behind him.

      The faint buzzing of an overhead light was the only noticeable sound, but Malin held his breath, listening for any sound of Tomek and the gang. He heard no one.

      “They’re in this building somewhere,” he said. “What are we going to do if we accidentally run right into them?”

      Elna shushed him as she moved across the room. Nurse Aubrey hung back, softening the sound of the door as it closed. Then she turned and approached Malin.

      “I don’t see the medication cart in here,” she said, speaking just above a whisper. “Must be in one of the patient rooms. We’ll have to search for it.”

      “We don’t want to run into the hostiles,” Elna said over her shoulder, clutching the kitchen knife in her right hand. A broad opening led into the hallway, and she pressed herself up against the wall beside it.

      Malin moved up beside her. He felt the cold, hard handle of the knife against his palm. Despite Elna’s words, he thought it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if he got a chance to plunge the blade into Mark Baker’s Neanderthal throat. Elna must’ve read this on his face, because she leaned in, patted him on the chest, and gave him a meaningful look.

      “Don’t get any rash ideas,” she said.

      “I am restraining myself as best I can,” he replied.

      That seemed to satisfy her. She nodded, turned, and slipped out into the hall.
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      They found the medication cart in an empty patient room near the elevator doors. As Malin stood guard outside, clutching the tiny kitchen knife in front of him and trying to imagine a scenario where it would actually help him overcome a group of armed men, Elna and the nurse went into the room. Beyond the elevators, he saw a door to the stairwell, the narrow window above the latch revealing the dimly lit steps beyond. A sign beside the door confirmed that ICU was on the third floor.

      How the hell is this going to work? he wondered. There has to be a better way of dealing with Mark and his crew.

      He braced himself for a charge, just in case, planting the heel of his right foot against the wall. If someone came through the elevator door or from the stairs, he would have to catch them off guard. It didn’t help that he was still soaked, that he had no socks, and that his shoes felt like muddy sponges.

      When Nurse Aubrey stepped out of the patient’s room, little glass bottles clanking in her hands, it startled him. He spun around, bringing the knife up, only to see her standing there, eyebrows climbing her forehead.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I’m jumpy, I guess.”

      “Understandable,” the nurse replied. She had a bunch of tiny glass bottles and syringes clutched in her hands. She moved to a desk in a small alcove nearby and set them down.

      “It’s the strongest stuff I could find,” Elna said, stepping out of the room and pulling the door shut behind her.

      Malin picked up one of the tiny bottles and tried to read the label.

      “Chlordi…Chlordiazepoxide,” he said.

      Nurse Aubrey began filling the syringes, then capped the ends. After she’d filled nine of them, she handed a few to Malin. He tucked them in his shirt pocket, point down for ready access. The nurse handed a couple more to Elna, then kept two for herself.

      “Supply closet is across from the elevators,” Nurse Aubrey said. “We always keep some water bottles in there. I’m not sure how you want to do this…”

      “I’ve got an idea,” Elna said. “Follow me.”

      Clutching the syringes in her left hand, the kitchen knife in her right, she turned and started down the hall toward the supply closet door. Malin fell in beside her. As he did, he drew a syringe from his shirt pocket and examined it. She’d put three milliliters of sedative in it. Even if Mark got a full dose, it would take some time to work, wouldn’t it?

      This is not our best plan, he thought.

      Elna was reaching for the supply closet door when Malin heard footsteps in the stairwell and the bark of a two-way radio. He scarcely had time to react. With his elbow, he nudged Elna behind him as he moved toward the door. A figure appeared in the narrow window. With only a second to react, Malin had to drop either the knife or the syringe. He dropped the knife and pulled the cap off the syringe just as the door swung open.

      The man who stepped through the door was stocky, with crudely cut black hair and beard, beady little eyes, and a neck almost thicker than his head. He wore an ill-fitting Army uniform that seemed to have been stolen from an Army surplus store, and it had a bright splash of fresh blood across the stomach. There was a pistol holstered at his right hip, a two-way radio on his left.

      Malin tried to come at him from the side, staying out of his eyeline just long enough for the man to get through the door. That bought him maybe half a second before the man saw him, uttered a weird cry, and fumbled for the handgun.

      “Don’t try it,” Malin shouted. He brought the syringe up and around, swung it as far and wide as he could, hoping to catch the man in the neck.

      Instead of grabbing his gun, the man raised his forearm and blocked Malin’s strike. Then he used Malin’s momentum, stepping forward and turning, shoving Malin past him so that he slammed into the doorframe. The thud was especially loud, echoing up the stairwell like a drumbeat. As he turned for another strike, Malin saw the man pull the radio from his hip and raise it to his mouth. He lunged again, tightening his grip on the syringe and swinging it at the man.

      The man danced backward, lowering the radio just in time to avoid getting jabbed in the arm. The needle swung past him, missing by inches, before stopping suddenly. Malin felt it sink into some pliable surface, and only registered a second later that he’d inadvertently stabbed Nurse Aubrey in the left shoulder. It looked like she’d been trying to sneak up on the looter while he was preoccupied. Unfortunately, the strength of Malin’s strike shoved the needle through her scrubs and into her shoulder all the way to the hub.

      “Sorry, sorry.” Malin didn’t have time to say much more. He drew his arm back, yanking the syringe out, and tried to rush the man again. The looter had shuffled back out of reach, raising the radio to his mouth, even as he drew the handgun.

      Failed right out of the gate, Malin thought. So much for our little rescue effort.

      And then Elna rose up behind the man, having snuck up behind him. Like an expert medic subduing a rowdy patient, she wrapped her left arm around his chest and drove a syringe into the side of his neck. Startled, he stopped backing away and gasped, even as she pushed the plunger all the way down with her thumb.

      Malin used the man’s moment of surprise to rush him again, grabbing both hands, forcing both the gun and radio down to his side. In the process, he dropped his syringe. The radio gave a little hiss, and the voice of Mark spoke through the tinny speaker.

      “Hey, Carl, was that you?” he said. “I thought you started to say something. What’s up?”

      The man let go of the radio and reached for his neck instead. The radio fell, hit the ground, and tumbled. Malin managed to wrestle the gun out of his other hand, turning it around and pointing it at him.

      “No, no, don’t shoot,” the man said. Was he already slurring his words? Could the drug have acted that quickly? Malin didn’t know, but the fight had clearly gone out of him.

      Elna still had her arm around him and, as she pulled the empty syringe out of his neck, she led him backward into the nearest patient room. He shuffled along with her, holding his hands up in a gesture of surrender.

      “I didn’t kill anyone,” he said. “It wasn’t me. It was Tomek and Dr. Baker. Believe me.”

      “We believe you,” Elna replied, stepping around the man and shoving him into the room.

      He stumbled, hit the foot of the bed, and slid down onto the floor. His whole body seemed to be shaking, and when he tried to speak again, he only uttered a long moan. Elna shut the door. Nurse Aubrey approached, rubbing her left shoulder.

      “I didn’t mean to jab you like that,” Malin said. “Sorry about that, Nurse.”

      “It’s fine,” she replied, in a tight voice that suggested otherwise. “Fortunately, you didn’t hit the plunger. I guess we’d better tie him up. It’ll take a minute before the drug knocks him out.”

      Malin picked up the syringe and put the cap back in place, sliding it into his shirt pocket. Then he followed the nurse into the room. The looter was already glassy-eyed, staring dumbly at the ceiling. They used tubing from an oxygen machine to tie his wrists and ankles together. By the time they finished, the man was unconscious and already drooling.

      “They might come looking for him,” Elna said. “There was radio contact. When he doesn’t reply, Mark will wonder what’s up.”

      “Well, let’s slide him out of sight then,” Malin said.

      Working together, the three of them managed to drag the looter behind the bed, turning the bed slightly so that he was well hidden. Then they left him there, shut off the lights and closed the door. Aubrey used her keycard to lock the door. Just then, the two-way radio barked again. It had survived its fall and lay on its side near the stairway door.

      “What’s going on down there,” said the voice. Malin was pretty sure it was Tomek this time. “Is there a situation? Do we need to send someone? Come back.”

      Malin swooped down, grabbed the radio, and turned the volume down.

      “Well, folks, I think we’re on to Plan B,” he said, holding up the handgun and shaking it. “They know something’s wrong. They’re bound to come down here looking for their guy.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Elna replied. “I hope you don’t think a single handgun changes the balance of power.”

      “I think we’re not going to have time to poison water bottles and entice them to drink,” Malin said. “That’s what I think. Once they’re sure something’s up, it’s going to become a hell of a lot harder to get Raymond. We act now, or we don’t act at all.”

      Elna stood there for a moment, furiously gnawing on her lower lip.

      “Elevator or stairs,” she said, after a moment.

      “What?” Malin replied.

      “Elevator or stairs,” she said again. “Which way do you want to go?”

      “Oh, stairs, definitely. I don’t want to risk getting cornered in the elevator. We’re in this deep now, Elna. There’s nothing else to be done. We rush in, try to get Raymond, hopefully grab your medications, and get out of here.”

      He could see she still wanted to turn this over in her head a few times, but he didn’t give her a chance. Turning, he opened the stairwell door as softly as he could and slipped through. The gun was a sleek, black Glock, with the number 19 etched on the side of the rack, alongside with the number 9x19. He dropped the magazine to make sure it was loaded and saw a 9mm cartridge on top. Sliding the magazine home, he started up the stairs, moving fast but trying to make as little sound as possible.

      A voice was speaking through the radio, but he’d turned the volume down so low, he couldn’t tell what it was saying. To free his other hand, he turned off the radio and slipped it in his pocket. Three turns in the stairwell brought them to the third-floor doorway. Malin ducked down below the level of the narrow window and glanced over his shoulder to see Elna and Nurse Aubrey moving up behind him.

      Malin pressed a finger to his lips, held up the pistol, then pointed at the door. He intended to go in quietly, but as soon as violence broke out, he would do what he had to. No complicated Elna plan this time.

      Elna and Aubrey moved to the right side of the door. Malin moved to the left. He felt his heart thundering in his throat. Adrenaline burned in his belly.

      Move quick. Get it done. Don’t hesitate to fight.

      He turned and reached for the door. Just then, it flew open. He scarcely had a moment to react before one of Mark’s crew strode through the door into the stairwell. A wiry little guy in a black t-shirt, with wild hair and a face speckled with sores. Tomek. The dude reeked like a hundred years of barrel-aged armpits. Because he was moving fast, he made it all the way through the door before he noticed the others in the stairwell. When he did, he stopped suddenly and spun to face Malin, reaching for his gun.

      Acting on instinct, Malin lunged at him, driving his right shoulder against the man’s chest. The strength of his blow surprised him, as Tomek went flying backward. He hit a corner of the handrail at the top of the stairs, then tumbled violently down the steps. As he did, he cried out, a shrill sound that ended abruptly when he hit the unyielding tiles on the second-floor landing. The back of Tomek’s head bounced off the floor and he came to a stop, limp as a bag of water, against the wall below.

      As the echo of his cry faded, Malin heard someone shouting in the distance beyond the third-floor door. This was followed by a second shout. Then a third.

      Well, they know we’re here, he thought.

      “Time for a fight,” he said, softly. “No getting out of it this time, friends.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      Elna had a syringe in either hand. With her teeth, she pulled off the caps one at a time. Then she placed both syringes in her right hand and drew the kitchen knife out of her pocket. She wanted to turn back, to retreat to some inner room so they could make a smarter, better, safer plan than this. But Malin was already moving through the door, leading with the Glock, and she knew their opportunity to retreat was gone.

      She signaled for Nurse Aubrey to stay put, but the nurse shook her head and followed her to the door. Like Elna, she had an uncapped syringe in her right hand. Weaponized medicine. Elna wasn’t going argue with her—if she was determined to join the fight, so be it.

      Moving through the door, Elna found herself in a wide hallway cluttered with medical equipment. A sign above a pair of open double doors just ahead read Intensive Care Unit. She didn’t see anyone else on the floor yet, but she heard raised voices somewhere ahead of them.

      “Room 345,” Nurse Aubrey said from behind her. “That’s where your friend is. Near the end of the hall.”

      Malin gave her a thumbs-up as he rushed through the double doors. Elna stuck close, careful not to jab herself as her arms swung on either side. They were maybe halfway down the hall when another one of the looters rushed around the corner ahead of them, a pistol in his hand. As soon as he saw them, he shouted and stumbled to a stop.

      The deafening crack of a gunshot filled the hallway. In the chaos, her ears ringing, Elna wasn’t sure who had fired until the she saw the gang member stumble to one side, grab his chest, and collapse. He landed face down.

      “The rifle,” Elna said. “Get the rifle.”

      But even as she was speaking, she heard a door whoosh open behind her. Spinning around, she saw another gang member come from one of the ICU rooms behind them. Nurse Aubrey was right in the line of fire. Elna thrust her arm out, caught the nurse by the stomach and diverted her toward the nearest open door, then followed her into the room. As Nurse Aubrey flailed about, trying to keep her balance, one of her syringes came dangerously close to Elna’s face, light glinting off the point just in front of Elna’s eye.

      Trying to avoid it, she dropped to one knee, catching herself against a corner of the hospital bed. Nurse Aubrey kept going to the far wall, hit it, and rebounded into a heart monitor machine. Elna looked over her shoulder through the open door. Malin hadn’t followed them, but the gang member was standing across the hall with a rifle in his hands. She kicked the door, and it swung shut with a bang.

      “This is one of the dumber things we’ve ever done,” she muttered. “Next time, we’re going with Plan C, whatever the hell that is.”

      She heard Malin curse loudly in the hall, followed by the slamming of a nearby door. She crawled back across the room and pressed her ear to the door, but the hallway seemed to have gone quiet. Hopefully, Malin had ducked into another room.

      “They’ll lock us in here if they have a keycard,” Nurse Aubrey said. “Open it before they have a chance!”

      Elna felt a sudden surge of panic. The idea of being locked in a room again was too much. Whatever the danger, she wouldn’t let it happen. She grabbed the door handle and eased it open, shielding herself with the door as it swung inward. The gang member was gone, as if he’d just winked out of existence. Holding her breath, Elna slowly eased her head around the doorframe, bracing an arm against the wall in case she needed to quickly duck back out of sight.

      When she looked in the direction the gang member had come from, she saw only the empty hall leading to the stairwell. She turned the other direction and had to keep from crying out. The gang member had pressed himself up against the wall just beyond their door, and he was sliding along to the next room. He had the rifle in one hand, a keycard in the other. As he approached the door, he raised the keycard.

      She assumed Malin was in the room. Reacting without really thinking—a rare feat for her—Elna leapt out of the room and rushed at the gang member. He heard her coming, even as he reached up to the small lock-plate beside the door. Flinging herself on his back, she drove one of the syringes deep into his neck, dropping the other one in the process. He shrieked and thrashed, almost bucking her off like a wild bull, but she managed to get her thumb against the plunger. Just before she went flying, she pushed it.

      “What did you do? What did you do?” he wailed.

      He dropped the rifle and the keycard, grabbing at the syringe with both hands. In the process, he managed to dislodge Elna, and she fell to the ground. He pulled the syringe out and cast it aside, making strangled noises as he stumbled back against the wall. Elna rose to her hands and knees and crawled toward the rifle.

      “Don’t move.”

      She looked up into the face of the first gang member—the one Malin had shot in the chest. He stood over her, aiming the pistol down at her face. He was nearly as filthy as Grover, a dust-monster crawled out of a crypt, with a stained Army jacket and loose pants. Elna saw no blood on him, no sign of injury.

      “I’ve got one of your friends,” the gang member shouted. “Surrender yourselves or I shoot her!”

      Even as he said it, however, the door behind him swung open and Malin stepped into the hall. Silent as a ghost, he pressed the barrel of the Glock against the back of the man’s head.

      “Lower the gun,” Malin said, speaking through his teeth, “or you die.”

      The gang member’s face collapsed, but he lowered his hand. As he did, the collar of his jacket parted, and Elna saw what she thought was a flak jacket underneath. The second his gun was no longer pointed at her, Malin stabbed him with a syringe just below his right ear. The gang member lurched backward, but Malin shoved him up against the wall and pressed the plunger all the way down.

      “You deserve a nap after your long day of looting hospitals, buddy,” Malin said. He let go of the syringe and pulled the pistol out of the man’s hand. Then he kicked him through the open door.

      The second gang member was swaying on his feet, his eyes wide with disbelief. Nurse Aubrey came out of her room then and went toward him.

      “Put them in the same room and lock the door,” Elna said.

      Malin stooped down and retrieved the keycard as Nurse Aubrey grabbed the second gang member by the arm and guided him. Elna had just bent down to grab the rifle when she saw a shadow moving along the ground. She turned back and spotted him

      A massive figure loomed just inside the double doors. Somehow, he’d come from the direction of the stairwell, using the commotion to approach without being seen or heard. He looked bigger than ever, a giant in a long, black coat with wavy hair. His prominent forehead cast his eyes into shadow. Making almost no sound, he stopped and raised a silver pistol, aiming it over Nurse Aubrey’s head, directly at Malin. Because Malin was wrestling the drugged security gang member into the room, he didn’t notice.

      Nurse Aubrey, seeing the silver gun, cried out, and Malin spun around. He locked eyes with Mark, and for a tense second, neither spoke. Elna froze, still reaching toward the rifle but too far to grab it.

      “I took the elevator. You took the stairs,” Mark said. His voice was so deep, Elna could practically feel the vibration of his words in the air around here. “Seems we passed each other, but here we are. Thanks for getting me inside the clinic, by the way. I really do appreciate it. I’ve been trying to figure out how I could get my hands on more meds, which are worth more than gold, and this place is better than robbing a bank. Shame we can’t part on better terms.”

      “Oh, shut up,” Malin said. “You’d better not have hurt Raymond.”

      “I killed a couple of people, as I recall,” Mark said. “Don’t remember which ones.” He shrugged and gave Malin his weird little smile.

      Malin started to say something. Instead, however, he suddenly shoved the drugged man. The man made a sound deep in his throat, almost a gurgle, and fell against Nurse Aubrey. This, in turn, pushed the nurse toward Mark, who tried to dance back out of the way. He wasn’t quite fast enough, and she slammed into his stomach. To keep from going down, Mark swung his arms and shuffled to one side.

      Malin leapt over the fallen gang member, pushed off the ground, and slammed into Mark. He caught him around the middle with both arms, tackling him, and they both fell hard against the tile floor. Elna heard Mark’s breath leave him in a rush as the two men slid backward in a tangle.

      In the process, Mark lost his grip on the pistol and it clattered off across the hall, tumbling through an open door into an ICU room. Immediately, the men began wrestling, Mark trying to dislodge Malin, while Malin tried to get his hand around the man’s throat.

      “You’re not as tough as you think you are,” Mark said, snarling between each word. “I’ve dealt with men twice your size. I was never intimidated by you.”

      Malin threw a punch that glanced off Mark’s cheek. Mark responded with a punch that was like a sledgehammer blow. He hit Malin square in the mouth, sending his head rocking back on his shoulders. Blood spattered on the gray tiles. Mark followed this up with a second blow that hit Malin in the chest. Malin struck Mark with his forearm, driving it against his neck and forcing his head against the floor, but Mark punched him a third time. This time he hit the side of Malin’s head, just above his ear.

      Elna could see how this would go. Malin was out of his league. She reached for the rifle, grabbed it by the strap, and pulled it toward her. Sleek and black, it had a rubberized handle and a short magazine. Fortunately, the safety was clearly marked. She flicked it off, set the butt against her shoulder, and turned.

      Malin and Mark were writhing like rabid animals now, punching and kicking, swinging their heads about as they tried to bash each other. She saw blood running from a gash above Malin’s left eye, trickling into his beard. He was clearly on the losing end of the fight, and as she watched, he took another massive blow to the face. He swooned, gagged, and spat blood onto the floor.

      I just need an opening, Elna thought, her finger brushing the trigger. Come on, Malin. Give me an opening.
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      Malin was on top of Mark, leaving Elna no way to fire without putting him at risk. The hard floor posed an extra risk of ricochet, but she moved around the men, looking for a better angle. Malin was dazed, but he continued to fight like an animal, growling and cursing as he flailed at his enemy.

      Nurse Aubrey had managed to get out from under the drugged gang member, who was now completely unconscious, breathing loudly and wetly through his mouth, his arms and legs spread. The nurse had dropped her syringes at some point. Elna learned this the hard way when she stepped on one of them. It rolled, and she almost lost her balance. The syringe rolled toward Malin and Mark.

      “Malin, get away from him,” she said. “Get out of his reach.”

      “I’ve got this,” he said, blood on his teeth.

      “No, let me deal with him,” Elna shouted.

      “Stay out of this,” Mark growled, punching Malin in the side of the head again. “This is between us!”

      Elna resisted the urge to roll her eyes at the ridiculous testosterone. When she heard the stairwell door again, she brought the rifle around, expecting another rush of Mark’s crew. Instead, she saw a rather diminutive blonde woman in white scrubs standing beside a young African-American man in a dark-blue EMT’s uniform. They gaped at the fighting, clearly shocked.

      “Aubrey, who the hell are these people?” the EMT said, gesturing at Malin and Mark. “Are they fighting each other?”

      “Tyler, help us,” Aubrey cried. “The guy in the black coat! He’s the one in charge of the gang!”

      But the EMT and the little blonde doctor beside him just continued to gawk. Malin finally planted his hands against Mark’s chest and pushed himself away. As soon as they parted, Elna tried to aim into the opening, but then Mark threw a massive haymaker—all the more impressive considering the fact that he was lying on his back—and hit Malin right in the jaw. Malin unleashed an explosive breath and collapsed onto Mark’s chest, more blood spattering onto the floor.

      Elna rushed forward then. She had to do something. Malin was getting pulverized. However, as she rushed toward them, she saw his left hand reach out and grab the fallen syringe. As Mark grabbed his hair and lifted his head off his chest, Malin struck, driving the syringe into the soft spot at the base of Mark’s neck, just above his shoulder. It sank deeply, but Mark thrashed, elbowed Malin in the face, and reached up to pull the syringe out.

      Dropping the rifle, Elna grabbed Mark’s hand and tried to pull it away from his neck, but he was strong. It was like trying to grapple with a wild horse. Elna was dragged forward as Mark grabbed the syringe despite her best effort.

      At the last second, as the needle started to slide out of his neck, she saw a different approach. Instead of trying to hold on to his hand, she let go and slammed her palm against the plunger.

      “No, what is that?” he said. She heard the strain in his voice. “What did you do to me?”

      “A little medicine to help you calm down, Dr. Baker,” she replied.

      He was still trying to pull the syringe out, even as she pushed her full weight against it. His strength won out, and she finally toppled to one side. But she’d already injected most of the syringe. He held it up, saw this, and cast the syringe aside with a loud curse. Then he shoved Malin off of him and rose to his knees.

      Elna reached for the rifle, but Mark saw what she was doing and batted the rifle aside. It went spinning down the hall. He clenched a fist, as if he intended to take a swing at her.

      “Punch me while you can,” Elna said. “You’ll be sleeping for a week.”

      But the EMT rushed in then. He grabbed Mark’s right hand and forced it around behind him. Then he shoved him onto his belly and dropped down on top of him, driving a knee against the small of his back. Clearly, the sedative was already having an effect. Mark seemed helpless now, groaning and wriggling but unable to break free.

      Elna couldn’t resist thinking, and the prey takes down the predator.

      “Man, I was supposed to come up here and escort these people and their stolen goods off the grounds,” the EMT said. “Instead, I find some random folks fighting them tooth and nail. That was pretty awesome.”

      “Yeah, it was pretty awesome,” Elna said.

      “You know, there’s another guy on the stairs. He’s knocked out cold.”

      “Good,” she said, crawling over to Malin.

      Malin had a busted lip, a cut above his left eye, scrapes and bruises on his cheek and forehead, but he grinned broadly at her.

      “He wasn’t so tough after all,” he said, spitting blood when he spoke. “It just took three of us to subdue him. Big tough predator! Ha!”
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      Mark was unconscious within a few minutes, breathing wetly through his gaping mouth. Elna and the EMT dragged him by his feet into the patient room. Then they dragged the other gang member into the same room and laid all three bodies side by side. After that, they went to the stairwell and grabbed an unconscious Tomek. After they’d dragged him into the room as well, Elna gave him an injection of the same sedative.

      “There’s one more in a room downstairs,” Elna said. “He’s tied up, but he’s drugged like these guys. Does that account for all of them?”

      “No,” Nurse Aubrey noted. “We subdued five, but there were at least eight.”

      “Some of them fled,” the EMT said. “Went right out the back door when the fire alarm started. Their leader here couldn’t stop them. I guess they got spooked.”

      She didn’t like that some of them had escaped, but there was nothing to be done about it now. As long as they were gone, so be it. Maybe they would scatter into the wilderness and find something better to do with their lives.

      “We’ll let them sleep here for a while,” Nurse Aubrey said.

      They closed the door, turned off the light, and Nurse Aubrey locked it with the keycard. When Elna turned away, she saw the small blonde doctor examining Malin’s wounds.

      “Mostly superficial,” the doctor noted, “but these cuts should be cleaned.”

      “It can wait,” Malin replied. “I’m still juiced on adrenaline. Feels pretty good, actually. I guess this is how a boxer feels after an exciting bout.”

      “I wouldn’t know,” the woman said.

      She rose and turned to Elna, extending her hand.

      “Hello, I’m Dr. Ruzka,” she said. “I treated your friend earlier. Mr. Raymond Cabello? I’ll take you to him. Come with me.”

      “What will we do with these guys?” Elna said, pointing at the locked door. “They won’t sleep forever.”

      “We’ll handle it,” Dr. Ruzka said, moving down the hall. “Trust me. We don’t take looting lightly around here. I promise you, they will never steal so much as a cotton swab ever again.”

      Something in the steeliness of her voice convinced Elna. Yes, they would handle it.

      She led them down the hall toward a door. Elna saw the room number—345—and suddenly the reality of their situation sank in. Had they really just fought and beat Tomek and Mark into submission? Had they really just taken the clinic back?

      Dr. Ruzka opened the door, and there was Raymond. He was lying in a hospital bed, his blanket tucked in around him, and his hands folded on his chest. Despite the IV in his arm and the heart monitor beeping away in the corner, he looked quite comfortable. Still, when he saw Elna, he shook his head in amazement.

      “I heard the whole thing, señora,” he said. He still sounded weak, his voice hoarse. “What a fight. I thought maybe you were all getting killed. I can’t believe you are standing here in one piece.”

      Dr. Ruzka moved to the other side of the bed and began to check his vitals. “He is stabilized. I’ve got him on antibiotics to fight the infection. Furthermore…” She looked up at Elna. “He’s told me everything. In fact, when that damned gang had us rounding up medication, I set a few things aside. They’re here.”

      She walked over to a cabinet near the door and opened it. Fishing around inside, she produced a small cardboard box and set it on the hospital tray table near the bed.

      “Formula 7531,” she said, producing two large pill bottles, a few syringes, and a folded piece of paper. “With instructions for taking it. I can’t promise you it will work. Phase 1 went okay, but there’s really supposed to be a doctor present to administer and monitor the patient.”

      “We’ll take our chances,” Raymond said, sleepily. “As long as we have the right medicine, there is hope.”

      Dr. Ruzka rooted around in the box again and produced two more industrial-size bottles. “These are for your father’s hypotension. The first one is midodrine. The second is fludrocortisone. Both will raise his blood pressure. Start with a low dose and see how it goes. Sorry, it’s the best we can do.”

      “Doc, you have nothing to apologize for,” Malin said. He’d grabbed a tissue from a holder near the cabinet, and he was dabbing the blood from his lip. “We had no intention of bringing those creeps here. We owe you the apology.”

      She shook her head. “This is the world we live in now. We’re all at risk, but you didn’t flee when you could have.” She put the bottles back in the box and handed it to Elna. “I hate to ask about payment, but…”

      “We have some very expensive bottles of wine down in the lobby,” Elna said. “We can pay. I’ll let you take a look and figure out what these drugs are worth.”

      “Fair enough,” Dr. Ruzka said. “How will you get home from here? Is it far?”

      That thought made Elna so tired, she almost didn’t answer. “An island off the coast southwest of Redwood State Parks. My father and I run a vineyard there. It’s a long way. We had a boat, but we docked it a few days’ walk north of here. I guess we’ll just start walking. What choice do we have?”

      The EMT, Nurse Aubrey, and Nurse John appeared in the doorway.

      “We lost two,” John said. “Both security guards. Plus an assistant downstairs was knocked unconscious. I think those are all the casualties. Patients are safe now, and all the looters are either sleeping or gone.”

      “Good,” Dr. Ruzka said. She pointed at the EMT. “Tyler, these nice folks here need a ride. They’ve got a boat docked a few miles north of here. Can you give us a ride?”

      “Us?” Elna said.

      Dr. Ruzka smiled at her. “I told you, someone has to administer Formula 7351 and monitor the patient.”

      “The van is ready,” Tyler said. “Almost a full tank. I can be ready to go in a few minutes.” He stepped out of the room.

      Elna couldn’t believe it. Such blatant willingness to help was so rare among strangers in this world that she almost doubted it was real.

      “I rather enjoy sailing, actually,” Dr. Ruzka said. “I used to go every weekend in the old world. Let me pack a few things, and we’ll head out soon.”
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      The van turned out to be an ambulance. They settled on a price of four bottles of Gold Label in exchange for the drugs and the ride. Elna thought it was a huge bargain. She would have given every bottle, but she let it go. Within the hour, they were all loaded up, lugging medicine, water, food, their tools and supplies, and the rest of the wine into the back of the ambulance. Dr. Ruzka brought a big satchel full of medicine, medical supplies, and personal items.

      The clinic had a service gate in back that led to a small gravel road that ran along the edge of a slope overlooking the beach. As they pulled through the gate, Nurse Aubrey waved goodbye before shutting the gate. To Elna, leaving the clinic felt like a dream. She’d come so close to giving up hope.

      As they drove away from the gate, she held Malin’s hand. He’d washed his face and hands, and the doctor had bandaged his wounds. A rather nasty bruise was developing above his eye, and he had a fat lower lip, but she thought his wounds made him look rather heroic.

      They followed the service road back down to Manchester and soon were on their way, weaving through the dead cars on Highway One as they headed north. Elna leaned against the glass, watching the passing scenery. She’d almost dozed off when the roar of large motorcycles roused her. Blinking rapidly, she saw six or seven Harleys headed south, their riders dressed in brown leather jackets. They had rifles slung over their shoulders.

      Another gang, she thought, as the bikes sped past. At least they’re not our problem. Not today.
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      Dr. Ruzka put Malin to shame when it came to sailing, but he didn’t mind. Standing on deck, feeling a cool wind sweep over the sloop, and knowing they were going home changed everything. He gazed off to the east, saw the shoreline there, and felt a profound sense of relief that they weren’t on the mainland. Even with rough seas, cold wind, and the constant swaying of the deck beneath him, being on the boat was so much safer than walking the highways.

      Currently, Elna was manning the tiller, Dr. Ruzka was letting out the mainsail, and Malin was standing near the jib sheet, waiting for further instruction. Even Raymond felt strong enough to leave the cabin, and he stood on deck. He still had his right arm in a sling, but it didn’t seem to bother him quite as much. He watched proudly as his crew guided the ship northward.

      They weren’t making much better time heading north than they did heading south, but somehow it seemed different.

      It feels a lot worse when you’re abandoning a bunch of people who depend on you and heading off into the hostile unknown, he thought.

      Later, when trading places with Elna, he gave her a hug and said, “I like the triumphant return a lot better. We need more of these.”

      “Let’s never the leave island again,” Elna replied. “That way it’ll be like the triumphant return that never ends.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      They came in sight of the island on the evening of the second day. Malin was standing on the cockpit, using the binoculars, when he saw the familiar shape of the island’s central hill. It looked rather like a giant’s bent back. He felt an immediate warmth in his belly.

      Home, he thought.

      “Land ho,” he shouted.

      Raymond Cabello gave a creaky cry, raising a fist in the air. Elna wiped away a tear.

      They sailed in from the south, approaching the lighthouse rock. Dr. Ruzka took the tiller, as Malin and Elna worked the sails under the skipper’s directions. They’d gotten a lot better at this. Because the water was rocky on the north side of the big promontory, they came in from the other side, guiding the sloop just close enough that they could reach a low rocky shelf with Elna’s makeshift gangplank. Then Dr. Ruzka dropped anchor, and they lowered the sails.

      “That was quite fun,” Dr. Ruzka said. She looked like a natural in her rain gear and floppy-brimmed hat. “You folks are decent sailors.”

      “You can thank this guy,” Malin said, putting an arm around Raymond. “Skipper taught me everything I know.”

      To this, Raymond beamed.

      Crossing the gangplank on foot was easy. The hard part was getting all of their gear off the boat. It took many trips back and forth, as they slowly stacked it all up on the flatbed cart. When they had everything, Malin pushed the cart across the rocky shelf and up a steep path to the top of the promontory.

      “I never thought I’d be so happy to see this ugly, abandoned base,” he said, as they passed by the shells of Army buildings, heading for the fence and the hill beyond.

      “I think it all looks rather quaint,” Dr. Ruzka said.

      The long slog up the hill to the vineyard was rough, especially with boat fatigue ravaging his body, but Malin relished every step. He knew this place. There was a sense of safety on this island that existed nowhere else in the world.

      When they finally reached the vineyard, he heard familiar barking. Sniffy came tearing through the grass to reach them, barking and whimpering and sniffing their feet.

      “Well, at least he didn’t forget us,” Malin said.

      Selene was sitting on the back porch, and when she saw them, she rose, started to approach, then burst into tears. Elna rushed to her side.

      “I thought I’d never see you again,” Selene said.

      You almost didn’t see us again, Malin thought.

      “They’re so sick, Elna,” Selene said. “They’re both so sick. I can’t help them. I tried. I did everything I knew to do.”

      Dr. Ruzka approached, taking off the rainhat and tossing it onto the porch. “Take me to them.”
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        * * *

      

      In the end, Dr. Ruzka decided to start George on fludrocortisone. Then she started Daniel on his experimental treatment, which was comprised of both a pill and an injection. Malin stayed out of the way, sitting on a stool in the tasting room and enjoying a nice bowl of berry salad prepared by his favorite chefs in the world: Joe and Rita Dulles.

      He was sitting there, quietly enjoying every bite, when Elna walked into the room and sat down beside him.

      “Daniel is weak,” she said, “but the doctor thinks there’s a good chance for him. We cut it very close, Malin. Too close. The poor kid hasn’t been out of bed in days, and he’s been refusing food.”

      “And your dad?” he asked. “How’s he doing?”

      “Pop will be fine,” she said. “He’s already feeling better, but that might just be the result of hope.”

      “Hope,” he echoed.

      Elna leaned against his shoulder, then wrapped her arms around him. It felt great to hug her now that he was clean and in fresh clothes. He offered her a bite of salad, and she ate it.

      “What now?” he asked her.

      “Now?” She chewed thoughtfully for a moment. “Now we get back to our normal lives.”
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      Dr. Ruzka and Selene were deep in conversation as Selene canned the late-autumn vegetables in the kitchen. Elna listened to them from the hallway. They seemed to be talking shop, though they came from very different approaches to healthcare. Despite this, there seemed to be an immediate friendly connection between the two.

      Norman and Malin were out bow hunting, and Elna was hopeful that they would bring back some bigger game this time. There weren’t all that many species to choose from on the island. Elna had thought about joining them, but she decided it might be a good time for the two men to hang out.

      Finally, she went outside and found her father sitting on the veranda, his feet kicked up on a table as he leaned back and gazed out across the parking lot toward the sea.

      “It’ll be time to start making wine again soon,” he noted, as she stepped through the door. “Grapes are almost ripe.”

      “We have a lot of prep work to do in the winery,” Elna said. “We haven’t done any work in there since the EMP.”

      “I’m looking forward to it,” he said.

      “Just don’t overdo it,” she said. “You still have to take it easy. And don’t sample too much of the wine. It’s not good for you.”

      “I can have a little now and again,” he said, giving her a look of mock offense. “Selene said so. By the way, Raymond and the kid are down by the fishing dock. That kid has responded well to the treatment. He’s a little bundle of energy this morning.”

      “That’s good,” Elna said.

      Elna crossed the veranda and headed east, walking through the parking lot and down the eastern road. She found Raymond and Daniel sitting together at the end of the fishing dock.

      “Is the land really over there?” Daniel was asking his father, pointing into the misty waters of the bay east of the island.

      “I think so,” Raymond replied.

      “Ten miles to shore,” Elna said, as she approached.

      She walked to the end of the fishing dock and peered at the causeway. She could see the first and second drawbridges. After that, it faded out of sight. As she stood there, the cool wind whipping her hair, she thought she heard something. It came to her faintly, just below hearing, almost more of a trembling in the air than a sound.

      “Do you guys hear anything?”

      “Yes, señora,” Raymond replied. “We keep hearing it. I thought maybe it was the mainland. We keep trying to see it, but we can’t. It’s too far.”

      Someday, I’m going to clarify that I’m not a señora but a señorita, she thought. Not today. It has become almost endearing.

      She caught the hint of sound again. Voices? Shouting? Chaos? What the hell was it? Maybe Rod’s militia was at war on the mainland. But that was ten miles away. Surely, she wouldn’t be able to hear that.

      “How odd,” she said.

      She heard footsteps behind her. She turned to see Malin and Norman running down the slope toward her. They seemed panicked.

      “Elna! There you are!” Malin had the bow in one hand, a pair of binoculars in the other. “Have you looked yet? Have you seen it?”

      “Seen what?” she asked.

      He thrust the binoculars at her and pointed to the causeway. “We were south of the causeway, tracking a fox, when I heard it.”

      She put the binocular to her eyes, adjusted the focus, then pointed them in the direction of the second drawbridge. She saw movement. At first, it was vague, mere shapes, then it came sharply into focus. Dozens of people brawling, bashing each other with fists, tools, rocks, anything they could get their hands on. Some of them wore the camouflage uniforms of Rod Smith’s militia. Others, a group of eight men along with a few women and children, were dressed in Army jackets. A second militia, perhaps?

      They’d reached the second drawbridge. Were they both trying to cross somehow? Was one group trying to flee from the other? She couldn’t tell.

      As she watched, one man in an Army jacket was flung over the edge of the open drawbridge, screaming as he fell to the water below. Another man took a hammer to the forehead and dropped in a heap. Rod’s men seemed to be getting the upper hand. More than that, they seemed ruthless, striking down the other group with no remorse. She saw one of the women go down. Then a child.

      With numb hands, Elna slowly lowered the binoculars.

      “Oh no,” she said.
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      Expect edge-of-your-seat dystopian drama in book 3 of Grace Hamilton’s post-apocalyptic series.

      The time has come to pick a side and choose between bad or worse.

      Gathered on the shores of the Pasqualee vineyard island, Elna and a small group of EMP-attack survivors are anticipating a military ambush. From a distance, armed soldiers are attempting to cross the drawbridges that connect their safe retreat to the grim horrors of the new world on the mainland.

      What they don’t yet realize is that this uninvited group of fighters is under attack themselves – from the dangerous paramilitary unit led by Elna’s rogue ex-boyfriend. When the battle-worn Marines finally make the crossing, they ask more questions than they’re willing to answer, leaving the island inhabitants questioning whether they can trust the unwelcome visitors.

      Until their true purpose is uncovered… and Elna and her father discover that their island is hiding more secrets than they could ever have imagined.

      As they come to terms with the revelations about their home, a new band of mercenaries descends upon them with the sole purpose of destroying their vineyard’s secret, so that chaos can rein free.

      Now the fight is no longer about the endurance of just the Pasqualee group. Elna, along with faithful Malin and the original survivors, must protect the island. The future of America depends on it.
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      A strong wind was blowing in from the west, sweeping over the island, across the fishing dock, and out into the bay. It pushed Elna’s shoulder-length black hair into her eyes, and she tucked it behind her ears. Then she opened the legs of the telescope, set it on the dock, and pointed it in the direction of the drawbridge.

      “Can you see it now?” Malin asked.

      Something was happening out around the second drawbridge. She’d first seen it through the binoculars—people brawling with fists and tools—but Malin had gone to the storage shed halfway up the hill and brought back the telescope. Now, she could see it clearly.

      The second drawbridge was four miles out into the bay, and there was frantic movement happening around it. Two groups of people had squared off against each other on the causeway. The brawling seemed to have ceased, and they were drawn up in in what appeared to be battle lines. The more distant group wore the camouflage uniforms of Rod Smith’s militia. The group closer to the drop-off appeared to be wearing US military uniforms of some kind, though Elna couldn’t tell which branch from this distance.

      Rod’s men were shouting and pointing. The other group was spread across all four lanes, their backs to the drawbridge. Among them, she saw at least one small child wailing in terror and clutching her forehead. Some of them seemed to be injured.

      “Rod Smith’s boys are facing off against another group,” Elna said, stepping to one side and gesturing at the telescope. “There’s a kid over there.”

      Raymond Cabello and his son, Daniel, were standing at the end of the fishing dock, gazing off into the distance, though the second drawbridge was little more than a vague blue-gray shape with the naked eye. Suddenly, Daniel’s knees wobbled, and he caught himself against the handrail. His father reached over and put an arm around his shoulders. The boy was doing better these days, thanks to the experimental medication they’d brought back from Manchester, but he was still very sick.

      “Could it be a mutiny?” Malin said, peering through the telescope. “A few families from the militia camp trying to break free and escape?”

      Norman took a look next, scanning back and forth with the telescope.

      “No, I don’t think they’re from Rod’s camp,” Elna said. “They seem to be dressed in actual military uniforms. These people came from somewhere else.”

      Norman gasped. “My God, there’s someone in the water.”

      “He must have been pushed in,” Elna said. “They’re standing awfully close to the edge.”

      “This guy’s swimming around,” Norman said. “It looks like he’s headed for the other side of the drawbridge. Can he climb up there?”

      Elna looked through the telescope again. It didn’t take long to spot the swimmer. This was no desperate man trying not to drown. He was speeding with purpose across the gap toward the far side of the drawbridge. As she watched, she realized he was cutting across to the northeast corner, where the mechanism for the drawbridge hung out of the bottom of the service building like the guts of an eviscerated carcass.

      “The bay is crawling with sharks,” she said. “He’s lucky they’re not swarming.”

      As she looked carefully, the swimmer’s clothing seemed to shift and change. She couldn’t make sense of it. It almost appeared as if the striped pattern was animated.

      “What in the heck is going on?” she muttered. She picked up the telescope by its three-legged stand and moved closer to the end of the fishing dock, as if that might give her a clearer view. “What is he wearing? Some kind of weird pattern.”

      It’s a wetsuit, she decided. The chaotic pattern seemed deliberate. Was it just a design? It seemed too eye-straining to be a simple decoration.

      “Malin, you were a surfer in your former life, right?” she said. “Take a look at the guy in the water and tell me what the weird wetsuit is all about? Something strange is going on here. I don’t think this is just some random encounter on the road.”

      Malin looked through the telescope again. “You’re talking about the stripes? Yeah, I’ve seen them before. As I recall, the pattern is supposed to ward off shark attacks. I met a guy with a similar wetsuit design on the Gold Coast of Australia once. I don’t know if the pattern works or not.”

      “So clearly this guy came here intending to swim the bay,” Elna said, worried now. “He knows the area. He knows the water is shark infested, and he planned accordingly. Malin, who are these people?”

      “Former guests of Pasqualee Vineyard,” Malin suggested, “looking to take a break and get away from all the roaming gangs and horror?”

      “I’m being serious,” Elna said.

      “If they’re in uniforms,” Norman said, “these are military people. Probably on a mission.”

      “Not just any military people,” Malin said. “They’re also pretty skilled. The swimmer made it. He’s reached the other side, and he’s climbing up into the drawbridge mechanism.”

      Elna grabbed the telescope again and took a look, but the swimmer was already gone. Apparently, he’d crawled up into the underbelly of the service building, where the drawbridge motor was mounted. Meanwhile, across the gap, the two groups were still squaring off against each other, as if waiting for someone to make a move.

      “Is there any chance they can actually get the drawbridge down?” Norman asked.

      “I highly doubt it,” Elna said. “Malin and I jammed the motor during our escape from Rod’s camp.”

      But then, as if to defy her words, she saw the drawbridge shudder and begin to drop.

      This whole thing seems coordinated, she thought. This group came here intending to reach the island, and Rod’s men tried to stop them. But what could they possibly want that would be worth the risk to their lives?

      The only thing she could think of that might be of military interest was the old abandoned base on the southwest corner of the island, but that place was little more than a dusty lighthouse and a bunch of crumbling, empty buildings. Surely there was nothing of interest there.

      Elna felt a crawling unease as the bridge descended, as if she were being slowly, unavoidably exposed. There was still another drawbridge, but what would stop them from lowering that one as well?

      “We can’t handle all of these people coming onto the island,” she said.

      “I’m not sure we can stop them,” Malin replied. “A coordinated military operation? What are we going to do about it?”

      “We’d better figure it out. They’re on their way,” she said, still peering through the telescope.

      The drawbridge settled into place, and the Army group turned suddenly and fled west. One of the women scooped up the small child in passing. Others aimed handguns back in the direction of Rod’s men and fired off a few shots. The man in the striped wetsuit emerged from the belly of the drawbridge like an ejected parasite and dropped into the water. As soon as he surfaced, he began swimming fast along the base of the causeway in the direction of the next drawbridge.

      “This swimmer is like an Olympian,” she said. “He’s incredibly fast in the water.”

      “What do we do?” Norman said. “Should we help them? They’re being attacked. You know those folks from the militia camp are bad news.”

      Elna didn’t have an answer, so she said nothing. Movement farther to the east caught her eye, and she tracked in that direction with the telescope. Just beyond the range of seeing, where the causeway disappeared into the mist, she spotted bodies moving through the haze. Soon, they emerged, and she realized it was a much bigger group of men from Rod’s camp. Many of them had rifles slung over their shoulders.

      I’m not going to let Rod bring his fight to my island, Elna thought.

      One of the militiamen from the new group raised a gun and pointed it at the fleeing military group. Elna saw a brief flash as he fired a shot. The sound came a split-second later, echoing out over the water.

      “Are they going to come over here shooting?” Raymond Cabello said, approaching them from the end of the fishing dock. He had been quiet thus far, but when he finally spoke, Elna heard the tremor in his voice. She understood his concern. His son, Daniel, had a rare genetic disorder. The last thing the poor kid needed was a bunch of gun-wielding lunatics flooding the island.

      Elna finally rose from the telescope and turned to Malin and Norman. They were staring at her fixedly, eyebrows raised.

      Waiting for me to tell them what to do, she thought. Like usual. Guys, this is a little out of my depth here. I don’t have an easy answer.

      Both of the men were rough and rugged these days, fully bearded. Elna thought they both looked nice with facial hair, and Malin was looking particularly handsome. He’d trimmed his beard enough to avoid the mountain man look, but the sandy-colored beard complemented his blue eyes well.

      “They’re coming this way,” Malin said. “Rod’s weirdos might shoot them in the back before they reach the next drawbridge, but they’re giving it their all. It’s hard not to root for them.”

      “They’re going to kill those people,” Norman said. “Even that little kid. Can’t we help them somehow?”

      They’re not waiting for me to tell them what to do, Elna realized. They’ve already made up their minds. They’re waiting for my approval.

      She felt a sudden surge of anxiety. It went through her whole body like a trembling heat, and she pressed a hand to her belly.

      “Okay, Norman, would you go back to the guesthouse and get Dr. Ruzka?” she said, finally. “I think one of the Army guys got shot. If he reaches the island, he’ll need treatment.”

      Norman tipped her a salute and turned, headed across the road and up the hill as fast as his long legs would take him. Raymond and Daniel had come up behind her.

      “What are we doing?” Raymond said. She heard the fear in his voice. “Are we just going to let this happen?”

      “I don’t know what we’re doing,” Elna replied. “Raymond, I think you should take your son back to the guesthouse. It’s not safe out here.”

      Raymond stepped around in front of her, drawing his son along with him. Daniel’s color still wasn’t quite right. He almost seemed jaundiced, and he had dark circles around his eyes.

      “Can you stop them from raising that other bridge?” Raymond asked, leaning to one side to force eye contact with her. “There has to be something we can do, señora. They’re shooting at each other. If they get onto the island, we’re all in big trouble.”

      “It doesn’t seem like a battle to me,” Malin said. “It’s seems like a one-sided attempted slaughter. At the moment, we’re just watching it happen.”

      “I get it. I get it.” Elna waved off both of them. “Raymond, take your son back up the hill, please, where it’s safe.”

      Raymond hung his head, as if he assumed he’d lost the debate. Then he started after Norman, heading up the hill with Daniel shuffling along behind him. Elna turned back to the telescope, looking for the striped wetsuit.

      The swimmer was amazing. The dude was like a dolphin cutting through the rough water. Above him, on the causeway, the Army group continued to race west. Rod’s group, now grown to well over three dozen men, followed at a distance, but they were moving slowly, deliberately, as if they knew they had the upper hand.

      “I hate this,” Elna said. “There’s no good outcome here, Malin. Either they get the other drawbridge down and come onto the island and bring their mess and problems with them, or they get caught on the causeway and lose to Rod’s men…and maybe all get killed right before our eyes.”

      Elna picked up the telescope by its stand and stepped off the fishing dock, heading down the road toward the causeway. The road followed a gradual curve above the rocks along the eastern shore, passing the large sign that welcomed guests to Pasqualee Vineyard, before joining up with the causeway. There was a slight arch to the causeway between the shore and the first drawbridge, but she could see the top half of the bridge thrust up into the misty sky. Elna climbed up onto a rocky ledge just beyond the north parapet and set the telescope down to look through it again.

      She spotted the swimmer almost immediately. In the few minutes it had taken Elna and Malin to walk from the fishing dock to the causeway, he had covered an impressive distance. As she watched the swimmer close in on the first drawbridge, she heard the echo of another gunshot.

      “You’re worried about all of those people coming onto the island,” Malin said, “because you’re afraid they might decide to stick around?”

      “Of course,” she said. “We don’t have the resources to provide for them, even if they pitch in. Malin, I’m not without compassion. I’m not okay with Rod’s men gunning them down, but…”

      “Well, maybe there’s a way to help them without letting them onto the island,” Malin said.

      “What did you have in mind?” Elna asked.

      “I could climb to the top of the raised bridge and take a few shots at Rod’s men,” he said. “Maybe it would scare them off.”

      “That won’t necessarily stop the Army group from coming onto the island. We should have demolished the bridges somehow so it’s not even an option.”

      As she watched, the swimmer finally arrived at the first drawbridge. He pulled himself up onto some rocks at the base of the bridge and began climbing, spider-like, up into the guts beneath the service building. Watching him ascend, her anxiety turned into a profound, stomach-churching sense of helplessness.

      We’re debating what to do, as if we had a choice, she thought. As if these people aren’t going to decide things for us.

      She watched and waited. As she did, she dared to entertain Malin’s idea. She imagined him perched on top of the raised drawbridge, pointing the gun across the gap at Rod’s men. Even in her imagination, it seemed absurd. The militiamen had long rifles with scopes. Malin would just get himself picked off.

      “I see Doc Ruzka,” Malin said, glancing over his shoulder. “She’s rushing down the hill from the guesthouse.”

      “Good, we’ll need her if these people get across,” Elna said.

      She heard, faintly, the low grinding of the drawbridge gears. At first, she thought the swimmer had somehow powered the thing, but then the bridge started to creep lower and she realized he was working the manual levers.

      “Here they come,” she said.

      “Shouldn’t we head out there and meet them?” Malin asked.

      “Maybe. Hang on.”

      Inch by inch, the drawbridge moved in an agonizingly slow descent.

      “I know they’re human beings,” Elna said. “I know they’ve got a kid with them. Maybe they’re just trying to escape. But I can’t shake the feeling that we’re being invaded. I’ve worked so hard to take care of the people on this island. We’ve all worked together to build the aqueduct and plant more food, to hunt, and reinforce our buildings, and now this…”

      She felt Malin’s hand on her shoulder. He’d climbed up onto the rock beside her.

      “I want to do the right thing,” she said softly. “I really do.”

      “I know,” he replied.

      She heard footsteps behind her and turned to see Dr. Ruzka racing down the road toward them. She was a small, blonde woman, her hair pulled back in a long, tight ponytail. She was still wearing the long t-shirt and sweatpants she’d slept in the night before. For someone who had already proven to be tough and resourceful, she had a soft face, almost childlike, that made her appear far younger than her age. She clutched the strap of a backpack that was slung over her left shoulder—medical supplies she’d brought with her from the clinic in Manchester.

      “Is Norman with you?” Elna asked.

      “He’s coming,” Dr. Ruzka replied, stumbling to a stop as she struggled to catch her breath. “I got here as fast as I could. Someone got shot? That’s what I was told.”

      “Yes, but I’m not sure…”

      Elna trailed off as the grinding of the drawbridge motor gave way to a faint high-pitched squeal. She turned back around and looked through the telescope. The drawbridge was no longer moving. It had lowered to perhaps a thirty-degree angle and stopped—not low enough for the people on the other side to get across.

      “Something must have broken or gotten stuck in the manual controls,” Elna said. “The bridge stopped moving.”

      “Maybe the screwdriver you jammed into the winch?” Malin said.

      “Did I jam a screwdriver into the second drawbridge or the first?” Elna replied. “That was too many horrible weeks ago.”

      She heard a series of gunshots then, followed by a jumble of shouting and screaming, possibly a child wailing in pain or terror. Dr. Ruzka gasped loudly and rushed onto the causeway, as if she intended to run straight to the drawbridge and leap into the middle of the fight. Malin held up a hand, as if to restrain her, but she had already moved around it.

      “He said there were families,” the doctor said. “I thought they’d already crossed the bridge. Why did you tell me to come down here if we can’t get to them?”

      Why did I summon her? Elna wondered. And she knew the answer, of course.

      “Because we can’t let Rod Smith and his freaks shoot families,” Elna said. “As much of a big, stupid mess as this is going to be, we have to help these people. Come on.”

      She returned her gaze to the distant drawbridge and was shocked to see that one of the soldiers had begun to climb the partially raised bridge. As she watched, he scrambled desperately with his hands against the concrete edge, finally found purchase, then pulled himself over the top. Immediately, he began sliding down, headed toward a gap between the edge of the bridge and the causeway road. Elna fully expected him to slip through and tumble out of sight, but he twisted his body around and grabbed the edge of the causeway.

      “Well, one of them made it over,” she said. “He seems really athletic. I’d be impressed if I wasn’t so worried.”

      A second soldier followed him. Then two more. Now there were two men and one woman sliding down the slope toward the gap. The man who’d already made it onto the causeway reached for them. He managed to grab the woman’s hand, arresting her fall, but the other two slid through the gap. Elna thought she heard them cry out as they fell out of sight.

      Right into the water, she thought.

      “It’s not smart to dive and splash around in the Red Triangle,” she said aloud. Then, to Malin, she said, “We’d better go see what we can do for the others. This is already turning into a big mess. Remember that old TV show Lost? I wished we lived on an island that moved around like that.”

      “I’m sure if you put your mind to it, you could come up with a way to make the island move around,” Malin said.

      Elna closed the telescope and stuck it under a loop of her belt as she climbed down off the rock onto the shoulder of the causeway.

      “You think just a little too highly of me, Malin,” she said. “My batting average is not nearly as high as it should be.”
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      Elna had lost sight of the Army men, thanks to the slight arch of the causeway, but she thought she heard another gunshot. Approaching the drawbridge was not safe, that was clear.

      “Looks like everyone wanted in on the fun,” Malin said, gesturing at something over Elna’s shoulder.

      She glanced back in the direction of the Pasqualee Vineyard sign and saw four figures approaching from the guesthouse road. Norman, Raymond, George, and Selene had all come down together, leaving only Daniel and the Dulleses at the guesthouse. Elna groaned. This wasn’t going to make the situation any safer, especially with bullets flying around. Selene had brought her satchel of herbal remedies, and she patted it gently, almost affectionately, as she approached. Her little white dog, Sniffy, padded along at her side.

      “Pop, you didn’t have to come all the way down here,” Elna called to her father.

      George Pasqualee had grown a wild white beard that made him look like an emaciated Santa Claus. As he shuffled along, he seemed to be grimacing slightly, which worried Elna. He depended on his store of midodrine to fend off the effects of hypotension. A long walk was not good for him.

      “Now, hey, this is my island, as I recall,” he said, wagging a finger at his daughter. “If it’s being invaded by mainlanders, I want to see it with my own eyes.”

      “We’re going out there to meet them,” Elna said. “People have been hurt.”

      Her father spread his hands out. “Fine. Let’s go. I want on the welcome wagon.”

      “No, you’re staying behind,” she said, stepping in front of him as he tried to walk onto the causeway. “We might have to flee suddenly if things go badly, and you’re not able to run in your condition. Raymond, you should be with your son. The rest of you, if you’re willing, come on.”

      Before her father could argue with her, she turned and started walking down at a brisk pace, wishing she had some kind of weapon with her other than a folding pocketknife. Malin and Dr. Ruzka caught up to her first, Selene and Norman bringing up the rear.

      “Malin, keep that gun ready,” Elna said, “but don’t draw unless you have to.”

      He patted his hip, where the handgun hung from his belt, glinting in the bright, late-morning sun. “I’m fast on the draw. Don’t worry.”

      “Sorry, but I’m just going to have to worry,” Elna muttered.

      Sniffy seemed excited, running from lane to lane, sniffing the air, and barking. Elna considered asking Selene to carry the dog, but she decided to let it go. Maybe a small barking dog would somehow help the situation. At the very least, a noisy dog could put ill-intentioned people off-balance a little bit.

      The long walk to the first drawbridge seemed interminable under normal conditions, but knowing what was ahead of her, it became unbearable. Minutes felt like hours. Elna was tempted to start running, but she settled for a fast walk instead. The water in the bay had been relatively calm, but it seemed to pick up now, roaring on either side as it crashed against the pylons.

      No one spoke during the long walk, and Elna knew why. An impending dread was growing in and around them. Only Sniffy dared an occasional bark, but he, too, had quieted and almost seemed to be questioning Selene, confused by the circumstances.

      The world has finally come to us, Elna thought. A thing she had dreaded.

      The soldiers who had made it over the raised drawbridge slowly appeared out of the haze. Two men and a woman were huddled now beside the gap in the middle of the westbound lane. As Elna gradually drew closer, she realized one of the men was hunched over, clutching his shoulder as the others tended to him. A rather large puddle of blood glinted darkly on the asphalt at his feet.

      “He’s hurt,” Dr. Ruzka said. “That man there is bleeding very badly.”

      “What happened to him?” Selene asked, moving up beside the doctor. She wore a long, loose floral-print dress, and the rising wind caused it to ripple like a sail in a storm.

      Both women held the straps of their respective medical kits, like warriors in arms. Another gunshot rang out over the roaring waters of the bay. Elna and most of the others flinched, but Dr. Ruzka, for some reason, perked up and rushed forward even faster.

      “Wait, Doctor, wait,” Elna said.

      Dr. Ruzka glanced back at her with a puzzled frown, as if Elna’s response made no sense to her.

      “People are injured,” the doctor said. “Can’t you see the blood?”

      “I can see it,” Elna replied. “You heard the gun, right? They are shooting on the other side of the bridge.”

      “Exactly!”

      A fourth person appeared over the edge of the drawbridge, a woman with a child clinging to her back. Elna wasn’t sure how they’d made it over the edge—perhaps they’d had help—but as they scrambled over, the child let out a terrified yelp. One of the soldiers waiting below moved to catch them as they slid down the slope.

      “Oh, this is terrible,” Dr. Ruzka said. “We have to do something right away!”

      Elna ran to catch up to her and grabbed her by the shoulder. “Wait, Doctor, please. We can’t afford to let you get hurt. Keep back a little bit. Let me check things out and make sure it’s safe to approach them.”

      As the woman and child were pulled across the gap, the child started pointed wildly and saying something in a warbling voice. Elna realized the kid was pointing at the group of approaching islanders. Suddenly, all of the adults except the injured man whipped around, moving practically in unison. Only in that moment did Elna realize they weren’t Army soldiers. These men and women were wearing Marine combat uniforms, and she noted now that they had sidearms in holsters.

      “These are United States Marines,” she whispered, as Malin stepped up beside her.

      “Does that make it better or worse?” Malin asked.

      “Not sure.”

      The adults formed a line, one of the women nudging the child behind her. There were six of them: two women and four men. It was instantly clear that they were real military, drilled and trained, not some ragtag group that had stolen uniforms somewhere along the way. Elna could see that two of them were injured. One of the men had been shot either in the shoulder or the chest. He had fallen to his knees behind the line. One of the women in the line also had blood seeping out of a ragged hole at her hip. Others had visible bruises or scratches on their faces.

      Norman walked up on Elna’s right side and stood beside her, arms crossed. Only Selene hung back—the smart one, clearly—and she’d knelt down and grabbed Sniffy by the collar to keep the dog from lunging forward. For a few tense seconds, the two groups stared at each other. Elna was hoping they would speak first so she could gauge them by the way they introduced themselves. But they seemed fully willing to wait it out. From somewhere, possibly in the water down below, she heard faint shouting, cries for help.

      “Well, what do you say, boss?” Malin asked, his hand sliding toward his holster.

      No more than thirty yards separated them—well within handgun range, and Malin wasn’t a bad shot. However, she could see that at least two of the Marines also had sidearms.

      “Don’t draw first,” Elna said softly. “See what they do.”

      “By the time they draw, it may be too late,” he replied under his breath.

      “We’re not winning a gun battle with a bunch of Marines,” Elna said.

      “Well, let’s at least let them know we’re armed.” He stepped forward, as if to present himself, but Elna grabbed his arm and pulled him back.

      Do something, she thought in the direction of the Marines. Show me who you really are.

      But they just stood there, still as statues. Only the injured man and the child were moving at all.

      I’m more patient than you guys realize, Elna thought. Come on.

      Dr. Ruzka had been standing there quietly, but she looked back at Elna now and shook her head. Then, turning back around, the doctor started marching toward the soldiers. As soon as she did, one of them drew his firearm, though he didn’t point it at her. Then Malin drew his.

      “Oh, stop this,” the doctor said, putting a hand in the air. “I’m Dr. Samantha Ruzka,” she called out. “I’m here to treat your wounded. The people on this island are peaceful. There’s no need for a silly standoff.” She looked at Elna again over her shoulder, eyes wide, lips pressed tightly together. “Right?”

      Instead of waiting for an answer, the doctor kept walked toward the Marines. Finally, the man who had drawn his sidearm holstered it and waved her over. As Elna hurried to catch up to them, she heard their conversation.

      “Thank you, ma’am,” he said. “We never know who to trust. What about those other people behind you?”

      “They’re here to help, too,” she said. “We’re not a militia, gang, or criminal enterprise. This island is little more than a bed-and-breakfast, a resort. It’s, honestly, not a big deal. You’re safe on this side of the bridge.”

      Would you please shut up about the island? Elna thought, but she bit her tongue. Better to put on a united front. The doctor had taken the initiative, and that was that. No sense trying to rewind the tape.

      “Malin, put the gun away,” Elna said, as she started after the doctor. “What’s done is done.”

      She heard him slide the gun into the holster, but she was walking fast trying to catch up to the doctor. Selene rushed up beside her, Sniffy tucked under her arm. The dog was sniffing frantically at the air and whimpering softly.

      “He seems nervous,” Selene said, nodding at her dog, “but not aggressive. That’s a good sign.”

      “I suppose,” Elna replied. “Is he a good judge of character?”

      “Well, he always hated Dominic,” she noted.

      The Marine who had spoken stepped forward, moving toward Dr. Ruzka. His “high and tight” hair was so blond it was almost white, and his neck was almost wider than his head. When he spoke, Elna noted that he had a rather thick Southern accent—as well as a dramatic gap between his incisors.

      “Doctor Ruzka, we would appreciate your help,” he said. His voice was rough, scratchy, as if he’d done quite a bit of shouting at the top of his lungs in the last few hours or days. “We’ve got a couple of injured people over here. One of them is hurt real bad.”

      Elna disliked the precedent being established here. The doctor’s boldness had made her appear to be the leader of the islanders. While she wasn’t power hungry by any means, Elna knew it might cause problems going forward, so she cleared her throat loudly and stepped up beside Dr. Ruzka.

      “Folks, my name is Elna Pasqualee,” she said, extending her hand to the young soldier with the white hair. “My father and I own this island.”

      “Staff Sergeant Damien Pridgen,” the man said, accepting her handshake. He had big hands, his palm so sweaty it felt like it was melting in her grip. “But you can call me Prig.”

      Dr. Ruzka rushed to the side of the wounded man, kneeling down beside him. Selene set Sniffy down, then shuffled toward the doctor, reaching into her herb bag as she went.

      “Uh…Prig.” Elna had to force herself to say the nickname. Is that really what the man wanted to be called? “What about your other people?”

      “A few went in the water,” he said, moving toward the north shoulder of the road.

      Elna followed him and leaned over the concrete parapet, gazing down into the rough waters of the bay. It didn’t take long to spot the others. Three people who’d gone in the water had managed to pull themselves onto the rocks at the base of the drawbridge support.

      “They can climb up the same way Fish did,” Prig said, waving his hands over his head to draw their attention. “Speaking of which…” He shaded his eyes and gazed out across the water.

      Elna followed his gaze and spotted the strange stripes of the wetsuit far out in the bay, but the swimmer was headed east, back toward the mainland.

      “I take it that’s Fish,” Elna said. “Where the heck is he going?”

      Despite everything, Prig laughed at this and clapped. “He’s swimming back to the other drawbridge, ma’am. The militia retreated when we crossed over. We’re going to raise the bridges again to keep them off the island.”

      “You know the bay is infested with sharks, right?” Elna asked. “We’re on the northern end of the Red Triangle. It’s not safe, even with that weird design on his suit.”

      “He’s a wild one, that Fish. Oh man. He’s not afraid of anything.” He turned to Elna and gave her a big gap-toothed grin.

      “But, seriously, there are a lot of sharks in the bay,” she said again. “I don’t recommend what he’s doing.”

      “Sharks should be afraid of Fish,” the Marine said. “Not the other way around. Don’t you worry. He’ll meet us on land later. Don’t worry about him. Come on. We’d better go.”

      And with that, he turned and walked back toward the others who had gathered around the injured man.

      What have we gotten ourselves into here? Elna wondered, and felt a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach.
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      The injured man’s name, Elna learned, was Specialist Antonio Flores, though Prig insisted on calling him Ant. He’d been shot low in his shoulder, and Dr. Ruzka seemed to think it was serious. She cleaned and dressed the wound as best she could, while Selene gave the Marine an herbal pill that was supposed to help with healing. Ant looked very young to Elna: thin and wiry, with a long face and big ears.

      The injured woman was Specialist Katrina Meadows, but she apparently went by the nickname Cat. In fact, they all seemed to have little nicknames. A beast of a woman, she was all grit and muscle, even with a bullet wound in her hip. The doctor cleaned and bandaged her wound as well.

      Prig and another Marine went into the service building, looking for a way to help the ones who had fallen into the water. The injured and others, including the child, started back down the causeway. Norman helped to support Ant, who seemed only half-conscious, unable to bear his own weight. Cat insisted on walking on her own, though she had a pronounced limp. Dr. Ruzka and Selene followed, letting Sniffy pad along beside them, which left Elna and Malin standing awkwardly outside the service building. Elna didn’t like the way the two groups were already breaking apart.

      The raised drawbridge blocked their view of the eastern causeway, so Elna couldn’t tell what Rod’s men were doing. What if they decided to swim across the gap? Surely, they’d seen the Marine in the wetsuit do it. They knew it was possible.

      “I was afraid this was going to happen sooner or later,” she said, thinking out loud.

      “What’s that?” Malin replied.

      “Some kind of invasion of the island by mainlanders. Can’t undo it, but somehow, I just have to keep things from spiraling out of control.”

      She would have said more, but Prig stepped out of the service building then, leading three soaking-wet Marines. They’d all made it up from the water.

      “That’s everyone accounted for,” Prig said, flashing his toothy grin at Elna. “They came at us with guns, hammers, fists, everything they had, and no one died. I call that success. Lead the way, please, ma’am.”

      Elna had rarely felt so intimidated by a group of people, but she was determined to figure out what was going on. She had to get a handle on the situation, no matter how she felt. Steeling herself, she moved closer to Prig as they walked and finally cleared her throat.

      “Sergeant, if you don’t mind my asking,” she said, “how did you wind up on the causeway in a fight with that militia?”

      Prig made a little shake of his head, as if she’d opened a can of worms, then he gestured at the woman walking on his left side. She had black hair shaved close to her head, dark eyes, and a tense, unfriendly face.

      “Specialist Alice Bowman, ma’am,” she said, as if making a formal introduction. “We’re United States Marines.”

      “We gathered as much,” Malin said. “Mostly from the, uh, tags on your uniforms that say U.S. Marines. That was one clue.”

      He started to chuckle, so Elna elbowed him in the ribs. Specialist Alice Bowman didn’t seem to take offense.

      “What brought you to this island?” Elna asked. “This isn’t exactly the best place for a bunch of Marines to hunker down. We’re not rich in resources here.”

      “We won’t be a problem,” Staff Sergeant Prig said. “Let’s get back to the island so we can strategize a bit. Don’t worry, ma’am. You won’t regret helping us.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it,” Elna said.

      During the long walk back, she tried to probe them for a little more information, but they only gave her terse answers. Prig kept saying they would sit down and talk about it when they got to the island. If they were trying to put her at ease, it wasn’t working.

      They finally caught up with the others just before reaching the end of the causeway. The Marines seemed to have inexhaustible energy. Even after fighting and fleeing from Rod’s men, falling in the water, climbing the drawbridge, and whatever else they’d gone through, not a single one of them seemed tired or worn out.

      They all gathered in the street beside the Pasqualee Vineyard sign. The injured man, Antonio “Ant” Flores, hung limply now in the grip of Norman and a couple of Marines. Dr. Ruzka took the opportunity to adjust his bandages and tape them a little better. The other injured Marine, Katrina “Cat” Meadows, despite her massive muscularity, had her arm around the shoulder of another Marine now. Her hobbling had gotten considerably worse.

      Let’s get these folks healed up, maybe give them the few supplies we can spare, and send them on their way, Elna thought.

      “We can wait for Fish right here,” Prig said. “He’ll be along soon enough, once he gets the bridge up.”

      “These injured people do not need to be standing around,” Dr. Ruzka said, turning to Prig with fire in her eyes. Of all the islanders, she seemed the least intimidated by them, though she was barely half the size of the largest Marine. “Selene and I should accompany them back to the guesthouse immediately, where we can treat their wounds properly.”

      A third woman in the group had accompanied the wounded, but she stood off to one side now, holding the hand of the little girl. Elna judged the child to be not much older than three or four, and she was wide-eyed and seemed horrified by everything. She was also wearing a filthy shirt and tattered pajama bottoms that looked like they’d been scavenged from a dumpster. As for the woman holding her hand, though she was dressed in a Marine uniform, Elna thought it looked at least two sizes too big for her—as if it wasn’t hers.

      “Ma’am, you ladies take the injured to your building,” Sergeant Prig said to Dr. Ruzka. “That’s a good idea. Archer and Mac here will go with you.”

      “Archer” turned out to be Alice Bowman, the woman with the unfriendly face and black hair. “Mac” was one of the Marines who had fallen in the water, a young African-American man with a football player’s build. They stepped forward at Prig’s command.

      “There’s a storage room we can use as a kind of field hospital, if need be,” Elna said, but her words scarcely mattered.

      Dr. Ruzka and Selene were already walking away, leading the group toward the winding path that went up the hill. Norman and two of the Marines helped the injured as they followed after. Elna felt her words just sort of hover in the air for a few seconds before fading away. No one responded.

      When the wounded were gone, that left the others standing together on the road. Prig strode past the sign toward the rocky shoreline. Another Marine moved up beside him, a muscly young man with a pockmarked face and greasy hair. As he stood there, he reached into a pocket and pulled out, of all things, a half-eaten pack of Mentos. He flipped one of the mints into his mouth with his thumb.

      “What do you think, Spence?” Prig asked him. “We had a few hiccups along the way, but we’re here.”

      “I think it could have gone a lot worse, sir,” Spence said, chewing loudly. “Those guys in the camp are clowns. Guns and camo shirts don’t make you a military. Still, we’re lucky they wanted us alive for questioning. There were a heck of a lot of AK-47s in the camp.”

      “Let’s just hope Fish gets back in one piece.” Prig glanced over his shoulder, made eye contact with Elna, then spoke a little softer. “I know he thinks he’s invincible, but he’s not. None of us are.”

      Elna found herself standing awkwardly beside the sign, wondering what to do next.

      I’m not going to be a pushover, she told herself, giving Malin a stern look. I don’t care who these people are.
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      With Marines standing on either side of him, Malin felt like he was in the center of a vise, just waiting for it to slam shut. They’d been nothing but friendly and grateful thus far, but the strangeness of their presence on the island was a lot more intense than he’d expected.

      But what else were we supposed to do? They’ve got that weirdo in the wetsuit climbing into the drawbridge motor like a spider. We couldn’t keep them out, and they were being shot at.

      He let his forearm brush the cold pistol at his hip. Not that it did him any good. He wasn’t going to draw a weapon on these guys. They’d all moved to a rocky shelf east of the road just above the shoreline. Looking through the telescope, Elna said she could no longer see Rod’s men.

      “Maybe they retreated back to their camp,” she suggested.

      Maybe we should take the sloop and sail off to another island, Malin thought. A passing thought, of course. No place that he knew of was safer than the island, even with this group of outsiders now milling about.

      “I see your swimmer,” Elna said, the telescope pressed to her eye. “He’s coming fast.”

      She handed the telescope to the staff sergeant, the slightly goofy, white-haired redneck who went by the name “Prig.” He took it, gazed off across the bay, and grunted.

      “Yep, that’s Fish, moving like a fish,” he said, the words chewed up by his Southern accent.

      A moment later, Malin spotted the little blotchy shape cutting through the water like a knife. Indeed, their comrade was like an Olympic swimmer. He was moving fast, a couple hundred yards out but closing in. Malin stepped up on a higher rock to get a more expansive view of the bay.

      “Hell, we wouldn’t have made it out of that militia camp if it hadn’t been for Fish,” one of the other Marines said. Malin thought his name was Spence. The man popped Mentos like an addict, which meant he was always talking and chewing at the same time.

      Prig made a subtle gesture at Spence that Malin read as “Stop talking. You’ll say too much.” Spence nodded.

      Too late. He’d said enough to pique Malin’s interest. So, they’d come from Rod’s camp. What was the story there? How had a bunch of Marines found themselves in a ragtag militia camp? Questions for another time, perhaps, but if Elna didn’t ask, he was going to. They deserved to know the reason for the invasion.

      Fish was close enough now that Malin could make out the strange pattern of stripes and swirls on his wetsuit. The guy had an impressive front crawl swimming style, though the big arm movements seemed like they must be exhausting. The dude had swum miles and miles back and forth from drawbridge to drawbridge and now all the way back to the island, and he hadn’t slowed down at all.

      Impressed by this display of raw endurance, Malin only gradually realized that his eye had been drawn northward. He spotted what appeared to be a patch of dark water, as if somehow the deep green-brown of the bay had been discolored. Then he realized it had a distinctive—and familiar—shape, and that the tip of a dorsal fin could be seen breaching the rough water.

      Malin immediately cupped a hand beside his mouth and shouted, “Shark!”

      His sudden shout startled the entire group standing on the rocks. Prig stumbled to one side, as if Malin had tried to punch him. The others lurched or shuddered or swung around. Elna raised a hand, as if to ward off a blow.

      Then she spotted the shark and her shout joined his. “Shark! Right there.”

      The man called Fish was a couple hundred feet out now, but the shark was coming from the northeast, trying to cut him off before he reached shore. Malin wasn’t much of a shark expert, though years of surfing had attuned his gaze to notice and track them. This one seemed to be about fifteen feet long, though he wasn’t sure of its species.

      “Fish, over your shoulder,” Prig yelled. “Look out!”

      The swimmer broke stride just for a second, lifting his head above the water and looking back behind him. After a moment, he spotted the shark and made a little motion with his right hand, as if to shoo it away. Then he resumed swimming as he had before.

      “Look at him, man,” Prig said, with a laugh. “He ain’t scared of that shark. He’s just coming straight on.”

      The shark got directly behind the swimmer and seemed to lunge forward, its tail thrashing in the water. Malin could see it in his mind’s eye. It would grab Fish by the foot, drag him down into the murky water, and that would be the end of it.

      This guy’s not brave. He’s an idiot.

      But the shark turned suddenly to its right, circled around, and swam away.

      “Too shallow,” Elna said. “The guy actually outswam the shark.”

      The Marines began to whoop and cheer. Fish finally reached shallow enough water that he stood up, grimacing, and stumbled toward the rocks. He definitely had a swimmer’s physique, long and lean, all muscle, with a long face to match and a prominent nose. Out of the water, the strange striped pattern on the wetsuit looked even more like an optical illusion.

      Didn’t do him much good, Malin thought. If he’d been swimming just a tiny bit slower, he would be a snack by now. Then again, who knew how many other sharks had stayed away.

      It was clear that the man didn’t have a limitless supply of energy. He trudged his way through the shallow water, clambered up the rocks, and collapsed on his face with a groan.

      “Get him, Spence,” Prig said, gesturing at the greasy-haired Mentos addict.

      Spence tucked the pack of mints in his shirt pocket and picked his way down the rocks to Fish’s side.

      “Sergeant Jim Grisham,” Prig said to Elna, gesturing at the swimmer. “We call him Fish because…well, you know why.” He then strode forward and clapped Fish on the back. “Kid, you just outswam a damned shark.”

      “Just did my best, sir,” Fish replied.

      “Belay that sir garbage, Marine. I work for a living.” Prig then turned to Elna and gestured with a little flip of his hand. “Mind leading us where the others went? This boy needs to rest.”

      Elna seemed on the verge of saying something. She had a scowl on her face, though Malin could tell she was trying to contain her real feelings. Finally, she nodded and turned, stepping down from the rocks and starting up the road toward the guesthouse. As the group followed, Fish leaning heavily on Spence, Malin fell in beside the one called Prig. As staff sergeant, he seemed to be the highest ranked Marine in the group, so he would know the most—even if he might not be entirely willing to open up. Still, it was worth a try.

      Elna’s either playing nice or trying to figure out how best to handle the situation, Malin thought. I’ll do some of the dirty work for her. I don’t need to be liked by these people.

      “So, hey there, Sarge,” Malin said, trying to sound as friendly, and casual, as possible.

      “No, no, call me Prig,” the man replied.

      “If you insist. So, how’d you guys wind up on the bridge like that? The militia had you cornered. There must be an interesting story behind it all.”

      Prig gave a weird little laugh, clearly forced, and hesitated a second before answering. “Yeah, you’re right about that. Things didn’t go exactly as planned, but Devil Dogs improvise. I’d like to say we didn’t lose a man, but we’ll have to see. They got Ant good.”

      “Fingers crossed for Ant,” Malin replied. “So, how’d you get the militia on your tail like that?”

      Prig gave that weird laugh again. “Let’s just maybe talk about that later. There’s some things I’m not at liberty to say.”

      “It was a military operation then?” Malin asked. “Classified? Top secret? Spec-ops, maybe?”

      To this, Prig said absolutely nothing. Instead, he glanced from Malin to Elna and back, then said, “How many people currently reside on this island?”

      Malin might have answered—the population wasn’t some big secret, after all—but Elna gave him a sudden stern look. Don’t say a word. That’s what the look meant, he assumed.

      “The population changes,” Elna said, after a moment. “It’s seasonal.” She left it at that.

      Prig grunted at this. The folksy charm evaporated, and he fixed his gaze on the road ahead. Even the slightly goofy smile went away, leaving only a blank, grim expression that seemed to transform the Southern boy into a true soldier before Malin’s eyes. He decided to drop the subject.

      When they reached the veranda at the front of the guesthouse, they found Raymond and Daniel seated quietly at a table. As they approached the front door, George Pasqualee stepped outside, looking shriveled as an unstuffed scarecrow in his vest and pants. Prig hurried forward to shake his hand, though it was a bit more vigorous than necessary. George winced.

      “You’re the man who owns this place,” Prig said. Not a question. “Where did you take Ant and Cat?”

      “Your injured friends are in a back room,” George said. “Come on. I’ll show you the way.”

      For some reason, instead of going through the front door, George led them around the building, through the gap between the guesthouse and winery, and to a back door. Malin had never been through this particular door.

      “So, this is a working vineyard then?” Prig asked. “You’re still growing grapes and producing wine?”

      “We’re getting to that point, slowly but surely,” George replied. He fished a key out of his pocket and unlocked the door. “Your people are right in here.”

      Prig, Spence, and Fish went first. Malin and Elna held back, trading another wary glance before passing through the door. As it turned out, the back door led to a dusty old storage room near the family hallway. A row of cots had been set up along one wall, and most of the boxes and crates had been pushed to the far side.

      Dr. Ruzka and Selene were currently seated on stools on either side of a cot, bent over the injured Marine named Ant. They’d removed his shirt and peeled back the bandages to tend to the gunshot wound. The other injured Marine was lying on a cot nearby, her hands tucked behind her head. They’d split the seam of her pants to reveal the wound, and it seemed to have been cleaned, slathered in some orange-red medication, and bandaged.

      The woman and the little girl had found a space in an unused corner and sat down. They looked traumatized to Malin, and neither of them had said a word, except for the child’s occasional crying. Sniffy approached the child at one point. The dog looked like he wanted to be petted, but the child grimaced and turned away.

      “So, what is this room?” Malin asked Elna, trying to speak quietly. “I’ve never been in here.”

      “Just storage space,” she said. “It was crammed with junk for years, mostly stacks of empty crates, but I cleared it out the other day while you were out hunting with Norman. I figured we could use the space for something. Looks like this might be it.”

      “I thank you for your help, Mr. Pasqualee,” Prig was saying. “You’ve got an impressive operation here. Is it just staff and guests on the island currently? No one else has come here?”

      “That’s right, pretty much,” George replied.

      Dr. Ruzka rose then, wiping her hands on a disinfectant cloth. “Fortunately, the bullet passed all the way through. Without access to the right equipment, however, I can’t confirm the severity of the damage. Doesn’t seem to have pierced a lung. He’s breathing normally. I’ve cleaned it out and stitched it up. That’s all I can do for the time being. He just needs to rest. We’ll have to monitor him for infection, of course.”

      “Thanks for your help, Doctor,” Prig replied.

      “That poor woman and child need to be fed,” Dr. Ruzka said, stepping out from behind the cot and pointing into the corner. “They are grossly undernourished. The Marine named Archer said they came from the militia camp. Is that correct?”

      Prig briefly, very briefly, made a sour face before replying. “That’s correct. We gave them a little food. They inhaled it. When all hell broke loose with that paramilitary group, we couldn’t see no other choice but to scoop them up and bring them with us. They’re a bit shy around men, so you ladies might have to look after them, if you don’t mind. I can’t get a word out of either of them.”

      “I’ll feed them,” George Pasqualee said, scratching furiously at his wild white beard. “Actually, I’ll just feed all of you. I’m sure we can scrounge something up. What do you say?”

      He looked past Prig at Elna. Malin could tell by the tension in Elna’s body posture that she wanted to argue with him. Instead, she blew her breath out and shrugged.

      “Whatever you think, Pop,” she replied.

      “Excellent,” George said, with a big smile, as if he’d just planned a party. “It’s settled then. Lunch is on!”
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      With the newcomers, there wasn’t enough room around the dining table—not even close—so they all wound up on the veranda. The Dulleses fixed a salad and some sandwiches, and George even produced a couple bottles of wine—he always seemed to have more hidden throughout the guesthouse. To Malin, it all seemed a bit excessive. Why wine and dine a group whose true purpose was still a mystery? Prig, for all his folksy charm, was closed up tighter than a steel drum about anything beyond the finding of the woman and child—who, Malin had learned, were named Miriam and Chloe.

      “Interesting how everyone chose to sit,” Elna noted, holding her sandwich but not eating it.

      The bread was cut from a crusty loaf that Rita Dulles had baked herself. Tomatoes gushed out of the sides. It looked good, but Malin, like Elna, didn’t have much appetite. It was a bright, crisp, cloudless day, still not quite afternoon. Miriam and Chloe were wolfing down their food at the table in the furthest, shadiest corner. Malin was pretty sure the woman had actually slid the other chairs away from her table to discourage anyone from sitting with them. Joe and Rita Dulles sat together, and they seemed quite intimidated by the presence of the Marines. Malin, Elna, and Norman sat at a table together. Only Norman seemed to have any appetite, though he kept casting furtive glances at their guests.

      The Marines proceeded to empty the bottles of wine in record time. At first, they were fairly quiet, offering the occasional polite comment, complimenting the food, the guesthouse, the island, but saying little of substance. However, by the time the bottles were almost empty, they’d started to open up a bit more.

      Staff Sergeant Prig and Mentos Boy Spence were seated closest to Elna and Malin. Eventually, Prig backed his chair up so that he was right in between Malin and Elna, and he began to engage in conversation with them as much as with his Marine buddies. The man never tired of bragging about Fish outswimming the shark.

      I get it, Malin thought. You admire the guy.

      Finally, Malin decided to divert the conversation in a more meaningful direction. The Marines were getting louder and more talkative. Maybe they were also more open to sharing.

      “So, you’re really part of the military?” Malin asked, as Prig leaned back in his chair, which practically put him on top of Malin’s plate. “Not a militia.”

      “We’re real United States Marines, son,” Prig said. “Can’t you tell real Devil Dogs when you see them?”

      “Does that mean there’s still a functioning US government?” Malin asked.

      “They’re working on it,” Prig replied, a little more subdued. “Everything’s still kind of messy and disorganized, including the Corps.”

      “And were you sent to this island specifically, or did you wind up here inadvertently?” Elna asked.

      “Do you have business here, in other words?” Malin added. “It’s a pretty small island. I can’t imagine what the military would be doing here. We don’t have much to offer.”

      Prig turned to them then, stone-faced, and said, “That right there is classified, so don’t bother asking.”

      He then laughed awkwardly and scooted closer to his own table again, but the Marine named Archer, the woman with a shaved head and dark eyes, mumbled something. Malin didn’t catch most of it, except for the words: “…getting in that bunker.”

      Malin glanced at Elna.

      What the hell are these people after?

      He was utterly baffled.
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      Now that the Marines had dangled a bit of information out in the open, Elna wasn’t about to let it go without taking a big bite. The idea that they’d come to the island intentionally, that they might actually be after something on the island, bothered her so much that she was now determined to get to the bottom of it even if it led to a fight.

      She shifted her chair in the direction of Prig’s table.

      “Excuse me. You said something about a bunker,” she said, trying to make it sound like a friendly question, just more lunchtime banter. “To my knowledge, there aren’t any bunkers on this island. I’m not trying to pry, but I know every square inch of this island. I grew up here. You can’t possibly be referring to the old Army base out by the lighthouse. It’s just a bunch of rusted-out buildings from the Korean War era.”

      Prig gave Archer a long unhappy look, and the woman, despite her severe features and tough demeanor, seemed to wilt. Finally, she dropped her gaze to the tabletop. A tense second of silence passed, but suddenly Prig nodded, as if to himself, and plastered a big, goofy grin on his face. He turned to Elna.

      “Ma’am, like I said before, I’m not supposed to tell you,” he said, “but maybe since you live here, it’s only fair to give you a little bit of info. I guess it can’t hurt. Here’s the thing. It turns out you maybe don’t know this island as well as you think, because there is a bunker on this island, and it’s why we’re here.”

      When he said this, some of his fellow Marines looked at him sharply. Spence crumpled his Mentos pack in his hand and scowled, and Archer shook her head.

      “If you’re talking about the big building over beside the lighthouse,” Elna said, “it’s pretty much empty. We’ve been in there, like I said. Whatever the military had stored there, it’s long gone.”

      “No, that’s not what we’re looking for,” Prig said. “The bunker we’re looking for will be sealed, with a special lock on the door. Actually, the militia nabbed one of our guys, so we’re going to have to figure out what to do about that.”

      “Where is this bunker?” Elna asked.

      Prig hesitated a moment, glanced over his shoulder at Spence, and finally said, “Somewhere under the lighthouse.”

      “Whoa, under the lighthouse,” Malin said.

      Elna felt a sudden queasiness. It was like turning over a brick and finding out there was a massive spider hiding under it.

      “What does this bunker contain?” she asked.

      “You’re not…privy to that information,” Prig said. “Suffice it to say, it is strategically very important, ma’am.”

      Norman leaned forward then, the crust of his sandwich crushed in his hand, and said, “Has the US military been hiding weapons on this island? They’re not going to send the Marines all the way here to gather up some old MREs and antique helmets.”

      “As I said, it is strategically important,” Prig said. “That’s about all I can tell you at this time.”

      Fish spoke up then. The long, lean swimmer had been leaning far back in his seat, his hands behind his head, like he wasn’t really paying attention. But he sat up suddenly and said, “What good would it do to tell them anyway? These are civilians. This has nothing to do with them.”

      “My father and I own this island,” Elna said. “It certainly has something to do with us. We’re not trying to get in the middle of your business, but I think we have the right to know if the military has some claim to this island that we don’t know about.”

      Prig looked at his fellow Marines, but no one said anything. There seemed to be some kind of unspoken debate taking place between them as they variously nodded, shrugged, frowned, or shook their heads.

      “Should we expect more military on the island in the near future?” Elna asked. “Surely, you can at least tell me that.”

      Prig stared hard at the short-haired woman called Archer, then blew his breath out and spun in his seat to face Elna. He hadn’t wanted to tell them anything about the mission in the beginning, but it seemed like they were slowly getting him to move the boundary line through a mix of wine and persistence.

      “Alright, I don’t see what it can hurt to tell you folks at least some of it,” he said. He lifted his cap, ran his fingers through his short white hair, and sighed. “You don’t seem to be any kind of threat.”

      A couple of his men looked at him sharply again, but he didn’t seem to notice.

      “Of course, we’re not a threat,” Norman said. “We’re just normal people trying to get by.”

      “I can see that,” Prig said. “Okay, fine, here’s what I can tell you, and this is all I can tell you. Anything else is beyond my authority. Got it?”

      He gave Elna a long, lingering look, and she realized he was waiting for some kind of response. She nodded and gestured for him to continue.

      “The bunker beneath the lighthouse is a communication hub,” he said. “It’s set pretty deep, and you’d never have found it on your own. Even if you found the door, you wouldn’t be able to get in.”

      “Isn’t it likely that the communication equipment would be fried?” Malin said.

      “The bunker is supposed to be shielded,” Prig said. “We’ll see about that when we get inside.”

      “How long has this equipment been down there?” Elna asked. “It must be decades old by now and way out of date.”

      “That’s not our understanding,” Prig said. “Again, you’re going above my head here, but I’m pretty sure the equipment has been maintained. I don’t know when or by whom. DOD, I assume.”

      “Why would you come all the way here and risk a confrontation with militias on a pretty sure?” Elna asked. She didn’t like this. She didn’t like any of this. The military had maintained a stake in the island all these years, despite the change in ownership, and without telling the new owners. Had they come onto the island to check the bunker over the years without announcing their presence? Had they been conducting operations right under her feet? It made her angry, made her feel violated, but she didn’t know who to direct these feelings at. It certainly wasn’t the fault of these Marines, who were just doing their part to help the country.

      “Okay, the truth is, we have good reason to suspect the communication equipment is working,” Prig said. “Command was able to get a ping on it, but they couldn’t reboot it remotely. That’s why we’re here. It’s our job to get that equipment up and running, if possible.” He held up his hands. “Okay? That’s everything I can tell you. No big secret. No secret superweapon. No spec-ops. Just trying to access some communication equipment that may or may not be salvageable.”

      Elna tried to puzzle out the situation in her mind, but something about it didn’t quite add up. “Why would they send you all the way here just to salvage some old communication equipment? Hell, why is there communication equipment on the island in the first place?”

      Prig finally seemed to have reached the limits of what his wine-softened mouth would say, and he pressed a finger to his lips, as if he were shushing himself. Instead, Norman answered.

      “Seems to me it’s the location,” Norman said. “If the equipment survived, this island is in a perfect strategic location to mount a defense of the West Coast.”

      This caused murmuring all around Elna, and she glanced around, seeing shocked expressions on the islanders’ faces. A defense of the West Coast?

      “Well, if I’m right, I say it’s about time,” Norman continued. “If someone attacked us, we gotta fight back. We’ve just been sitting here in the dark twiddling our thumbs.”

      “Exactly,” Prig said, jabbing a finger in Norman’s direction. It was as close to confirmation of Norman’s guess as they needed. “This guy gets it.”

      “Would you mind if some of us went with you to the lighthouse?” Norman asked. “I’m not trying to stick my nose where it doesn’t belong, but I’d like to see the bunker, if that’s okay.”

      “I’d like to go too,” Malin said.

      Prig was nodding and seemed on the verge of saying something, but Spence cleared his throat and spoke instead.

      “There’s just one problem, folks. An integral member of our team was captured by that militia group back on the mainland, and we need to get him back.”

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Prig said with a sigh. “That has to be priority one, and we’ll need to move fast. There’s at least one other group that knows about the existence of the bunker, and they might also be coming to the island. It’s a matter of national security. But we don’t leave a man behind. We rescue him first.”

      Prig could look like a goofy hick, but at that moment, Elna saw a hardness in his eyes, something cold and determined behind the thick, syrupy accent. The situation was worse than she’d feared.

      My poor island, she thought. I guess it’s no longer mine, though, is it?
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      “We’re very familiar with that militia group on the mainland,” Elna said.

      “How familiar?” Prig asked, studying her face, as if he suddenly suspected she might be in cahoots with them.

      Elna hesitated a moment but decided it could only help to tell the truth. “The leader of that group, a man named Rod Smith, is my ex-boyfriend. We had some trouble with them at one time and were briefly held prisoner in their camp before we broke out. Rod is familiar with our island. He knows we’re here.”

      “Why were you held prisoner?” Prig asked.

      “My father…” She glanced at George. He was sitting in the corner near Joe and Rita, watching this conversation unfold with a sad look on his face. “He wanted to trade some of our wine for food and other supplies. They took the wine, but then they also detained us. At first, it just seemed like strange hospitality, but I overheard Rod telling one of his men that they did not intend to let us go. That’s when we made our break. They chased us across the causeway, but we raised the drawbridges to block them.”

      The staff sergeant watched her tell the story with an intense look on his face. “Wow, so you’ve been in the camp,” he said, when she finished. “You’ve actually been in there.”

      “For a short time, yes,” she said.

      “What can you tell me about it?” he asked. “Any details you can remember would sure help us out. I’d be grateful.”

      It seemed like a smart course of action to help the Marines if only to keep them friendly, but Elna was conflicted. She didn’t fully trust them. Nevertheless, she tried to think back to her time in the camp.

      “As best I could tell, there are a few hundred people over there,” she said. “The guards are armed, constantly patrolling, and ready for a fight.”

      “Some of the people are there against their will,” Malin added. “They have iron cages, like prison cells, but we were held inside a tent. They wanted to make us slaves, basically, and that’s probably happened to others as well.”

      “Yeah, but you can tell the soldiers from the civilians easily,” Elna said. “Rod’s men all wear that same stupid uniform with the camouflage t-shirt and cargo pants. Plus, the soldiers tend to walk around the camp boldly, while the civilians keep their heads down.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Elna saw the woman and young child, Miriam and Chloe. The woman had visibly reacted to Elna’s story, flinching as if the words had wounded her, and the little girl in turn hugged her tightly, burying her head in the folds of Miriam’s shirt.

      Selene also noticed this response, and she rose, grabbed the backrest of her chair, and dragged it over to the corner. Though Miriam and Chloe had intentionally tried to sit by themselves, they seemed to tolerate Selene’s presence when she sat down with them. After a moment, Selene leaned in and started talking to Miriam, though she was too quiet for Elna to overhear.

      If anyone can comfort those two, it’ll be Selene, Elna thought. The woman had a gentle, wounded soul. Maybe Miriam would feel a kinship with her.

      “Where is the leader located within the camp?” Prig asked, drawing Elna’s attention back.

      “Rod Smith has a command tent near the center of camp,” Elna said. “It’s easy to spot. It’s bigger than the surrounding tents and has a big silver star fastened above the flap. His guards patrol the area around it.”

      Prig nodded, as if considering her words. He traded a look with Spence, Archer, and Fish, each in turn. “The layout of the camp seems fairly chaotic,” he said, turning back to Elna.

      “Yeah, it’s messy,” she said. “Maybe that’s intentional, to make it harder for people to escape.”

      “And you know where they keep prisoners?”

      “We saw some iron cages,” she said. “I’m not sure if that’s where they keep all of their prisoners. We didn’t see the whole camp. I was mostly just trying to get out of there.”

      Selene stood up then and cleared her throat, drawing all eyes to her. She seemed to wither under the gaze of the Marines, and she grimaced briefly, as if she were having second thoughts. But then she drew herself up tall, grasped the strap of her herb bag, and spoke.

      “Miriam here knows more about the camp than any of us,” she said. “She says she’s willing to talk about it, if you’ll be patient with her.”

      “I couldn’t get anything out of her,” Prig said. “Believe me, I tried.”

      “Well, maybe you have to be nice about it,” Selene said, though she wouldn’t look directly at him. “She has been through a lot. Miriam…” She looked down at the woman, laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Can you tell us what you know?” And then, more quietly, “Don’t look at them. Just look at me. You can do it.”

      Miriam was a mousy little woman, with tangled black hair, darker skin around her eyes, and a perpetual scowl on her face. She hugged the little girl tightly, fixed her gaze on Selene, and started to speak, very quietly at first.

      “I was held in the camp, yes,” she said. “That’s what she asked. Yes, they held me there for a long time. There’s a part of the camp…on the west side…where they keep a bunch of the workers. Lots of guards in that area, though. It’s hard to just leave, even if you want to. They had me on kitchen duties mostly…” She seemed like she was about to say more, but then she dropped her gaze and finished with, “Well, that’s pretty much it.”

      Selene gave her another gentle pat and sat down beside her, smiling proudly.

      “That’s good information to have,” Prig said, “but our guy was taken captive. Do you have any idea where they hold prisoners in that camp?”

      “I didn’t leave my area,” Miriam said. “Once you’re assigned a workstation, you’re not allowed to leave unless you have a guard escort. They have supervisors who watch you. If there’s a place for prisoners, it’s not on the west side, and it’s not in the center of the camp either. I can tell you that.”

      “Okay, well, thanks for the information,” Prig said. “It’s helpful.” He nodded in Elna’s direction. “Elna, do you have any idea where you were held captive when you were over there? Could you at least point us in the right direction? If you help us out, we’ll make it up to you.”

      Make it up to us? Elna thought that the best way the Marines could make it up to them would be to leave the island forever, maybe bomb the bridges on their way out. Somehow, she didn’t think that was going to happen.

      Then again, she thought, if I can get these Marines to deal with Rod Smith and his men, it will eliminate a major threat.

      “I’m sure I could point you in the general direction,” she said to Prig, after a moment, “but I can’t promise you’ll find your man there. The camp might have changed. They might be holding him elsewhere. I just don’t know. Couldn’t you take Miriam with you and let her act as a guide? She knows the place best.”

      But Miriam reacted like she’d been slapped, lunging back in her seat, wrapping both arms around the child, and shaking her head vigorously. The child whimpered loudly.

      “I can’t go back there,” she whispered. “You have no idea what they would do to me!”

      Selene gave Elna a disapproving look.

      “Okay, forget about that,” Elna said. “Bad suggestion. I retract it.”

      “I wouldn’t want to take Miriam back to the camp, even if she were willing to go,” Prig said. “After all she’s been through, it’d be too cruel. Heck, we barely got her out of there the first time.”

      Dr. Ruzka stood up then. She was so small, Elna assumed she wanted to make sure everyone could see her. Before she spoke, she raised a hand, as if to draw attention.

      “I understand the Marines have their own objective here,” she said. Everyone turned to her. For having such a squeaky voice, she knew how to command a room. “However, maybe you could raid their medical supplies while you’re there. I assume most of what they have was stolen or looted, so I wouldn’t feel bad helping ourselves to a few things. I used a lot of supplies treating your wounded. I could use more of the basics: gloves, bandages, meds. If you’re going into the camp anyway.” She nodded, as if satisfied with her own words, and sat down.

      “Now, wait a minute, people,” Malin said, smacking the tabletop. “Two of your Marines are injured, so you’ve only got five for this mission.”

      “Three,” Prig corrected. “Ant and Cat are wounded, and Fish still needs to recover. He’s not going anywhere. That leaves me, Spence, Mac, and Archer, but we wouldn’t take all four. Fish should stay here and recover, and Mac can stay with him to keep an eye on things.”

      “Give me another day or so, and I’ll be ready to go,” Fish said from his table near the door.

      “No, you stay and rest,” Prig said.

      “So you’re going to send three Marines into a camp with hundreds of armed militiamen and try to rescue one man who is hidden somewhere in the camp,” Malin said. “That doesn’t sound like good odds, especially if you try to complete some side quest to steal medical supplies. Plus, you’re going to be sitting ducks if you try to cross the bridge again. I’m sure they’re keeping an eye on it. And if the bridge isn’t an option, how are you going to get over there?”

      At this, Prig and his fellow Marines went quiet, each seeming to reflect on the situation. There was no easy answer to Malin’s question, of course, and if Fish was not yet ready to swim back across the bay, how did they expect to get back from the camp?

      Raymond spoke up then. He was sitting at the same table as George and Dr. Ruzka, watching his son pick at his food. She’d assumed he was largely disengaged with the conversation—probably upset that all of these people were adding to Daniel’s stress.

      “You could take the sailboat across the bay,” he said. “Assuming any of you know how to sail.”

      He’s interested in the medical supplies, Elna thought. That’s where his sudden interest comes from.

      “No, none of us are sailors,” Prig said, glancing at his fellow Marines. “I don’t suppose a few of you island folk would be willing to come with us? I know it’s a lot to ask. Look, our team is too small to disband the entire camp. Even if we can get across the bay, we’re not going to just charge in there and provoke an open fight. This is going to be more of a stealth mission. We’d do our best to keep you safe.”

      Elna would have volunteered if she could have gone alone. Staying on the good side of these Marines seemed like a smart idea. However, it would take at least a couple of people, preferably three or four, to operate the sailboat in the rough waters of the bay. She did not want to drag any of her people back over to the militia camp.

      When she hesitated to reply, she noticed that every islander, including Dr. Ruzka, was looking at her. Still, she didn’t know what to say.

      “Okay, I’ll level with you,” Prig said finally. “This isn’t just about recovering one of our men, and it’s not just about getting in that bunker. Marines don’t leave anyone behind, but there’s more to it than that. You want the full story?” At this, some of his people shifted uncomfortably in their seats, and the woman named Archer seemed like she was about to say something, maybe to protest, but Prig either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “The truth is, there’s an enemy headed our way that will make Rod’s militia seem like rubes. We have to get our man and get the communications up and running before they arrive.”

      “A worse enemy?” Norman asked. “You mean, a bigger militia?”

      Prig shook his head. “A hell of a lot more dangerous than a militia.”

      “You mean…them?” Norman asked.

      “The people who fired the missiles that caused the EMP?” Prig replied. “Yeah, they’re sending a little mercenary care package our way. Look, I wouldn’t ask for civilian help on a dangerous mission if the lives of millions of people weren’t hanging in the balance, but that’s the situation, folks.”

      Elna felt a cold knot in her belly.

      “Why is this one man so important?” Malin asked. “I get the ‘no man left behind’ philosophy, but why does your rescue mission take priority if millions of lives are at risk?”

      “Because we need this specific person,” Prig said. “Golf is our technical specialist.”

      “His name is Golf?” Malin asked.

      “That’s what we call him. He’s the one who’s supposed to get us into the bunker and get the equipment up and running. Plus, he has the door access code memorized. He’s the smartest member of our team.”

      “Not smart enough to avoid being captured, though,” Malin said, and Elna almost smacked him.

      “Not his fault,” Prig replied, bowing his head. “We had the access code on a thumb drive, but we lost it. Got robbed at night on the way here. Roads are full of feral groups of thieves and freaks.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Elna said.

      “So, our tech guy is the only option,” Prig said. “We can’t blast the bunker door open. It might damage the equipment inside.”

      Elna glanced at Malin. This was not a decision that she felt comfortable making unilaterally, no matter how much the islanders wanted her to. Malin must have read this on her face, for he said, “Staff Sergeant, this is a lot to process, and I think we need to discuss it amongst ourselves. Would you Marines excuse us for a bit, so we can hash it out?”

      Prig immediately nodded and rose from his seat, wiping his mouth on a napkin and tossing the napkin onto the table. “I understand. Take your time. Discuss it thoroughly, and make sure you’re all on the same page. We’ll be inside. Come and find us when you’ve reached a decision.”

      He made a small hand gesture, and all of the other Marines rose from the table in unison, making a sudden, almost harmonic sound. When he strode across the veranda to the front door, they followed him, falling in line. Even Miriam and Chloe rose and followed them. Elna waited until they were inside, the front door closed again, before she spoke.

      “What a mess,” she said. “I’d like to hear what everyone has to say.”

      George Pasqualee gave his big white beard a generous scratching and said, “Well, it’s not as if we’re dealing with a criminal enterprise here, Principessa. These are United States Marines. The good guys!”

      “Yeah, Marines working for a barely functioning US government, from the sound of it,” Malin pointed out. He reached over to Prig’s table and grabbed one of the bottles of wine. It only had a small amount left, but he poured it directly into his mouth.

      Dr. Ruzka looked like she was about to stand up again, but she caught herself against the edge of the table and kept her seat. “They’re going to the camp one way or another, whether we help them or not. They’ve made that clear. But we really need medical supplies, so it’s to our advantage to participate in some fashion.”

      Norman spoke then. “I agree with you, Doctor, but that’s not even the most important thing here. These Marines are here to defend the West Coast, and they need this island. That means our little island is key to helping the whole country. And just maybe, it’s key to getting the lights back. Man, if the day ever comes that I can go back and check on my old gift shop in Santa Cruz, I’d just about cry.”

      Of all the arguments, that one got to Elna most effectively. She had only been thinking of the situation as an intrusion, but Norman was right. This could be the first step toward getting the nation back to some semblance of normal. She had almost given up on the idea of normal. The fact that it was possible, and that her island might play a key role, filled her with something akin to awe.

      “This island is my home,” she said. “I want to protect it. When the Marines first showed up, I saw them as an invading force, but there is real danger on its way. The Marines are our best hope of protecting the island, our home, both from Rod’s militia and from whatever’s coming, so even though I’m not entirely comfortable with the idea, it seems wise to help them. Besides, yes, as the doctor said, we might also pick up needed medical supplies. Does anyone disagree?”

      She looked at each person in turn. Most nodded at her. Daniel was resting his head on the tabletop and had no reaction, and Selene was slouching in her seat.

      Selene doesn’t like the idea, Elna thought, but she won’t disagree because she doesn’t have a better one.

      “Selene?” she asked.

      Selene blew her breath out loudly. “I don’t like it. Not at all. It seems really dangerous, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t do it. I trust your judgment, Elna.”

      “Seems like everyone agrees,” Norman said. “We have to help them.”

      “Malin?” Elna said.

      He glanced at her, set the empty wine bottle on the table, and leaned back in his chair. “Well, I can go along with it on one condition: you take me with you.”

      “That seems unnecessary,” Elna replied.

      “It’s all unnecessary, as far as our immediate needs go,” he said, “but if you’re going, I’m going. We stick together. Anyway, I think we need some sort of formal agreement with the Marines. There’s a very good chance that when they get in the bunker, they’re going to set up camp on this island, and we might be sent packing. Can’t have civilians on a top-secret military base, after all. So, we need reassurance that we can stick around and that when they’re done here and they move on, the island will still belong to the Pasqualee family.”

      “Excellent idea,” Elna said. “If you insist on going, I won’t stop you.”

      “Surely, they’re not here to steal my island,” George said. “I bought it fair and square.”

      “You’re sure there was nothing on the deed about the military holding on to a portion of the island?” Malin asked.

      “I haven’t looked at the paperwork in decades,” George said. “There may have been something about an easement, but it was vague enough that I didn’t think twice about it.”

      “You never mentioned anything about an easement to me, Pop,” Elna replied.

      George shrugged. “Like I said, it was vague. I guess I assumed it was about the old lighthouse. Even so, that doesn’t mean they can just take the whole island from me.”

      “Oh, I’m sure they’d compensate you,” Malin said. “Not for as much as you deserve, of course. What’s the term? Eminent domain?”

      George held up his hands in a way that suggested he thought Malin’s idea was absurd.

      “Malin’s right,” Elna said. “We need some guarantee that this island will still belong to us. Let me go and talk to the staff sergeant. Is everyone on board?”

      She looked around again, lingering on each face. This time, she got a nod from every person except Daniel, who appeared to be half asleep. She rose from her seat and stood there for a moment, feeling a deep disquiet about what was to come. Then she headed to the stairs.
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      “Our goal, ultimately, is to completely dismantle that militia camp,” Prig said. “I promise you that. We can’t have a bunch of armed nutjobs at our backs while we’re trying to defend and rebuild the nation.”

      She found the Marine in the back storage room, huddled near the door while their injured people rested nearby. Spence was back to munching Mentos. How many packs of those mints did he have stashed away in his pockets?

      “Well, getting rid of the camp would certainly be a benefit,” Elna replied. “We’re willing to help. You can use our boat, and Malin and I will provide whatever guidance we can. All we ask in return is some written guarantee that we’re not going to be kicked off the island, either while you’re here or after you leave.”

      Prig glanced at Archer, then back at Elna. “Nobody said anything about kicking you off the island.”

      “I know,” Elna said, “but we’re just trying to prepare for all possible outcomes.”

      “Do we have any authority to make a written agreement?” Fish said.

      “I don’t see why not,” Prig replied. “I’m in charge of this mission, aren’t I? Captain can confirm it later.” He turned to Elna. “We’ll draw up some kind of contract and sign it. You’re not going to be kicked off the island if I have anything to say about it, okay?”

      “Okay,” Elna replied.

      I hope you mean it, she thought, but his pale blue eyes betrayed no emotion.
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      In truth, Malin wasn’t fully on board with the plan. He didn’t trust the Marines. Though Prig had opened up, it felt like they still hadn’t gotten the full story about their mission on the island. Still, Elna had worked out a deal with the staff sergeant that he could live with, and they’d even scribbled a crude contract and signed the thing. He was willing to pretend like that piece of paper meant something in the post-EMP world, if only because their course was set.

      This is happening, he told himself, as he sat down at the dining room table with Prig, Elna, and Norman. It’s a done deal, so we’d better make it work.

      He had to admit, there was some small part of him that relished the idea of raiding the militia camp. Maybe he would even get a chance to thumb his nose at his old buddy Garret, assuming the meathead was still alive over there among the heathens.

      Prig had a large piece of paper, and he was busy scribbling a map of the island, bay, and nearby coastline, as his subordinates, Spence and Archer, gazed over his shoulder.

      “Okay, we need to get in and out of the camp as quickly as possible,” Prig said, having just finished sketching out the borders of the camp according to Elna’s description. “With our small numbers and limited weapons, we can’t risk a head-on fight. We’re outgunned, and even if we don’t get killed, we’re liable to be captured. Remember, our first goal is to locate our man, Golf, and get him out of there. We’ll try to grab your medical supplies as well, but not if it jeopardizes the rescue.”

      “Well, the causeway is watched,” Elna said, pointing to the crudely rendered causeway near the edge of the paper. “Our best bet is to sail in from the north, anchor northwest of the camp, and come in from a direction they’re not expecting.”

      “Tell me about the boat,” Prig said.

      “It’s a small sloop,” Elna replied. “We’re taking you, Spence, Archer, Malin, and me, plus your packs, and then we’ll have one more on the return trip. That’s probably too many on board. The extra weight might make it difficult to navigate, so we need to travel as lightly as possible.”

      Prig looked over his shoulder at Spence and Archer. “Empty the packs. The only things we’re bringing are weapons, ammo, knives, and first aid kits. Everything else stays here. Unload your pockets. Dump it all. We’re traveling light.”

      “Everything?” Spence said, one eyebrow going up.

      “Dude, if you’re worried about your candy, I’m going to smack you,” Prig replied, waving him off. “That’s a bad habit.”

      “Just asking.”

      “If we exceed the weight limit of that boat, we’re all going down in the bay,” Prig said. “Mac, you’re going to stay here on the island and keep an eye on things.”

      Mac whipped around and gave the staff sergeant a wounded expression. Mac seemed so young, even with his football player’s build. If not for the uniform, Elna would have thought him a high schooler.

      “Are you sure I have to stay?” he said. “I think I’d rather go with you.”

      “Fish will be resting. Cat and Ant are healing. We need one able-bodied Marine to keep an eye on the island while we’re gone, just in case the enemy shows up.”

      “Okay,” Mac said, frowning.

      “Will you know what medical supplies to get?” Dr. Ruzka asked. She was standing in the corner near the doorway, her hands on her hips. “I’d really like to see what’s available. Maybe I should go.”

      “Absolutely not,” Elna said forcefully.

      “You are way too important, Doc,” Malin added. “George and Daniel need you, absolutely need you. You’ve taken enough risks. For their sakes, please stay.” The doctor was just a bit too reckless with herself. It had been to their advantage, since that recklessness had brought her to the island in the first place, but they couldn’t let her crawl around the militia camp shopping for medical supplies.

      This seemed to work, and the doctor pursed her lips and leaned back against the wall.

      Raymond Cabello was seated beside her, his head on his hands. He’d taken his son to one of the guest rooms to rest. He perked up now. “I’m going. Someone has to go who can pilot the boat.”

      “Daniel needs you,” Elna said.

      “No, he needs Selene and the doctor,” Raymond added. “I’m going.”

      “Is your shoulder healed up enough?”

      He reached up and grabbed his left shoulder. He’d dislocated it on the long, miserable trip to Manchester and only very recently felt good enough to remove the sling. “It hurts a little,” he said, “but I’ll take it easy. Trust me. You need your old ship captain. I can stay on the boat while you go ashore.”

      Elna met his gaze, stared at him hard for a second, and finally replied, “Okay, fine, but don’t take any risks, okay? The staff sergeant is in charge. You do what he says at all times so you come back in one piece to your son.”

      Raymond gave them both a curt nod. “Got it.”

      “Fine, that’ll work,” Prig said. “So there’ll be six of us. Spence, Archer, me, Elna, Malin, and the pilot. We’ll travel light, sail across the bay under cover of night, and sneak into the camp to find Golf. Our goal is to get in and out with minimal interaction, folks. You two.” He pointed at Elna and Malin in turn. “You stay with us at all times. Is that clear?”

      “Aye-aye, cap’n,” Malin said.
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        * * *

      

      It was going to be a cloudy night, that was clear. No moon or stars—practically no light at all. That made Elna nervous about sailing. The water in the bay would be choppy. She stood on the veranda with Malin, emptying their packs. They, too, were traveling lightly and needed plenty of space for medical supplies. Malin brought the firearm that had formerly belonged to Selene’s ex-boyfriend. Elna brought one of the small first aid kits from the guesthouse bathroom and a couple of LED flashlights.

      As she prepared the gear, Raymond went on ahead to the sailboat to make sure it was ready to go. Elna had not witnessed his farewell conversation with Daniel, but she couldn’t imagine the boy was excited about his father joining the mission.

      When they were done, they stood together for a moment, gazing off to the distant, darkening bay. Elna felt a deep, trembling fear, not just about the mission but about the future beyond it. Malin wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close.

      “I’m nervous about the Marines being here,” she said, leaning her head against his shoulder. “I’m nervous about what’ll happen to my island, even with that silly contract, but…Prig said there’s a worse enemy coming. Maybe we’ll be damn glad the Marines are here by the end.”

      “Maybe,” he replied, kissing her on top of the head, “but let’s get through this mission before we worry about that.”
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      Anger was a dangerous thing when it lingered because it started to fester, turning into something far uglier and more insufferable. Rod Smith had paced from corner to corner in his tent for roughly half an hour, trying to exhaust himself before he went back to the interrogation tent. It didn’t seem to be working, so finally he gave up, walked over to the desk in the corner, and picked up his sidearm. He slid it into the holster, then grabbed an auto-baton from the top drawer and tucked that under a loop of his belt. The auto-baton was good for intimidating prisoners because the loud snap when he extended it was like a gunshot—a threat of violence that didn’t waste a bullet.

      As he turned toward the tent flap, he saw one of his lieutenants standing there. Craig Thornton was a tough little guy with an ugly scar on his forehead and about four missing teeth from a fistfight with a biker gang near Redding. As he approached, Rod could make out the vast number of scars on his knuckles.

      “Take me back to the prisoner,” Rod said. “The Marine. I’m going to try questioning him again. Maybe we softened him up last time.”

      “Yes, sir,” Craig replied. The man’s only flaw was his high, nasally voice, which was about as intimidating as a wet fart on a warm night. “We put him back in his cage.”

      “Move him to the interrogation tent,” Rod said. “Take at least three men with you. Go.”

      He brushed his hands at Craig, and the little man dashed out of the tent as fast as his stumpy legs would take him. Rod followed him at a leisurely pace. As soon as he stepped out of the tent, all of the guards and workers in the immediate vicinity turned to note his presence. The guards nodded, and the civilians shuffled frantically out of his way.

      Good, he thought. Let them see the rage in my eyes and break way before me. Failures, all of them. Absolute failures.

      As he strode through the camp, two of his guards fell in beside him. He scarcely knew their names, but then he spotted someone whose name he knew all too well. It was lodged in his brain forever. Nathan Spitler, big as an ox and dumb as dirt.

      Nathan was doing his rounds, walking through camp with his rifle in his hands. When he made brief eye contact with Rod, he quickly turned away, pretending he hadn’t noticed him.

      “Nathan, get over here,” Rod said. “Right now.”

      Though he was nearly the same size as Rod, over six feet tall, with a muscular build that strained his uniform, Nathan came to his commander like a whipped dog, lowering the rifle and staring at his own feet.

      “I don’t know if you heard the good news,” Rod said, signaling for Nathan to follow him. “Two of our guys that were injured on the bridge yesterday have died.”

      “I…I heard,” Nathan replied, barely above a whisper. “I’m sorry, sir. You said you wanted the Marines alive so you could question them. Otherwise, we would have just shot them all right there in front of the bridge. We tried to knock them out, tie them up, throw them in the water—they were just too much for us.”

      “Soldiers die in battle,” Rod said. “I’m less concerned about the casualties than I am about the Marines getting away from us. They’re all on the island now, planning who knows what? The blame is entirely yours. Entirely yours. You were in charge of that squad.”

      “Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.”

      When Nathan’s simpering didn’t quite satisfy, Rod reached over and smacked him hard on the back of the head. He stumbled forward, grabbing the back of his head with his free hand.

      “I had that coming, sir,” he said.

      “And worse, if you don’t shape up,” Rod said.

      Nearby, an older man and woman, gray-haired civilians dressed in filthy rags, were working on repairing an old camp stove. Rod recognized them as well. They’d been working on the motorcycles at the edge of camp the day before, and the Marines had slipped right past them. Indeed, the old man had confessed to seeing the group, but instead of calling out an immediate alarm, he’d simply gone looking for someone. Consequently, by the time the guards found out about the infiltration, the Marines had already gone halfway down the slope to the causeway.

      Rod diverted toward them. The woman glanced up but resumed working. Trying to keep her head down, mind her own business, the way all good civilians did.

      “From now on, keep your eyes open,” Rod barked at them. As he said it, he kicked the shell of the camp stove out of the old man’s hands and sent it tumbling.

      Without bothering to see their reaction, he marched past them and headed for the interrogation tent. It was a small, sturdy tent, double-layered canvas with an iron framework underneath and a heavy door.

      Craig Thornton was already there, standing in the open flap, saluting as the commander approached.

      “He’s inside, Commander,” he said. “Secured and ready for questioning.”

      Rod brushed him aside and stepped through the door. The Marine, who claimed to go by the name “Golf,” was seated on a metal chair, his wrists and ankles bound to the frame. The chair, in turn, was bolted to the tent’s sturdy framework. He was young, Latino, slender, but his face was lumped and misshapen from the beatings, none of which had produced a single useful answer. They’d removed his uniform and replaced it with a striped prisoner’s shirt and pants. If he managed to get loose, Rod wanted him to be highly visible to all of his half-witted guards.

      “I hope you slept well last night, friend,” Rod said, approaching the prisoner. The other guards, including Nathan and Craig, took up positions on either side.

      “Not especially,” Golf replied, slurring his words thanks to a fat upper lip bisected by a scab. “Your accommodations suck, man. It’s like the back end of a third-world country here.”

      “Sorry, the hospitality room is for people who don’t try to invade our territory and steal our people,” Rod said. “You should thank me. I gave you a bigger cage. You could almost lie down in there.”

      “Almost,” Golf agreed. “Thanks, Lord Supreme High Potentate.”

      Rod found his attempt at sarcasm more than pathetic.

      “Enough of the pleasantries,” Rod said, squatting in front of the man. “You’ve had a night to consider your priorities. Hopefully, you’ve come to your senses and we can talk like friends now. What do you say?”

      Golf might have been trying to smile, but it was hard to tell. Besides the fat lip, he had a swollen right cheek, a welt on his jawline, and a black eye.

      “What would you like to know, God Emperor?” he replied.

      “I want to know what the Marines are doing in our territory,” Rod replied. The anger felt like it was eating through his stomach, making it harder to keep his questions calm. “I know they didn’t come all the way here to steal one of my comfort women, so what’s the mission? What are they looking for?”

      “One of your comfort women?” Golf said with a laugh. “You mean, the poor sex slave we found fleeing your camp with her kid?”

      “That’s such a crass way to say it,” Rod said. “What’s your mission, Marine? Why are you here?”

      Golf stared at him for a second, mouth hanging open, and finally said, “I just plain forgot. Sorry. It was on the tip of my tongue, but it’s gone.”

      Nodding, Rod rose. His fists were clenching and unclenching, almost against his will. “Well, I guess you’re no use to me then,” he said. Seething, he drew his sidearm, flicked off the safety, and racked the slide. It was already loaded, so he sent a bullet flying across the tent. He could scarcely think, seeing through a red haze as he pressed the barrel of the Glock between the prisoner’s eyes. To his credit, Golf merely closed his eyes. He didn’t protest or beg for his life.

      “Sir, don’t do it!” Big, dumb Nathan rushed forward and thrust an arm out—a bold move, but it broke through the haze. “We need him alive. Once he’s gone, he’s gone.”

      Rod jammed the gun back in the holster and batted Nathan’s arm aside. Then, for good measure, he punched Golf in the mouth, splitting the scab so that blood spurted down his chin.

      “Just remember, I didn’t start this, Marine,” Rod said, wiping the man’s blood off his knuckles on the prisoner’s shirt. “I didn’t come onto your base and start harassing you. You came here. Got that?”

      Golf had no sarcastic response this time. His head lolled on his neck, his eyes shifting back and forth, glassy.

      Rod backed away from the chair, lest his anger get the better of him. Nathan was right, of course. There was no useful reason to kill the man, but at some point they were wasting their time trying to get anything out of him. As far as his buddies, Rod fully expected them to mount a rescue mission at some point, but the camp was crawling with armed guards. The militia could handle a few Marines.

      “I won’t be made a fool,” Rod said. “We’ll give you one more day, and if you don’t prove useful by then, I’m done with you, no matter what this soft-hearted idiot here says.” He smacked Nathan on the chest with his forearm.

      “I’m just trying to help, sir,” Nathan said.

      “He gets one more day,” Rod replied, jabbing a finger in the guard’s face. “If he doesn’t share something useful by tomorrow, he dies. Now, do you have a problem with that?”

      “No, sir, not at all,” Nathan replied, saluting.

      “Good.”

      Rod headed toward the tent flap. As he did, he caught a glimpse of Craig grinning like an idiot in the corner. He was tempted to go over and smack him too, but he decided not to. Craig, at least, had the hard edge necessary to do what needed to be done.

      “Sir, should I attend to this man’s wounds?” Nathan asked.

      Rod looked back at the prisoner. He was slumped forward, straining at his wrist bindings. Blood ran from his busted lip and dripped off his chin.

      “I’ll run to the medical tent and at least get some bandages,” Nathan said. “You need him in good enough shape to be able to talk, right?”

      “No,” Rod replied. “I’m not going to waste bandages on a man who’s going to die soon. He’ll be in the back trench with the rest of the bones. What’s the point?”

      And with that, he strode out of the interrogation tent and started back across the camp. Soon he heard booted feet scurrying after him as his guards followed. Nathan stayed behind, but Craig was quick to catch up to him.

      “If I find out Nathan bandaged that prisoner behind my back, I’ll strangle him,” Rod said, staring daggers at Craig.

      “He wouldn’t go behind your back like that, sir,” Craig said.

      “I don’t know what he would do,” Rod replied. “The man is close to worthless. One more blunder and I’m done with him. Got me?”

      “Oh yeah,” Craig replied, baring his teeth. “I get you, sir. Trust me.”

      “Good.”

      He saw the old man and woman working on the camp stove. His kick had left a big dent in the metal, and the old man was trying to hammer it out. When they saw him coming, however, they scurried off like cockroaches. Rod found this amusing, but he couldn’t bring himself to laugh. Too much had pissed him off lately.

      “Sir,” Craig said after a moment.

      “What do you want? Can’t you leave me to think for a minute?”

      “Well, it’s just that…” Craig hesitated, as if he were about to deliver bad news. “You said the Marines will probably try to come back here and rescue the prisoner.

      “They will certainly come back here and try to rescue the prisoner,” Rod said, “but they’re not getting in this camp. I made sure of that. We have so many armed guards on the western perimeter of the camp that a flea couldn’t jump into the camp without getting blown away. In fact, go join them for the time being. Make yourself useful.”

      “Yes, sir,” Craig said.

      “Keep an eye on the water, too,” Rod added. “They’ve got some kind of Olympic swimmer with them, from what Nathan said. I don’t know how he kept the sharks from eating him.”

      “Shark repellant?” Craig said.

      “Never heard of such a thing.” He was so sick and tired of talking that he finally grabbed Craig by the upper arm and propelled him forward. “Go. I have to think.”

      Craig stumbled forward, caught himself against the corner of a large wooden handcart, then scurried off just like the old couple.

      Nobody’s getting in here, Rod thought. I don’t care who they are. I’ll kill anyone and everyone who threatens what I’ve built, I swear to God.
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      Elna gazed over the starboard side of the boat. They were riding low, and it made her nervous. It was full-on dark, and she’d put red electrical tape over the flashlight to dampen it. Still, by the dim, red glow, she could see the choppy water of the bay licking the gunwale. They were anchored just beyond the fishing dock. Malin and the Marines had spent a few minutes offloading supplies from the cabin to lighten the weight, but Elna wasn’t sure it did much good.

      Selene, Norman, and George were standing at the end of the dock. Dr. Ruzka was back tending to the wounded in the storage room, and the Dulleses had stayed at the guesthouse with Daniel. Indeed, Joe and Rita had been largely absent since the Marines had arrived. Elna assumed they were nervous and just trying to be as invisible as possible. It was a shame because it had taken them weeks to come out of their shells after the EMP.

      “Now, y’all be careful over there,” Norman said. “Don’t do anything crazy.”

      “Elna, please keep everyone in line,” her father said. “Stick to the mission. Don’t get sidetracked.”

      “We’ll be careful,” Elna said, waving to those on the dock. “And we’ll be fine. Still, whatever happens, listen to Selene. She’s in charge in my absence. Dad, that means you, too. I know it’s your island, but she’s the boss.”

      She didn’t wait for anyone to protest but turned and crossed the deck to the anchor winch, as Malin grabbed the boom and guided himself toward the mainsail. The Marines planted themselves on the deck, squatting low, where they were barely visible in the dim light. The one they’d left behind, Mac, stood behind the islanders on the dock, a mere shape in the darkness.

      “Alright, we’re casting off,” Elna said.

      Raymond took a seat next to the tiller as Elna raised the anchor. Fortunately, a good strong wind blowing in from the west carried over the island. It would push them across the bay quickly, as long as they could keep from sinking.

      The sky was overcast, which meant their visibility was close to zero. Still, the risk of running aground was better than the risk of being spotted and shot at. As soon as the anchor was raised, the wind caught the sail and began pushing them east across the water. Elna could tell they were moving fast, but she didn’t like the feel of the boat. The combination of the extra passengers, the choppy water, and the almost complete darkness made the boat rougher than usual.

      “Raymond, how is she handling?” Elna asked.

      “The current feels strong,” he said, “but I think the wind is on our side tonight. I’m more worried about those waves.”

      “Is your shoulder causing you any problems?” she asked.

      He reached up and brushed his injured shoulder lightly. “A bit, but I’ll take it easy on that side as best I can,”

      Waves kept hitting them on the port and aft side, occasionally splashing over the gunwale and sloshing across the deck.

      “The current in the bay can be relentless,” Elna said. “It’ll push the boat toward the causeway, so be careful.” She gazed off to the south, where the causeway was like a darker line against a dark sky.

      “I’ve been in worse water than this,” Raymond said. “We’ll be fine, señora.”

      It wasn’t the best time, or even a particularly good time, but Elna had let the issue go on long enough. She sat down on the other side of the tiller, chewed her thumbnail for a moment, then went for it.

      “Raymond.”

      “Yes?”

      “I should have said something about this a long time ago,” she said, “but I’m not actually a señora. I’m not married. I guess it’s not a big deal, but…”

      “Oh…wait,” Raymond said. He sounded genuinely baffled. “You and Malin? All this time, I thought…”

      “No, we’re not at that stage of our relationship,” she said.

      Though she had spoken quietly, and the wind and waves muffled the sound even further, she heard Malin chuckle from his place beside the jib sheet. Elna felt her cheeks burning.

      Did I really just say we’re not at that stage of our relationship?

      “But I can’t call you señorita,” Raymond said. “That just doesn’t sound right.”

      “Call me Elna,” she said. “We must be on a first-name basis by now, after all we’ve been through.”

      He mumbled something in Spanish and seemed to be debating the issue with himself, but finally he said, “Okay, Elna it is. Sorry, my mama raised me to be very polite, especially to lady bosses, you know?”

      “Lady bosses.” Somehow, the term struck her as funny. “Well, we’re friends here, Raymond, and fellow islanders, so we can be informal.”

      Just then, a fierce wave hit the port side of the sloop and splashed across the deck. The Marines had been dead silent since setting sail, but when the cold water crashed down upon them, they began to curse and scramble. Raymond, too, cursed under his breath, and Elna heard him straining against the tiller, trying to push it to starboard. Prig scrambled up the deck toward them.

      “Remember, we have to come in from the northwest,” he said, his face a jumble of red shapes in the dim flashlight beam. “Don’t let it push us too far south.”

      “I’m trying. I’m trying,” Raymond replied.

      She heard Malin adjusting the sail, and she made her way toward him, stepping carefully on the dark deck. They managed to compensate for the strong current, and soon Elna saw a glint of orange light on the shore.

      “Campfires,” she noted. “We’re on course.”

      As she said it, as she realized how close the hazy, orange glow of Rod’s camp was, she felt a flutter in her belly. She reached out and grabbed Malin’s hand, needing some kind of comfort.

      “I never thought I’d go back to this place,” she said. “Not willingly.”

      “Well, let’s make this the last time,” he replied. “No holiday visits to the old family, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Just then, she felt a shudder coming up through the deck beneath her. It happened so suddenly she wasn’t sure she felt it. Then it happened again. She had the wild idea that it was a shark, some massive ocean predator bumping against them in the dark water, preparing to tip the boat over and snack on the contents.

      “Those were rocks,” Malin said.

      At the third shudder, she knew he was right. They were scraping the bottom. She cursed and made her way back to Raymond. Prig met her there.

      “Are we hitting the bottom?” Prig asked.

      “I’m afraid so,” Elna said. “I don’t think we can get much closer without running aground.” She leaned over the starboard side and gazed down at the dark water. They were still about twenty yards from the beach, as best she could tell in the darkness.

      “We don’t want to get stuck here,” Raymond said. “We’ll never get back to the island, friends. We have to drop anchor.”

      Prig grunted, as if considering their options. “Okay, get us as close as you can, drop anchor, and we’ll go ashore.”

      Raymond dared to move a little closer to shore, but when they scraped bottom again, Elna called it. The risk was too great. They lowered the sails and dropped anchor. Elna saw a tiny red light winking in the darkness. When she turned the flashlight toward it, she realized it was a small two-way radio that Prig had pulled out of his pack. It was wrapped in a clear plastic bag.

      “There’s still plenty of battery left,” Prig said, handing this radio to Raymond, “so keep it on. I’ll call you when we’re on our way back.”

      “Yes, sir,” Raymond replied, tucking the radio into the pocket of his raincoat. “Please, please, hurry. I’ll raise anchor and move out a bit while you’re on shore, but it will just be me alone in the dark, waiting.”

      “Don’t worry,” Prig said, clapping Raymond on the back. “We’re coming back, buddy. Shouldn’t be more than an hour.”

      And with that, he signaled for the others, tightened the straps of his pack, and promptly leapt over the boat into the water. The other Marines followed him without hesitation. Only Malin and Elna lingered. She could see them in the dark water, shapes moving toward the beach like the vanguard on D-Day.

      “Well, this is it,” she said. She passed the flashlight to Raymond to keep with him and followed the Marines overboard.

      She hit the water and sank, shocked at the skin-biting cold. She was under, flailing about, for perhaps two seconds, but she realized her feet were on the ground. She pushed herself up, broke the water, and took a deep breath. Malin brushed against her, found her hand again in the water, and they moved together toward the beach.
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      Elna found the Marines gathered at the bottom of the slope just beyond the narrow strip of beach. They were unwrapping their sidearms from the clear plastic bags they’d placed them in. Prig also unwrapped the two-way radio. Instead of discarding all of the plastic wrap, however, he stuffed it all in a side pocket of his backpack. It was very dark on the beach, the only light coming from one of the taped flashlights, which produced only the faintest red glow.

      The Marines spoke in hushed voices as she walked up, and Prig was drawing some kind of crude map in the sand with his finger. Elna realized she was still holding Malin’s hand in the cold night. She glanced over her shoulder and spotted the sailboat bobbing against the dark night sky, and she could tell it was moving away from them. Raymond had raised anchor, but seeing him leave, she felt a terrible sense of foreboding.

      We’re stuck on the mainland now, she thought. This is enemy territory.

      “Follow my lead,” Prig said. “Remember, we’re circling the camp to the north, then cutting right through on the east side. Avoid guards as best you can. Move in the shadows. We’re going to do this as fast as possible. By the time they realize something’s up, we want to be on our way out of the camp. All it takes is a single guard raising the alarm. If we’re spotted too early, Marines, you know what to do. Elna and Malin, stick close at all times. If there’s trouble, stick even closer. We’ll try to cover you.”

      He got grunts of assent from Spence and Archer, and Elna found herself grunting along with them. Then he rose and started up the slope, moving in a crouch with surprising speed, his left hand holding the flashlight, his right hand drawing the sidearm from its holster at his hip. The other Marines followed quickly, moving like a well-trained and thoroughly drilled unit. Elna and Malin brought up the rear, moving with a lot less skill. Indeed, Elna felt clumsy in the darkness, and she kept stumbling on the uneven terrain.

      She was amazed at how quietly the Marines moved, like shadows gliding in the night. As she approached the top of the slope, she saw the orange glow of campfires in the distance. She wanted to reach out and grab Malin’s hand again—she needed the comfort—but she was afraid it would only make her clumsier.

      Prig reached the top of the slope, moving in a crouch and signaling the others to stay down. Elna and Malin crawled to the end of the line. Peering into the distance, Elna saw campfires flickering near the edge of the camp about fifty yards in front of them. It seemed like the camp had grown in size, with more of those enormous canvas tents placed along the edges and a ton of machinery filling the spaces between them. A fenced-off area containing a few restored dirt bikes was directly in front of them. This actually gave them the perfect approach, because there were no campfires and no people in the immediate vicinity of the bike lot.

      How many of these people in these camps came here willingly? Elna wondered. How many are stuck here now, unable to leave, forced to serve Rod’s army?

      It was an important distinction, because enslaved people might not raise the alarm if they spotted infiltrators. They might even help the Marines, if they could do so discreetly. This was a subject Elna hadn’t discussed with Prig, but now she wondered if failing to consider the possibility had been a tactical blunder. Prig had been chiefly worried about the guards, but what if the Marines presented themselves to the camp dwellers as a liberation force?

      Maybe I’ll have a chance to say something in the camp, Elna thought.

      Either way, it was too late now. Prig signaled for them to move forward. She didn’t see it, but she heard the swish-swish of his sleeve. And then he was up and moving along the ridge, crouching low, a handgun in his right hand. The other Marines moved with him, swift and smooth as flowing water. Prig, Spence, and Archer moved as one.

      As Elna and Malin clumsily followed after them, Elna spotted a guard far off to their right weaving around the tents along the edge of the camp. He had a rifle in his hands, and he kept casting his eyes into the darkness beyond the camp, but he was moving away from them. Just beyond one of the nearby tents, a couple of civilians were boiling something in a pot over a campfire. They were slouched and miserable, dressed in matching but ill-fitting gray shirts and pants. Elna felt sorry for them. What must it be like to live under the crushing thumb of Rod Smith and his gang? She could imagine. She knew Rod Smith all too well.

      Elna was feeling queasy. This place was saturated with that awful, icky feeling that she associated with her ex-boyfriend, Rod Smith. He’d been a cold, overbearing partner, and he made an even colder and more ruthless militia leader. This was the last place she wanted to be on the face of the earth, but there was no escaping it this time. The fate of her beloved island, as well as potentially the fate of the entire country, depended on the success of this mission.

      Prig led them to a spot just behind the row of dirt bikes and came to a stop, dropping down low. Elna and Malin had fallen a bit behind and rushed to catch up. When she got there, Prig beckoned Elna forward. Using the taped flashlight, he drew a very crude map in the soft dirt beside the nearest bike. A big circle for the camp, an X marking the approximate location of the prison cells, another X marking their current location. He then gave Elna a questioning look.

      She nodded in return. Prig then drew their path, which would take them around the northern perimeter of the camp and then straight through to the south, like a knife cutting right to the heart of the beast. He leaned back and motioned for everyone to look at it.

      She glanced at Malin and saw her own anxiety mirrored in his eyes, in the way his cheeks were scrunched up, his teeth bared. He leaned over and quickly gave her a kiss on the forehead.

      Let’s hope that’s not a goodbye kiss, Elna thought.

      She hated that they couldn’t talk. The Marines seemed confident about their mission plans, but Elna really wanted to discuss them again to make sure everyone was on the same page. But Prig rose again and took off at an impressive clip, circling around the dirt bike area and following a broadly circular path around the perimeter of the camp. The other Marines seemed to anticipate it and moved with him. But Elna was startled, still fighting against that uneasy feeling, and by the time she got moving, they were already pulling away.

      A large green tent stood at the very edge of the camp just ahead. Light flickered from a crack at the bottom, as if from a small lamp. As he reached the back of the tent, Prig stopped suddenly. It didn’t take long to realize why. Elna heard someone softly humming, a man’s voice, and the flap of canvas as he stepped out of the tent. Suddenly, a guard moved out from behind the tent and stepped directly in front of Prig.

      He was short and stocky, his black hair combed back from a greasy forehead. He seemed like he was just heading out for a stroll, possibly to use the bathroom outside the camp, but he still had a rifle in his hands. At his sudden appearance, Elna bit her lip to stop herself from crying out in surprise.

      It took less than a second for the guard to notice Prig—he gasped and took a step backward. He started to make a weird sound, something like “Buh-buh” as if working himself up to scream, and he swung the rifle around to aim it at Prig. The staff sergeant just crouched there, calmly looking up at the man as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

      Just before the scream broke out of the guard’s throat, a shadow slipped up behind him. It was Spence, the mint-loving Marine, and he struck like a viper. Somehow, he’d circled around the tent, as if anticipating the guard’s appearance. His right arm wrapped around the man’s face, pressing his sleeve against his mouth. The other hand came up in a flash, driving a long blade into the side of the guard’s throat.

      In the flickering lamplight, Elna watched as Spence nearly severed the man’s head in a single fluid motion. The blade sank all the way to the hilt then swung outward, cutting through carotid and jugular and trachea so that a rush of blood and breath gushed out at Prig’s feet like water from a burst pipe.

      She scarcely had time to react to this before he dragged the body backward into the tent, and soon the flickering lamplight went dark. When Spence reappeared, he was holding the man’s AK-47. He raised it over his head like a trophy.

      “It was necessary,” he said in a whisper.

      “Big risk. Let’s try to avoid guards from now on,” Prig replied, so quiet Elna barely made out the words.

      Prig stepped over the large puddle of blood and kept going. Spence shrugged, fell in with the other Marines, and followed. They kicked dirt over the blood in passing.

      “That was…intense,” Malin said in her ear.

      Elna tried not to think about it, tried not to look at the big muddy patch, as she hurried after the Marines. As she passed the tent, she happened to glance to her right. The dying embers of a campfire illuminated a few smaller tents set in a circle nearby. Elna made eye contact with an old man who’d stuck his head out of the tent flap. Like the people she’d seen earlier, he wore a gray long-sleeve shirt and pants. She froze, anticipating his yelp, but instead, he just slipped quietly back into his tent.

      Closer at hand, near the muddy drag trails where the guard had been pulled back inside, she saw a clothesline strung between two poles. Gray shirts and pants hung from two dozen clothespins, flapping gently in the night air. She dared to divert toward the clothesline, quickly grabbing a few shirts and pairs of pants, not bothering to check the sizes. Then she rushed to catch up to Prig and the Marines.

      “Smart thinking,” Malin said.

      The Marines had stopped behind another tent a few yards ahead. As Elna approached, she made a soft hissing sound, which caused Prig to look back at her. She held up the clothes. Judging by the grin on his face, he immediately understood. Most, if not all, of the civilians wore the same gray clothing now, some kind of makeshift uniform Rod must have recently implemented.

      Elna dumped the clothes near Prig, and the Marines went through them. As it turned out, she’d managed to grab three shirts and three pairs of pants that were all fairly big. Prig handed one set to Elna, another set to Malin, and the final set to Archer.

      “Suit up,” he mouthed, motioning for them to get dressed. And then he added, just barely audible, “Time for a bit of espionage.”
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      Selene peeled back the edge of the bandage as Dr. Ruzka checked the Marine’s blood pressure and temperature. The wounded man—Ant, they called him—was delirious, his eyes roaming around as if he were tracing lines on the featureless white ceiling overhead. He was flushed and sweaty, his hands grasping and twisting at the edges of the cot. Selene had done her best to cover the wound, but it was ugly and oozing, and any time she put pressure on it, he groaned in pain. Once the wound was thoroughly cleaned, she slathered on some antibiotic ointment and applied a fresh bandage.

      “I wish I had the means to do blood tests,” Dr. Ruzka said. “I’m worried he’s septic. Heck, I’d take him to my clinic if there was some way to get there.”

      “We’re doing all we can,” Selene said.

      The doctor bent down and gently patted the soldier on the chest. “Young man, you just keep fighting. We’re going to give you something for the pain, but you hang in there.”

      He looked at her, but his eyes seemed unfocused, and he only gave her a confused frown. When she tried to give him a painkiller, he resisted her putting it in his mouth. Finally, she lifted his head, popped it between his teeth, and helped him down it with a cup of water.

      Next, they checked on Cat, the other injured Marine. She was alert, her hands tucked behind her head, and her wound wasn’t nearly as bad. The bullet had sliced across her hip, but it seemed to be healing. When Dr. Ruzka asked how she was doing, she replied, “I’m feeling a lot better, Doc. When are the boys getting back?”

      “I don’t know,” Dr. Ruzka said. “By morning, hopefully.”

      “Those morons,” Cat said. “They should’ve waited until I got better. They can’t do this without me, and anyway, I owe Golf a good smack in the head for getting caught like that.”

      “I’ll be sure to pass the word along, if I get the chance,” the doctor said with a smile.

      “You do that, Doc.”

      Selene was constantly impressed with the doctor’s bedside manner. She was always engaging patients in conversation, keeping things light and hopeful, joking around when appropriate. By comparison, Selene felt weird and shy, never quite knew what to say, and was usually too focused on treatment to pay attention to what the patient was saying.

      I need to learn some things from her, Selene thought.

      “I’ll bring you something to eat,” Selene told Cat.

      “I’ll take a chili dog and some Takis,” Cat said. “Fuego, preferably. Thanks, girl.”

      Selene tried to laugh in response, but it just felt awkward.

      Through all of this, Sniffy lay in the corner. His response to having so many strangers on the island had been to withdraw. He didn’t bark or threaten, as he had done with Garret. When Selene excused herself and hurried out of the room, heading through the guesthouse toward the lobby, Sniffy rose and padded after her.

      These Marines intimidate me too, Sniffy, she thought. That’s why I’m even more awkward than usual. These are not my kind of people. Still, Elna left me in charge. I have to get over it.

      The Marine with the impressive swimmer’s build, the one they called Fish, was sitting on the couch in the lobby, gazing into a crackling fire in the hearth. Selene forced herself to start a conversation with him.

      “Hello, sir,” she said. “And how are you feeling this evening?”

      “Better,” he replied. What a deep voice. Like the bellowing of a contrabassoon. “Wish I was with Prig and the others across the bay, but it is what it is.”

      “Well, be sure and get plenty of rest,” Selene said. “We have fresh water in a pitcher in the dining room. Help yourself. It’s important to stay hydrated.”

      “Hydrated,” Fish said, shaking his head. “More water is the last thing I want right now.”

      Selene didn’t know how to respond to this comment. How did one joke around with such massive, scary people? After a couple of awkward seconds, she just nodded at him and headed outside to the veranda. She found Dr. Ruzka already there, seated at a table near the handrail with Norman and the Dulleses. They were all sipping tea and nibbling from a bowl of mixed berries—Selene was glad to see that they were eating some of the wild, indigenous fruit.

      “I’m not a trauma surgeon,” Dr. Ruzka was saying to Norman. “There’s only so much I can do.”

      “If you can help their man recover from his wound, it’d buy us a whole lot of goodwill with the Marines,” Norman said, taking a sip of tea. “That’s all I’m saying, Doc. They’re moving into the neighborhood, you know?”

      “Well, we sent two of our most important people on their combat mission,” Dr. Ruzka muttered. “If that doesn’t buy us goodwill, nothing will.”

      The Dulleses were sitting close, holding hands, and gazing off across the dark parking lot. A nearby oil lamp made the crags of their faces seem like canyons to Selene. She thought they looked sad, so she went and sat down next to them. Sniffy hopped up in her lap.

      “Hey there, folks,” she said. “Are you doing okay this evening? Anything I can do for you?”

      Joe Dulles seemed oblivious at first, as if he had no idea she was talking to him, but his wife slowly turned to look at Selene.

      “We were just hoping things were going to be quiet on the island now,” she said softly. “I’m sorry, Selene, but we’re just not cut out for all of this violent business. After Elna came back from the clinic and brought the doctor, we thought we were finally going to be okay, but now…” She shrugged sadly. “The fighting has come to us, and there’s nowhere else to go.”

      Joe only shook his head. Whatever he was feeling, he seemed unwilling to share it.

      “I know what you mean,” Selene said. “I’m sorry I can’t make it better.”

      “Oh, honey, I don’t expect you to,” Rita said. “We’ll cope. Joe and I just find our own little quiet corner and mind our own business.”

      And then, as if to prove her point, she turned and gazed off again into the darkness. Selene knew it wasn’t her fault, but somehow she felt responsible. She sat there in awkward silence for a few seconds, trying to find some comforting words that would make it all better.

      “This too shall pass,” she said finally, though it felt kind of lame.

      “Let’s hope,” Rita replied.

      Norman pushed his chair back then and rose, finishing the last sip of tea and setting the cup down as he backed away. Selene assumed he was going to head inside, but he headed down to the parking lot instead.

      “Where are you going?” she asked. “It’s dark out there.”

      “I’m going to check on that boy down there,” he said over his shoulder. “Mac. He said he was going to head down and patrol the island in case any boats approached. I think he felt bad being left behind. Poor kid reminds me of my nephew—I haven’t seen him in so long. Anyway, Mac is all alone. Maybe he could use some company. Don’t worry. I know the way, even in the dark. I’ll let him know I’m coming so he doesn’t get startled.”

      The last time Selene had seen Mac, the young Marine had been setting up some kind of defense on the causeway, stacking wood and rocks to form a makeshift wall. She briefly considered joining Norman, but as he disappeared into the darkening distance, she realized she didn’t like the idea of roaming the island at night, especially when a military operation was taking place just across the bay. Too creepy.

      Instead, she picked up Sniffy and headed back inside, thinking she might check on the wounded again. In the lobby, she saw that Fish was gone, and Miriam and Chloe had taken his place on the couch. Miriam was quietly talking to the child as Selene stepped through the door, but as soon as they noticed her, they stopped speaking and turned away from her.

      I’ll drag them out of their shells kicking and screaming, Selene thought. She felt an affinity for Miriam. It seemed like they had similar trauma, but if Miriam felt the same way, she hadn’t shown it.

      Selene moved to the fireplace and sat down on the edge of the brick hearth. “Hello, friends. I’m making my rounds, checking on people. Is there anything I can do to help you this evening?”

      At first, neither of them would look at her. Chloe buried her face against Miriam’s side, but then she peeked out with one eye and said, “Do you have any candy on this island?”

      “We have lots and lots of fruit,” Selene said. “That’s nature’s candy.”

      “Oh.” Chloe seemed deflated. “I wanted real candy.”

      Selene decided not to give the little girl a speech about the importance of eating natural foods. It didn’t seem like the right time. Miriam met her gaze for a second then looked away, and an awkward silence descended on the room. Miriam was a lovely young woman, with long, wavy black hair and striking brown eyes, but Selene could read the trauma in her expression. She’d been through something awful.

      She’ll never warm up to me, Selene thought. I don’t know these people, and I’m not sure how to talk to them. They certainly aren’t trying to help.

      Salvation came from an unusual source. A soft, hoarse voice speaking from the hallway.

      “You can make a kind of candy out of fruit.” It was Daniel Cabello, shuffling down the hall with a blanket wrapped around his shoulders.

      “You can?” Chloe said, looking at him with hopeful eyes.

      “Sure,” he replied. “You make a fruit puree and spread it on a baking sheet, then you bake it, and it becomes like a fruit rollup.”

      “Fruit leather,” Selene said. “That’s what it’s called.”

      Chloe looked from Daniel to Selene. “Can we make some right now?”

      “How about tomorrow?” Selene said. “You can help me pick out the berries and mash them up. It’ll be a lot of fun.”

      “I’ll help too,” Daniel said.

      Daniel’s involvement sealed the deal, and Chloe nodded her head. “For breakfast?” she asked.

      “Sure, why not?” Selene replied.

      She set Sniffy down and was surprised when the girl beckoned the dog with both hands. The little Bichon Frise ran to her like they were old friends, jumped up on the couch, and curled up on her lap.

      He’s a good judge of character, Selene thought.

      The little girl was petting the dog and smiling when she said, in that peculiar context-free way of young children, “You know, they won’t ever come back from the camp.”

      Miriam jerked upright, clearly startled by the comment, and shushed her. “Don’t say such things. It’s not true. We made it out of there, didn’t we?”

      “Yes,” Chloe said, “but they’re real mean to other soldiers. They tied that gang up and whipped them until they died. Remember?”

      Miriam covered her face with her hands and said, “I’m sorry. I tell Chloe not to speak of these things anymore, but she doesn’t listen to me.”

      “It’s okay,” Selene said. “Maybe it helps to talk about it.”

      But Chloe shook her head. “No, it doesn’t. It feels really bad.”
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      The smallest of the gray shirts was still too big for Elna. These were clearly the clothes of a rather large man. The pants were worse, but they had a kind of string belt that could be cinched up tight. It looked ridiculous. She was like an overgrown waif, but it would have to do. Archer’s clothes fit snugly only because she left her Marine field uniform on underneath, though it made her seem bulky and weirdly shaped. Judging by the look on her face, she wasn’t particularly fond of the new attire.

      Only Malin fit in the clothes, though it wasn’t a particularly good look for him. The drab, ill-made clothes didn’t particularly look good on anyone, and Elna wondered if that wasn’t intentional, a way of making lowly people feel even lower. It seemed like the kind of thing Rod Smith would do.

      As they were getting dressed, Prig and Spence stripped off the outer shirts of the uniforms, folded them inside-out to hide the patches, and buried them in the dirt behind a tent. Underneath, both men wore faded green t-shirts in a shade not all that different from the militia guards’ camo. From a distance, they might not draw a lot of attention. At least, Elna could hope.

      Elna considered Malin and Archer. Something still wasn’t quite right, even with the camp clothes. They would stand out. At first, she couldn’t pinpoint the reason. Then it came to her. She reached out and dug her hands into the dirt, then ran her fingers through her hair. After that, she took additional dirt and smeared it all over her face and arms.

      “People here sit around campfires constantly doing manual labor of one kind or another,” she said. “They’re dirty.”

      “Good thinking,” Archer said, as she scooped up a handful of dirt and rubbed it into her face.

      Malin followed suit, giving his beard a generous dusting of dirt and rocks, dragging his fingers through his sandy hair.

      “To make this work, we have to walk like normal,” Prig said. “Just stroll along like the camp folk. Act like you belong here.”

      “Yes,” Elna replied, “but remember the difference. Guards march around like they own the place, but civilians are traumatized.”

      “Got it,” Prig said, then to Spence, he added, “I hope to God you left those damned mints behind. If you’ve got a pack stashed on you somewhere, leave them in your pocket. They’ll draw attention.”

      Spence gave him a gape-mouthed look of mock offense. “I might’ve brought half a pack, and I might have wrapped it in plastic to keep it dry. Is that so bad, sergeant?”

      “Not if you don’t pull it out. Get going.” Prig signaled the others to follow him.

      “This is it,” he said. “Elna, keep me moving in the right direction.”

      As a final touch to her costume, Elna dragged a lock of dusty hair forward to obscure much of her face. The camp was big enough now that running into Rod Smith would be an unusual stroke of bad luck, but she didn’t want to risk being recognized.

      “Okay,” she said. “Act like you’re guarding us, maybe marching us somewhere to work. Try to avoid the campfires, stick to the shadowy places. That’s my suggestion. If you see the main guy—he has a silver star on his cap—try to keep your distance. Maybe he’ll be too busy to notice. As for the other guards, I think there are enough people here now that guards won’t know everyone, so they might not assume we’re strangers. Might not.”

      “Smart thinking,” Prig said, holding his pistol at his side. “Let’s do this, folks.”

      Elna took the lead, but she tried to walk in a slouch so it wouldn’t appear like she was leading. The camp dwellers were a dour, unhappy lot, so she fixed a miserable expression on her face, slumped her shoulders, and dragged her feet a bit as she walked. Beside her, Malin walked in a slight stoop, as if cowed by the guards behind him. She was impressed at his performance. He looked half his normal size just from the timid expression on his face.

      She continued to skirt the edge of the camp, looking for an unlit and relatively empty path in. However, the camp had grown so much that it took a long time to move around the edge, and she couldn’t find exactly what she was looking for. Too many campfires, too many civilians up and about despite the hour, and she had to avoid the guards without looking like she was avoiding them.

      Finally, as the night sky took on the very first hint of early morning light, she realized it was time to move. She stopped, intending to head straight into the heart of the camp, when she heard footsteps coming from beyond the next tent. Before she could react, a line of civilians appeared, moving with purpose out of the camp and into the open field to the north, toward a large pond on the other side of it. Some carried fishing poles, others carried wicker baskets. None bothered to look in Elna’s direction. Finally, a single guard appeared, rifle pointed at the civilian in the back of the line. He glanced briefly in their direction, and to Elna’s great relief, he didn’t react.

      A bit of early morning fishing at gunpoint, Elna thought.

      The guard’s casual reaction was promising, so she turned and headed directly into the camp. A few sleepy people were up and about, working on various tasks, but the camp was still mostly empty. The whole place had a dusty, dirty, bedraggled sadness hanging over it, and her skin crawled with every step, knowing that Rod Smith was somewhere on the grounds.

      As they approached a campfire, she diverted to the left away from the light, taking a darker path. Suddenly, Malin clamped down on her arm and pulled her to a stop, then pointed at something on the ground near her feet. She had almost walked into a large bucket of water. Actually, there were a few buckets set here beside some machine parts. Breathing a sigh of relief, she started to move around it, but she caught herself. The buckets gave her an idea, something that would complete the costume.

      She bent down and picked up the nearest bucket, handing it to Malin.

      “Look like you’re delivering water at gunpoint,” she whispered. Then she grabbed a second bucket and handed it to Archer. The Marine nodded and wrapped her arms around the bucket, pressing it against her belly. Elna took a third bucket. “Now we fit right in.”

      Prig leaned in close to whisper. “We’ve been moving too slowly. The sun’ll be up in half an hour or so. We need to be out of this camp and on the beach by then. Let’s split up, so we can get this done faster. Elna, you come with me. We’re going after Golf. Malin will take Spence and Archer to the medical tent. Are you comfortable with that plan?”

      In truth, Elna hated being separated from Malin, but standing in the middle of camp was not exactly the best time to discuss a change of plans. She looked at the lightening sky far to the east. The thought of being here when the sun rose made her heart race.

      “Okay, let’s do it,” she said. “We need to move fast.”

      Malin nodded, reached out, and briefly squeezed her hand.

      “You heard her. Move fast,” Prig said to Spence. “Get it done. We’re running out of time. As soon as you get what you need, head back to the motorcycles. We’ll rendezvous there, just outside of the camp, but if you’re being chased, keep going, run and gun all the way to the beach.”

      Spence and Archer nodded in agreement, then they set off, Malin keeping pace with them to point them in the direction of the medical tent. They quickly disappeared deeper into the camp. Just before Malin moved out of sight, Elna felt a twinge of fear. The absolute folly of this whole stupid mission was so clear to her in that moment that she felt profoundly stupid for going along with it.

      Why did I let them put Malin back in danger? she wondered. What the heck was I thinking?

      Prig tapped her on the shoulder and said, “We have to go. Any idea where we might find our prisoner?”

      “I think so,” she replied. “Follow me.”

      And despite the regret, the tingling fear, the twist in her stomach, she headed in a different direction than Malin, moving as fast as she dared while still trying to seem like a dour, defeated camp dweller.
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      Malin took a small bit of comfort in the fact that Elna was with Prig. The staff sergeant seemed competent and determined. Still, he hated to be parted from her. It was on him now to take the lead, which he wasn’t entirely comfortable with. Elna had done such a good job of blending in, adopting the sad slouch of the camp dwellers. Malin tried, but he didn’t think he quite pulled it off.

      Best to avoid groups of people, he thought.

      Though they’d only been in the camp a short time during their first trip here, it was still burned into his brain. He had a pretty good idea of how to get to the medical tent, since Garret had been taken there upon their arrival last time. It was close to the center of camp, not far from Rod Smith’s command tent. To avoid Rod, he led the group a bit farther to the west, then circled around.

      There were no actual roads through the camp, but people had worn paths between the campfires and tents, creating a crude system of trails. As Malin turned a corner, looking for familiar places, he saw an intersection ahead where many paths converged at a large campfire. Despite the very early hour, something was bubbling in a giant pot over the flames. Two militiamen were standing beside the fire, chatting, and one of them glanced in Malin’s direction. Malin would have diverted course, but he feared it would draw suspicion. Instead, he led Archer and Spence to the edge of the path and kept going.

      The guards returned to their conversation, and Malin picked up on some of it

      “I volunteered to go,” one of them was saying. “I want to go.”

      “You’re crazy, man,” the other guard replied. “The National Guard is protecting that place. There’s bound to be a firefight.”

      “No, we’re sneaking in at night. The commander doesn’t want to draw too much attention to the camp with an open battle.”

      “If there’s a fight, we just can’t leave any survivors,” the first guard said. “That’s the trick. No survivors, no reports, right? I hope we go in guns blazing. I’m sick of standing around all the time. They probably have a lot of good stuff in that warehouse. Maybe the commander will share the wealth.”

      “A newbie like you isn’t going to get much,” the second guard said.

      Malin was just passing then, keeping his head down, trying not to draw their attention again. Suddenly, the second guard, an older gentleman with a scraggly gray beard, turned and addressed Spence.

      “Are you a newbie, too?” he asked.

      Spence seemed caught off guard, and he sputtered for a second. “Sorry, guys, just keeping an eye on these two losers,” he said, finally, gesturing at Malin and Archer with his rifle. “Yeah, I’m pretty new around here. Joined up last week.”

      “So you’re not going on the raid either,” the first guard said. He was a much younger guy, with a patchy black beard and chubby cheeks. “We’re hitting another warehouse next week.”

      Spence signaled for Malin and Archer to stop. Apparently, he intended to speak to these guards. It seemed like a dangerous game to play. If he said the wrong thing, he would expose them. At the same time, it was a great opportunity to gain some information. But Malin knew he didn’t dare say anything. As a civilian, his job was to huddle in brokenness and misery.

      “No, I’m not going on the raid,” Spence said. “Not to that warehouse. Actually, Rod…I mean, the commander…might put me on the team that’s going to deal with the island. Unless that’s changed.” The guy was doing a great job playing the part, as he gave the guards a sudden, confused look. “Hey, you haven’t heard anything about a change in plans, have you? I’ll be pissed if the island raid is off.”

      The young guard shrugged, but the old guy said, “The commander definitely wants payback from everything I’ve heard. He lost two guys on the bridge. I don’t know if they’re dead or what. But I’m not sure when the raid is happening.”

      “Oh man, if it happens, I want to go,” Spence said. And then, to Malin’s alarm, he reached into a pocket and pulled out his Mentos, as if by instinct. He unwrapped it from its plastic baggie, dug out a mint with his thumb, and popped it in his mouth. “Is it going to be a full-scale raid? That’s what I heard.”

      “Hey, where did you get that?” the young guard said, pointing at the pack of mints.

      Only then did Spence realize he was holding the mints, and he looked down at them sheepishly. “Found them,” he said. “You want one?” He dug out a mint and gave it to the young guard.

      “Dang, can’t remember the last time I had one of these,” the young guard said, receiving the mint in his open hand like he was being given a communion wafer.

      When Spence tried to give a mint to the old man, he shook his head. “I don’t know much about the island raid. No one does. Rumor has it they were talking about using a dive team to lower the drawbridges, but nobody wants to be shark bait.”

      Spence laughed at this, but Malin thought it sounded forced. The Mentos incident had rattled him, apparently. “No way am I volunteering for that,” he said. “I’ll stay on the bridge and shoot.”

      “You’ll do whatever the commander says, actually,” the old guard said. “Just tell him you can’t swim real good. Then again, he’s got a sense of humor. You tell him that, you might be the first one he sends into the water.”

      Spence forced another laugh. “Well, I guess I’ll follow orders. I’d rather go than not go. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “I heard some fellas talking about using shark repellant,” the young guard said. “They said one of the Army men used it, and he got all the way across the bay.”

      “There’s no such thing as shark repellant, far as I know,” the old guard said. “You shouldn’t believe every dumb thing the fellas tell you.”

      “Didn’t say I believed it,” the young guard grumbled, kicking dirt.

      Malin managed to make eye contact with Spence and gave him the slightest shake of the head. It’s time to go, buddy. Spence got the message.

      “Well, thanks, fellas, but I’d better get going,” he said. “We’ve got a delivery to make here. Don’t want to keep the commander waiting.” He gestured at Malin and Archer again.

      “Fine,” the old guard said, turning to gaze into the fire. “Just don’t get too uppity about what you’ll do and not do. If you’re a newbie, it’s better to do as you’re told. Don’t be like my stupid friend here.” He nodded at the young guard. “Bit of advice.”

      The young guard finally popped the mint in his mouth, and Malin thought for a second that he might cry. His lower lip quivered, and his eyes scrunched up as he began to chew. Spence used that as his chance to leave. He nodded at the old guard and pointed at Malin and Archer, as if to say, “Get going.”

      Malin didn’t need to be told twice. This conversation had seemed like a huge risk, and he was practically shaking as he walked away. Still, the words of the old guard lingered in his mind. Rod could put together a sizeable force to take the island, and if they got the drawbridges down, it was all over. There wasn’t much the handful of Marines and the islanders could do to protect themselves.

      It sure would be nice to take out Rod Smith while we’re here, Malin thought. That might put an end to any talk of raiding the island.

      Of course, there was the more pressing matter of getting out of the camp alive. Malin felt a tremendous sense of relief once they were out of sight of the two guards. He thought he recognized this part of the camp. If memory served, the big hospital tent where they’d kept an injured Garret was a short distance ahead and to the right, next to a large open space. He headed in that direction, but when he saw another campfire with a guard seated beside it, he diverted course.

      He turned a corner and froze in his tracks. Straight ahead, a large group of guards had just stepped into view, coming out from behind a large tent and moving with purpose. Malin thought he recognized a few of them, though he didn’t know any of their names. Moving in the midst of them was a tall, well-built fellow with a chiseled face and close-cropped blond hair. He wore a long-sleeved camouflage shirt with silver buttons which caught the campfire light and sparkled. The man’s arms strained the sleeves of his shirt, and a silver star gleamed above the brim of his hat.

      Rod Smith himself. Oh yeah, this guy is a little emperor in the making, Malin thought. He’s got the look.

      Rod’s group was headed right for them, and Malin’s immediate instinct was to flee. Instead, by sheer force of will, he made himself keep moving forward, then took the next left and moved away from Rod’s group. He kept his gaze fixed on the ground and did his best to look like he was just going about his business, gripping his bucket tightly so he wouldn’t drop it. As he hurried away, he heard Rod’s men pass behind him, Rod’s voice speaking low to his men.

      A little too close, Malin thought, feeling sweat running down his cheeks.
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      It had almost become their regular meeting place, Dr. Ruzka seated on one side of the cot, Selene seated on the other. They didn’t have to plan it. They just sort of wound up there every couple of hours, doing their rounds. Selene thought they’d developed a rather nice rhythm to their medical care. The doctor came with her big medical bag, Selene with her herbal bag, and they sat down and went to work.

      Her focus was drawn away from this developing friendship as soon as she began to check on the patient. Ant had flung his blanket back at some point and seemed to have tried to pull his shirt off. He was sweaty and flushed, breathing loudly through his mouth, and occasionally moaning or trying to say something. A large plastic bucket beside his bed, intended as a bed pan, was still empty. They’d tried to roll him onto his side numerous times so he could relieve himself, but so far he hadn’t been able to produce any urine.

      “I came to this island to help George and Danny,” the doctor said, rooting through her bag. “If I’d had any idea I would be treating traumatic injuries like this, I would have brought surgical supplies. I’m not a surgeon, but still…this man needs help I can’t provide. For one thing, he needs a catheter.”

      Selene leaned in close to the Marine’s face. “Ant, can you hear me?” she asked, speaking loudly.

      His lower lip moved up and down, but he only managed to groan softly. Dr. Ruzka started to peel back the bandage, but Selene could already see blotchy red patches across the man’s white belly.

      “He’s septic,” she said.

      “I think so,” the doctor replied, pulling a thermometer out of her bag and placing it in his mouth.

      Selene pulled out a small pouch and opened it, revealing a small powder she’d made from mixing garlic, burdock, and rosehips. Using a small paper funnel, she poured the powder into a half-full water bottle.

      “This is supposed to help with sepsis,” she said, screwing the cap on the bottle and swirling it. “Do you think we can get him to drink it?”

      “We can try,” the doctor replied. She pulled the thermometer out and held it up to the lamplight. “His body temperature is low. Ninety-four-point-six.”

      “Does that happen?” Selene asked. “I thought people with sepsis usually run a fever.”

      “It can be high or low,” the doctor replied, wiping off the thermometer with an antiseptic cloth and placing it back in its plastic container. “Either way is bad.”

      Working together, they tried to get Ant to sip some of Selene’s herbal treatment. The doctor gently pried his mouth open, while Selene poured the solution in a little at a time. He swallowed some, but then he coughed and sputtered, spat out the rest, and began to thrash.

      “Well, he got some of it, at least,” Selene said, putting the cap on the water bottle.

      Dr. Ruzka sighed as she removed the old bandage, revealing the oozing, stitched bullet wound. “I believe he’s either got bullet fragments or debris in the wound. I’m not a trauma surgeon, and I don’t have surgical equipment anyway. There’s just not much we can do but try to keep him comfortable. If they bring antibiotics back from the camp, he might have a chance, but that’s a big if.”

      Next, she pulled out a stethoscope and listened to his breathing as Selene cleaned the wound and rebandaged it. Then, she pulled out an old-fashioned blood pressure kit and wrapped it around his arm. As the doctor checked his blood pressure, Selene thought to turn in her seat and look at their other patient.

      Cat was sprawled on her cot but watching them like a hawk. Selene tried to give her an encouraging smile, but the Marine just stared hard at Ant. When she heard the hiss of air being released from the blood pressure cuff, Selene turned back around.

      “You’re the herbal expert here,” Dr. Ruzka said. “What are good, natural ways to raise blood pressure?”

      “Ginseng, guarana, licorice, arnica,” Selene said, rattling off the first answers that came to her. “I have the ginseng, but that’s it. Let me get some.”

      Dr. Ruzka packed away all of her gear, set her bag in her lap, and wrapped her arms around it. “Not much more we can do for him than that. We’ll need to keep vigil here, though. He needs someone keeping an eye on him. His condition is critical.”

      Selene produced a ginseng pill. They spent a minute trying to get him to swallow it. It finally ruptured in his mouth, and he reflexively swallowed most of the powder. It was the best she could do, so she pulled the blanket back over him, dabbed his face with a damp rag, and packed away the rest of her herbs.

      “He’s not gonna make it,” Cat said. She had her hands tucked behind her head, and since she was wearing a tank top, it made the bulge of her biceps prominent. Selene found her quite scary, even though she’d never said a mean or rude thing. “I knew he wasn’t going to make it as soon as I saw the bullet wound.”

      Selene was shocked when tears sprang into the woman’s eyes. She quickly wiped them away, but more came.

      “Don’t give up on him yet,” Selene said. “They might come back with something that will help.”

      “They might come back,” Cat said. “That’s right. Dang, Ant and I went through boot camp together. I’ve known that guy since day one. Didn’t think it’d end like this, dying in some back closet in an old bed-and-breakfast. Weird times.”

      “The situation is far from hopeless,” Dr. Ruzka said. “He’ll still got some fight in him.”

      “If you say so, Doctor,” she replied.

      Selene and the doctor moved to Cat’s cot next to check on her hip wound. She was in much better shape, of course, though the wound was far from healed. Still, they cleaned and rebandaged it, and Selene gave her a garlic and honey pill to help with healing.

      “Hey, let me ask you a question,” Cat said, as Selene was taping the new bandage in place. “Do you guys keep bug-out bags around the island?”

      “Well, we have some first aid kits in the bathroom of the guesthouse, if that’s what you mean,” Selene said.

      “No, not really the same thing,” Cat replied. “A bug-out bag is a short-term survival kit, so if you get caught out somewhere, or if you have to evacuate your home suddenly, you can take care of yourself. Some people call them a seventy-two-hour kit.”

      “I don’t think we have anything like that,” Selene said. “What do you put in them?”

      “Enough food and water for a few days,” Cat replied. “Air filtration mask, first aid supplies, socks and underwear, tools, knives, pepper spray, a handgun, meds—whatever you might need. You should create a few bug-out bags and stash them around the island.”

      “You think we’ll need them?” Selene asked.

      “You never know,” Cat said. “Trouble’s coming. Better get on that soon. Heck, I’ll help you put them together. Get the other islanders, get Fish, make them help, too.”

      Quite frankly, Selene didn’t want to think about it. Yes, a worse enemy was on the way. Things were going to get really bad on the island. Selene knew this, she’d heard it with her own ears, but it hadn’t quite sunk in.

      “Okay, I’ll recruit the others to help with that,” she said, after a moment.
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        * * *

      

      When Selene came through the back door of the guesthouse, she heard a clash and clatter, someone muttering curses under his breath. At first, she didn’t see anything, as if the sounds were coming from thin air. Then George Pasqualee rose up from behind the bar, kicking a cabinet shut with his heel. He harrumphed loudly and smacked the bar top with his big hands. Then he noticed Selene standing just inside the door and gave her a sheepish look.

      “Is there a problem?” she asked.

      “No, no, just looking for something,” he said.

      He moved out from behind the bar and headed for the hallway. She followed him.

      “Hey, George, I’ve got a little task that we could all work on,” she said. “We’re going to put together these things called bug-out bags, like survival kits, and I’d like to get as many people as possible helping.”

      He led her into the kitchen, where he began rooting through the drawers. When he didn’t respond to her, she started to repeat herself. Finally, he glanced at her over his shoulder.

      “Sorry, Selene, I’m sort of distracted right now,” he said. “I’ve lost something, and I really want to find it. Why don’t you go recruit the others? Danny is up and moving around. Norman is down there helping that young Marine. The Dulleses are doing absolutely nothing useful. The guy named Fish looks bored. There are a lot of people who can help.” He sounded unusually irritated, and his sharpness actually hurt her feelings.

      “Okay,” she said. “Do you mind if I ask what you’re looking for?”

      He slid a drawer shut, leaned against a counter for a second, and said, “Picture album. Photographs of my wife and I when we were younger. I stashed them somewhere in the guesthouse, but I can’t remember where. For a long time, I didn’t want to look at them, but now…” He shook his head. “I just really need to find them.” He turned to her. “But you go make your bags. That sounds important. The others will help, I’m sure of it.”

      Selene nodded. “I’ll keep an eye out for picture albums.”

      “Please do,” he said softly, stroking his long white beard, then adding, “I miss her so much, more now than ever, but I’m thankful she’s not here to see the state of the world. It would’ve been really hard on her.”

      Selene didn’t know how to respond to this, so she tried to give him a sympathetic look before backing out of the kitchen and heading down the hall to the lobby, where Chloe and Daniel were playing fetch with Sniffy. The little Bichon Frise had made a new friend. It was a good thing. Selene knew it was best for the dog, and for the kids, but somehow it made her sad. Sniffy didn’t even run to her when she entered the room.

      Keep your mind on what matters most, she reminded herself. Let Sniffy be happy. He’s been through enough.
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      “Jackpot,” Malin said, his heart pounding. The near brush with Rod Smith still had him freaked out, but now the anxiety was mingled with excitement. It was like stumbling upon a pirate’s treasure, but instead of piles of gold and jewels, he was looking at shelves of plastic and cardboard tubs containing medical supplies.

      He was on the ground, pressed flat against the dirt, with his face poking through the bottom of the heavy canvas that made the walls of the medical tent. Spence had slid a couple of barrels to one side of him to block him from the nearest intersection, and Archer was squatting on the other side, pretending to work on an old rusty piece of junk they’d picked up along the way, as Spence guarded them with the AK-47.

      The medical tent hadn’t been hard to spot once they’d gotten close. It had a prominent red cross painted on each side. But as he lay there with his head under the canvas, Malin could hear the camp waking up around them. Their risk of being recognized was increasing exponentially with every passing minute.

      Fortunately, the medical tent was empty. A row of cots occupied the middle of the tent, with shelves against the outer walls. Though there were no patients on the cots at the moment, Malin saw what appeared to be drying blood splashed all over the side of the end cot, speckling the rug floor. Someone had died in here recently, from the look of it.

      “Both of you, get in there and get it done,” Spence said, speaking softly. Their immediate vicinity was surrounded mostly by the backs of tents, so there was no traffic. However, people were moving nearby. “Load up and get out. You have seconds. Seconds. Go.”

      Malin pulled himself into the tent, yanked the backpack off his shoulders, and rose. As he rushed toward the nearest shelf, he heard Archer working her way under the tent behind him. If someone had died recently, it meant someone had been in the tent recently. Maybe the absence of medical personnel was related to the death of the patient. If that was the case, then they could return at any moment.

      Malin moved to the nearest shelf and began picking through the items, taking a few from each category and placing them in his pack: bandages, gauze, medical tape, cotton balls, surgical implements of various kinds, medical gloves, pill bottles, and so on. As he did that, he heard a much more chaotic sound behind him.

      He glanced back and saw Archer clearing the shelf with a sweep of her arm, dragging the entire row into the pack. She was done within three seconds, just barely able to zip the pack shut, as Malin went back to work, picking his way along.

      “We’re not picking over produce at the grocery store,” she said. “Just swipe it all into the pack and let’s go.”

      “I don’t want to leave the camp with nothing,” he said. “There are civilians here.”

      “Oh, for God’s sake,” Archer said. “You’re going to get us killed trying to be altruistic. It’s us or them, stupid. Get it done.”

      “Everyone in the camp is not the enemy,” he replied. It wasn’t as if he were wasting an inordinate amount of time. It might have taken him ten extra seconds to be a little more selective. The islanders and Marines didn’t need to take absolutely everything. It was unnecessarily cruel, especially with so many civilians forced to live and work in the camp.

      Giving him a withering look of disgust, Archer moved up beside him and began picking up whole cases of supplies, jamming them into his pack. He briefly considered resisting her, but the deed was done before he could do anything about it. Archer had managed to clear one entire shelf, jamming everything into his pack.

      “Now, zip it up, and let’s get out of here,” she said. “We’re trying to leave this camp alive, remember?”

      “Yes, got it,” he replied. He could have zipped up the pack as it was, but out of sheer orneriness, he pretended like it was overfull, removed one box of bandages, and set them back on the shelf. Archer didn’t seem to notice or care.

      “See how easy that was?” Archer said, slinging the pack over her shoulders. “Let’s go.”

      Malin put the pack over his shoulder and started toward the back of the tent. It was a single, short gasp that drew him up short. Spinning around, he saw a man standing in the open tent flap. He was short and soft, a pudgy gentleman with his black hair carefully parted and combed to one side. He wore a long-sleeved dress shirt, filthy with dust, that had a small red cross created in electrical tape over the breast pocket. In his right hand, he was holding a clipboard, and it looked like he had frozen in the middle of writing something with a stub of a pencil.

      “Can I help you?” he asked.

      “Just getting some stuff for the commander,” Archer said. The lie came quick to her lips. “Can’t tell you about it. Sorry.”

      “But…” He lowered the clipboard and tucked the pencil behind his ear. “He wouldn’t send civilians. Where’s you guard? This isn’t appropriate at all. We have protocols.” The longer he spoke, the louder he got. And now, his gaze went to the shelves on his right, the ones Archer had cleared. “What…what the hell is going on here?” Confusion became sudden fear, his face seeming to melt as the situation became clear to him. “Who are you people?” He opened his mouth wide as if to yell.

      Run and gun, Malin thought. That’s what the staff sergeant had said. Was this the moment?

      But Archer hadn’t moved yet, and Malin saw why. Somehow, Spence had slipped through the tent flap behind him, and he rose up behind the man now. Malin found his sudden appearance disturbing, a real horror movie moment. As Spence clapped a hand over the man’s mouth and drove the long black blade of his KA-BAR knife into the side of his neck, he was loudly, hungrily chewing one of his damn Mentos.

      The blade went into the side of the man’s neck like it was sliding through warm cake, the tip poking out the other side. Then Spence dragged it forward, cutting carotid and jugular as he’d done before. Blood gushed out onto the ground, and the doctor slumped in his arms with gurgle. As Malin’s stomach turned upside-down, Spence dragged the man into the tent and laid him on the nearest cot.

      “Was that necessary?” Malin asked.

      “You people need to move faster,” Spence said, wiping his hands on the man’s shirt. “You should’ve been in and out in, like, three seconds. Come on. We’re leaving before someone raises the alarm.”

      And with that, Spence turned, pushed back through the tent flap, and disappeared. Archer followed him, but Malin hesitated a second, looking at the giant puddle of blood on the rug. He grabbed a blanket off a cot and tossed it onto the puddle, hoping it might hide the evidence for a second or two, then rushed after Archer. As he moved, the heavy pack flopped back and forth, making far too much noise, so he tightened the straps against his shoulders as much as he could.

      Stepping outside, he saw another man walking toward them. Dressed similarly, in a button-up shirt with a red cross on the pocket, he also held a clipboard. He gave Malin a strange look.

      Well, we’re about out of time here, he thought. Hell is going to break loose any second now.
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      Elna let Prig take the lead as they moved through camp, giving him occasional directions while trying to make herself as small as possible behind him. She thought it fit the costume. Most of the civilians in the camp went about like whipped dogs, tails tucked between their legs. Prig did a pretty good of job of acting casual as he passed others, not really looking around, not really trying to hide, just strolling along with gun in hand and a civilian slinking along behind him.

      Still, she felt terribly exposed. All it would take was for one guard to notice something out of the ordinary or for someone who had been present during her last trip to the camp to recognize her.

      Oh God, what if we run into Garret? she thought. There’s a face I never want to see again. He would raise holy hell the second we crossed paths.

      The camp was starting to wake up, civilians gathering here and there to begin their various daily tasks, guards marching about. Prig seemed to be attempting to avoid direct, face-to-face interactions with guards, which meant they were weaving a zigzag pattern through the camp.

      Finally, they stepped between two tents, and she spotted a larger tent to one side that she recognized. No guards were posted in front this time. Off to one side, in a large open area, a group of civilians seemed to be preparing a large meal. They had a fire going, and a large wire framework had been balanced over it. Multiple pots hung from the framework. A few feet away, a stack of open crates contained vegetables, grains, and what appeared to be dried meat. A group of three women and two men were moving back and forth between the crates and the fire, throwing ingredients into murky, bubbling water.

      The smell that reached Elna wasn’t entirely pleasant. As they approached the large tent, she caught up to Prig and tried to speak just loud enough for him to hear.

      “This is the place where we were held captive,” she said. “I recognize the tent.”

      Prig paused for a moment, gazing toward the tent. The flap was shut and staked in place. “It doesn’t look like a prison cell,” he replied. “Looks like every other tent in this camp. How’d they keep you here?”

      “Posted guards,” she said. “They wanted us to think we were guests being watched over for our own good.”

      “That old trick?” Prig replied.

      Elna heard the workers at the firepit talking to each other. She couldn’t make out the words, but she resisted the urge to glance back at them. Prodding Prig in the back, she pointed off to her right.

      “There’s a row of iron cages not far in that direction,” she said. “That’s the most likely location of your captive friend.”

      Prig nodded, turned, and started in the direction she’d indicated, heading for a narrow gap between two small tents. As Elna moved to follow him, however, she heard one of the voices behind her getting closer, then she heard the scuff of shoes on dirt. She intended to ignore it, but then someone grabbed a fold of her loose shirt from behind and tugged at it.

      Elna spun around, ready to either lash out or run away. However, rather than a guard standing behind her, she saw a small, weary woman, her hair in cornrows, her dark brown eyes full of either pain or sadness.

      “Oh, hey,” the woman said. “I kinda thought that was you from the back, but I wasn’t sure. Didn’t we work together on a cleaning crew or something?” The woman started to reach for a hug, then seemed to reconsider and extended her hand instead. She wore an apron that looked about twenty years old, covered in layers of food stains, and Elna noticed that the woman had what appeared to be numerous small burn scars on her palms and fingers.

      “Oh, yeah, I think I remember you,” Elna lied. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Prig standing between the tents, waiting for her while trying to look like he wasn’t waiting for her. She then glanced toward the fire and saw the other workers. They continued to go about their business, but they kept looking in her direction. “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it? I’ll be honest, I’m not good at remembering names.”

      “Natasha,” the woman said, reaching back to retie her apron, as if anxious to get back to work. “Well, anyway, you just looked familiar, and I wanted to say hello.”

      Elna looked at Prig again. He was staring off at nothing in particular, but he made a small beckoning gesture with one finger. “Okay, well, it was good to see you again. We’ll have to catch up some time.”

      She raised her hand in an awkward gesture of farewell. However, in the span of about two seconds, she saw the woman’s face utterly transform before her eyes, that slightly shy positivity peeling away as recognition entered her eyes. Her mouth dropped open, and both of her hands went to her apron again, grabbing and twisting the stained cloth.

      “No, wait, it wasn’t the cleaning crew,” she said in a little whisper. “That’s not where I know you from. I remember now.”

      Elna had heard enough. Without another word, she turned, motioned Prig to get going, and walked away. Prig passed between the tents and quickly moved out of sight, and Elna followed him. She slid between the tents, her shoulders brushing dusty canvas on either side. She popped out the other side into an area that was full of barrels and boxes.

      “Now, why’re you rushing away like that?” said the voice behind her.

      Natasha had followed her. Elna turned to confront her. How was she going to get rid of this pest?

      “I’ve got work to do,” Elna said. “I think you do too, Natasha. Weren’t you helping those other people cook?”

      She’d lost sight of Prig, and before she could look for him, Natasha grabbed her shirt with both hands and dragged her close. “I knew I recognized you,” she said, in a low, increasingly sharp voice. “I didn’t work on any crew with you. You were in that group of prisoners from the island that they dragged into camp a few months ago. That’s when they brought all of that cheap wine here. You passed in front of me coming and going. Am I right?”

      “You’ve got it all wrong,” Elna said. “I’ve never been a prisoner here.”

      But Natasha pulled her closer and wrapped an arm around her neck, pulling her head down. She was strong. Elna felt the muscles in her forearms bulging against the side of her neck.

      “I know who you are,” Natasha said, “and you’re coming with me. They’ll reward me good for handing you over to the commander.”

      Elna tried to wrestle out of the woman’s grip, pushing at her and twisting, but she was caught fast. The pressure on her neck was also making the edges of her vision turn red as she was dragged back toward the tents.

      A sudden sound seemed to freeze the moment. It was a low thud, like a melon slamming onto a hard countertop. Natasha’s grip instantly released, and Elna stumbled backward. She lost her balance and fell onto her butt. Natasha crumpled at her feet in a heap, blood running down her forehead.

      Prig loomed over her, a large, rusty wrench in his right hand. He didn’t wait. As soon as Natasha was down, he tossed the wrench onto the ground, grabbed her wrist, and dragged the body into the nearest open tent. Then he closed the flap, tied it shut, and kicked dirt over the small puddle of blood.

      “Don’t interact with anyone,” he said, extending a hand to Elna. “That’ll get you in trouble every time. Just keep walking.”

      Elna grabbed his hand, and he yanked her to her feet. “Thanks,” she said. “I thought I could weasel my way out of it. Guess I was wrong.”

      “We’re running out of time,” he said, pointing at the sunlight shining on the eastern horizon. “Show me where we need to go.”

      Elna brushed off the seat of her pants and hurried across the path, slipping between another row of tents. As she approached the far end, she knew she recognized the area. There were more barrels on the far side, and she was pretty sure she’d had a confrontation with Garret in this area. She stopped and peeked around the far corner of the nearest tent. The tents were wide open on the south side, and each of them contained a heavy iron cage. The cage right beside her was empty, but she spotted a lone guard standing in front of a cage a few tents down. He was turned slightly away from her, holding an AK-47 in his arms.

      “That’s it,” she said, ducking back behind the tent.

      Prig was right there. “Okay, count to twenty, then get the guard’s attention. I’ll take it from there.”

      Before she had a chance to ask any questions, he rushed back the way they’d come. Elna started counting, but she felt the anxiety of the moment building in her. What was he about to do? Her whole body felt like it was vibrating, as if from a low electrical current. She almost lost count a couple of times.

      “Twenty,” she said at last. She’d lost sight of Prig, but she trusted him now. He’d proved his ability to take care of business.

      Elna stepped out from behind the tent and approached the guard openly, trying to concoct an easy lie. As soon as she cleared her throat, he swung around and pointed the rifle at her, so she ducked down in a submissive gesture.

      “Sorry, sir,” she said. “I didn’t mean to bother you, but they told me to come and get you.”

      “Get me?” he replied. He was short and fat, with a mouth like a sideways capital C.

      “Breakfast is ready,” she said. Indeed, she could smell the slight foulness of whatever the people were cooking.

      How soon until they notice a member of their breakfast crew just vanished? she wondered.

      The guard started to say something, but Prig rose up behind him, silent as a shadow. He’d retrieved the wrench, and he brought it down on the back of the guard’s skull with a swift, well-aimed strike. The guard made a single expulsion of breath, which harmonized with the crack of his skull. Then he dropped face-forward, pivoting at the heels, and smashed onto the ground. Moving fast, Prig retrieved the man’s rifle, grabbed him by the ankles, and dragged him into one of the tents. He stuffed the body into the narrow space between the cage and canvas.

      As he did that, Elna rushed toward the cage the man had been guarding. A young man was sitting at the back of the cage, his head between his knees. He was young, Latino, with a Marine’s haircut and a well-built physique, but when he raised his head to look at her, she saw he’d been beaten to a pulp. One eye was swollen shut, both cheeks swollen, his lips bisected by a scab, small cuts and abrasions all over his face. Instead of a Marine uniform, he was dressed in a black-and-white striped prisoner’s uniform.

      “Golf?” she asked. “Is that you?”

      He stared at her for a second with his one eye, and it slowly seemed to focus on her face.

      “Yeah, that’s me,” he replied, his voice rough. With the injury to his lips, he had some trouble speaking. “And who the heck are you? You don’t look like an executioner. You look like a high school science teacher.”

      I do? she wondered.

      “We’re here to rescue you,” she said.

      He just stared at her as if she were mad, but then Prig appeared at her side.

      “Hey there, buddy,” he said. “Remember me?”

      “Sarge,” Golf replied. He struggled to rise and managed to get to his knees.

      “Hey, Golf, tell me straight,” Prig said. “You didn’t give them any classified information, did you? Sorry, I gotta ask.”

      “Hell no, Sarge,” Golf replied. “Look at my friggin’ face. Does it look like I gave them what they wanted?”

      Prig beamed at him, then turned and beamed at Elna for good measure. She felt a strange moment of kinship with the Marines. They’d pulled it off. They were all one big happy team now.

      “No more interrogations and beatings,” Elna said. “We’re getting you out of here.”

      “That’s the best news I’ve heard in a while,” Golf said. She could tell he was trying to smile, but his busted lips prevented it.

      “Here, got this off the guard,” Prig said. “Let’s hope it works.”

      He handed Elna a large iron key and signaled for her to unlock the cell. As she took it, he pulled the small, plastic-wrapped two-way radio out of his pocket.

      “I’ll give the all clear to the others,” he said.

      She inserted the key into the large, crude padlock that held the cage door shut. It slid right in.

      “This is it,” she said.

      Golf grabbed the bars of his cage and, achingly, pulled himself to his feet. Elna unlocked the door, removed the padlock, and tossed it into the dark space between the tent and cage. Prig had just lifted the radio to his mouth and pressed the talk button when a strange noise blared out across the camp. It sounded like bugles or trumpets, all playing different notes and all being played as loudly as possible. There was immediate panic throughout the camp. Elna heard people shouting and dashing about.

      “Someone’s raised the alarm” Prig said. “The other team must have run into trouble. We have to get out of here now.”

      “Maybe someone found Natasha,” Elna said.

      “Doesn’t matter now,” Prig said. “Time to go.”

      He reached inside the cage and grabbed Golf with his free hand. Before the injured man could react, he yanked him forward, wrapped an arm around his torso, and hurried away from the cage. Elna started after them, and she was passing another iron cage when a coarse voice suddenly called her name.

      “Elna Pasqualee.”

      She turned to the voice and saw an emaciated figure sitting in the cage. His hair had grown long and wild, and he had grown an ugly beard on his cheeks and chin. He wore the camouflage uniform of a camp guard, but his rough skin and perpetually red face were familiar to her.

      “Garret,” she said.

      Malin’s former best man. He’d turned against the islanders during their imprisonment in the camp. Elna was so startled to see him in a cage that she stumbled to a stop.

      “What are you doing in there?” she asked.

      “Got in a bit of trouble with the boss,” he replied. “Flirted with one of his many…uh, girlfriends. No big deal.”

      “You want out of that cage?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “Nah, I’ll make do. Once I’m back on the commander’s good side, he’ll put me to work again.”

      Prig hissed at Elna to hurry, and she turned and nodded.

      “You made the wrong choice,” she said to Garret. “For your sake. Not for ours. Good luck in life.”

      He gave her a contemptuous smile. “You’re the one who needs good luck. You’ll never make it out of the camp alive. They have a whole trench full of the bones of invaders and rebels. You’ll be there too, soon enough.”

      “You’re as pleasant a human as ever,” Elna replied. “Enjoy your cage, Garret. It suits you.”

      As she left the tent, she heard the hideous alarm sound coming from somewhere to the northwest. It wasn’t as close as she’d first thought. Had the other group failed in their mission? The possibility made her want to turn back, to rush toward them, to find Malin before they gunned him down. But she wouldn’t find him now with the camp in chaos. She heard guards dashing about, the clank of rifles, shouted orders, civilians scrambling out of the way.

      Prig ducked into an open tent. Though Golf was on his feet, Prig was practically carrying him, bearing his entire weight with one bulging arm. Elna stepped in behind them and found herself in some kind of storage tent with shelves set up along the outer edge. Folded cloth of various kinds was stacked on the shelves.

      “I hope the other team didn’t run into trouble,” Elna said.

      “Must have,” Prig replied. “I guess they failed.” He stuffed the radio back into his pocket. “No sense trying to talk to them now. If they’re in hiding somewhere, I wouldn’t want to give them away.”

      “You think it’s possible they escaped?” she asked. She had assumed the worst, but the guards wouldn’t raise an alarm if the threat was already neutralized.

      “It’s possible,” Prig replied. “Maybe they looted the medical tent, and someone just realized it. Let’s hope they’re already out of the camp and headed down to the beach.”

      “Shouldn’t we try to help them?” Elna said, gesturing at the rifle slung over his shoulder.

      “Nope,” Prig replied sharply. “We have our mission. They have theirs. This is what my people trained for. Don’t worry, they’ll do everything they can to keep your boyfriend safe. As for us, Golf here is our priority. He has important work to do on the island.”

      Prig gingerly set the injured Marine on the ground and went to the nearest shelf, picking through the piles of folded cloth.

      “Maybe instead of hiding like rats, we should be running like heck to get out of this place,” Golf said, massaging his right shoulder.

      “I came in here for a reason, dummy,” Prig said. He picked up some folded gray cloth and flipped it open to reveal a civilian’s shirt. “Can’t have you traipsing about in prison stripes.” He found a pair of pants, then tossed the clothes at Golf. “Let’s get you all prettied up there, Golf. They treat civilians like garbage in this camp, so all your welts and bruises shouldn’t stand out.”

      As Prig helped Golf change clothes, Elna stood guard at the tent flap and listened carefully for any sounds coming toward the tent. The alarm blared out again across the camp. She found it a haunting, tooth-jarring sound. It went right down her spine.

      Malin, just get out of the camp, she thought. Do whatever you have to do, but get out of the camp. Don’t let these people take you. I don’t want you to wind up like Golf—or worse.
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      The man in the lab coat stood in front of the tent, gaping at them. Archer and Spence kept going, but Malin hesitated a second, wondering if he should say something to distract the man. Slowly, the man’s eyes went down to the ground, where they froze, fixed on something. The clipboard in his hand seemed to dislodge and gradually slid out of his hand.

      “We’re running an errand,” Malin said. “Hey, you know…the captain…the captain over there…he wanted to see you. Better go…” The lie wasn’t working, so he let it trail off. Finally, he looked down and realized what the man was staring at.

      Bloody footprints on the ground from Malin’s shoes. Malin quickly tried to wipe his shoes off. As he was doing that, the man took off running. He didn’t say anything—no shout, no cry for help, no scream of terror—he just ran away like he’d had a brush with the Grim Reaper. Malin watched him disappear behind a tent.

      He considered going after the man, but then he heard a sharp little hiss behind him. When he turned around, he saw Spence and Archer some distance away. Spence was beckoning him with a furious look on his face. Malin hurried after them. When he got close, Spence grabbed him by the shirt and shoved him forward.

      “What are you doing? Having a conversation? We have to get out of here,” Spence said.

      “I was trying to deal with that guy,” Malin replied.

      “No, there’s no more dealing,” Spence said. “Now, we leave. That’s it.”

      Ahead, beyond another row of tents, a roped-off area contained a bunch of junk that appeared to be mostly salvaged electronics and mechanical parts. There was no one in the immediate vicinity, so Spence headed in that direction, beckoning the others. Archer took a second to give Malin a withering look of disappointment before she resumed moving, pulling the shoulder straps of her backpack tight. Malin found running with the stuffed backpack rather awkward. It shifted from side to side with every step, making his gait a kind of off-balance shuffle. Spence was moving fast, though not quite running, and he found it hard to keep up.

      The barrier around the junkyard was more symbolic than functional, a single strand of nylon rope tied to wooden stakes around the edge of the area. Spence stepped over the rope, Archer behind him. Malin had just stepped over when the whole camp seemed to erupt. A strange series of discordant notes filled the air, as if a bunch of people had picked up an assortment of brass instruments and started blowing random notes on them. It was loud, ear-straining, and made his heart leap into his throat. The sound was coming from somewhere directly behind him, but daring a glance over his shoulder, he didn’t see the source. However, it was followed immediately by the sound of guards shouting at each other.

      “The medical tent,” someone said. “The medical tent!”

      Well, that’s it, Malin thought. We blew it. They’re onto us.

      He followed Spence and Archer as they ducked behind a large pile of junk. Spence hunkered down, muttering curses. As Malin drew near, he grabbed his arm and pulled him down out of sight.

      “It was the guy who got away,” Malin said. “He must have reported us.”

      “Of course, he did,” Spence said. “You just had to stand there and babble at the guy, didn’t you?”

      “He’d already seen us,” Malin said. “Our cover was blown as soon as we stepped out of the tent. We should have gone the way we went in.”

      “Would’ve been hard to get the loaded packs back under the canvas,” Spence said. He punched the ground between his feet and uttered a long, breathless string of curses. “We were so close. We had everything. All we had to do was get out of here!”

      As the strange, warbling alarm faded out, it left a ringing in the air. Malin heard guards moving back and forth, shouted commands, questions, the clank of rifles. The junkyard provided decent cover—they had piles of junk on three sides—but people were close. Getting out of the camp was going to be a problem.

      Spence was still cursing and punching the ground, but Archer grabbed him suddenly by the collar and pulled him close. Then, with her free hand, she dug into his pants pocket and pulled out a mostly empty pack of Mentos.

      “Would you eat one of your stupid mints and quit freaking out?” she said, shoving the pack at him. “Punching the earth doesn’t fix anything. We have to get out of this hellhole, and you’re the man in charge here.”

      Ducking his head, Spence grabbed the pack and worked a mint out with his thumb. He popped it in his mouth, rolled it around so that it rattled loudly against his teeth, then sighed. “Sorry. I guess we knew this was a possibility. We strolled into camp and looted their medical tent.”

      “Exactly,” Archer said. “What’s the exit plan now?”

      “All of the noise and activity will be centered around the medical tent,” he said, “so let’s try to avoid the area completely and circle around to our origination point. Maybe we’ll meet up with Prig there. If not, we head straight to the beach.”

      “We’re going to encounter people along the way,” Malin noted. The sounds of guards dashing about were only intensifying. “We can’t avoid them. Guards or civilians.”

      “Yeah, well, there’s no reason to play nice now,” Spence said. “We’re fighting our way out. Boss said if we get into trouble, run and gun.”

      If slitting throats and dumping corpses in tents was playing nice, Malin was afraid to see the alternative.

      “Archer, Malin, you two stay behind me,” Spence said. “I’ll try to avoid people, but I’m going to clear the path if I have to. Try to keep a low profile, okay? You’ve got the supplies. Even if something happens to me, maybe they won’t notice you guys, and you can sneak out of here with the stuff. But I’m sure as hell not getting captured like Golf. Got it?”

      “Got it,” Archer replied with a nod.

      Spence gave Malin a sharp look, and Malin finally nodded. Whatever you say, buddy, he thought. You’re the man with the AK.

      With a loud expulsion of breath, Spence rose, looked left and right, then headed west, circling around a junk pile and moving toward the rope in the opposite direction from the medical tent. Archer went next, leaving Malin to bring up the rear. He tried to hunch over a little as he walked to make himself seem smaller, but the enormous rattling backpack didn’t help.

      The layout of the camp seemed completely chaotic to Malin now. Just tents, firepits, trash, and junk scattered all over the place. Paths felt narrow and cluttered, claustrophobic at times, and he had to keep checking the position of the sun to avoid getting completely turned around. He didn’t see anyone in their immediate vicinity, but he heard people moving about close by.

      Spence cut a zigzag pattern, moving from row to row, turning without warning. Malin found it difficult to keep track of him. They came around a corner and saw civilians gathered around a small camp stove. At the sight of Spence, they scattered in all directions like cockroaches. Some crawled into tents, others threw themselves into shadowy places.

      It was impossible to tell how close they were to the edge of camp. The place seemed so big that it just consumed everything around them. At the moment, Malin had the strange sense that the tents, fires, junk, and gray civilians went on in all directions forever.

      “You there!” someone shouted from the right. Malin saw a guard rushing toward them, snapping his fingers at Spence. He was a small guy, wiry, with a blunt face, the brim of his camouflage cap pulled low. Little tufts of brown hair stuck out on either side. He had a rifle in his hands, a make and model Malin didn’t know, but he was pointing it at the ground.

      “Commander says spread out,” the guard shouted at Spence. “Head for the perimeter. Make sure no one enters or leaves the camp. No one.”

      “Oh, didn’t realize that,” Spence said. “I’ll do it right now.”

      And then, even as he was still speaking, Spence raised the AK-47—so fast the guard didn’t have time to react—and shot him in the throat. There was a small puff of red just beneath his Adam’s apple, a kind of red cloud behind him, then he grabbed his throat, made a low gurgling sound, and fell. This time, Spence didn’t bother dragging the body into a tent. He just resumed running.

      Unfortunately, the sound of the rifle was quite loud. Malin could hear it rolling over the camp like thunder. Spence picked up speed, even as he continued to dodge and weave through the camp. Malin followed him past some barrels and saw a group of civilians huddled on the ground between the barrels. They were clutching at each other and crying.

      Malin made eye contact with one of them, a woman holding a small child in her arms. They both looked dirty and emaciated. He wished then, though he knew it was foolish, that he could somehow free them all. As he looked up again, he saw another guard stepping out of a tent. A big, bearded gentleman with his cap set at an angle, he turned toward Spence, giving him a quizzical look.

      “Well, don’t you look guilty,” the man said, reaching for the rifle slung over his shoulder.

      As the last word fell from the guard’s mouth, Spence aimed and fired, shot him in the chest—once, twice. Malin saw little puffs as his camouflage shirt popped, right around his heart. He stumbled backward, managed a single short cry, then fell back inside the tent. A kind of terrible quaking had filled Malin’s whole body, a brightness at the edges of his vision. The whole situation seemed unreal, as if he were running in a dream.

      They turned another corner, slipping between two stacks of old appliances. More civilians scattered before them, but Malin also thought he saw open ground in the distance. Between two large tents, it looked like a field with sparse grass, a glint of water from a pond far beyond it.

      “We’re close,” he said, but Archer pressed a finger to her lips and scowled at him.

      Through all of this, the sound of people moving throughout the camp had persisted—shouting, trampling boots, the clank of carried rifles—but Malin became aware now that the great cacophony had changed. It had narrowed to a smaller space somewhere directly behind him, as if all of the militiamen were converging, moving together in a specific direction.

      Chasing the sound of gunshots, he realized.

      Spence stopped in front of one of the tents, planted a hand against Archer’s back, and shoved her inside. As he did, Malin heard the rising tide of voices behind him.

      “This way,” a deep voice bellowed. “They saw the man go this way.”

      It was so close, he feared if he looked back, he would see their pursuers. Spence grabbed the front of his shirt and dragged him forward, flinging him inside the tent. Malin stumbled, swinging his arms to try to keep his feet, but he fell onto the floor. The inside of the tent was large but mostly empty, and the ground was covered in an old, tattered rug.

      Spence entered last and pulled the tent flap shut behind him. Then he backed up a couple of steps and aimed his rifle at it. Malin started to rise, but Archer came up beside him, put her arm under his back, and hoisted him to his feet. She gave him a thumbs-up and a questioning look, as if to say, “Are you okay?” Malin nodded.

      “They’re close,” Spence whispered over his shoulder. “Stupid civilians probably gave us away.”

      “Or perhaps the really loud shooting,” Malin suggested.

      “No choice,” Spence replied. “Run and gun.”

      The voices were getting louder outside, as was the tramp of boots. Malin looked about, but, of course, there was nothing in the tent to help them.

      Why didn’t we just keep running out of the camp? he wondered. But, of course, he knew the answer already. Their pursuers were so close they would have been spotted.

      Malin moved to the back of the tent and bent down, trying to lift the canvas along the ground, but it was staked tightly on the other side. Even if he could squeeze himself through, he didn’t see how they would get the large, full packs through—not without making a bunch of noise.

      Spence stepped up beside him, drawing the large knife from a sheath at his belt. He held up the blade.

      “You’re on the right track,” he said to Malin. “Let’s cut through and make a run for it.”

      He flipped the knife around and held it out, handle first, to Malin. Malin took it, and Spence grabbed a support rod in a corner of the tent and pinched the canvas between his fingers, pulling it taut.

      “They’re somewhere in this vicinity,” a voice bellowed from outside the tent. “Search every tent, every crevice, every barrel and box. Kill them on sight.”

      A dozen or so voices responded with, “Yes, sir.”

      Too close. Malin stood before the back wall of the tent, the grooves of the knife handle slippery in his sweating hands. Slowly, he pushed the tip of the knife forward until it was touching the canvas.

      Cut through and run for it, he thought. Hurry up.

      And with that, clenching his teeth so tightly they hurt, he thrust the blade into the canvas.
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      By the time they reached the edge of camp, all of the noise and chaos had moved far away from them. Indeed, the whole area around them had gone utterly quiet and still. Elna found it rather eerie. Beyond the last tents, she saw vast open ground before them with low hills and sparse grass.

      Prig was still carrying Golf in the crook of his arm, but he stopped at the edge of the camp and hunkered down behind a large wooden crate. Elna was amazed at just how many boxes, barrels, and crates filled the camp. She wondered how many of them were filled with supplies looted from nearby towns.

      “They’re still shouting and screaming,” Elna said, as the echo of many voices moved through the camp. “That’s a good sign, right? It means our people haven’t been killed.”

      Before Prig could answer, Elna heard the distinct crack of a gunshot, and the shouting voices got even more intense. Prig glanced at her, one eyebrow going up.

      Us or them? That was the question that hovered in the air between them.

      He motioned at her, tightened his grip on Golf, and rose. Elna leaned past the box, looking in both directions along the edge of camp. She didn’t see any guards, and most of the civilians seemed to have gone into hiding. In fact, if not for the distant sound of angry voices, she might have thought the camp had been abandoned.

      “All clear,” she said.

      Prig and Golf moved out, keeping low as they headed toward the nearest low hill. As Elna ran across the open ground, she felt a terrible, skin-crawling sense of exposure, as if countless snipers might be tracking her. She glanced back at the camp and saw the great sprawl and squalor of it. A small child with a filthy face and big eyes was staring at her from a shadowy spot beside a tent, his arms wrapped around his head.

      “Faster, faster,” Prig said.

      Elna realized she had slowed down, so she turned away from the kid and picked up the pace. They reached the far side of the first hill. Elna expected Prig to stop, to maybe assess their surroundings and make sure they were clear, but he kept going. Turning to the left, he began to carve a wide circle around the camp in a counterclockwise direction. Poor Golf was just along for the ride, occasionally grunting in pain, but mostly just dragging the toes of his boots through the dirt.

      “Is this the way, sir?” he asked, at one point. “Where are we going?”

      “Taking you to a beautiful island paradise,” Prig replied.

      Far to the north, Elna saw a glint of water and realized it was the pond they’d seen before. A guard was racing back to the camp from the pond. Some civilians slunk along behind him, dragging fishing poles and wicker baskets. Apparently, the day’s fishing trip had come to an abrupt end.

      Elna heard another series of gunshots from somewhere in the camp. It seemed really far away.

      Malin, just get out of there, she thought. Whatever it takes, get out of that camp and meet us on the beach.

      She did her best to avoid looking in the direction of camp, afraid making eye contact with someone would draw attention. Prig seemed to know where he was going, following a broad, circuitous path, keeping mostly on the backsides of the small hills. It felt like it was taking forever, and all the while, the shouting and chaos in camp never stopped.

      They were somewhere on the north side of camp, due south of the pond, when Prig stopped suddenly, pointed at Elna, and pointed toward the camp. Then he started moving in that direction. He had the rifle in his left hand, but Elna wondered if he would be able to fire it in time if they ran into a hostile guard.

      Ahead, just behind a tent, she saw the gear they’d left behind. It was the place where they’d changed clothes and dumped some of their packs. Elna stooped down and grabbed her pack, slinging it over her shoulder. Prig dragged their uniform shirts out of the dirt and flicked them over his shoulder. Then he cut back toward the beach.

      The shouting from within the camp seemed more desperate, so Elna dared a glance as they passed between two hills. She saw guards moving just inside the camp, swinging their rifles back and forth as they went, as if looking for someone. After a second, she saw two more guards deeper in the camp checking each tent one by one.

      If they’re searching the camp, that means they haven’t found Malin, she thought. She dared to hope.

      Prig moved farther from the camp as he headed west. Off to the left, Elna saw the dirt bikes in their little fenced area. A couple of guards stood between the bikes and the camp, as if they thought someone might come out and try to steal them.

      “Don’t look back,” Prig said. “Keep your eyes straight ahead. Don’t want to trip and fall and draw attention.”

      When she turned back around, she saw the slope just ahead of them, the sandy drop down toward the beach. In the distance, the beautiful blue-green water of the bay beckoned them, and she saw the Betty Lynn anchored out in the water. The rush of relief made her breathless. They’d done it. Somehow, by God, they’d done it!

      As she eased down the slippery slope, she spotted figures on the beach. Prig took off at a brisk pace, dragging Golf alongside him, as the distant figures turned toward them. Malin, Archer, and Spence. They were just standing there on the beach, as if they’d come to enjoy the surf and sun. Only the large packs on the ground behind them gave away their purpose.

      “Elna, guys, you made it,” Malin said, running toward them.

      She ran to meet him, and they embraced. She wanted to cling to him, to hold tight, as elation swept over her, but they weren’t out of it yet.

      “Let’s go home,” she said, pulling out of his arms.

      “Man, it was crazy,” he said. “We were running and shooting. I can’t believe we got out of there alive.”

      “Tell me about it on the boat,” she said.

      Archer and Spence rushed to their rescued friend, Golf, patting him, shaking his hand, even as he winced and tried to wave them off.

      “Man, we should burn this camp down for what they did to you,” Spence said. “Look at your face!”

      “I’m fine. I’m fine,” Golf replied. “Is that our boat?”

      As Elna and Malin joined the Marines at the water’s edge, Prig pulled out his radio. Elna could see Raymond on deck, and he seemed to be gesturing with his hands, as if trying to communicate something.

      “Hey there, Cap’n Crunch,” Prig said into the radio. “Want to come in a little closer? We’ve got an injured man here.”

      The radio squawked, and Raymond replied through static. “Can’t come closer. Tide’s lower now, and we’ll run aground. You’ll just have to wade out here.”

      Prig grumbled under his breath then said, “Okay, got it. We’re on our way.” He stuffed the radio back into his pocket and stooped down to pick up Golf. “You heard him, folks. We’re wading out there.”

      As he hoisted Golf up by his side, he stepped into the water, headed for the boat. Spence followed. Archer paused and hoisted her full pack above her head.

      “Keep your pack out of the water,” she said to Malin. “Some of the medical stuff ain’t waterproof.”

      Malin picked up his own pack and tried to raise it over his head. He was in good shape, with a muscular build and strong arms, but he was either tired, worn out, or possibly recovering from the stress of fleeing the camp. He grunted and strained to get the pack up. Elna tried to help, but there wasn’t much she could do.

      “I don’t know about you, Elna, but I’m ready for a nap when we get back,” he said, stepping into the water.

      “Not sure I’ll ever be able to sleep again,” she replied.

      As she waded into the water, she was struck again at how cold the bay was. It soaked through her clothes, and she immediately started to shiver. Spence and Golf were moving fast. She saw them in the distance, the water up to their chests. Malin was having trouble, wobbling from time to time, the pack threatening to fall into the water. Elna waded up beside him and reached up with her right hand, adding some stability to the pack.

      “After all of this, if we don’t save at least one life with this stuff, I’ll be pissed,” he muttered.

      As they approached the boat, she saw Raymond more clearly. He was standing at the railing, hands over his head, beckoning them. When Prig and Golf reached the port side of the boat, he tossed a small rope ladder over the side. Prig boosted his injured friend out of the water, then Raymond reached down to help him. With Prig pushing and Raymond using his good arm to pull, they managed to get him to the ladder. Even then, it took Golf a bit to grab hold of a rung, and even longer to climb up into the boat, even as Raymond continued trying to help. Finally, after almost a full minute, the injured Marine rolled onto the deck with a groan.

      “We’ll be riding heavy on the way back,” Raymond said. “We need most of the weight on the upwind side of the boat or we’ll tip over.”

      Prig climbed up next and, following Raymond’s instructions, moved to the starboard side of the boat, pulling Golf along with him. Spence had just started up the ladder when Elna heard some kind of commotion behind her. She looked back, but in the process, her hand moved away from Malin’s pack. He promptly dropped it in the water.

      “Well, it was inevitable,” he muttered, fishing it out of the cold, salty bay water.

      Elna’s gaze was drawn up the slope at the shoreline. Shapes rose from beyond the ridge: camouflage shirts and dark rifles. She caught a glint of metal on the cap of the tallest of the figures. A silver star.

      “Guys, we gotta go,” Prig shouted from on deck.

      Spence had just made it to the top of the ladder, and Raymond helped pull him over the gunwale. Archer came next, the pack still hoisted above her head. Spence reached down and grabbed it out of her hands, tossing it onto the seat beside the tiller.

      “Hurry up, people!” Prig shouted. “Get in the boat.”

      Archer had just begun to climb the ladder when gunshots rang out. It sounded like distant firecrackers, but then Elna heard sizzling in the water. She realized it was bullets hitting around her. A rush of terror flooded her body, giving her a burst of energy that caused her to surge forward. Spence and Prig still had the rifles they’d looted, and though they’d been soaked in the bay, they pulled them off their shoulders and took up positions in the middle of the deck, aiming back toward the beach.

      A bullet punched a hole in the side of the cabin. Another cut a small hole in the patched mainsail. Archer was near the top of the ladder, pulling herself over. A third bullet caught her right between the shoulder blades. Elna happened to be looking directly at her when it happened. Her body lurched against the gunwale, and she gasped loudly. Then she slid off the ladder into the water, leaving bright smears of red against the gunwale and down the side of the boat.

      Prig and Spence returned fire. Despite being wet, the AK-47s seemed to operate just fine, and they unleashed round after round in the direction of the slope. Raymond reached down and grabbed Archer’s wrists, trying to pull her up into the boat, but her head lolled back on her shoulders, eyes wide. She was already dead. Right through the heart. Fortunately, the militiamen had ceased to fire, and Elna could just make out their shapes ducking down beneath the slope.

      “I can’t get her,” Raymond said, still trying to pull Archer into the boat.

      All of his effort was causing the sailboat to tip dangerously to the port side. Prig finally backed up in an attempt to balance out the weight, but it wasn’t enough. Spence shouldered his rifle and approached Raymond.

      “She’s gone. She’s gone,” he shouted, pulling Archer’s hands out of Raymond’s grasp. “Nothing we can do for her.”

      “Attach a line to the body,” Spence said. “We can drag her back. She deserves a proper burial.”

      “We’re under fire, Spence,” Prig said, sharply. “Let her go.”

      As Raymond stumbled backward, Spence reached down under Archer’s collar and pulled something over her head. Elna heard a faint jingle and realized it was her dog tags. He pocketed them, then let her body fall back into the water.

      “I’ll kill everyone in the camp for this, I swear to God,” he muttered. He pulled the rifle off his shoulder and took another shot at the beach. “Her life is worth a hundred of theirs.”

      Archer was floating facedown, only her shoulders and the back of her head visible above the water. Malin had to push past the body to get up the ladder. He climbed on deck. Elna came last. As she did, her fingers brushed through the blood on the side of the boat.

      “Die, scumbags, die,” Spence yelled, unloading the rest of the magazine.

      More bullets came from the beach. Elna heard them sizzling in the air, hitting the water. One shot ricocheted off the water with a splash. She heard a bullet ring off the metal boom, another shattered the tiny porthole on the side of the cabin. As she pulled herself up the ladder, she saw Archer sink into the murky depths beside her. This seemed to produce another angry outburst from Spence, who was kneeling on the deck. He fired until the magazine was empty, then he slammed the AK-47 on the deck and drew his service revolver.

      Elna pulled herself into the boat, even as bullets continued to sizzle in the air. She dragged herself over the gunwale and flopped onto the deck. She heard the sound of the anchor chain, the flap of the mast. As she crawled toward the cabin, the whole boat continued to tilt dangerously to port.

      “Starboard side, guys,” Raymond shouted. “We’re tipping!”

      Elna lifted her head, saw water sloshing about just in front of her. Suddenly, one of the deck planks cracked as a bullet hit it. She was sliding to port as the whole boat continued to tilt ever farther, so she reached out, trying to grab something, anything. Finally, her hand clamped down on Prig’s boot. Prig reached down, grabbed her under the arm, and dragged her to the starboard side of the deck.

      The boat was unsteady now. She could feel its movement in the whipping wind. Water sloshed back in the other direction, splashing against her. She finally rose to her knees and reached back toward the bench beside the tiller. Malin sitting on the bench across from Raymond, both of the full packs in his lap.

      Spence took a final shot, unleashed a wordless cry at the shore, and jammed the gun into his holster. As the echo of the scream faded, a tense quiet descended. No more shooting from the shore, scarcely a sound from those on the boat. Elna dared to raise her head and look back to the beach. Three bodies were sprawled out on the slope. One of them was Rod Smith. She knew the shape of the man, the build. The other guards had apparently retreated.

      That Rod should come to such an ignominious end was strange to her. Tipped forward like a domino after his many guards had failed to stop three Marines and two civilians from infiltrating his camp.

      “My God,” Malin whispered, like a prayer. It was all he said—all he needed to say.

      Elna took a seat at his feet, drawing her knees up and wrapping her arms around them. Spence had slumped down on the deck. He had a fierce look on his face, teeth bared, head down, eyes gazing coldly from the deep well beneath his brow. Prig was still, silent, a calm expression on his face, as if he’d seen this kind of thing many times before. He leaned back against the starboard gunwale, set his pack and rifle beside him, and crossed his arms over his chest.

      They were well on their way across the bay, the causeway just visible as a purple ghost-shape off to their left, before anyone spoke. It was Raymond, who had been quietly operating the tiller.

      “We took damage,” he said to no one in particular. “Better check the hull when we get back. It got hit at least a few times. And we’ll need to repair the sail.”

      “Don’t worry about that right now,” Elna replied. The stress of the day had settled like a hard knot low in her belly. She felt all kinds of awful, actually, strange physical discomforts in every part of her body, as if she’d somehow fried her nervous system. “If we can just get back to the island, we’ll deal with all of that later.”

      “Yes, yes, of course, señora…I mean, Elna,” he said.

      She glanced at the hole in the deck, the cracked wood around it. Had it gone all the way through? Was the boat taking on water? It seemed possible.

      Just get us home, she thought. Just get us home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      Malin was done. Absolutely done. He didn’t want to see that stupid, squalid militia camp ever again. He didn’t want to step foot on the mainland, trade shots with bad guys, or run any missions. He’d had his fill for one lifetime, and his whole body tingled from the aftermath of their latest harrowing escapade. The image of Archer floating on the water with a bullet wound in her back would intrude into his thoughts and bad dreams for a long time, he knew.

      Was it worth it? he wondered. They’d traded Golf for Archer, essentially—a life for a life—killed a bunch of guards and terrified some poor, miserable civilians along the way. Was it worth it? He didn’t know the answer to that question. But, of course, Golf had the bunker codes, didn’t he? Maybe that was all that mattered to Staff Sergeant Prig in the end.

      Malin helped Raymond bring the sloop in along the fishing dock, though they scraped the side of the deck in the process. Then Malin climbed over and tied the boat off to one of the corner posts of the handrail. It would have to do.

      Spence and Prig carried the injured Marine. The guy looked like he was in bad shape. His face was all misshapen and bruised, one eye swollen shut, his cheeks puffed out, his lips split. It seemed like the militiamen had worked him over with a baseball bat. As they lugged him onto the deck, he grunted in pain, but he seemed remarkably patient with all the rough handling.

      “Just take him up to the guesthouse,” Elna said. “Don’t wait for us. Find Dr. Ruzka or Selene. They’ll tend to his wounds.”

      “Thanks, ma’am,” Prig said.

      Golf put one arm around Prig, the other around Spence, and they took off at a jog up the road. By the time Elna, Malin, and Raymond had carried the packs onto the fishing dock, the Marines were halfway up the hill.

      “Those guys have way too much energy,” Malin noted. “Do they ever get tired?”

      “I think they get tired, but they keep going anyway,” Raymond said. He had stooped down to examine the exit hole of a bullet on the starboard hull.

      Elna picked up the backpack that had formerly belonged to Archer and slung the straps over her shoulders. The weight of it seemed to surprise her, and she had to lean forward to keep her balance. “What did you guys put in here? Ten thousand scalpels?”

      “I don’t know,” Malin said, shouldering his own pack. “Archer cleared shelves with her arm. There’s no telling what we got.” He felt a twinge of sadness to think of her. He’d barely known the woman, of course. Still, she’d been alive a couple of hours ago, and now she was lying at the bottom of the bay.

      We almost made it out of there with everyone, he thought. Almost.

      Then again, it could’ve been worse. The fact that he and Elna had accompanied the Marines in the first place was pretty crazy. He gazed at the ship and saw morning sunlight shining through a small hole in the mainsail.

      “If she’s still afloat tomorrow morning, we’ll know the damage wasn’t too extensive,” Raymond said.

      “Well, hopefully, we’ll never need to sail off the island ever again,” Malin said.

      Raymond and Elna headed up the fishing dock. Malin started to follow them, but something caught his eye. A faint shifting shape in the water on the horizon to the northeast. He might have thought it was an optical illusion, some trick of sunlight on the bay, but when he squinted he could make out two distinct vertical lines. Masts on a ship, one big, one small.

      He was still studying it when he heard a familiar voice from behind him.

      “Oh my goodness, when did you guys get back?”

      Norman was coming from the direction of the causeway. In his sweatpants and stained long-sleeve shirt, big wooly beard erupting from the lower half of his face, he was looking more and more like a wild man of the woods. But he was also a sight for sore eyes. The young Marine named Mac was walking with him.

      “It’s a miracle we didn’t get swiss-cheesed,” Elna said. “We fled under a hail of bullets.”

      Norman approached Elna and gently took the backpack from her shoulders. Elna didn’t resist. “Lady, you look like you’ve been through heck. I’ll carry this for you now.”

      Malin noticed that Norman had one of the pairs of binoculars hanging from his neck. “Hey, Norman, hand me those for a second, would you?”

      Norman pulled the strap from around his neck.

      “I just want to take a look at something,” Malin said. “Thanks.” Raising the binoculars to his eyes, he peered out across the bay.

      Now, he saw it clearly. A ship coming from the northeast. With its many sails, it looked like an old schooner. It was much too far away to make out any of its crew. Did it belong to the militia? If so, where could they have been hiding the thing, and more importantly, where they heck had they found it? It looked like something looted from a nautical museum.

      “Looks like we’ll have visitors soon,” he said.

      He handed the binoculars to Norman, and Norman took a look. “Wow, that ship’s gotta be a hundred years old. They’re definitely headed this way. Who’s sailing the thing?”

      “I think it’d be wise to assume the worst,” Malin said. “Maybe the militia coming for revenge? I don’t know where they got the boat, but they’re coming.” He traded an anxious look with Elna. “How much time do you figure we have? How long does it take a boat to sail across the bay?”

      “It took us a little over two hours,” she replied. “Wind’s against them, like it was us, so they’ll be going slowly.”

      Mac spoke up then. He seemed like a quiet young man. Though he was built like a high school football player, he had a gentle voice. “We got another enemy coming. A mercenary group. Could be them.”

      “Of the two enemies, which is worse?” Malin asked.

      “Mercenary group,” Mac replied. “Hands down. It’s not even close, sir.”

      “Got it.” Malin refrained from saying what he was thinking: We’re screwed.

      “Let’s get back to the guesthouse,” Elna said. “They’ll be here by noon. We’d better figure out what we’re going to do.”
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      “Isn’t there some way we can stop them from coming onto the island?” Malin asked.

      He was moving at a brisk pace up the winding road toward the guesthouse, Elna, Norman, and Mac following. Glancing skyward, he estimated they had a couple of hours to noon. Not enough time to prepare. It was all happening too fast.

      “We have weapons,” Elna said. “We could stand on shore and fire on the boat. Of course, they will return fire, but if we can punch enough holes in the old wood-hull schooner, maybe we can sink it.”

      “I blocked the road,” Mac said, “but that was for the militia. I don’t think there’s much we can do to stop a boat from coming ashore, and we sure don’t want to trade shots with the mercenaries out in the open.”

      When they reached the guesthouse, Malin saw the Dulleses sitting on the porch, picking over a bowl of wild berries, looking rather glum. Malin felt bad for them. They were especially vulnerable under the circumstance.

      “Hey there, Joe, Rita,” he said, trying to temper his voice so he wouldn’t scare them. “Would you guys please follow us to the lobby? We need to have a group meeting.”

      “Oh no,” Rita said, grabbing Joe’s hand. Her little puff of white hair seemed to be getting thinner with every passing day. “What’s happening now?”

      “We have some unwelcome guests headed for the island,” Malin said. “We’re going to make plans. Where are the others?”

      “More?” Joe grumbled. “Does it never end? We’re just one small island. Can’t they all go somewhere else?”

      “Most of the other people went to check on the injured,” Rita said, heaving a deep sigh that made her small, bent frame shudder. “We’ll head to the lobby in just a minute.”

      “Thanks.”

      Malin wanted to offer some words of encouragement to the couple, but he didn’t know what to say. And he wasn’t willing to lie, not now. He headed inside the guesthouse, leading the others, and worked his way through the building toward the back storage room that they’d turned into a makeshift clinic. When he got there, he found most of the Marines and the remaining guests crowded around the cots. Prig and Dr. Ruzka were seated on stools beside Ant, one of the packs open on the floor between them. The doctor was rooting through the medical supplies that Archer had looted, removing the boxes one by one and setting them on a small table nearby as Spence paced behind them.

      George Pasqualee and Selene were tending to the rescued Marine, the one called Golf, cleaning the wounds on his face. Raymond and Daniel Cabello were sitting with the woman and child in the corner, and the two kids seemed to be giggling and playing some kind of game with a deck of playing cards.

      How do we break the news? Malin wondered. By the twisted look on Elna’s face, he could tell she was wrestling with this same thought, so he decided to spare her the unfortunate task.

      “Let me tell them,” he said to her, squeezing her shoulder gently.

      “I really don’t mind if you do,” she replied, with a look of near exhaustion.

      As Malin approached the first cot, he heard the doctor give a little whoop of surprise, holding up a large, white pill bottle. “Antibiotics,” she said. “You guys did it. You found exactly what we needed. This should help your man here. Good job.”

      “Well, it was Archer who grabbed the supplies,” Prig said somberly. “Hopefully, she got good stuff. She didn’t make it back.”

      This comment seemed to cast a pall over the room. Spence came to a sudden stop, baring his teeth, as if he wanted to lash out at someone. The tension among the Marines was a strange, almost electrical sensation in the air.

      “Well, it’ll give this man a fighting chance,” Dr. Ruzka said.

      “Ant, you’d better pull through,” Spence said. “I’ll come down there and kick your ass in hell if you die after what Archer did for you.”

      The injured Marine called Ant looked horrible. He was all sweaty and flushed, muttering under his breath, but he seemed to be hanging in there for now. If he heard Spence’s comment, he didn’t give any indication. The wound on his shoulder was clean and freshly bandaged, but Malin spotted a wad of soaked and discolored old bandages in a ceramic bowl on the floor nearby.

      “Staff Sergeant,” Malin said, drawing Prig’s attention.

      When the Marine looked up at him, pale eyebrows going up in an expression both weary and wary, Malin beckoned him. Prig rose from the stool with a groan, adjusted his cap, and approached. George Pasqualee came with him. Elna’s dad looked about half asleep, dark circles around his eyes. His beard was pushed in all sorts of directions, as if he’d been tossing and turning in bed. He moved to embrace Elna.

      “By the look on your face, I guess there’s worse news,” Prig said to Malin.

      “Yeah, we’ve got another boat headed to the island from the northeast,” Malin said. “We’ve got two hours at most to get ready for them.”

      Prig pulled a face, tapped a finger against his lips, and said, “Could be the mercenary group.” He seemed to consider this for a moment. “Look, we need to get to the bunker ASAP, okay? I recommend you bring the islanders. I mean everyone. Round them all up, and let’s go. It’s a more defensible place than this big box of kindling on the hilltop. What do you say?”

      Malin looked at Elna.

      “I don’t suppose we have much choice,” Elna said. “We’d better move fast. It’ll be quite a little hike down to the lighthouse, especially if we’re bringing everyone.”
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      Malin retrieved Garret’s old cobbled-together pushcart, and they loaded it up with medical supplies, food, and clean water. Spence and Mac carried the cot bearing the injured Ant. The doctor had already given him some antibiotics, though only time would tell if it was too late. As they started down the hill from the guesthouse, the Marines stuck close together, Cat limping along with an arm around Prig’s shoulders. Norman and Selene were helping the Dulleses, who had not been particularly happy about leaving the guesthouse. Raymond and Miriam walked with the kids.

      “It’s going to be a long, hard walk for some of these people,” Malin said to Elna.

      “Yeah, I wish we could just load everyone up in a big trailer or something,” Elna replied. “This is awful, Malin. Prig warned us that another enemy was coming, but this is too sudden. We’re not prepared.”

      “Hey, we’ve got the United States Marine Corps with us,” Malin replied. “How much more prepared could we possibly be?”

      She rolled her eyes. Somehow, she didn’t seem comforted. “I wish I’d been able to turn the island into a fort, line the walls with cannons or something. I just want to keep the world out, Malin.”

      He put an arm around her. “I know. Well, if there’s really a bunker down there beneath the lighthouse, it should give us a tactical advantage.”

      “Let’s hope.”

      Malin and Elna decided to fall back, letting Prig and the Marines lead the way down the backside of the island while they kept an eye on the others. The kids, Daniel and Chloe, seemed to be having a fine old time, laughing and capering about like they were on vacation. That was good, at least. Malin was most worried about the Dulleses. The old couple was shuffling along at a snail’s pace, holding hands and looking frail.

      “Is there a way I can help you folks?” Malin said, falling back beside them. “I could give you a piggyback ride. That’s what the Marines are doing for their injured friend.”

      Joe gave him a withering look, made all the more poignant by his scraggly white beard and bushy eyebrows, which made him look like a disgruntled homeless man. “We are still ambulatory, Malin. If we’re going to be dragged out of our homes all the way down to the farthest corner of the island, we will at least proceed with some dignity.”

      “Fair enough,” Malin replied.

      “It was nice while it lasted,” Rita Dulles said, gesturing back at the guesthouse. “We’d come to like that place. We had a nice thing going for a while there, but I guess all good things come to an end.”

      “We’ll be back when this is over,” Malin said.

      “It’s nice that you can think so,” Rita said. “Stay positive, young man.”

      He didn’t know how else to help them, so he drifted away. Elna was walking off to one side, her eyes flitting back and forth through the long line of people. They’d rounded a bend and come in sight of the shed along the back road when she made a clucking sound and smacked the side of her head with her hand.

      “What’s wrong with me?” she muttered. “I’m losing my mind. I knew someone was missing, but I’m just so tired, Malin, I couldn’t figure it out.”

      “Someone’s missing?” he asked, but he realized it as soon as he said it.

      “My father,” she replied. “Where’s my father? He was in the lobby when we met. How did I not notice he wasn’t with us? What’s wrong with me?”

      Malin scanned the line of people moving down the hill. Indeed, George Pasqualee was missing.

      “Maybe he went back to get something important,” Malin suggested.

      “Hey, has anyone seen my father?” Elna asked. “Did anyone see him when we left the house?”

      “Last night, I found him rooting around in drawers and cabinets looking for a photo album,” Selene said. “I don’t know if he ever found it. Maybe he started looking again before we left.”

      “I saw him in the tasting room,” Raymond added. “He was in that little alcove behind the bar.”

      Elna rolled her head on her shoulders. “Come on, Pop. What are you thinking?”

      “I’ll go back for him,” Selene said, and before Elna could protest, she continued. “It won’t take long. Malin and Elna, people worry when you’re not here. I’ll take care of George. Don’t worry. I bet I know where he is. We’ll be along shortly.”

      “Selene, are you sure about this?” Elna asked.

      “Yes, you guys need to stay with the group,” Selene replied. She didn’t wait for Elna to agree but leaned over to draw Sniffy’s attention. She pointed from the dog to Chloe. “Go to Chloe. Good dog. Go to Chloe.”

      Somehow, the little dog seemed to understand and bounced off toward the little girl. Chloe saw him coming and squealed in delight. She dropped back, waving the others forward. Malin could tell that Elna wanted to argue with her, but the group was moving on. There wasn’t time for an extended debate.

      “Okay, but please hurry,” Elna said, after a moment. “We’re running out of time.”

      “Worst-case scenario, we’ll hide somewhere and wait for the bad people to leave,” Selene said, shrugging one shoulder. “George knows all kinds of secret rooms and places in the guesthouse and winery, right?”

      “Yes, but let’s try to avoid that scenario, if we can,” Elna replied. “Please hurry.”

      Selene gave her a little wave and turned, heading back up the hill at a jog. Malin and Elna watched her go until she disappeared around the bend, then they hurried to catch up to the others.

      “I shouldn’t have let her do it,” Elna said. “Pop is my responsibility.”

      “We’re all responsible for each other now,” Malin said. “Selene wanted to help. Let her help. Come on. Let’s get our people into hiding.”
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      The lighthouse looked like a sun-dried bone teetering on the edge of the rock promontory at the farthest point of the island. Elna found it especially ominous, the slate sky behind it holding the threat of impending violence. The Marines had gotten far ahead of the rest of the group, despite the fact that they were pushing a cart full of supplies and carrying two injured people. Fortunately, they waited for the others just beyond the open gate. Prig was a sight—he now had Cat clinging to his back as he gazed around in either wonder or disgust at the old, abandoned military base. The Southern boy kept surprising Elna with his sheer strength.

      They went through this whole morning’s mission with us, she thought. How can they still have so much energy?

      Joe and Rita came shuffling up last. They were holding hands, occasionally muttering comforting words to each other. Elna hated that they’d been dragged out of their familiar environment. It had taken so long to make them feel comfortable with the other islanders, but once they’d warmed up, they’d really come out of their shells. All of that progress seemed lost now. They seemed lost.

      “We’re going to be okay,” Elna said to them, as they approached the gate. What a stupid encouragement! She regretted the words as soon as they were out of her mouth.

      “Can we just get somewhere with chairs?” Rita said. “I really need to rest my legs.”

      “I think we’re close,” Elna said. “Hang in there, Mrs. Dulles.”

      “We’re hanging in there,” Rita said.

      Prig pulled something from an inner pocket and handed it to Golf. The bandaged Marine had half his face hidden behind the wrapping that covered almost everything from his forehead to his chin. Golf took the paper and unfolded it. Elna thought it was some sort of map. Prig and Golf appeared to discuss something for a moment, then Golf pointed off to the left, where the empty barracks buildings were collapsing into the rocky ground.

      “Okay, I think we know where we’re going, people,” Prig said over his shoulder. “Try to stay close.”

      He beckoned the others then headed farther into the old base. The handcart bumped and thumped over the rough ground, jostling poor Ant, who was all wrapped up under a blanket. The young Marine, Mac, finally reached out and put a hand on his chest to stabilize him. As Elna passed through the gate, she looked back in the direction of the hill. She couldn’t see the guesthouse from here. Too many trees in the way, but she did see a bit of the road winding up the hill. No sign of Selene or her father.

      “I don’t like this,” she muttered. “My father isn’t thinking straight. He knew we were leaving the house. Why did he wander off? It’s his condition, Malin.”

      “He’ll be fine,” Malin replied. “There’s still time. Come on.”

      Prig, Cat dangling from his back, led the group past the barracks building and made a sudden sharp turn to the left. Elna remembered the little cave entrance behind the back corner of the building. Selene’s ex, Dominic, had used it once as some sort of hideout. Prig and Spence both produced flashlights, shining them into the depths of the cave. Elna saw a familiar narrow passageway.

      “This is supposed to be the place, guys,” Prig said over his shoulder.

      They passed through the opening. Elna had the strange notion that they were lining up for some kind of amusement park ride, moving single file into the cave. She walked with Joe, Rita, and Malin at the back of the line. As they passed into the cool darkness, she saw the round chamber at the end. Metal shelves were set against the walls, some of them still containing bits of junk, trash, and MRE wrappers.

      Golf moved to the metal shelves at the back of the room, grabbed the end of one shelf with both hands, and pulled. The shelves swung away, as if on hinges, with a section of the smooth rock wall itself, revealing a wide alcove behind it.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Elna said. “This was hidden here the whole time?”

      “I guess we didn’t look carefully enough the last time we were in here,” Malin said.

      A door at the end of the alcove had a large L-shaped handle with an older-style keypad beside it. Golf lightly brushed his bandaged face with his hands, then began punching in numbers. The code was at least twenty characters long, but when he finally finished, he twisted the handle, and the door gave a big whoosh of air. He pulled it open, revealing a long hallway that seemed to spiral down underground. Lights flickered and came to life in the upper corners of the hallway, revealing dusty metal walls and cobwebs hanging from a rusted ceiling.

      The sight of so many electric lights shining, even if they were faint and flickering, made Elna’s breath hitch in her throat. In front of her, Norman pressed his hands to his cheeks. Seeing electricity on the island again was surreal.

      “Good job, Golf,” Prig said, clapping his fellow Marine on the shoulder. “I knew you’d get us in.”

      Prig and Golf led the way down the descending passageway. It twisted around and sank down under the base itself, moving ultimately in the general direction of the lighthouse. Elna saw small vents high on the walls and heard fans clanking in their cases.

      “How is there still power down here?” Malin asked.

      “Generators must still have fuel,” Elna replied, “and I guess this place was shielded from the EMP. Does this mean people have been sneaking onto the island over the years to maintain the place? That’s a bit alarming.”

      The twisting passage ended suddenly at a second door with a keypad. Golf entered an even more absurdly long code—it took a good ten seconds to type all of the numbers--and opened the door. It opened this time into a large interior space with hallways, doors, rooms, tables—practically an entire base underground. When it was Elna’s turn to pass through the door, she felt cool, recycled air pass over her. Danny and Chloe immediately went dashing about with Sniffy.

      “Watch where you’re going, kids,” Prig said. “I can’t guarantee it’s safe down here, and I have no idea what they’ve got stashed in these rooms.”

      Mac parked the handcart against one wall and set Ant’s cot down beside it. Cat was lowered onto the ground nearby. Then Prig, Spence, Fish, and Golf headed for a long hallway on the far side of the room. There were doors, some open and some closed, on all sides. A couple of tables sat in the middle of the room surrounded by folding metal chairs. Joe and Rita made their way over to the table, brushed off some of the dust, and sat down together.

      “Shall we take a look around?” Malin asked Elna.

      “I suppose we should,” Elna said. In truth, she was having trouble accepting the existence of this place. How had they never known about it? Her father had bought the island from the government, but the military had never entirely relinquished the place. She felt strangely violated by this fact, and it made it difficult to concentrate on what they were doing.

      Elna chose a door at random and headed toward it. When she opened the door, she saw a long barracks room with bunk beds lining the walls on either side. Though there were no blankets or pillows, the thin mattresses appeared to be in good shape.

      “People have definitely stayed in this place from time to time since my father bought the island,” she said. “They must’ve been moving back and forth right under our noses.”

      She crossed the barracks to another room and found the lavatory, with a row of toilets, sinks, and mirrors on the wall. She caught a glimpse of herself in one of the mirrors and didn’t like what she saw. Pale and haggard, dark circles around her eyes. Her long, black hair desperately needed conditioner, and her clothes were rumpled to an absurd degree.

      I guess I really do look like a high school science teacher, she thought. A science teacher at a poorly funded, crappy school.

      “You figure these toilets flush right into the ocean?” Malin asked, patting one of the tanks. “They can’t have a real sewer system.”

      “I don’t know.” Elna started back through the barracks room. “This is extensive, Malin. This place is huge. I can’t wrap my head around it. This is our island. We bought it fair and square, the whole thing.”

      Shaking her head, she moved out of the barracks room and started down a hallway. She passed a large kitchen area, a room full of shower stalls, and finally some kind of common area that had a bunch of card tables lined up in the middle. She found most of the others here. Norman was picking through books on a shelf, while Raymond idly played with some dusty dominoes that had been left on a table.

      “We found games,” Daniel Cabello said. He was picking over a shelf stacked with board games in the far corner. “Monopoly, Life, Yahtzee…ooh, Scrabble.”

      “They have puzzles,” Chloe said. She grabbed a cat puzzle and brought it over to a table where Miriam was sitting. Sniffy dutifully followed her. The little dog seemed to have glued itself to the little girl’s side. “I want to do a puzzle! Sniffy can do the puzzle with us.”

      Elna noted a pile of snacks on the table in front of Miriam. Various kinds of crackers in small pouches. When she picked one up to examine it, Raymond said, “Lots of food in the kitchen. MREs mostly, and other things.”

      “It’s like they were keeping this place ready,” Elna said, “like they knew what was coming.”

      She tossed the crackers back onto the table and headed back the way she’d come. She wasn’t in the mood to read a book, play a game, or enjoy a tasty snack. However, when she returned to the first room, she mentioned these things to Joe and Rita.

      “You might be more comfortable down the hall with the others,” she said.

      “I wouldn’t mind putting together a puzzle to pass the time,” Rita said, rising from her seat.

      Elna and Malin continued to explore the facility. They came upon most of the Marines in a dim room on the far side. This room was lined with large consoles and a bunch of electronic equipment that Elna didn’t recognize. Prig had a checklist that he was reading, and as he did, Golf turned various knobs, or tapped on the keyboard, or checked various screens. Fish was sitting at another console, and he seemed to be doing some work on the wiring behind a panel.

      Elna stood in the door and watched them for a minute. Finally, Prig noticed her and said, “We’re just getting everything set up in here. This is the control room for the comm system. You probably don’t want to be in here, ma’am.”

      He was all business now. They all were. Serious expressions everywhere. Elna and Malin excused themselves and shut the door as they left. When she arrived in the entry room, she saw Dr. Ruzka creating a makeshift treatment area in the barracks room. Ant and Cat were laid side by side in bunks, and the doctor was setting up medical supplies in careful rows on a table she’d dragged into the room.

      It’s amazing how quickly they’re all acclimating to this strange place, she thought.

      Her gaze went to the bunker door. They’d left it ajar for the time being, in case George and Selene came along. But would they know how to find it? They hadn’t left any signs marking the way.

      “All of the others have settled in,” Elna told Malin. “I’m going to head back up and look for my father.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Malin replied.

      “Yeah, someone needs to keep an eye out for them,” she said. “Otherwise, they won’t know where to find us.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      She headed to the barracks door, but someone made a kind of loud clicking sound from the barracks room. When she turned, she saw the Marine, Cat, gesturing at her.

      “No need to go back up,” Cat said. “Check the cameras.”

      “What cameras?” Elna asked.

      “Golf says there are cameras hidden all over the island,” Cat said. “The surveillance room should be somewhere near the control room. If they’re headed this way, you should be able to spot them.”

      “Cameras.” Elna said the word numbly. Cameras all over the island. A surveillance room!

      She realized after a couple of seconds that she was just staring at Cat, so she forced herself to turn away. Cameras all over the island. The words gradually sank in.

      “I don’t think it’s a big secret or anything,” Cat said, “but now you know. Prig can bite my head off later if I wasn’t supposed to say anything. I just thought I’d save you some time.”

      “Thanks,” Elna said. Her eyes were flitting about the room, and now, what had seemed strange began to feel ominous, intrusive, scary.

      Have they been watching us all this time?

      But, no, that made no sense. Surely, the military hadn’t been conducting surveillance on a small, family-owned vineyard. No, this was about something else, something bigger.

      Something that was coming to the island at that very moment.
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      “Come on. I’ll show you.” Despite the doctor’s protests, Cat rose from her bed and hobbled toward Elna. “You look freaked out. It’s no big deal, okay? They didn’t have cameras in your bathroom. They were planted on the island because this is a surveillance station for watching the West Coast, okay? No big deal.”

      “No big deal,” Elna replied. Somehow, she didn’t feel it.

      Cat was a big woman, and as she drew near, Elna felt like she was shrinking before her. She had a chiseled face, flinty eyes, and a perpetual scowl that could eat through a wall. Though her words were clearly meant to be comforting, they came out like barked orders. She grabbed Elna by the shoulder, giving her a little shake, as a coach might do before sending a player onto the field.

      “Hey, you’ve got a thousand-yard stare,” Cat said. “What’s the deal? The real trouble hasn’t even started, and you look like you’re already halfway checked out.”

      “No, it’s not that,” Elna said. “I’m just a little overwhelmed at all of this.” She gestured at the bunker around them. “I grew up on this island and never suspected something like this was right beneath my feet.”

      “You think you’re the first people who had the government messing around on their private property without telling them?” Cat asked. “Look, we all get messed with one way or another by Uncle Sam, but we just have to deal with it, right?” She gave a big, exaggerated shrug. “You’ve got a secret government bunker on your island, I’ve got a bullet wound in my hip. There we go. We both have to suck it up and get ready for what’s coming.”

      Cat’s little speech, bordering on silly, nevertheless had the right effect on Elna. Just deal with it. Of course. She took a deep breath, held it for a second, then let it out slowly. Much of the shock and strangeness went with it.

      “You’re right,” she said. “Thanks for talking sense to me. Show me the camera room, please.”

      “Follow me,” Cat said, limping across the room toward the short hallway that led to the control room.

      Dr. Ruzka shouted at them from the barracks room. “Don’t walk too much on that bad hip! It needs to heal!”

      “Yeah, yeah, I hear you, Doc,” Cat replied, waving a hand at her.

      Elna and Malin followed Cat down the short hall to a door near the back. She shouldered it open, revealing a space little bigger than a closet with a couple of chairs in front of a bank of old CRT screens. A single fluorescent light flickered from the ceiling. Cat eased herself down into one of the chairs and patted the other one.

      “Let’s turn these on and see what’s going on around here,” she said, flicking a row of switches.

      As Elna sat down beside her, she heard the faint, high whine of the old screens warming up. Malin stood behind them, though there was barely enough room between the backs of the chairs and the wall. As the images appeared, Elna’s sense of disquiet returned. She saw views of places all over the island that she recognized: the fishing dock from a high view, the causeway somewhere close to the vineyard sign, the lighthouse, the rocky western shore of the island, and so many more places.

      “Where the heck are all of these cameras?” she said.

      “High in trees, from the look of it,” Cat replied, wincing as she leaned back in her chair. “Inside fake rocks. All over the place. The government spooks are pretty good at hiding cameras. Hey, we didn’t do this. This is probably NSA work.”

      “Private property doesn’t seem to mean much to them,” Malin noted. He sounded more upset than freaked out.

      “You just figured that out?” Cat said with a little bark of a laugh. “We’re all in it now, friend. Let’s stop whining and have a look for your friends.” She swept her hand at the row of cameras. “Look real close.”

      Elna leaned forward and began to study the screens. Unfortunately, they weren’t high-resolution images. She saw trees swaying in the wind, waves crashing against rocks, island birds flitting about, a small fox rushing up the dirt road. On another screen, she saw the back of the guesthouse. Somehow, this seemed more invasive than anything else, and she fought a moment of rage.

      Stay on task, she told herself.

      Sudden movement on one of the screens caught her attention. The camera was pointed down a hill toward a rocky shoreline somewhere on the west side of the island, but a small pale object had moved into a corner of the screen. It was some kind of small military patrol boat. It swept right up to the rocks and came to a stop, and armed men began piling out of it. They were dressed all in black, with black hats and black tactical vests. Each bore a rifle, and some had packs. As they stepped among the rocks, they began to fan out along the shore in pairs, moving in what was clearly a coordinated effort. Elna counted a dozen of them.

      “These are not militiamen,” she said.

      Cat leaned forward in her seat, her dark eyes getting wider and wider. “No, these guys are worse. Mercs. My guess is they anchored the big schooner out at sea somewhere and used a smaller boat to come ashore. I’d better tell the staff sergeant.” She pushed herself out of her chair with a loud groan and hobbled out of the room.

      Seeing these strange men marching onto the island filled Elna was an icy dread. This was worse than the bunker, worse than the cameras. This was a real invasion. The men moved with purpose, a well-coordinated group. She tracked some of the groups from screen to screen.

      “They seem to be looking for something,” Malin noted.

      “Yeah, us,” Elna replied.

      As the soldiers fanned out in pairs, they seemed to be looking low, peeking behind trees and rocks. They were like men on a treasure hunt, as if they thought pirate treasure had been buried somewhere on the island.

      Prig, Spence, Fish, and Cat all appeared then, trying to crowd into the room but mostly getting jammed together in the open door. Prig pushed past the others and leaned in close to the screens, moving back and forth.

      “What are they looking for?” Elna asked.

      “This place,” Prig replied, making a little spinning motion over his head. His demeanor had changed. The glint, the slight smile, all gone. He was severe and sharp-eyed, a sheen of sweat on his forehead.

      Something about his answer bothered Elna, but it took her a second to articulate it. “They’re looking for this place…why, exactly? So they can use your communication equipment for some reason? Why would an armed group like this—mercenaries—raid an island to get into the communications room?”

      She stared hard at Prig. He didn’t answer, his blank gaze fixed on the screens. However, Elna thought the other Marines looked suddenly uncomfortable. Spence was fiddling with an empty Mentos wrapper, twisting it around his fingers until it ripped in two.

      “Sir, can’t you just tell them,” Cat said. “I mean, it’s not exactly normal circumstances here, and they did join you on the last mission. Heck, they were under fire with you and everything. Led you right to Golf.”

      Prig blew his breath out then, but he was so close to one of the monitors that he briefly fogged up the screen. “Fair point, Cat. Tell you what, someone go close and seal the bunker doors and lock them tight. I’ll fill in the gaps.”

      Close and lock the bunker doors! Elna’s heart sank, though she knew it was the right thing to do. George and Selene were out there somewhere. All she could do was hope they were smart enough to hide.

      “We’ve got links to communication satellites here in the bunker,” Prig said. As he spoke, he kept his gaze on the screens. “But that’s not all we’ve got. I didn’t want to say it before, because I know how civvies respond to the word, but this is a warfare hub. We also have access to missile defense here, mostly anti-aircraft. We didn’t just need Golf to get in. We all had the code to the bunker memorized, but Golf has the missile codes.”

      “Is there anything not hidden on this island?” Elna asked.

      “Yeah, a place that serves good Carolina barbecue,” Prig said with a wry smile. “Point is, we’re here to get the communication system up and running so we can activate the missiles. That’s the real reason we’re here. These guys”—he tapped one of the screens, where four mercs were making their way up the back road, approaching the shed—“I know all about these guys. Mercenaries hired to find the bunker and the codes. Now, they don’t know for sure that they can find the missile codes on the island, but they do know that the bunker is underground here somewhere.”

      “What is this island I’ve lived on my whole life?” Elna said, sinking back in her chair.

      “All of these cameras,” Malin noted. He was standing in the corner, arms crossed as he scowled at the screens. “How did they survive the EMP? Everything else got blasted, but the government still has a thousand eyes watching everything on the island?”

      “You’ve heard of Faraday cages, right?” Prig replied. “You can shield electronics from electromagnetic interference. It’s not even that hard, really. Most people just don’t do it.”

      “Just like the clinic in Manchester,” Elna noted.

      “Not all of the cameras survived,” Prig noted, pointing to a blank screen on the bottom right. “Looks like this one got zapped. I guess all Faraday cages are not created equal. Guys, you can’t live on an island that’s an ex-military base and not expect a few cameras. If you had any idea how many cameras are hidden in unexpected places across this country, it would blow your mind. Most of them are fairly old, ever since they switched to using cellphone cameras.”

      Elna was drawn to a different screen. She’d accepted the presence of the cameras for the time being. She couldn’t do anything about it right now anyway. In the middle screen on the top row, she had a view of the broad yard behind the guesthouse, a familiar shed and the round edge of the water tank on one side, a low wooden fence in the distance.

      Two mercs approached the shed and opened the door. One went inside, while the other stood outside, keeping watch. After a moment, the first one emerged, tossing some of the tools from the shed onto the ground, as if he’d just violently searched through the shed. The two then turned and headed off camera in the direction of the house.

      On another screen, she watched the men approach the back door of the guesthouse. One of them began kicking at the door. On the third kick, the door splintered, broke away from the knob, and swung open. They shouldered their way inside. It made Elna furious seeing the careless way they treated her home.

      “God, I hope Selene and Pop are well-hidden,” Elna said. “Why did I let her go back to find him?”

      “Your dad is a lot safer with Selene than by himself,” Malin noted. “Selene is smart and resourceful, even though she lacks confidence in herself. She’ll find a good place to hide, I’m sure of it. Plus, I think your dad trusts her, so he’ll do what she says.”

      “Yeah, he’ll listen to Selene,” Elna agreed. “Maybe more than he would listen to me.”

      More mercs approached the house and moved inside. As minutes passed, it seemed to be the place where they were gradually congregating, as if they’d planned to meet there. Elna didn’t have a clear view inside the building, but she could see people moving around through the windows. They were looting cabinets and shelves, opening drawers, dumping things on the bar, on tables, on the floor, rooting through everything. There’d been no sign of George or Selene on any of the screens. Where would they have gone to hide? Inside the house somewhere, most likely. Maybe the wine cellar?

      “I can’t just sit here and keep watching this,” Elna said. “I have to do something.”

      She started to rise, but Prig reached out and put a restraining hand on her shoulder.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa, where do you think you’re going?” he said.

      “I have to find my people before something happens to them,” she said. “We can take on a dozen armed men. We just took on an entire camp full of guards.”

      “That was a stealth mission, and we blended in,” Prig reminded her. “It only went south on the way out. These guys are in a whole different class from that militia.”

      “They’re way more dangerous,” Spence added. “You don’t just run and gun with these guys.”

      It took every ounce of willpower not to bat Prig’s hand aside and try to rush through the door. She knew it was dangerous. She knew it was a huge risk to leave the bunker, but she couldn’t sit idly by, staring at screens.

      “There has to be something we can do,” she said, settling back into her seat. Tears burned in her eyes, but she fought them. “We’re armed too. We’re not helpless against these guys.”

      “I hear you,” Prig said, lifting his hand from her shoulder. “We’re not just going to let these guys have run of the place, trust me. They didn’t send the Marines to the island just so we could hunker down here and do nothing. But we don’t rush out there and go wild, you follow me? We can’t afford to let the mercs find your people, because they might learn the location of the bunker, so we’re going to prevent that from happening. We need a plan first. Plan first, shoot later. That’s how it works.”

      She felt Malin’s hands on her shoulder, far gentler than Prig, but she didn’t feel comforted. She might never feel comforted again, but she wouldn’t let these mercenaries run amok on her island, and she wouldn’t let them harm her father. Whatever it took, whatever the risks, she would drive them all away, one way or another.

      “Okay, plan first, shoot later,” she said, “so let’s make a plan, because I’m not just going to sit here.”
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      They were forced to convene in the game room at the end of the long hall so they could bring a bunch of card tables together to create a space large enough to hold the bunker map. Fish had found the map in a drawer in an office behind the control room. Elna was truly impressed at how massive and detailed the thing was. Only after they’d unfolded it did she realize that the bunker was, in fact, an enormous complex that tunneled across much of the island.

      This island never really belonged to my father, she realized. We were like ants living on the surface. It was always all about this military complex.

      There was already so much to be angry about. This was just a little more fuel on the fire. Why had the government sold the island in the first place if they’d never intended to vacate the place? Her father could have located his vineyard elsewhere, and the government could have kept the place, since it clearly meant so much to them.

      Because selling it to a civilian helped to hide the bunker, she realized. It gave spy satellites something else to look at, something that wasn’t a secret government bunker for controlling missiles. They used Pasqualee Vineyard as cover.

      It made her really, really want to slap someone across the face just as hard as she could, but she didn’t know where to direct the anger. Not at the Marines who were here to fight for the country.

      At the mercs, then. That’ll do, she thought. They’ll make a suitable target.

      “Right here,” Prig said, pointing at a long passageway that cut across the island. “There are a few exits from the bunker down this corridor. Not sure if any of them are clear, so we’ll have to check it out.”

      Elna studied the map and realized that the long passageway started somewhere at the back of the game room. She looked around and spotted what she’d assumed was a closet door in the corner beside the board game shelf. That seemed to be the entrance. She might never have checked it if not for the map.

      “It’s over there, isn’t it?” she said, pointing at the door in the corner.

      “Seem so,” Prig replied.

      Daniel and Chloe were building a castle in the corner out of Legos as Miriam and Sniffy watched nearby. Almost everyone else had gathered around the table. Norman seemed particularly fascinated by the map, and he’d squeezed between Prig and Spence to bend low and study it. He pointed at a door marked on the map at the very end of the long passageway.

      “If I’m reading this right, it looks like this door opens up right in the middle of the vineyard somewhere,” he said, scratching his big, wooly beard. “Boy, Elna, all these years while you were growing your grapes, you had no idea this was right under you.”

      “That has occurred to me,” Elna said, trying not to speak sharply to Norman. She decided to try to turn it into a joke. “It’s a shame. We could’ve used all the extra storage space.”

      For some reason, this made Norman laugh far more than was warranted. Maybe he was more stressed out than he let on and needed to vent.

      “I’ll check out the corridor,” Spence said, tapping the long hall on the map, “make sure the other exits are accessible.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Elna said. “I think I at least deserve to see the place.”

      “Fine with me, ma’am,” Spence replied, tipping the brim of his hat at her. “We’ve been in combat together. I could never say no to a fellow soldier.”

      “Be careful down there,” Prig said. “We’ll check out the other places on the map. If there’s any trouble, anything weird at all, retreat and call for help immediately. Do not engage!”

      Spence headed for the door in the corner. As Elna followed, Malin started to go with her, but she motioned for him to stay with the others. She was in such a foul mood, she didn’t want to inadvertently snap at him. Of all people, he didn’t deserve that.

      The door beside the shelves was entirely unremarkable—a narrow metal door that was rusting at the corners. A couple of board games were hanging over the end of the shelves, and Spence shoved them out of the way. This caused a Monopoly box to fall off the other end, but Elna managed to reach over and catch it.

      “Good reaction time,” Spence said. “You should’ve been a Marine.”

      “Maybe I should have,” Elna replied, shoving the board game back onto the shelf.

      As Spence unbolted and opened the door, she noted that he had a scrap of Mentos wrapped between the thumb and forefinger of his left hand, and he was endlessly rubbing it. He’d practically rubbed the logo off. When he pulled the door open, stale air whooshed out, and a few lights in the ceiling flickered to life. It was a nondescript hall with metal walls flecked in rust, a dusty floor, and a few doors far in the distance. It was so long, the end of the hall disappeared in the dim light. It creeped her out, like finding out that monsters had been digging tunnels under her house.

      Spence drew his sidearm from its holster and stepped through the door. As Elna followed him, she moved to one side, brushing the wall, so she could see past him. Spence was a big guy, so broad and muscled that he almost blocked the entire narrow corridor. Many of the lights in the hall were burned out, which created big wells of shadow. Near the end of the hall, perpendicular passages split off in either direction. However, the one on the right was full of what appeared to be junk machinery, and the one on the left was blocked by an enormous metal box.

      “Some of the exits are not accessible,” Spence said.

      At first, Elna thought he was talking to her, and she started to respond. Then she realized he was speaking into his two-way radio.

      “Got it,” came the staticky reply from Prig.

      It took almost ten minutes to walk to the very end of the hall, and Elna began to feel mounting claustrophobia. She could barely make out the light shining through the open door into the game room behind her. At the end of the hall, they found more debris, mostly empty crates and some rotting cardboard. Elna and Spence spent a minute moving them aside, creating just enough space to squeeze through.

      On the other side, they found a set of stairs leading up, but this section was utterly dark. Elna pulled out a small flashlight and shone it up the stairs, revealing another metal door about thirty feet above them. It had a heavy L-shaped latch in the center.

      “That’s the one that leads to the vineyard,” she said. “We should have a straight shot to the guesthouse from there.”

      “And then what?” Spence said, giving her a wry smile. “Let’s assume we get inside the guesthouse. What’s the next step, according to you?”

      “Well, if they don’t see us coming, that gives us combat advantage, doesn’t it?” she said.

      Spence blew his breath out and said, “Wow, you’re ready to kill some mercs, aren’t you? You may get that chance, but we’d better check the door first.”

      He headed up the steps. Elna followed, keeping the small flashlight trained on the door. When they got there, Spence struggled with the door latch. Finally, he had to holster his gun and use both hands on the latch, putting his full strength into it. Suddenly, with an ear-straining squeal, it turned, and the door swung outward on creaking hinges. Elna expected sunlight to shine down. Instead, she saw more steps leading to a small landing and then a second door. When they reached the second door, they found that it slid to the side, disappearing into the wall. Spence opened it. Again, there was no sunlight. Indeed, the space beyond was utterly dark, but a sudden, familiar smell swept over her. The smell of stone, wood, cork—yes, she knew it well.

      She trained her light into the room and saw stone walls in a broad, low-ceilinged room with numerous wooden racks on all sides. Most of the racks were bare, but she spotted a few stray bottles of wine here and there—apparently, they’d been overlooked in previous lootings.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Elna muttered. “This is the wine cellar beneath the guesthouse. How the hell can this tunnel lead to our very own house? What the hell, Spence?”

      “What the hell, indeed?” Spence replied. “You figure they dug this out after your family moved in? That’d be some trick, wouldn’t it?”

      “My whole life was a lie,” Elna muttered. “My business, my home, my family, it was all just cover for a covert government facility. I’m so pissed off, I can’t see straight.”

      Spence slid the door back into place. “Well, hold on to that anger. Take it out on the mercenaries. Anger helps you do things that common sense or conscience might otherwise resist.” He nodded at her. “Trust me on this. Now, let’s go back and tell the staff sergeant what we found.”
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      They were crowded around the tables in the game room again. Elna could scarcely stand still, so she found herself walking a circle around the people, endlessly wringing her hands in a vain attempt to quell the rage boiling inside of her. Spence and Prig were discussing the various exits out of the bunker, but Elna had the sound of blood rushing in her ears. Malin finally started to walk the circle with her. She felt him try to take her hands, but she pulled away.

      “Sorry, just…lost in thought right now, okay?” she said. “Just trying to get a handle on my feelings.”

      “I understand,” Malin replied. “I wish I could make it better.”

      “Nothing can make it better,” Elna said. “I just want to rescue Pop and Selene. That’s it.”

      She heard Prig speaking then, and his words caught her attention. She finally came to a stop behind Norman and Cat, peering through the narrow gap between them at the staff sergeant.

      “I think the best approach is going to be from above ground,” Prig said, tapping the unfolded map on the table. “I don’t like the idea of being funneled into that narrow corridor.”

      “No,” Elna said, surprised at herself for speaking so forcefully. Prig lifted his gaze from the map. “We have a door that leads right inside the guesthouse. It’s the perfect approach. They’ll never expect us to come from that direction.”

      “I realize that, Elna,” Prig said, tightly, “but we’ll also expose the mercenaries to the bunker. If we don’t manage to take them out during the initial raid, they could get in here, and then it’s all over. The risk is huge. Under no circumstances can we allow them to find an entrance into the bunker. In fact, I say we blow up that corridor, bring it all down, and close the way.”

      “This is our best chance to rescue my people,” Elna said. “You can blow up the tunnel afterward.”

      Prig stared at her for a second, then shook his head and looked away. “I’m sorry about your people. I promise we’ll try to find them, but nothing is more important than keeping this place safe. Nothing.”

      Elna almost shouted at him. She could feel a profanity-laced tirade welling up inside of her, but she shoved it down with a violent act of willpower. Instead, though still speaking through clenched teeth, she said, “Malin and I risked our lives to help you rescue one of your people. Now, I want to rescue two of ours. I think that’s fair.”

      An uncomfortable quiet settled over the room. Except for Malin, no one looked at Elna, but her words lingered in the air. She saw Norman studying the faces of the Marines one by one. Prig leaned on a corner of the table for a few seconds, furiously gnawing on his lip. Finally, he rose and looked at Elna again.

      “You make a fair point,” he said. “Yes, you came with us and put your lives on the line. I’m grateful for that. But Golf is on this mission because he has the missile codes. We need him to complete the mission, and the mission is why I’m here. A lot more than our lives are at stake here, Elna. The future of the nation is on the line.”

      Her face felt like it was on fire. She wasn’t sure what her expression looked like, but he grimaced at her.

      “Okay, look,” he said. “If you want to sneak up into your house from the back corridor and try to rescue your people, I won’t stop you. We’re setting charges in that tunnel. It needs to come down. Its very existence is too much of a risk. There’s no code on the door, just a latch. No, it all has to come down, but it’ll take us a little while to set the charges. Long enough for you and your friends to go into the wine cellar, and if you move fast, you can find your people and get back through before we’re ready to bring it down. Now, that’s the best I can do.”

      Spence and Cat were both looking at him with sour expressions on their faces. Clearly, Prig’s team members didn’t entirely agree with his decision. Prig noticed them looking and waved them off like they were bothersome gnats.

      “If that’s the best you can do, then so be it,” Elna said, speaking before the anger choked off the words. “We’ll rescue our own people and get back before you’re ready to bring the tunnel down.”

      “Elna, are you sure you want to do that?” Norman said.

      “I’m going with her,” Malin said. “We’ll get it done.”

      “I’m going, too,” Raymond said. “Miriam can watch Daniel for me. If we get in and out really fast, maybe they won’t even know we were there.”

      “Well, heck, I guess I have to go too then,” Norman said. “We might as well make this a team effort. We island people gotta stick together.”

      “No, that’s too many people,” Elna said. “A large group is more likely to be spotted. Norman, Raymond, thanks for the offer, but I’d rather you guys stayed here. Let Malin and me handle this. Two people can get in a lot easier.”

      “If you get caught by the mercenaries, you’ll be outnumbered,” Norman said.

      “Then we won’t get caught,” she replied. “I know my own house better than they do. Pop does too, and he’ll know the best places to hide.”

      Norman and Raymond looked like they wanted to argue with her more, but they didn’t.

      “Great,” Prig said. “It’s settled. Just don’t do anything crazy, Elna. Find your people ASAP and get out. The mercs probably won’t expect anyone to come from the wine cellar, so you’ve got that advantage. I’ll make sure you’re armed, and I’ll give you as much time as I can, but that tunnel’s coming down. Securing the bunker is priority one. Whatever you do, don’t let them get through the bunker door.”

      “I understand,” Elna said.

      “The backup generators running the lights don’t produce enough power to operate the comm system,” Prig said. “This is need to know information, but you need to know. We’re going to get the big generator up and running so we can power up and reboot the computer. We have to keep all enemies out of here until that happens, and it’s going to take time. I probably shouldn’t let you mount a rescue. I’m being too nice, but I figure I owe you one for your help in the camp. Please, Elna, please, don’t make me regret it.”

      “Nobody’s getting into this bunker,” she replied. “I’ll kill every merc on the island if I have to, but no one is getting in here. I promise.”

      He stared at her, as if judging her commitment, then nodded and said, “I believe you.”
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      Selene felt a weird skin-crawling sensation all the way up the back road, as if the impending danger was like a low current vibrating in the air around her. Her loose, flower-print skirt made it hard to run, so she finally gathered up the flowing cloth and lifted it above her knees. It was a stupid thing, volunteering to run back to the house, but she’d done it to keep Elna from doing it. She had people depending on her. Selene did too, but not in the same way.

      Plus, she had a pretty good idea what old George Pasqualee was doing. He’d been getting sentimental of late, digging old photo albums out of drawers and wandering from room to room. She thought perhaps it was his poor health that had put him in this mood. She assumed he’d wanted to take a few things with him before they left for the bunker and simply lost track of time.

      When she reached the top of the hill, she rushed past the water tank and the shed, headed for the back door. She’d tried to listen carefully all the way. Would she hear the militiamen when they landed on shore? Would she even know they were coming?

      Don’t think about it, she told herself. Just get George and hurry to the bunker.

      She opened the back door and stepped into the tasting room. It was quieter than usual in here—too quiet. All of the ordinary sounds that she’d gotten used to were gone. No crackling fire, no pots and pans clanging in the kitchen, no clicking of Sniffy’s claws on the wood floor, no quiet conversations.

      “George?” Her voice echoed down the hall.

      There was no immediate reply, but as she crossed the room, she heard a kind of jingling sound coming from somewhere around the kitchen. She followed the sound. It led her down the hall, through the kitchen, and to an open door beside the pantry. This, in turn, led into the family hallway, where George and Elna’s bedrooms were located, as well as one other unused room and a door into the makeshift hospital room.

      “George?” she called out again.

      “I’m coming,” he said. “Give me a minute here.”

      She followed his voice down the hallway and through a door. It was his bedroom, a quaint little space with a four-poster bed, an antique armoire, and a bunch of old paintings and faded photos hanging from the walls. George was standing in front of a small dresser near the foot of the bed, a cloth bag dangling from his right hand. He had the drawer open, and it appeared to be full of jewelry. By the looks of it, none of the jewelry was particularly valuable—lots of gold-plating, colored glass, and so on—but it all looked really old.

      “I just can’t make up my mind what to bring,” George said, picking up a copper-colored bracelet and stuffing into the bag. Mr. Pasqualee had gotten too thin, his vest hanging just a bit loosely from his shoulders. Selene had done her best to treat his condition, and he was taking midodrine, but he still seemed to be diminishing.

      “George, everyone left the guesthouse a long time ago,” Selene said. “They’re all inside the bunker by now. Didn’t you realize that?”

      He gave her a confused look, his bushy eyebrows meeting in the middle. “I haven’t been looking around that long, have I? Just a few minutes. I figured someone would come and get me. I’m pretty sure I told Elna I wanted to grab a few things. Maybe she was distracted and didn’t hear me. She has so much to worry about all the time.” He grabbed a pair of silver earrings, wrapped them in a ribbon, and put them in the bag. “I want Elna to have some of these things. She didn’t really know her mother. It’s a shame. They’re so much alike.”

      “That’s nice, George, but we’d better go now.”

      She took his wrist and gently guided him away from the dresser. He came without resistance, shuffling toward the bedroom door. Selene reached back and shut the dresser door before walking out into the hallway.

      “I have a few pictures in here,” George said, holding up the bag. “There are a few more things I’d like to bring along, just in case we don’t make it back, but I guess we’re out of time.”

      “That’s right,” Selene replied. “We need to meet the others down at the bunker. Don’t worry. All of your stuff will be here when you come back.”

      They were moving down the family hall when she heard it—a sudden loud bang coming from elsewhere in the house. She heard it a second time, louder and more forceful. This time, she realized what it was—a door being forced open. Judging by the sound and distance, it was the back door to the tasting room.

      “Oh no, we’re too late,” she said, feeling a sudden choking terror. “George, they’re here! The enemies are here!”

      George thrust an arm out in front of her, as if to shield her. “I’m sorry. I wasted too much time. I didn’t mean to.”

      With the third bang, she heard the door crack and break. This was followed immediately by harsh voices, though she couldn’t make out what they were saying.

      “We have to hide,” Selene said. “What do we do?”

      George turn and pointed down the hall past his bedroom door where a small hatch was just visible in the floor against the wall.

      “The wine cellar,” he said. “It’s our best bet.”

      Selene could hear footsteps in the front hall, more voices, the clank of what she assumed were rifles.

      “Check every room.” A rough voice, loud and forceful.

      She rushed to the hatch, grabbed the little loop that served as a handle, and pulled it open. It swung up, revealing stone steps leading down into an utterly dark cellar. She waved George ahead of her, and he started down the stairs, though he had to move slowly to navigate them.

      “Don’t fall,” she said, as he wobbled on a step. “Careful now.”

      Slowly, he descended into the shadows and disappeared. Selene could hear footsteps moving all through the guesthouse above them, but she couldn’t tell where they were. Suddenly, she heard the rattle of a kitchen drawer being pulled open, the thump of someone knocking something over on the granite countertop.

      Too close, she thought, her heart hammering against her ribs.

      She turned and backed into the cellar, looking toward the kitchen door. It was slightly ajar, but she could only see a sliver: the side of the refrigerator, some of the center island, a bit of the stove. Suddenly, a shadow moved across the gap, and Selene had to bite her tongue to keep from gasping in surprise. Ducking into the cellar, she pulled the hatch shut behind her, but it was a heavy wooden door with sturdy metal hinges. As it closed, it made a brief but noticeable grinding sound. Men were talking in the kitchen, so she didn’t know if they heard it. She also didn’t wait to find out.

      Once the hatch was closed, she continued backing down the stairs into the absolute darkness. It felt cool down here, and it had a strong smell of old wood and stone. Reaching back, she felt for a wall, but her hand only closed on air. Suddenly, something clamped down on her wrist, and this time she uttered a little squeak of surprise.

      “It’s just me,” George said softly. “I know this place like the back of my hand. Let me guide you.”

      “Okay,” she replied.

      She allowed him to guide her deeper into the cellar, moving away from the hatch, but as she moved, she stepped carefully. After about ten steps, her shoulder brushed a hard edge, and she reached up to feel it. A wooden rack of some kind with many empty spaces. Another few steps, and she bumped against a stone wall, but George continued drawing her deeper. Eventually, he put his hand against her shoulder and gently pushed her into what seemed like a narrow alcove. Selene felt another wooden rack, then stone walls on three sides.

      “Duck down,” he said, close to her ear. “They won’t be able to see us in here unless they decide to step past the rack.”

      “What is this space?” she asked.

      “Just a little storage area in the back corner,” he replied. “I have a lot of nooks and crannies down here. I keep a lot of stuff in out of the way places. Rod Smith didn’t get all of my wine. Ha!”

      “Surely, they won’t—”

      She choked on her words as a loud rattling sound filled the cellar. She realized it was the hatch. Someone had grabbed it violently and opened it, causing it to bang against the wall. Then a light shone into the darkness, revealing the vast cellar before her. As George had said, they were in a small space behind one of the wooden racks, with only a few gaps to see through. The cellar itself was roughly rectangular with stone walls on four sides, various alcoves here and there, and a series of stone pillars running down the middle. Wine racks lined all of the walls. Most of them were empty, but she spied a few bottles here and there.

      The light came from a small LED flashlight shining along the floor beyond the pillars. As Selene pressed herself against the wall, George huddled behind her. She felt her heartbeat throbbing in her neck as she heard the sound of boots on the dusty stone floor—first one pair, then a second. Their breathing was deep and harsh.

      “Ah, man, it’s empty,” one of them said. “Look at all those wine racks, and nothing! What a waste. I thought this was a winery.”

      The sound of his voice sent a shiver down Selene’s spine. A violent man. A thug. Yes, she knew their type all too well. The tightness in every word that promised brutality. Selene felt old fears smothering her, pressing in on every side, and she reached back, fumbling around in the dark until George grabbed her hand. She clamped down tight, needing the human contact, needing the reassurance that she wasn’t alone.

      She saw the first man now as he passed between two of the pillars. He was huge, dressed all in black, with thick-soled boots and a rifle in his hands. He had a small LED flashlight stuck between the fingers of his left hand, and he shone it ahead of him as he crossed the room.

      “No, it’s not all empty,” said a second man. A reedy voice, thin and breathless, but still filled with the promise of violence. “Right there, look. There’s a bottle toward the back.”

      The first soldier rushed forward, the light wobbling back and forth. As it did, for one second, it shone through the rack directly in front of Selene, flooding their tiny alcove with light. She realized they weren’t as well hidden as she’d thought. The rack in front of them was full of holes, and the alcove wasn’t that deep. She tried to make herself even smaller, curling into a tight little ball, still clutching George’s hand for dear life.

      “It’s an old vintage,” the first soldier said. The bottle made a soft sighing sound as he pulled it off the rack. Selene saw him hold it up and shine the flashlight at it, revealing dark glass and darker wine inside. The soldier put his rifle over his shoulder and tucked the bottle in the crook of his arm. She saw his face clearly now. He had a head like an anvil, a face that looked like it had been smashed flat with a sledgehammer.

      “There are more of them,” the second soldier said. She only saw an arm and leg as he gestured through pillars, pointing across the room. “Look over there.”

      Selene realized he was pointing at the wine rack in front of the alcove, and she held her breath, ducking her head and narrowing her eyes.

      “Let’s get them all,” the first soldier said. “You know how long it’s been since I’ve had wine, real wine? It’s like finding a cache of diamonds, except who wants a cache of diamonds these days?”

      “Hey, that kind of stuff still has value,” the second soldier said. “I’d take a cache of diamonds.”

      Through the lowest gap in the wine rack, Selene saw the boots of the first soldier approaching. The LED light shone brightly, shifting back and forth through the gaps. Suddenly, he was there, right there, less than two feet away, separated from George and Selene only by the old wine rack. She heard the sound of a bottle being picked up, glass against wood, heard his fingers moving position as he turned it back and forth.

      “This is good stuff,” he said.

      The second soldier joined him. She saw two pairs of boots now directly in front of her. The men grew quiet, too quiet, all sounds ceasing except their deep breathing. The light was shining down through the gaps right into the alcove.

      Do they see us? Selene wondered, her heart pounding so fiercely now that she felt light-headed. They must see us. What do we do? What do we say to keep from being shot?

      She couldn’t let them kill Elna’s father. The guilt would chase her into her next life. No, somehow she had to save him. It seemed the only possible option was to surrender. If they were taken prisoner, at least there was a chance the Marines might rescue them later.

      Do it now, she told herself. Before it’s too late. If they find you first, they might shoot instinctively.

      Selene use a meditation technique to calm herself, narrowing her thoughts inwardly, focusing on her breathing, becoming aware of her own body. As she did, she felt her racing heart settle, felt the fear diminishing like dampened flames. Gradually, she got a hold of herself.

      Okay, do it now, she told herself. Calmly announce your presence and surrender.

      But then she heard boots moving back across the room, the light turning away from her, shining along the walls and back toward the hatch. The two soldiers were laughing, wine bottles rattling in their arms. Then they were going up the stairs, and the deep darkness returned to the cellar. The hatch swung shut with a bang and a whoosh of air that she felt all the way across the room. A profound stillness and quiet gradually filled the cellar.

      Selene’s tenuous calm passed like a fleeting thought, and she felt utterly weak. She leaned against the wall beside her and took deep breaths.

      Did I almost just surrender? Was I out of my mind?

      “I guess they’re gone,” George said quietly.

      “Oh, gosh, Pop, they were right in front of us,” Selene said. She could barely get the words out. “I could have reached out and grabbed their boots. How did they not see us?”

      “I guess the wine got all their attention,” George replied. She felt him crawl past her, heard him bump against the wine rack. “It’s a darn good thing I had a few bottles left, but I hate that they took ’em.”

      “What do we do?” Selene said. “They’re searching the guesthouse. We can’t stay here, Pop. Eventually, they’ll come back down to look for more wine.”

      She heard a sudden loud crash from the kitchen, as if someone had just taken a whole drawer full of silverware and dumped it on the ground. This was followed by the muffled sound of raised voices. Strangely, the sound didn’t seem to be coming from the direction of the hatch but somewhere off to the right along the wall. Selene dared to crawl out of the alcove and move toward it.

      “What are they arguing about, I wonder,” she said.

      When she reached what seemed to be the source of the sound, she reached out and felt cold metal between two wine racks. After feeling around, she realized it was some kind of air vent set low on the stone wall. The vent was like the tinny speaker of an old phonograph, giving the voices upstairs a surreal quality. Selene made out one voice above all, a booming voice sharp as the blade of a filleting knife.

      “I want status reports from every team,” he said. “Have you checked every room in this house? I mean, closets, cupboards, toilet tanks, everything!”

      “Yes, sir, Commander Tucker,” came another voice. She thought it was the voice of the first soldier. “We all spread out as soon as we got inside. Ardmore and I went down into the wine cellar.”

      “Yeah, I see that,” the commander replied, “and you were fighting over those bottles when I walked in here. If I hear any more fighting about that wine, I’ll smash the bottles over your heads. Am I clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” said multiple voices.

      “Did you find anything down there besides these bottles?” the commander asked. “Was the tunnel entrance down there?”

      “No, sir, definitely not,” the first soldier replied, the one Selene thought of as Anvil Head. “We walked around the whole thing. Not much down there.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure you looked real close,” the commander said, “especially after you found the wine.”

      Even as the commander was speaking, Selene heard what sounded like the popping of corks, the ringing of glasses, suppressed laughter.

      “Well, they’re drinking now,” she said. “I guess that’ll keep them busy for a little while.”

      “Depends on how fast they can drain those bottles,” George replied. “I’d guess it won’t take long. We have to get out of here.”

      “They said something about a tunnel,” Selene said. “Do you have any idea what they’re talking about.”

      George was quiet for a second, then he grunted. “Actually, now that I think about it, there was some sort of tunnel system on the original property plans. I’m guessing something to do with the original Army base on the island. But I don’t remember it leading to the wine cellar. Seems like it was down the island by the old base.”

      “There’s not a secret closet or anything down here?” Selene asked. “I hate to be out in the open like this. The next time, they might see us.”

      George got quiet again. “There is this one place. It’s like stairs or something, but it doesn’t lead anywhere. Maybe it connected to the tunnel system at one time but got blocked off. I don’t know. Bear in mind, this cellar space was here before I built the guesthouse. It wasn’t a wine cellar then. I converted it. Anyway, there’s a weird little closet. I use it for storage space, but it doesn’t lead anywhere.”

      “Does it have a door?” she asked.

      “Even better,” he said. “It’s behind a wine rack. You can’t see the thing unless you know where to look. Come toward me. I’ll lead you there.”

      She moved toward the sound of his voice in an awkward duck walk, her hands thrust out before her. He found her wrist again and guided her toward the back of the room. She’d gone maybe ten paces when he came to a stop. Then she heard him fumbling around in the dark. It sounded like his hands were sliding over wood.

      “What is it, George?” she asked.

      “Looking for the release lever,” he said. “It’s been a long time since I opened it. Like I said, it’s just a small storage space. We can hide in there, but not forever. We have to get out of here eventually.”

      “They’ll move on eventually,” she said. “Until then, we hide.”
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      The Beretta M9 was a nice, sturdy handgun. Malin liked the feel of it in his hand, and he practiced drawing it from the holster a few times. Staff Sergeant Prig had given it to him for his rescue mission.

      “We’ll keep an eye on you from the surveillance room,” Cat said. The Marine was leaning against the doorframe between the game room and the hallway, the waist of her sweatpants hanging down so that the bandage on her hip was visible. “Staff sergeant says it fine. Doc wants me in bed, but I’ll keep ignoring her.”

      All of the other Marines were elsewhere in the bunker, but they’d provided some extra loaded magazines for the handguns. Malin picked one up and shoved it in his shirt pocket. Elna was tracing passageways on the map with her finger, apparently trying to approximate the rooms in the guesthouse in relation to the underground corridor.

      Footsteps in the hallway drew Malin’s attention as people began slipping past Cat to enter the room. He saw Prig, Fish, and Dr. Ruzka. Prig approached the table.

      “Okay, let’s coordinate,” he said. “The next hour or so is going to be chaos, so we need to make sure every person has a role and knows exactly what they’re supposed to be doing.”

      “Malin and I are going through the corridor into the wine cellar,” Elna said. “I have no idea if George and Selene are in the guesthouse, no idea where they might be hiding, and no idea if we can get to them. The building might be swarming with mercs.”

      “Don’t engage unless you absolutely have to,” Prig said. “You’re out of your league here. Got it?”

      “I want to go,” Dr. Ruzka said suddenly, approaching the table. “Someone’s liable to get seriously injured, especially if there’s a gunfight. They’ll need immediate treatment. It’s the reason the military takes medics onto the battlefield.”

      “Sorry, Doc,” Prig said. “That’s a risk none of us can afford. You’re looking after Ant.”

      “Selene would want you to stay here and care for the injured,” Elna noted, sliding her Beretta M9 into its holster.

      “But…just two people against a dozen mercenaries?” the doctor said.

      “We’re not taking on the whole force,” Malin pointed out, practicing drawing the gun one last time. “We’re trying to slip in unnoticed, find our people, and get out of there. The fewer people, the better.” He nodded at Elna. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “Okay.”

      “Fish will accompany you down the corridor,” Prig said. He snapped his fingers, and Fish pushed into the room. He had a small pack slung over one shoulder. “He’s going to set the charges behind you. We can’t afford to let the mercs down here, so we’ll have to bring it all down immediately if there’s any chance they’re alerted to this entrance. Sorry, that’s just the way it is.”

      “I get it,” Elna said. She started across the room. “Do what you have to do.”

      Raymond was in the corner with Danny, Chloe, and Miriam. The boy was helping the little girl color a page in a coloring book as Sniffy curled up beside them. When Malin passed the group, Raymond tipped his head at him, which Malin returned.

      Fish caught up to them just as they passed through the small door in the corridor. He clicked on a flashlight and passed it to Malin, who took it and aimed it toward the end of the passageway.

      “Just remember, you guys have to hurry,” Fish said. As he spoke, he stopped, reached into his pack, and produced what Malin knew to be a small rectangular explosive pack, along with a roll of duct tape.

      “Do you think there’s any chance those explosives will bring down parts of the island, like the vineyard or guesthouse?” Malin asked Elna, as they moved away from him.

      “I’m trying not to think about it,” Elna replied, resting her hand on her pistol, “because there’s nothing I can do to stop it.”

      “I’m not setting charges directly beneath any buildings,” Fish said. “They’ll be concentrated around the middle of the corridor. Just enough to bring the roof and walls down there and block the passage. Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing.”

      He stopped suddenly and reached up, placing the rectangular charge high against the wall and taping it in place.

      “How long do we have to get back here?” Malin asked.

      “Well, it’ll take time to get the charges set up, linked, and prepped,” he said. “I can’t wait long, though, so hurry it up. Ten, fifteen minutes.” He waved them on.

      Elna and Malin picked up their pace, jogging down the hall, dodging the empty crates and scattered debris along the way. Finally, they reached the door far at the end. Fish was so far away now they could barely see him. Malin handed the flashlight to Elna and grabbed the handle of the door. As he tried to turn it, it resisted, as before. He grabbed the handle with both hands and put his back into it, and slowly, creaking loud enough to wake the dead, it turned.

      When he pulled the door open, he heard desperate, furtive movements somewhere ahead of him, as if startled animals were scurrying about. Beyond the door, a set of stairs led up to a small landing. Elna started up the stairs, clamping the flashlight between her teeth as she drew her pistol.

      People. They were hearing people up there. Someone had heard the opening of the door and was scrambling to get into hiding. Malin drew his handgun and followed Elna up the steps. He wanted to tell her to turn off the flashlight, but that would plunge them into complete darkness. Instead, he took the flashlight from her mouth and aimed the light at his feet.

      As he approached the top step, Malin crouched down and thrust the handgun out in front of him. There was a small landing at the top of the steps, followed by a sliding door that was hidden behind a wine rack. As he peered over the top step, he was not entirely surprised to see that the door was wide open. Beyond, he saw the large wine cellar, the stone walls, wooden racks, and pillars. Judging by the map he’d seen downstairs, the wine cellar started somewhere near the back of the house and ran out toward the vineyard.

      He heard strange, faint sounds. Some were closer than others, and he strained to make them out. Bodies shifting about somewhere nearby. Tinny voices coming as if from a distant monaural radio speaker. Malin glanced at Elna, and she shrugged in return. They moved from behind the stairs together, Malin turning to the right as he passed through the door, Elna to the left. Malin swung the flashlight around, aiming into the far corner.

      The light passed over the racks and various alcoves in the walls, over crates and boxes, and then settled on two figures huddled in a deep well in the corner. He was so startled to see them there that he lurched backward, his finger sliding against the trigger. He would have fired if not for the awkward stumble and the wobbling of the light.

      They were small, huddled against the wall behind an empty rack and pressed together, their eyes squeezed shut. Suddenly, one of them opened her eyes and rose to her knees, thrusting her hands over her head.

      “We surrender. Don’t shoot. He’s just an old man. Don’t hurt him.” The words came tumbling out of her mouth so fast he almost couldn’t tell what she was saying. He was so startled to see her there that he froze for a second, then slowly willed himself to lower the gun.

      She can’t see our faces because of the flashlight in her eyes, he realized, then he lowered the flashlight.

      “Oh my gosh,” she said. “Malin. Elna. What in the heck? Where did you come from? How…?”

      Selene lowered her hands and rose, fear giving way to slack-jawed amazement—as if she’d just seen them phase through the wall itself. Elna rushed past Malin then, holstering her pistol, as Selene rose to meet her.

      “Seriously, where did you come from?” Selene said. “We were hiding in this weird dead-end staircase. George said it was blocked, but we heard people coming up behind us somehow, and we were so scared! Is it the tunnel? Is it the tunnel the mercenaries are looking for?”

      Instead of answering, Elna went to her father’s side and helped him to his feet, pulling him into an embrace.

      “Yes, it’s a tunnel,” Malin said finally, “but not for long. We have to get out of here. The Marines are bringing it down.”

      “This is all crazy,” Selene said, stepping out from behind the wine rack.

      Malin gestured for her to go back through the open door, but as he did, he became aware of the strange tinny voices again. They seemed to be coming from somewhere in the room, as if there were a very small, low quality speaker in the cellar. He shined the flashlight in the direction of the sound and discovered a small, rusty air vent low on the wall between two racks.

      “Who is that?” he asked.

      “That’s the commander of the other army,” Selene said. “He’s up in the kitchen. Malin, this place is crawling with those guys, and they’re searching every room.”

      Elna was still hugging her father, and Malin thought he heard her quietly crying, but she pulled back now.

      “Dad, don’t ever wander off like that again,” she said. “Stay right with me from now on.”

      He held up a small cloth bag. When he did, some small bits of metal rattled around inside. “Just grabbing a few things of your mother’s before we set off. What if we never come back here?”

      “Those things don’t matter. You matter. Come on.” She wiped her eyes, put an arm around his shoulders, and guided him back to the open door. The old guy looked frailer than ever, bent and shuffling along, his clothes and beard all dusty.

      “I thought this rescue was gonna go a lot worse,” Malin muttered, holstering his pistol as he followed Elna and the others back to the door. “We lucked out, my friends. Let’s go.”
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      Elna hadn’t been paying attention to the strange voices coming from the air vent. All of her attention had been on her father. Pop felt so small, his bony shoulder poking through his shirt. Though she hadn’t expressed her doubts to Malin, she’d had low expectations for this rescue mission, yet she’d found him almost immediately. It was an amazing turn of events, and she felt hopeful for the first time in hours.

      At least he’s alive, she thought. At least we got him out of here.

      She was just about to pass through the open door when a voice from the air vent suddenly shouted. The sound reminded Elna of when she used to talk into a long cardboard tube as a kid. It had a kind of focused but muffled quality. Nevertheless, the words caught her attention.

      “I’ve been through all of their paperwork. There’s no map showing the exact location of a tunnel entrance, but I know my intel is correct. It’s around here somewhere. I’m sure of it. And you’re going to find it! Tear this whole building down. Rip it down to the foundation if you have to, but find that tunnel.”

      This was followed by a crash and thud, other voices speaking over each other, someone cursing. Were they having a fistfight up there?

      “Who is that?” Elna asked.

      Selene had just stepped through the open door. “That’s the commander,” she said.

      Elna gently pushed her father through the door, but she turned back. When Malin started to say something, she put a finger to her lips. She wanted to hear the commander. She wanted to know what they were planning.

      “These people left in a hurry,” the commander said. “They made no attempt to hide that fact. The Marines are with them. Now, what does that tell you? It tells me that there’s probably another way in and out of this house. You checked the wine cellar thoroughly?”

      “Yes, sir, we looked down there real good,” a soldier replied, slurring his words. He was clearly on his way to drunk. “We walked all around it. I told you that already! Look yourself if you—”

      Elna heard a loud smack followed by a bang, as if the soldier had been slapped and knocked into something. This was followed by a crash, some unintelligible shouting and cursing, and more unidentifiable smashing sounds.

      “I want two teams down there,” the commander shouted. “Knock down the walls, turn over every box, dig up the floor. Don’t come back up until you’ve taken that place apart brick by brick. Go!”

      Footsteps on the kitchen floor, moving through the building. Coming quick.

      “Let’s go, Elna,” Malin said.

      “Will the charges be ready? Fish needed time, and he expected us to have to search the house,” Elna replied. An idea had started to form in her head, an idea that was perhaps a bit reckless, but now she saw it clearly. “There’s a good chance the mercs will find the entrance if they start poking and prodding down here. We can’t let that happen. We have to turn the cellar into a trap.”

      “What does that mean?” Malin asked.

      She pointed down the left side of the cellar. “If we funnel all of the soldiers down the left side of the room, it’ll be like shooting fish in a barrel. We can take cover behind the steps. We’ll get at least a few of them. Then we shut the door and flee down the tunnel. If they attempt to follow us, they’ll get caught in the explosion.” Prig wouldn’t like the plan. She knew that. But this seemed like the best, and perhaps only, opportunity to deal with these guys with some advantage.

      “You’re ready for a fight like that?” Malin asked. “It’s one thing to chase after the Marines while they run and gun through a militia camp, but this…?”

      “This is what it’s come to, Malin,” she said. “We’re fighting for our island now, and we’re fighting for ourselves. Come on. Help me.”

      She grabbed the nearest wine rack and began dragging it away from the wall. It was heavy old wood, and it didn’t move easily. Malin rushed to the other end and helped her pick it up. They carried it to the middle of the room and set it against the pillars, covering the gaps along the first three. This would force the soldiers to take to the left side of the room, and it would also prevent them from using the first few pillars as cover. Of course, they could move the wine rack, but that would take a few seconds—time enough for an ambush.

      Once the long rack was in place, Elna rushed back to the open door. She saw Selene and George standing on the other side and she waved them on.

      “Go, go, down the stairs,” she said. “Don’t wait for us.”

      Selene grabbed George by the wrist and guided him down the stairs. As they went, Elna grabbed the sliding door and pulled it about halfway shut, providing herself a little more cover. Then she dropped to her knees, half-hidden behind the door, and raised her pistol. Malin took up a position behind her, one shoulder against the door, as he pointed the Beretta into the wine cellar. The footsteps of the mercenaries were approaching from the upstairs hall.

      “The flashlight,” Elna said.

      Malin clicked off the flashlight just as the hatch banged open. The mercs brought their own light. It moved down into the room and traced a path along the wall on the left. Elna saw boots on the steps, long shadows moving into the room. She could tell by the clunky way they stumbled down the stairs, bumping into each other, muttering, cursing, and snorting, that at least a few of them were sloshed.

      Am I really going to shoot these people? Can I do it?

      It was one thing to plan and imagine it, but now that the moment was upon her, she felt a kind of cold, rigid resistance coming over her. The first two soldiers entered the cellar and moved down the left side of the room. One of them reached out and touched the wine rack that had been moved beside the pillars. It should have alarmed him, but he merely touched it, grunted, and kept coming.

      “Look for more bottles,” one of them said. “There are no secret doors. We looked. Commander can rant and rail all he wants. But if there’s more wine…”

      “Yeah, yeah,” said another soldier.

      Two more came down the stairs. Elna was frozen in place, breathing so fast that she felt light-headed. She couldn’t coordinate with Malin. How long should they let the men come into the room before opening fire? They were all in one place, six soldiers crammed in close on the left side of the room. She had a clear shot from cover, and the soldiers hadn’t spotted her yet.

      Just a second longer. Just a second longer, she told herself, but she knew she was just buying time, putting off the terrible thing she knew she must do. It wasn’t so easy to kill people, even when they put your family, property, and way of life at risk.

      The lead soldiers, stumbling and drunk, were about halfway into the room when the one with the flashlight swung the light along the back wall. Suddenly, it was shining directly into Elna’s eyes. The soldier made a single sound, the beginning of some word, and it was enough—it broke through the shell of fear that had clamped around Elna. She pulled the trigger and fired the handgun. The sound of gunshots in the stone room were so loud they stabbed into her ears, into her skull.

      The flashlight went flying. Whether it was dropped or thrown, she didn’t know, but suddenly bright light was spinning around the room wildly, like some of kind of disco ball. This made everything disorienting, and the room in front of Elna became a chaos of shapes and seemingly random movements. Malin opened fire at some point, and she heard the crack of his pistol just above her head.

      Elna saw sparks on the wall to her right—the soldiers were returning fire. She moved farther behind the door, tried to reposition the gun, and continued to fire until the magazine was empty. The flashlight was on the ground near the left wall, pointing into the corner so that most of the room was caught in the backwash. Long shadows were drawn toward the hatch, and she saw soldiers scrambling into the shadows. The wine rack she’d placed against the pillars was toppled over, and the hatch was shut.

      This was a bad idea, she thought.

      Malin was reloading his pistol. Apparently, he had another loaded magazine in his shirt pocket, but he seemed nervous, shaking, and he struggled to swap it with the empty magazine in the gun. In the process, he dropped his pistol. Elna bent down and grabbed it. When she rose, she saw a figure step out from behind the near wall, filling the gap in the half-opened door. He was huge, a beast in black, made all the more imposing by the nimbus of white light around him. He had a huge, blunt face, like a cinder block, and he reeked of wine and body odor.

      “You can’t shoot worth a damn,” he said, raising a rifle at them. “But I can.”

      Acting on instinct more than anything, Elna dropped both of her weapons, grabbed the back of Malin’s shirt, and pulled him back behind the door. She dropped down, letting her weight drag him. But in that moment, as she slipped out of the light, she heard the deafening bang of the rifle. Malin rolled on top of her, clearly trying to shield her body with his own, but when she looked past his shoulder, she saw the drunk mercenary stumbling backward. He had a look of shock on his face, eyes and mouth wide, and he was clutching a spot high on his shoulder, close to his neck. Black blood poured through his fingers.

      “Didn’t see that…one…” he managed to say.

      Only then did Elna realize that someone had come up behind them on the landing. Fish. He stood there with a Beretta in his hand.

      “Let’s go,” he shouted at Elna and Malin. “Shut the damn door.”

      Elna rolled to one side, dumping Malin on the ground, and reached up to the door handle. Grabbing it, she proceeded to slide the door shut. It resisted at first, but she put her weight into it, and slowly it began to move. As it was sliding shut, she heard another shot and another, but she didn’t dare look. She kept pushing the door until it slid home, then she set the crude latch in place. After a moment, Malin’s flashlight clicked on.

      “It won’t hold long,” she said. “Their commander knew the tunnel was down here. They would have found it soon enough. I had to try to buy us some time.”

      I’m trying to justify my plan, she realized. Still, there was truth to it. Once they’d begun sliding the wine racks out of position, the mercs would have spotted the sliding door.

      “I think we hit a few,” Malin said, rising up beside her. “Not sure.”

      “I don’t think so,” Elna replied. “We’d better get below. That was a mess, Malin. A big, dumb mess.”

      She picked up her pistol and holstered it, then she rose and turned to head back down the tunnel. Only then did she see Fish on the ground. It looked like someone had tipped him over, and he’d just pivoted backward like a fallen tree. He was on his back, his hands above his head. The look on his face seemed more surprised than anything.

      “Fish, are you okay?” she said, moving toward him.

      He reached down with his right hand, felt the front of his shirt, and Elna noted a small hole in the green shirt. It was just below his sternum, not yet bleeding.

      “He got me,” Fish said, breathless.

      “We’d better get you to Dr. Ruzka,” Elna said. “Are the charges set?”

      “I can’t feel anything,” he replied, tapping his lower chest. “From here down. Nothing. It’s all gone.”

      Malin came up on the other side of him, grabbing the Marine under the armpit. “Let’s get him down the stairs. Hurry, before they figure out a way to get through the door.”

      Elna grabbed Fish by the other arm, and they dragged him down the steps toward the second door. As they did, Elna felt wetness on the ground. His body slid just a little too easily. She looked back and saw an enormous puddle of blood and drags marks from his body. They got him through the second door, and Malin turned the handle to lock it.

      “Fish, you’ve got to hang in there,” Elna said.

      “It doesn’t hurt,” he replied, in what sounded like a sleepy voice. “Man, it hardly feels like anything at all.”

      Elna looked down the many steps toward the tunnel. It was such a long way to go. If only the doctor had been there. Maybe she would have been able to stop the bleeding. Maybe. Elna felt awful, so awful, it was almost paralyzing. She saw Selene and her father at the bottom of the steps, and she waved them on.

      “Just keep going,” she said. “Please. Hurry back to the bunker!”

      “Hey. Hey.” Fish was speaking softly. He grabbed her hand and pulled it away from his arm.

      “Tell us what to do, Fish,” she said. “How can we help you?”

      He seemed remarkably calm. The look of surprise had left his face, and he was almost smiling now.

      “You can’t help me,” he said. “Sit me up, please. Prop me against the wall. Do it.”

      Elna and Malin helped him into a seated position. He winced and groaned, the only indication of pain, but they managed to get his back against the wall beside the door. Fish reached into the pocket of his jacket and pulled out a small plastic device. Then he drew his pistol and set it on his lap.

      “I’m so sorry,” Elna said.

      “Nah, you made a combat decision in the heat of the moment,” Fish replied. “That’s what you have to do. There’s no guarantee it’s gonna go your way, and that’s just war. But this…” He held up the plastic device and shook it. She could see that it had a single small switch in the middle. “This is the detonator. This is all we need now.”

      She heard a loud bang coming from the sliding door. It was followed by another and another in quick succession, then loud voices.

      “They’re forcing their way through,” Malin said. “We have to go.”

      “Latch that door,” Fish said, pointing at the big L-shaped metal handle. “They’ll force their way through that one too, but I’ll buy you a few minutes so you can get down the corridor. I want them to come through. I want them in here when it comes down. Take the detonator. Use it as soon as you reach the other side.”

      Malin glanced at Elna, and she nodded. She knew she would feel absolutely horrible about this whole situation later—she could feel the seeds of guilt and grief being planted—but in the moment, she was mostly in shock. Malin unlatched the door and stepped over Fish.

      “That’s it,” Fish said. “Now, get the hell out of here and don’t look back. Let Prig know I took them all out with me.”

      Elna thought she should say something, some comforting words, but she was at a loss. Finally, she gave Fish a gentle pat on the shoulder and started down the steps. As she approached the bottom, she heard a grinding sound behind her—they’d gotten through the sliding door somehow. Crowbar? Sledgehammer? Brute force? It didn’t matter. They were inside now.
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      At the bottom of the steps, Elna saw Selene and her father far ahead of her. She also saw charges taped to the wall. She didn’t know what kind of explosive Fish was using, but it looked to her like enough to bring down the whole island. Malin grabbed her hand in passing and pulled her down the corridor. It was so far—too far. Even shining a flashlight down the hall, she could barely see the end of it, a mere speck at the end of a narrow path.

      Above and behind her, she heard banging on the second door. The violent thuds shook the whole corridor, bringing down dust and flecks of rust from the ceiling. The few lights that worked flickered wildly with each blow. Elna ran as fast as she could in the narrow corridor, dodging debris and boxes, but she hadn’t gone far when she heard a tremendous crash. Had they forced the second door open? It sounded like maybe they’d knocked the hinges off. She heard sudden gunshots, shouting and cursing.

      “You’re not getting through.” Fish’s voice, followed by two more gunshots, shouting, cursing. Elna couldn’t tell what was happening, but it sounded like a desperate struggle. “I said you’re not getting through!”

      One more gunshot, like an exclamation point at the end of a violent sentence. This was followed by the sound of boots on the stairs. Elna had the detonator in her right hand, and she let her thumb wander toward the trigger. There was a chance they would be caught in the hallway. If so, what would she do? What should she do? Letting the mercs into the bunker would be a catastrophe. Prig had made that clear.

      You know what to do, she told herself. Bring the hallway down on top of them, even if that means bringing it down on top of yourself.

      A ghastly thought. She wasn’t sure she could do it

      If they get into the bunker, it’s all over for everyone, she reminded herself.

      She glanced up at a spot high on the ceiling, where one of Fish’s charges was duct-taped in place. It looked like a small, green canister and had some white lettering on the side. She saw the word Dangerous in a bold font. Wires trailed out of the top and bottom of the canister, running along the corridor in either direction to the next charges. Fish had wired at least twelve of the canisters in a long line.

      When she caught up to Selene and George, she stumbled to a stop.

      “They made it through the second door,” she said. “Sounds like they hammered it down. I don’t know. But it didn’t stop them for long.”

      “Here, take this,” Malin said, handing her his pistol. “I reloaded. Take a few shots back behind us, just to keep the mercenaries back a little bit. I’ll help Pop here. We’re moving too slowly.”

      And with that, without warning George, Malin hoisted him up and draped him over his shoulder. Pop gave a little surprised grunt and grabbed at the back of Malin’s shirt.

      “Comfortable?” Malin said.

      “Not so much, no,” Pop replied, “but don’t mind me. I can put up with it. Let’s just go, please.”

      “You got it,” Malin said. “One express ticket to the bunker. Hang on tight. Here we go.”

      He tightened his grip around Pop’s torso and resumed running.

      Selene hesitated, gaping back in the direction of the door. “How did they get through? That was a metal door with a metal bolt. Who are these people?”

      “It was an old, rusted door,” Elna corrected, “and I’m sure they came prepared for getting through doors, walls, whatever. They were prepared to bring down the whole house looking for this tunnel. Hurry, Selene. They’ll be on us soon.”

      She motioned at her, and Selene took off running, chasing after Malin and Pop. Elna glanced over her shoulder and saw the mercenaries appear at the bottom of the steps, saw their bright flashlight beam approach like a wave. She aimed with Malin’s pistol and took a few shots, but that was all Malin had managed to reload. However, it made the flashlight beam retreat, as if the soldier holding it had turned away.

      The door to the game room was still so far away, and Elna was running so fast, she felt dangerously close to flying apart. Her breath ached in her lungs, and she’d developed a pounding headache from all of the shooting.

      We have to slow them down somehow, she thought. They’ll be faster than us, and this passageway is long. If they catch up, we’re done for.

      They were passing an intersection with two other passageways, both of which were crammed with debris. Elna dared to stop. The others didn’t notice and kept running. Grabbing a large wooden crate, Elna dragged it out of the corridor on the right and shoved it behind her. Then she added some large pieces of machinery, scattering them on the floor to create obstacles for their pursuers.

      When she looked back down the corridor, she saw the wildly bobbing flashlight beam, shapes caught in the middle of it casting long shadows in her direction. She dragged a final large plastic tub out of a cross-path. It was full of rusted equipment, and she kicked it over, letting all of the contents gush out onto the floor. She heard a gunshot then, heard the bullet ping off the debris, and she instinctively dropped to her knees. She aimed Malin’s gun and pulled the trigger before she remembered that the magazine was empty.

      For good measure, she dragged one more large wooden crate out of a side corridor and flipped it on top of the pile. This, at least, created a bit of concealment for any more gunfire. But she’d wasted too much time. Turning back, she saw Malin and Selene far in the distance. Bearing George in his arms had slowed Malin down, but it was better than letting her dad shuffle along on his own. Elna made sure she still had the detonator in hand as she started after them.

      Elna ran flat out, tucking her arms in against her sides, lowering her head, and concentrating on taking long strides. It didn’t take long to catch up to Malin and the others. She’d only gone another twenty yards or so when she heard the soldiers barreling into the debris. Glancing over her shoulder again, she saw them kicking and smashing through the pile she’d made. Then she looked back in the direction of the bunker door. Another hundred yards or so.

      “We’re not going to make it,” she said.

      When Malin kept going, she reached out and grabbed his shoulder.

      “Malin, we’re not going to make it,” she said. “They’ll catch up to us before we reach the door.”

      He looked back at her, grimacing. His blondish hair was plastered against his skull, sweat streaming down his face. He looked past her to the soldiers, then to the bunker door.

      “You’re right,” he said. “Not enough time. We won’t make it.”

      And with that, he set Pop down and let out a long, world-weary sigh. Elna turned to face the approaching soldiers. Angry faces in harsh white light, all guns and black clothing, the sounds of their boots like hammers on the metal floor.

      Well, this is it, then, Elna thought.
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      The soldiers were maybe fifty yards away, but when they saw Elna and the others stop, they slowed down. Maybe they thought it was a trap. Indeed, it was, wasn’t it?

      If you’re willing, Elna told herself.

      She turned and pulled the flashlight out of Malin’s hand, giving it to Selene.

      “Take this,” she said. “You and Pop keep going.”

      Selene seemed reluctant to take the flashlight, and when she did, she held it lightly, as if Elna had handed her a weapon. Elna motioned for her to keep moving, but she hesitated, a pained look on her face.

      “Don’t do anything crazy,” Selene said finally.

      “We’re past the point of discussing it,” Elna said, giving Selene a little push. “Get going.”

      “Elna, maybe we can reason with the mercenaries,” Pop said. “We’re only civilians, after all.”

      But Selene snagged his arm and pulled him down the corridor. He made an exasperated sound but didn’t resist, and soon the two of them had resumed their too-slow retreat to the bunker. Elna scanned the wall back the way they’d come until she spotted the last of Fish’s explosive charges. He hadn’t planted any near the bunker door.

      How strong will the blast be? Elna wondered. Will the shock wave kill us? Will it bring the whole island down on top of us? There was no way to know without pressing the detonator button.

      Roughly forty yards away, the advancing soldiers marched quickly in their direction. The corridor wasn’t quite wide enough for them to walk side by side, so they were staggered, creating a zigzagging line of four black-clad bodies that seemed to be snaking toward them.

      “We’ll keep moving toward the bunker,” Elna said.

      “We won’t make it,” Malin replied.

      “Maybe not.” She glanced at him. “What’s the alternative?”

      He hesitated, then said, “I trust your judgment.”

      Not quite what I wanted to hear right now, she thought, but I should have expected it.

      She wasn’t really conflicted about what to do. It was crystal clear, but she was scared. More scared than she’d ever been. Still, she resumed moving down the corridor, this time at a slow jog.

      “I don’t know where you think you’re going,” one of the soldiers said. She recognized the slurring voice. It was the same drunk who had confronted them at the cellar door. Apparently, he hadn’t been fatally wounded, if he’d been wounded at all. “There’s no escape that way. It’s like shooting fish in a barrel, so why don’t you put your hands up and live a little bit longer. Just tell us what you know about the bunker, and we’ll let you live. We can see you’re desperate civilians. Come on, now.”

      Have they noticed the explosive charges? Elna wondered. Do they know the danger we’re all in?

      If so, they hadn’t given any indication. Still, Elna wanted to buy Selene and Pop just a little more time so they could get as far as possible from the explosion. She slowed to a walk, raising her hands above her head. Malin did the same. As she raised her right hand, she closed her fist around the small detonator, hoping the soldiers wouldn’t notice.

      “Get ready to drop to the floor,” she said quietly, as she came to a stop.

      Malin nodded.

      “We…may not survive this,” she added, choking suddenly on the words.

      “It’s okay,” Malin replied. He smiled at her and nodded. “Hey, you’ve been a great leader for these islanders. If we go out, we go out trying to save them, right?”

      “That’s right,” she said.

      He started to say something, seemed to struggle for a second, then blurted it out all at once. “I love you, Elna Pasqualee.”

      It shocked her and brought tears to her eyes—the last thing she needed right now—and she fought them back with all her might. “I love you, too,” she replied.

      They were separated from the soldiers by about thirty yards. The final charge was now right above the group, and as far as Elna could tell, they hadn’t noticed it. Maybe they were too fixated on their prey. Maybe it hadn’t occurred to them that the Marines would risk destroying the bunker to keep them out. Maybe they were just too drunk.

      “We surrender,” Elna said. “Don’t shoot.”

      “Good,” the cinder-block soldier in the front said. “Put your guns down slowly. Very slowly. No sudden moves. We just want to ask you a few questions. None of this concerns you people anyway.”

      “Okay, we’re out of ammo anyway,” Elna said, slowly removing the handgun from its holster. “Look, I’m dropping.”

      “Slowly,” the soldier replied. “Very slowly.”

      She bent over and tossed the Beretta on the floor.

      “Okay, Malin,” she said. “Now.”

      As soon as she said it, she hit the detonator button with her thumb and dropped flat onto the floor. There was one horrible second where nothing happened. Just stillness and confusion.

      Fish wired them wrong, she thought. Or maybe we don’t have a signal for the detonator down here for some reason.

      Then the first explosion went off, and it felt like the whole world shook with the force of it. The charges started at the far end of the corridor, down by the stairs, but quickly came toward them, each one going off a fraction of a second after the other. Elna didn’t dare look. She wrapped her arms over her head and covered her ears. However, she heard the soldiers shrieking and cursing in those last terrible moments.

      The ground beneath her bounced like a drum, and impact of the explosions became a violent force moving through her body. Pain, so much pain. Was she being hit? Was she dying? She couldn’t tell. It was all just noise, pain, shock, and the dreamlike realization that she was probably about to be crushed to death or blown to bits.

      And then she heard the roof panels give way above her and felt a massive amount of dirt crashing down on top of her. It seemed to fill every space, forcing its way under her arms, against her face, into her mouth. She pressed her nose against the floor, clamped her eyes shut, and pressed her lips together. Still, she tasted dirt on her tongue. More than that, pressure was building against her back. It became harder to breath, harder to move.

      And then, in a moment, everything went still. All noise ceased. The whole world seemed to come to a sudden stop. No shouts or screaming. No running or cursing. Nothing. Just absolute stillness, and Elna entombed in the bottom of the world.

      I can’t move anything, she realized. I can’t breathe. Oh, God, I can’t breathe!
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      The dirt was pressing against her on all sides so strongly that she felt like she’d been encased in concrete. When she tried to thrash, the only part of her body that seemed to move were the lower halves of her legs. She could feel her heels moving up and down, but the rest of her had been entombed. This induced a terrible panic, even as she squeezed her eyes and mouth shut in an attempt to keep the dirt out.

      Why can’t I move? Why can’t I get out of this? her panicked mind screamed. Did the whole island fall on top of me?

      The irony that this should be the manner of her death did not escape her. She felt a kind of buzzing in her head. Her hands had wound up folded beneath her, but she began moving her fingers back and forth. She could only move them half an inch or so, but it created a little bit of clear space around her chin. She tried to tilt her head down to reach the gap, but couldn’t move enough to get there.

      It can’t end like this, she thought, feeling the panic surging through her body. Every muscle twitched, trying to move something, anything, but she was stuck fast, sealed in. No, this is worse than drowning. Worse than anything. Oh God, no!

      Her mind was screaming. In her desperation, it seemed that she was able to move her legs a bit more. She thought maybe she was free up to her knees now, so she tried to push herself backward. Maybe she could eject herself from the crushing dirt and debris like a botfly from a carcass. It was futile. Her arms were in the wrong position. She had no leverage.

      As the buzzing began to fill every thought, she felt a strange sensation scraping against her skin, against her whole body. Suddenly, she sensed the dirt shifting around her face, as if it were loosening. Still, she didn’t dare take a breath. Everything seemed to be collapsing around her yet again, as if the hallway were crumbling into some deeper chasm.

      Just give me a breath, she thought. Just one breath.

      As if in answer to this request, the pressure eased, the dirt continued to spill away in front of her. And then she realized someone was pulling her—dragging her—backward. She managed to get her hands up in front of her face, cupping them around her nose and mouth so she could take a breath. Instantly, the terrible buzzing sensation in her head evaporated, and the whole-body panic subsided.

      “I’ve got you. Hang on. I’ve got you.” Malin’s voice. He was hoarse, gasping for breath as he spoke.

      Finally, she slid out of dirt, felt it drop away and Malin pulling her upright. It was still utterly dark, but his arms wrapped around her and drew her in close as she breathed deeply. Elna felt dirt in between her teeth, on her tongue, in her nostrils. It dribbled from her lips like mud.

      “I’m sorry,” Malin said in her ear. “Part of the ceiling came down right on top of us. You were farther in, and I had to dig around to get you free. All I had was my bare hands.”

      “It’s okay,” she said, clutching at his back. “Thank you. I couldn’t move, Malin. It was the worst feeling.”

      “We made it,” he replied. “That was way too close, but we made it. Let’s try to get back into the bunker. Come on.”

      He turned her toward what she assumed was the end of the hall, and she began creeping forward on her hands and knees. A smell lingered in the air. It was like gunpowder, dirt, and old metal—so strong it made her sick. As she crawled, she felt sharp pain in her lower back, a slightly less severe pain in her shoulders and neck.

      I guess that’s what happens when an island falls on top of you, she thought. If not for the pain, she might have laughed at the thought, but she was too uncomfortable to find anything amusing at the moment.

      “Did we get them?” she asked. “The mercs, did we get them?”

      “If bringing the hallway down on top of them isn’t enough,” Malin replied, “I don’t know what to do. I didn’t hear a peep from them once everything settled. They must be buried in there deep. If so, that means four of them are down.”

      “Which leaves eight in the guesthouse,” she said, spitting out a big glob of mud. “Including their commander.”

      As she crept forward, she felt on the ground in front of her, her fingers brushing strange debris in the utter dark. She thought of Pop and Selene. How much farther down the hall had they been? Had they made it into the bunker before the explosion? She tried to call out to them, but her dry throat hitched. She coughed, spat up more mud, and tried again.

      “Pop, are you there somewhere?” she called. “Selene? Where are you guys?”

      A few seconds of silence followed. Elna heard only Malin’s coarse breathing beside her. Then someone cleared his throat from the darkness in front of her.

      “We’re okay.” Pop, but he sounded so frail. “I think we’re okay. Almost made it to the door and then got the whole world yanked right out from under my feet.”

      “He landed on top of me,” Selene said, in a pained voice. “At least I cushioned his fall.”

      “Are you injured?” Malin asked.

      “Definitely bruised,” Selene replied. “Doesn’t feel like any bones are broken, and I don’t feel any blood.”

      Elna had gone a few yards—possibly more; she couldn’t tell—when her right hand brushed someone’s back. She felt the scratchy wool of her dad’s vest. She put an arm around him, but he grunted in discomfort.

      “The door is here,” he said. “Reach past me. You’ll see. Can’t get it open.”

      She reached past her father and felt the smooth metal of the door that led into the game room. She slid her hands along the door, looking for damage but didn’t feel any. Then she grabbed the big, sturdy door handle, and it seemed to turn just fine. However, when she pulled on the door, it wouldn’t budge. She leaned back, putting her weight into it, but her shoulders and back screamed in pain. Losing her grip, she fell back on her rump.

      “Can’t do it,” she said, massaging her right shoulder. “It doesn’t feel damaged, but it doesn’t want to open. When the middle part of the ceiling came down, it might have pushed the doorframe just a little out of square.”

      “Let me try,” Malin said. “You were just buried alive. You’re probably not at peak strength.”

      “Buried alive,” Selene said with a gasp.

      “Principessa, did you get hurt?” Pop said.

      “Don’t worry about me, Dad,” she replied.

      She felt Malin brush past her and heard the sound of the door handle. Malin grunted, then cursed under his breath. There was a loud scraping sound, metal against metal, and the door hinges shrieked. Then Malin suddenly fell backward and landed in her lap. As he did, a whoosh of cool air swept into the hallway.

      “That got it,” Malin said.

      A flickering orange light came through the door, but Elna realized now just how dust-choked the air was. It was like a thick, brown fog. She tried to swipe it out of her face, but there was just so much of it. Consequently, she couldn’t see the source of the flickering light. It reminded her of the warm orange glow of the fireplace in the guesthouse lobby.

      I miss those quiet evenings in the lobby, she thought. I would give anything to be back there.

      Malin stood from her lap and pulled himself through the open door, coughing as he went. Elna could see Selene and Pop now. They were sitting side by side against the wall on her right side, Selene nursing her right arm in the crook of her left. Pop was covered in dirt, but he appeared otherwise unharmed. When Elna looked behind herself, she saw the corridor running about ten yards behind her before the roof was folded down, and the passage was sealed by dirt. The rest of the corridor seemed to be gone, swallowed by the earth.

      Elna picked herself up, wincing at the pain that simple act produced, and stepped through the open door. When she did, she realized that the dirt cloud filled the game room as well. Malin was bent over, his hands pressed to his thighs, as he was seized by a wracking cough. Voices came to them from elsewhere in the bunker. Angry, scared people speaking over each other.

      It took Elna a moment to realize that the ceiling had collapsed in a corner of the game room, bringing down a couple of large metal panels and a bunch of dirt, burying some of the card tables that had been there. The lights in the room were dark, and one of the bulbs hung down at an angle. Elna approached the nearest table and leaned against the edge. She saw someone approaching from the hallway, swiping his hands in front of him as he came. Elsewhere in the bunker, Sniffy was barking like mad.

      “Staff Sergeant,” she said, as the pale-haired man stepped through the door into the game room.

      “You survived the blast,” he said. “I figured you all got buried in there. Damn Fish almost brought down the whole bunker. What was he thinking?”

      “I don’t know,” Elna replied. “We were in a hurry. Some of the mercenaries pursued us into the passageway.”

      “And Fish?” Prig peered past her.

      She didn’t want to say it, so she bent over, wincing at the pain in her back, waiting for someone else to tell him. She heard Malin helping Selene and Pop through the door and realized it was up to her.

      “He didn’t make it,” she said finally. “They wounded him, so he stayed behind and held them off while we fled. I took the detonator and set off the charges.”

      Prig dragged his hands through his short hair, then smacked the doorframe with an open hand. “Another one of my people gone,” he said, quietly, a hiss full of anger, “but they’ll pay for it. They’ll all pay. You wait and see.” He turned back to Elna, his expression hovering somewhere between a crazed smile and a furious scowl. “This isn’t over. Come on. Let the doctor check you out. You look pretty banged up. We’re all down the hall.”

      And with that, he put the cap back on and swept out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Commander Tucker filled the back door of the kitchen, a cold determination keeping him steady. He heard his men scrambling at the end of the hall, saw shadows moving back and forth beneath the open hatch.

      The damned Chinese Communists didn’t pay us nearly enough for this job, he thought. Did they know an ambush was being set for us here?

      He tried to regulate his breathing, disconnecting from any emotion. He’d run hundreds of dangerous missions for a variety of clients, so he had plenty of practice at this. The mission was quickly going south, but he would turn it around. He always turned it around. Hell, he’d been in worse situations than this. It was why he got paid for these kinds of black ops missions.

      The men were still scrambling about, shouting at each other, so Tucker strode down the hall. The ammunition in his vest pockets rattled as he walked. Tucker liked to keep all of his tools handy, even though it made his vest quite heavy. He had a Glock 19 in a holster on the right side, a KA-BAR knife in a sheath on the left, plenty of spare loaded magazines in the small pockets along the front of the vest, a Springfield Hellcat in a shoulder holster, and a smaller knife in a sheath strapped to his left forearm. He was an enormous man—there was plenty of room for all of these weapons and more. There was always something to choose from in any situation.

      He descended the stone steps into the wine cellar. Three of his men were moving about on the far side of the room. One of them held a bright LED flashlight, and it cast their shadows in long nightmare patterns across the floor. Tucker could see immediately that the entryway into the secret passage had collapsed. A large pile of bricks and dirt had gushed into the cellar. The men were currently digging at it with their bare hands, as if they thought they might tunnel through to the other side.

      “How many were down there when it collapsed?” Tucker said. He resisted the urge to shout, but his men lurched and spun to face him.

      “Four went after them,” the soldier with the flashlight—Connor—said. “Ardmore, Thanh, Rousseau, and Koike. We’re trying to get to them, sir.”

      Four. Tucker wanted to strangle someone.

      “And how many enemies were there?” he asked. “Did anyone get a good look at them?”

      “No, sir,” Connor replied. “We didn’t get down here before the doorway collapsed. Sorry, sir.”

      He waved off the apology. “Get shovels. There’s a tool shed out back. Keep digging.”

      And with that, he turned and ascended the steps. He wanted to stand there and see if they could find a way through, but he knew his presence might distract them.

      Ardmore and Thanh, he thought. Getting drunk on wine, losing sight of the mission. They were highly recommended on the mercenary market, but they weren’t worth the price. The other guys better pick up the slack. Our reputations are on the line here.

      He realized he’d reached down and grabbed the handle of the KA-BAR knife.

      Maybe I shouldn’t hold back, he thought. Maybe the lack of fear has produced this subpar performance.

      He heard boots in the kitchen. When he reached the door, he saw the youngest soldier—a South African merc named Burgers—rounding the center island. He wore his black cap cocked at an angle. Tucker was often tempted to smack it off his head. The young merc had a thin face, a prominent nose, traces of acne on his cheeks and forehead, and at the moment, his face was twisted up in terror.

      “Sir, sir, part of the building came down,” he said. “There’s a fire. There’s all kinds of problems!”

      “Calm down,” Tucker snapped, partially drawing the knife from its sheath. Burgers noticed this and flinched. “Lead me there.”

      The young merc rushed back through the kitchen to the front hall. As soon as Tucker stepped through the door, he smelled smoke. He looked for the source. On his left, there was a kind of lobby at the end of the hall. One of the roof beams had come down in the explosion, hitting the mantle above the fireplace and knocking it onto the hearth. On his right, the hall led to some kind of bar or small club room, and it was filled with smoke. As Burgers approached this room, two other soldiers appeared—Guido and the big bearded Eritrean who went by the name Qetali.

      “There’s a fire, sir,” Guido said, pointing as if Tucker couldn’t see the smoke.

      “How did it start?” he replied.

      At first, none of them answered. Finally, Tucker reached out and grabbed Guido by the shirt, pulling him in close.

      “How did it start?” he asked again, this time through clenched teeth.

      “We’d lit a little oil lamp, sir,” Guido said. He was one of the smaller mercenaries. “When the explosion buckled the floor, the lamp fell on some bar rags or something.”

      “Put it out,” Tucker said, shoving him against the nearest wall.

      The three men turned and rushed away. Tucker walked to the door and saw flames on the bar, licking up the wall beside the back door. He saw the blackened shell of the lamp still lying on the ground. They hadn’t even bothered to pick it up. His men began beating at the flames with towels and rags. Futile. Stupid.

      “There has to be a fire extinguisher around here,” Tucker shouted. “Find it!”

      Just then, he spotted the empty wine bottle on the near end of the bar. It was the breaking point. He’d contained his emotions by sheer force of will, as he usually did, but his whole body was shaking with it now. Reaching out, he snatched up the bottle and flung it at Burgers who was still fighting the flames. The young mercenary wasn’t ready for it, and the bottle hit him in the forehead. It broke, pieces flying in all directions.

      “If you scum ruin this mission, you’ll never make it off this island alive,” Tucker shouted. “Mark my words, I want blood!”
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        * * *

      

      Spence was huddled over the bank of video screens when Elna stepped into the surveillance room. At first, she started to sit down in the chair next to him, but it made her back and shoulders hurt too much. Instead, she leaned against the back of the chair. Malin stood in the door. The others had been taken into the makeshift clinic room, where Dr. Ruzka was treating their wounds.

      After the explosion, everyone in the bunker had rushed to the central room, and most of them were still there. Daniel and Chloe were currently trying to calm poor Sniffy, but the dog was not having it. The explosion had finally tipped him over the edge, and he was back to his furious barking self.

      “I just wanted you to see this,” Spence said, pointing at the screen on the lower left corner. “We can see through the window here, and the mercenaries are frantic.”

      Elna gazed at the screen. It was one of the more alarming hidden cameras, the one that gave a view of the back of the guesthouse, including the back door and the windows into the tasting room. Through a window, she saw smoke gathering near the ceiling. But Spence tapped his finger in a corner of the screen, and she noticed people moving through another window. Mercenaries in black clothing. One of them appeared to be clutching his face, as another man—a much larger man—advanced on him, the neck of a broken wine bottle in his hand.

      “We’re pretty sure this guy is in charge,” Spence said, pointing at the larger guy. “He’s not happy. Beating the crap out of his men.”

      “Good,” Elna said, but her heart sank. The tasting room was on fire. Would the whole building burn up?

      As she thought it, she felt a hand on her back. She looked up to see Malin. He gave her a sad smile.

      “Home is about who you’re with,” he said, as if reading her mind. “Not about a place. At least we made it out of there without more casualties.”

      “Yeah,” she replied. He was right, of course, but she couldn’t help feeling the loss. And she couldn’t help wanting revenge against the men who had invaded her home.
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      Those who were able gathered around a table in the central room. They retrieved some of the folding card tables from the game room and laid down the dirty, damaged bunker map. Among the Marines, Spence, Golf, Prig, Mac, and Cat were present. Among the islanders, Elna, Malin, Raymond, and Norman were present. Selene and Pop were being treated for wounds. Miriam, Danny, and Chloe were in the corner with Sniffy, and the poor Dulleses were huddled together on a bunk at the far end of the barracks room.

      Elna had trouble finding a comfortable position to sit in, but she didn’t want to make a big deal out of her injuries. Nothing appeared to be broken, and there were pressing matters at hand. She wouldn’t miss out. However, as Prig spread out the map on the table, she couldn’t help leaning over and resting her head in her hands.

      “Your skull still ringing from the explosion?” Malin said, leaning in close to whisper in her ear.

      “Absolutely,” she replied. “I feel like my brains got scrambled. But…” She sat up and swept her hair back behind her ears. “I’ll be fine.”

      Prig tapped the back corridor on the map. “Well, it’s a shame about Fish, but he was reliable to the end, guys. We got that passageway down. The mercenaries won’t be coming at us from that direction. That’s the good news.”

      “I always thought Fish was indestructible,” Spence said. He had a tiny scrap of paper caught between his first and middle finger, and Elna realized it was the last piece of his last Mentos package. The guy just couldn’t let go, could he? “It sucks, man. I didn’t think we’d lose so many people on this mission.”

      “We’ll shed a tear later,” Prig said. “The enemy is still out there. We trapped a few in the collapsed hall—Elna here says four. If we’re lucky, they got buried. But that leaves the rest of them up in the guesthouse, and their commander is on an unholy rampage. We seriously pissed the guy off.”

      “Good,” Cat said. Because of her hip, she was sitting at an odd angle on her chair. “Pissed off people make dumb decisions.”

      “Not always,” Prig replied. “Sometimes it makes people more focused and determined. Anyway, that’s beside the point. The mercenaries now know for sure that someone is hiding on the island. I don’t know if they will be able to dig through the collapsed passage, or if they’ll come looking for the other entrance, but they know for sure we’re here. These guys are highly paid mercenaries, okay? They are well-armed, and they’ll look for a way in, no matter what it takes.”

      “Who are they?” Elna asked. “Who paid them?”

      Prig was staring at the map and said nothing. The other Marines around the table averted their gazes as well.

      “Don’t we at least deserve to know who paid these people to shoot at us?” Elna asked.

      Prig sniffed loudly. “The people who paid them are the same people who sent the missiles.”

      “North Korea,” Malin said.

      Prig shook his head. “No, that’s where the missiles were located, but North Korea doesn’t have the funding, manpower, or technology for something this big.”

      “China, then?” Elna replied. “The Chinese government.”

      Prig seemed to be tracing a path on the map, but perhaps he was just buying time. “I won’t say you’re right, Ms. Pasqualee. That way, I haven’t shared classified information. Draw your own conclusion. But these guys are straight-up mercenaries. They fight for whoever pays them, and right now, they’re fighting us.”

      “Got it,” Elna said. “What’s the status on your communication system? Can you activate the missiles or what?”

      “Spence, why don’t you fill us in?” Prig said.

      Spence leaned over the table and circled a spot on the map around the lighthouse. “Comms are up and running, but there’s one huge problem. Right here.”

      “The lighthouse?” Elna asked.

      “The transmitter inside the lighthouse,” Spence replied.

      “The transmitter for your comm equipment is hidden in the lighthouse?” Elna replied. She couldn’t even get irritated about it now. The whole island was falling apart anyway. All of the violations of her privacy didn’t much matter at this point.

      “Yeah, that’s why the stairs up into the lighthouse are blocked,” Spence said. “They blocked them years ago, but they did it in a way that was meant to make it look accidental. I mean, if you just build a mysterious wall, people are going to wonder what’s behind it, right? But if you tumble a bunch of big rocks at the base of the stairs, they’ll think it’s falling apart and unsafe.”

      “Well, I have to hand it to them,” Elna said. “That is exactly the effect it had on us.”

      “The transmitter has been replaced a few times over the years,” Spence said, “so it should be good, but we’re not getting a strong enough signal. I don’t know why. It’s working, but it’s too weak. Maybe it’s an effect of the EMP. Whatever the case, we’ll need to set a repeater somewhere else to boost the signal before we can access the weapon system.”

      “We have the tech, right?” Prig said. “Let’s just climb up into the lighthouse and set it up there.”

      “Location might be part of the problem,” Spence said. “I think we need to place the repeater higher than the lighthouse. Ideally, as high as possible. What’s the highest point on the island?” He turned to Elna.

      “The peak of the hill in the center,” she said. “Just north of the winery. It’s open ground, rocky, steep but not impassable.”

      Spence shrugged at Prig, as if to say, “Sorry for the bad news.” Prig gnawed on his lower lip, studying the map, and occasionally nodding at himself.

      “If we don’t get the transmitter working, all of this was for nothing,” he said. “This is how we defend the mainland. It has to be done. Archer, Fish, they gave their lives for this.” He glanced at Elna. “The loss of your house, your property, your sense of safety—it was all for nothing if we don’t get the transmitter working.”

      “Yeah, I get that,” Elna said, resting her head in her hands again. Too much pain and discomfort—physical, mental, emotional—she was getting restless, but she wouldn’t let the mission fail. If this was what it took, then so be it. “Clearly, Malin and I aren’t Marines. Our brief gun battle with the mercs was maybe the most pathetic gun battle ever. We unloaded into the cellar, and I’m not sure we hit anyone. The light was disorienting, and it was just a crazy moment.”

      “Even if we didn’t hit them,” Malin said, “we gave them a heck of a scare, at least.”

      “Not enough to stop them from chasing us down into the corridor,” Elna said. “It was Fish who took care of them, not us. My point is, we should do our part, but we won’t survive in a fight with these mercenaries. We have to leave that to the Marines. However…” She gathered her courage for a moment. “I’m willing to set the repeater on the peak, if you guys will draw the attention of the mercenaries away from me.”

      “I wasn’t going to ask, but I was considering it,” Prig said. “We can’t afford to let the mercenaries know what we’re doing. If we draw them into a fight, you civilians can sneak around and set up the repeater without them noticing. Don’t go alone, Elna. Take someone with you.”

      “I’m going, of course,” Malin said. “We’ve made it through plenty of wild adventures together. Why stop now?”

      Prig sat down in his seat and folded his hands on the tabletop. He seemed deep in thought. Finally, he said, “Okay, here’s what I recommend. Spence and Mac, you guys are going to draw the mercenaries down to the west side of the island. Play a little game of tag, if you follow me. Try to take them out, if you can, but more importantly, keep their attention away from the center of the island.”

      Spence and Mac glanced at each other then nodded at Prig.

      “Golf and I are going to stay here and man the comm system,” Prig continued. “As soon as that transmitter is up, we’ll know it. Cat, you stick close to the bunker door. If the mercenaries find it, guard it with everything you’ve got. Any able-bodied civilian is welcome to help.”

      “Count me in,” Raymond Cabello said from the door of the clinic room.

      “Great,” Prig said. “Let’s get that man a gun.”

      Norman had been quiet through all of this, but he leaned forward now and tapped a place on the map just outside the bunker door. “What if we set up boobytraps for them in the area outside the bunker door? They’ll be so busy worrying about the Marines shooting at them, they might not expect it.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Prig said. “Work with Mac here. See if you can’t come up with a plan. Okay, folks, we know who is doing what. The doctor will keep an eye on our injured. Let’s put the children, the elderly, and any others who can’t fight in the barracks room and shut that door. This is it.” He grabbed the edge of the map and folded it over. “We can’t afford to fail. This is about more than the island. This is about the future of our country. I can’t stress that enough. Elna and Malin, your only goal is to get that repeater set up and working. Avoid fighting. Let us draw the attention of the enemy.”

      Elna gave him an awkward salute, though she knew her style was way off. Still, he seemed amused by this, smiling and shaking his head as he rolled up the map.
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        * * *

      

      The device they gave her was essentially a black box bolted into a metal frame. A thick, rubberized antenna was plugged into a socket on the end, and a battery was fastened to the bottom of the frame. Though it was only maybe eight inches across, it was heavy as hell. Spence wrapped it in a towel and placed it in a backpack, but when Elna started to put it on her back, Malin grabbed the straps.

      “Let me carry it,” he said, gently taking the backpack out of her hands. “You’re in pain. I don’t want you to put any more strain on your back.”

      “Is it that noticeable?” Elna asked.

      “Yeah, you can barely sit still for more than a few seconds,” he replied, putting the straps over his shoulders. “Don’t you think you should let the doctor take a look at you? Maybe you should stay here and let me complete the mission by myself.”

      “Absolutely not,” Elna replied. “I’m going. I know this island better than anyone. I can get us to the hilltop safely. Anyway, what’s the doc going to do for me? I wrenched my back and shoulders. She doesn’t have an X-ray machine to tell me if anything is broken, so all she can do is drug me and make me lie down. There’ll be time for that later.”

      Malin gave her a hug. She received it warmly, though it made her back twinge a bit.

      The various teams had gathered with their gear around the front door of the bunker. Spence and Mac were going to engage the enemies in a firefight to draw their attention away from the hilltop, and they stood together, looking tough and ready for battle, with guns in hand. Norman, Raymond, and Selene had volunteered to set up traps around the lighthouse and bunker door—anything to delay the mercenaries if they happened to get close. Elna didn’t know what they had in mind, but Norman was lugging a big sack that jangled heavily when he moved. Cat was going to guard the door, with Norman and the others joining her once the traps were set. As for Elna and Malin, they each had a Beretta M9, though Elna hoped they wouldn’t need to use them. Chloe and Daniel were dashing about along the side of the room, chasing a frantic Sniffy. The dog seemed to be looking for a place to hide.

      Prig approached Elna and handed her one of the small two-way radios. “The second you get that repeater working, let me know. Got it?”

      “Got it,” Elna replied, slipping the radio into the side pocket of the backpack on Malin’s back.

      Prig then moved to the front of the room and turned to face the teams, his impressive arms crossed over his chest, biceps straining his sleeves. He seemed to be silently analyzing the teams, and possibly the plans, and by the slight scowl on his face, Elna didn’t think he was entirely satisfied.

      “Okay, well, this is what we’re doing then,” he said finally. “I hate to involve the civilians like this, but under the circumstance we have to work with what we’ve got. Elna and Malin, a whole heck of a lot is riding on you two. I really, really hope to God we can trust you guys to get this done.”

      “I know this island like the back of my hand,” Elna said.

      “Except you didn’t know about the bunker, cameras, transmitter, tunnels, and so forth,” Spence said, with a wink.

      “Well…fair enough,” she said, “but then again, I had no reason to suspect that my little island was a strategic location. We’re just a family vineyard off the coast.”

      Prig waved a hand dismissively at Spence. “We’re not looking for hidden cameras, okay? We’re looking to boost the signal on our transmitter. All you have to do, Elna, is get it to the highest possible location on the island and switch the device on. That’s it. We’ll take care of the rest from there. Got it?”

      “Got it,” Elna said.

      Prig then turned to address Norman. “As for you guys, don’t linger out there too long. We don’t need to boobytrap the whole island.”

      “Got it,” Norman said, with a nod.

      Little Chloe finally caught Sniffy and scooped the dog up in her arms, carrying her over to the group gathered in front of the door, as if she thought they were going too. The little girl ran up to Elna then and lifted the dog, as if to show him off.

      “I think Sniffy wants to go on a mission too,” she said. “Look. He’s too excited.”

      Elna was pretty sure it was the first time the kid had spoken to her. She bent down and petted the little dog. The Bichon Frise licked her hand and whimpered.

      “Well, I think Sniffy better stay here and keep an eye on the bunker,” Elna replied. “You’ll be safe down here.”

      “Yeah, Sniffy is the best watchdog,” Chloe said. Her little, round face was dusty. Had the poor kid been playing in the game room when the roof came down? She’d been through so much. Elna just wanted to hug her.

      “You and Sniffy make a great team,” Elna said.

      Chloe set the dog down, and immediately Sniffy began dashing about again. Chloe and Daniel both laughed and resumed chasing him around the room. Despite his health problems, Daniel had come alive since meeting Chloe.

      “Okay, then,” Prig said, scanning the people before him one last time. “We’ve got our missions. Get them done and return here in one piece, all of you. Let’s save our country.”
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      Leaving the bunker seemed somehow more chaotic than it should have been. Teams were clustered together, all of the civilians sort of mumbling and moving about. The Marines were a world apart. Spence and Mac moved with purpose, leading the way up the curving ramp toward the secret door at the back of the cave. As for Elna, she couldn’t help fidgeting as the reality of what she was about to do set in. Sneaking across an island full of hostiles in an attempt to climb the central hilltop. It was like the world’s most dangerous game of hide-and-seek.

      Maybe I volunteered too soon, she thought. Common sense hadn’t set in yet.

      As she passed through the door, Malin on her right side, Norman and Selene behind her, Elna heard Sniffy barking like mad and dashing about. Although she normally didn’t mind, under the circumstances it set her nerves on edge. Maybe she finally understood just a little bit of Garret’s attitude toward the dog.

      Someone please make it be quiet, she thought, but wouldn’t dare say.

      As she made her way up the ramp, Elna found all of the noise and chaos distracting, so she tried to shut everything out and map out the best route in her mind. She would need to avoid any and all paths, so that ruled out the back road to the guesthouse. Since Spence and Mac were going to try to draw the enemy to the west side of the island, it made sense to circle around the other way and try to climb the forested hillside south of the vineyard.

      As a child, Elna had scrambled through the woods around the guesthouse a thousand times, but it was all fairly overgrown and difficult to navigate. She tried to recall as much of the area as she could. When she heard the loud clank of the bunker’s upper door, it drew her out of her thoughts.

      “Have you got it all figured out?” Malin asked.

      “I think so,” she replied. “We have to move as quietly as possible. Can you be stealthy like a cat?”

      “If it’ll keep us from getting shot, I won’t even breathe,” he replied.

      Sunlight flooded down the ramp, and she saw the cave in front of them. The bare shelves against the walls, the trash, debris, empty MRE packages strewn across the floor. Once they reached the mouth of the cave, Spence and Mac took off without a word. They moved quick, sprinting toward the fence. Norman, Selene, and Raymond huddled together at the mouth of the cave, setting the big bag on the ground between them.

      “You guys be careful out there,” Norman said.

      Elna glanced back at the door and saw Cat standing just inside, the bandage on her hip still visible. And somewhere, damned Sniffy was still barking up a storm.

      “You guys be careful too,” Elna replied. “We’ll be back before you know it. Hopefully, we won’t stumble into any of your traps.”

      “We’re mostly going to get them up in the empty buildings,” Norman explained. “The mercenaries will want to search this entire area, so they’ll go in the buildings. Stay out of those places, and you’ll be safe.”

      “Smart thinking, Norman,” she replied.

      She gave him a brief wave. Norman and Selene returned it. Then she stepped out of the cave with Malin. The island seemed strangely quiet. There was barely any wind. Spence and Mac were already gone. They’d moved through the fence and disappeared in the distance. She couldn’t even hear them now. Indeed, it was so quiet and calm she could scarcely believe that they were in a life-and-death situation.

      “We’d better move,” Malin said. “Those two Marines will be engaging the enemy soon.”

      “Okay, follow me,” Elna replied. “Keep your voice down. Try to step softly. Let’s see if we can’t cross the island unnoticed.”

      He patted her on the back. “Just take it easy on yourself. You’re already injured.”

      “I can’t make any promises.”

      And with that, she set out across the old military base, headed for the fence. She tried to stick close to the sheer rock wall on the east side behind the crumbling barracks buildings. Her nerves were frazzled. Maybe it was the stress of everything that had happened that day, or maybe it was at least partially the result of being caught in the blast of the explosion. Either way, she felt shaky and addled, and it took a massive effort to focus on what she was doing.

      As she approached the fence, she heard the voices of Norman and others behind her. She even heard Sniffy still barking distantly. She was tempted to turn around and tell them all to shut up. Didn’t they realize how dangerous the noise was? But she was too far away now. Yelling back at them would only compound the problem.

      Fortunately, by the time she slipped through a gap on the east end of the fence, they seemed to have quieted down. Beyond the fence, there was about fifty yards of open, rocky ground. On the left, this led down to the shore. Straight ahead, it led to the dirt road that trailed up the backside of the island. However, on the right, a wall of trees filled the land between the rock ridge and the road. It was all overgrown there, full of brush and vines—not easy to navigate. Still, it was their best and only path to the hilltop without being seen.

      “Move low,” Elna said to Malin. “Try to avoid making noise. We’ll have to go slow and avoid the worst of the underbrush, but it’ll be a problem.”

      He clapped a hand over his mouth and nodded. Elna led him to the trees. She selected a broad opening between two large black walnut trees and slipped through, feeling brush dragging against her. It was noisy, too noisy, but there was no clear path before her. It was like pushing through an endless green wall, but she moved as slowly and carefully as possible. Maybe they would sound like the island foxes scampering about.

      Soon, the ground began sloping upward, becoming ever steeper. This, at least, caused the undergrowth to spread out a bit, and the roots bulging out of the slope gave her something to grab on to as she ascended. Unfortunately, it was excruciating on her shoulders, neck, and back, but she pushed through it. She heard Malin scampering along behind her, but she was concentrating too much to check on him. They were absolutely enclosed in the forest, so she didn’t have a sense of how far or how fast they were moving.

      Suddenly, as she was dragging herself over a large birch root, she heard the distinct crack of a gunshot echoing somewhere on the island. She froze, pressing herself to the ground, holding her breath. Birds scattered in the trees. A second gunshot followed shortly thereafter, and when the sound faded, the terrible quiet returned to the island. Elna turned her head to the right and saw that Malin had crawled up beside her.

      “Not aimed at us,” he whispered. “That came from somewhere far away.”

      “Spence and Mac,” she replied.

      Malin nodded. “Hopefully. Drawing the enemy away. Good.”

      Elna resumed moving, but the next section of the slope was so steep she had to practically crawl on her belly, pulling herself up one handhold at a time. There was a reason no paths had been carved into this side of the island. Unfortunately, they were making far more noise than she wanted to. The ground was littered with loose rocks, dry twigs, and leaves, and there was thick brush all over the place.

      They’d gone maybe another twenty yards when she heard gunfire again. This time it came as a burst. Multiple guns all at once. Four shots, five, six. As the echo faded, she thought she heard voices as well, but they were very far away. Her instinct was to freeze in place again, but she made herself continue to move. Eventually, the slope leveled out a bit, the trees grew a bit farther apart, and she picked herself up. Brushing the dirt off her stomach and legs, she moved at a crouch, trying to keep to the shadows as much as possible. It was afternoon, and the shadows were long now.

      “Are you hurting?” Malin asked.

      She nodded and put a finger to her lips. Indeed, she was learning that she had a tremendous ability to just keep moving in the face of full-body agony. All she had to do was ignore it and keep making her body advance up the hill. A few minutes later, she heard another burst of gunfire. This time, it seemed to be guns answering each other shot for shot, and it went on for almost a full minute. She couldn’t gauge the direction. It seemed to be coming from all sides. When it finally died out, she heard a single voice, and she was sure it was screaming in pain.

      “I hope that’s not one of our guys,” Malin said.

      The screaming went on and on. Even though it seemed to be far away, Elna was tempted to cover her ears to block it out. Through an opening between the trees ahead she saw the front corner of the guesthouse, the dull gray of the aqueduct on its mismatched framework. She moved a bit to the right, daring a little more speed despite the extra noise. When she reached the break in the trees, she saw that they were just beyond the front parking lot of the guesthouse. A few dead cars still rotted there like withering husks.

      Beyond the parking lot, the winery building stood against the hilltop. She saw the fence which barred the way to the island’s rocky peak. So close, yet they would have to step out into the open to get to it.

      “This is where we run as fast as we can,” she said to Malin. “Are you ready?”

      He nodded. “Do you want me to carry you, Elna? I can tell you’re hurting bad.”

      His suggestion touched her, and she briefly squeezed his arm. “No, I’ll manage. I’m hurting, but it turns out the pain doesn’t really control me. Come on.”

      She leaned out into the gap and looked left and right. The vineyard was on the left, the tank standing there like a bulwark in the midst of the chaos. She saw a hint of smoke rising above the guesthouse around the corner. Was it still burning to the ground, or had the mercenaries put out the flames? She couldn’t tell. On the right, she saw the parking lot and the road heading down the hill to the east. No sign of men in either direction. Perhaps the mercenaries had indeed been drawn down to the western shore.

      She took a deep breath and dashed out of the forest, heading toward the parking lot. She kept close to the front of the guesthouse, moving low so she might not be visible from the windows. She heard the device clanking in Malin’s backpack behind her. As she ran, she rested a hand on the Beretta holstered at her side, in case she suddenly had to draw and fire.

      She felt terribly exposed, as if a thousand snipers had trained their rifles on her from dark places. It made her skin crawl, but it also helped her push through the pain. When she reached the veranda, she stayed close to the handrail. The windows on either side of the front door were tall, and she saw a hint of the dim lobby on the other side. Nobody seemed to be moving inside.

      Good job, Spence and Mac, she thought. You did it, boys.

      Her world had always seemed so small, but right now the damned guesthouse seemed to go on for a thousand miles. She hugged the wall as she reached the far corner, moving below the sill of the guestroom windows. Then she passed the winery, casting a furtive glance over her shoulder as she went. Malin had pulled the pack off his shoulder, and he was fumbling around inside. Finally, he retrieved the repeater, holding it in his right hand while slinging the backpack over his left shoulder again.

      As they reached the fence beyond the winery building, Elna heard another burst of gunfire. It sounded like it might be coming from somewhere down by the lighthouse. She hoped not, but she couldn’t be sure. Still in terrible pain, she slipped through an old gap cut into the chain-link fence and moved up the open, rocky slope at the center of the island. The hilltop was little more than an enormous hump of gray rock rising above the trees. Unfortunately, they couldn’t reach the actual peak. The slope got too steep at a certain point.

      “How high do we need to go?” Malin asked.

      “Just out into the open, I suppose,” she said. “Above the trees. That’ll have to do.”

      She walked another ten yards or so, picking her way up the slope, before finally dropping down onto the warm rocks. There was a crevice in the ground nearby with a small overhanging ledge to provide some cover from bad weather. Elna pointed it out, and Malin dropped down beside her and set the device there, sliding it back under the ledge. As he did that, Elna reached down and flipped the power switch. It was still such a strange thrill to see the little power light come on.

      How did we ever take such small miracles for granted? she wondered.

      She half expected the repeater to say something or do something, but it just sat there. She reached into the backpack and pulled out the two-way radio, turning it on.

      “Let’s see if that worked,” she said, raising the radio to her mouth. She hit the talk button and said, “Hey there, Staff Sergeant. Can you hear me? The repeater is in place and activated. Do you have a signal?”

      She released the button and waited for a response. There was a brief moment of static, then silence. She tried again.

      “Hey, Prig, we’re here. The repeater is on. Come back.”

      Still no response. She felt a moment of panic and glanced at Malin.

      “Maybe the shielding on the bunker is blocking the radio,” he suggested with a shrug.

      She tried the radio a third time, still to no avail. No one responded. Other than brief flashes of static, she got nothing in return. She even tried turning the radio on and off again.

      “Well, let me double-check the device to make sure it’s working,” Malin said. “I guess we just leave it here and hope for the best.”

      He bent over the small black box, examining it closely, as Elna slid the radio into the front pocket of her denim shirt. She was watching him check that the antenna was firmly socketed when she heard the sound of a single footstep on the rocks behind her. She froze, holding her breath, hoping she’d imagined it. Then the voice spoke, low and angry.

      “No sudden movements,” he said. He had some kind of accent that she couldn’t identify. “Turn around very slowly. Reach for those guns and I’ll kill you both.”

      Elna raised her hands above her head and slowly turned around. Somehow, the mercenary had snuck up on them while they were fiddling with the repeater. He stood just a few feet away, an AK-47 trained on them. The mercenary was dressed all in black, with a tactical vest, heavy boots, and a black-brimmed hat cocked at an angle on his head. He had a long, lean face with a prominent nose and big blue eyes. He looked young, his face still speckled with acne, but Elna recognized the bottomless gaze of a killer when she saw it.

      “Hey, man, we’re not your enemies here,” Malin said, holding his hands up. “We’re just civilians caught in the middle of something that has nothing to do with us.”

      Elna rose, trying not to startle the young merc. She didn’t want to be on the ground if things went south. Not that she could do much with a rifle trained on her.

      “You guys can do whatever you want,” she said. “We just run the winery down there. We don’t want any trouble.”

      “Oh yeah?” the mercenary replied, thrusting his prominent jaw out. “Are you the people who set off the bomb in the cellar? They said there might be civilians working with the Marines.”

      “That wasn’t us,” Elna said. “We heard an explosion, but we were just trying to get out of the way of whatever’s going on.”

      “Well, you two are coming with me,” he said, jabbing the rifle in her direction. “Our commander’s gonna want to speak with you. You think I can’t tell when someone’s lying to me, but I’ve been around, man. I’ve seen things you’ve never imagined, been in battles, in scrapes, in third-world prisons, and all sort of places. I can read people. Now, you want me to kill you right now, that’s fine with me. Otherwise, you come willingly and tell the commander what you know. Got it?” As if to emphasize the point, he shook the rifle.

      Malin rose up beside her, his hands over his head. As he did, Elna noted that he deliberately stepped in front of the device and put his feet together, blocking it from the mercenary’s sight. “We don’t want any trouble. We’ll come quietly. No need to shoot. We’ll tell you everything we know—though that’s not much.”

      “Well, I’m just going to take those handguns off you,” he said. “Don’t you dare move. Got it?”

      As he took a step toward them, the two-way radio in Elna’s shirt pocket suddenly barked. Static came through, and then a familiar folksy voice!

      “Hey there, Malin and Elna,” he said, speaking loudly—so damned loudly. “I don’t know if you guys tried to radio us or not, but we’ve got a signal now. It’s working! You did it, guys. Good job. After this, we’ll have to make you honorary Marines.”

      Elna’s heart sank, and a slow smile crept over the mercenary’s young face. “Malin and Elna,” he said. “What nice names. And they’re going to make you honorary Marines. How cute. Well, I guess I know what I have to do now.”

      But even as he was speaking, Malin rushed at him. There were only a few feet separating them, and he closed the gap in two long strides. The mercenary started to turn the rifle toward him, but Malin stretched his right arm out and batted the rifle aside. As he did, the mercenary pulled the trigger. Elna heard the bullet whip by her and then ricochet off the rocks behind her. She flinched and reached for her handgun.

      The mercenary tried to reposition his rifle, but the slope added to Malin’s momentum. He slammed into the mercenary, shouldering the rifle aside, and they both fell. The mercenary landed hard on his back, his breath leaving him in one violent expulsion. He lost his grip on the rifle, which went clattering off across the rocks. Then Malin and the merc, grasping at each other, tumbled down the slope toward the fence.

      Elna got her gun free, but it did little good. Malin and the mercenary had merged into a single multi-limbed monster, flopping about wildly as they picked up speed. They hit the fence so hard it ripped some of the fence ties away from the posts and sent a large section of the chain links crashing to the ground on the other side. Malin and the merc finally slammed into a tree and broke apart, falling in two different directions.

      Elna hurried down to the broken section of fence. Both Malin and the young mercenary were sprawled in the grass. She reached the mercenary first and saw instantly that he was gone. It seemed his face had taken the brunt of the impact with the tree, everything from his chin to his forehead was dented in. Blood poured freely from his nostrils and mouth, from the corners of his eyes, from his right ear.

      She went to Malin and dropped down beside him. He was on his stomach, his arms spread out to either side. Elna tucked his right arm in and slowly rolled him over. As she did, he groaned. She feared the worst, but when she finally saw his face, he had only a few superficial cuts and scrapes on his cheeks and forehead.

      “Dude cushioned my impact,” he said, reaching up to touch one of the larger scrapes on his forehead. “Where’d he go?”

      “I think he’s dead,” she said. “Or close enough. You can’t do crazy things like that, Malin. Do you know how dangerous that was?”

      She helped him sit up as he grimaced and bared his teeth. “Not as dangerous as getting shot,” he replied.

      Elna hugged him. “That was too close. Please be more careful.”

      “At least the device is working,” he said, as if to change the subject.

      “Yeah, and our buddy Golf almost got us killed,” she said. “Not that he meant to. Come on. Let’s get back to the bunker.”

      They dragged the merc into some dense brush and tried to hide the body as best they could. Elna checked for breathing or a pulse and found neither. Before they left him, Malin looted his tactical vest of ammo and retrieved the AK-47. It was banged up pretty bad.

      “I’ve heard these AKs are pretty durable,” Malin said, running his thumb over a large dent on the side of the stock. “Maybe it still works. Worth keeping.” He handed the backpack to Elna and slung the rifle over his shoulder. “Okay, I’m ready.”
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      Elna heard a single gunshot as they headed back down the hill, but there was no screaming this time. Descending the slope was much faster, but it hurt her back and shoulders just as much. She was wincing now with every step.

      “I don’t understand how he spotted us,” Malin said, easily keeping pace with her.

      They were making too much noise. She knew it, but she couldn’t help it.

      “He might’ve been in the house and saw us pass in front of a window,” she replied. “We were careless. He snuck up to within a few feet of us. If he’d wanted to, he could’ve picked us off from a distance, and we would’ve been dead before we knew what happened. The only reason he didn’t, I imagine, is because he figured his commander would want to question us about the location of the bunker.”

      “The guy must’ve been moving super quietly,” Malin said.

      “Or we were making way too much noise,” Elna replied.

      They reached the bottom of the slope and approached the last line of trees. Elna leaned against the same black walnut tree as before, half-hidden behind the brush, and gazed across the open ground and the fence. She didn’t see anyone in the vicinity, and there hadn’t been any more gunshots. What was going on with the battle? Was everyone dead? Had they moved farther off to the north? She couldn’t tell, but she didn’t see anyone ahead of them.

      “Okay, I think we’re in the clear,” she said. “Let’s go.”

      She pushed off the tree and dashed out into the open, moving as fast as she could. The island had gone silent again, but then again, a single young mercenary had managed to sneak up on them without being heard. This fact helped her run despite the pain, and she reached the nearest gap in the fence in record time, Malin keeping pace with her. After slipping through the gap, she moved around behind the old barracks building and shuffled toward the cave entrance.

      As she stepped into the cave, she pulled out the two-way radio and pressed the talk button.

      “Guys, this is Elna Pasqualee. We’re back. Let us in.”

      No one responded, but as she approached the back of the cave, the hidden door suddenly swung open, and she saw Cat standing behind it. She had her gun in hand, and she beckoned them with it.

      “Welcome back,” she said. “You guys pulled that off like professionals. You keep impressing me.”

      “We took out another one of the mercenaries,” Elna said, stepping through the door. “Well, Malin did, actually. Rolled him down a hill into a tree.”

      Cat gave Malin a slow nod as she pulled the door shut behind him and locked it. “Not bad. I have to admit, when I first saw you, I thought you just looked like a typical California surfer-boy, but you’re a tough little guy, aren’t you?”

      “Uh…thanks?” Malin replied, as if uncertain whether or not it was a compliment.

      When they reached the bottom of the stairs and passed through the second door, Elna saw that the common room was empty. She looked to the left into their makeshift clinic and found most of the others. Dr. Ruzka was seated on a chair beside a bed, reading a book, as the injured Marine, Ant, rested under a blanket. Pop and Selene were resting on beds nearby. Joe and Rita Dulles were sitting together in folding chairs on the far side of the room, holding hands and chatting. It was so quiet in the bunker now. Too quiet.

      “I’m supposed to be guarding the door, but come this way,” Cat said, drawing her attention the other direction. “I want to show you something real quick. You can watch the battle all on the monitors.”

      Cat led them across the room and down the short hall to the surveillance room. On the way, they passed the control room, where Prig and Golf were bent over the computer, reading some tiny text on a computer screen. Prig looked up briefly and gave Elna and Malin a thumbs-up.

      “Awesome job, guys,” he said, before returning to the screen. “I knew I could count on you.”

      “Let’s see if we can’t track Mac and Spence,” Cat said, ushering them into the surveillance room.

      Elna eased into the center chair, though it took some effort, and she had to grip the edge of the console. As soon as she looked at the screens, she spotted movement. The center screen on the top row showed the back road to the guesthouse. A body lay in the middle of the path near the old shed, a mercenary with a huge black beard who seemed to have been gunned down while he was running. Upon falling, he’d left a noticeable skid mark in the dirt and wound up in an awkward pose with one leg bent at the hip and the other thrust straight out behind him. Behind him, in the trees, Elna saw two men—gray on the colorless screen—darting deeper into the woods. Mac and Spence.

      On another screen on the bottom row, she saw the open ground at the bottom of the hill beyond the fence. An enormous figure appeared at the end of the road, as if he, too, had been descending the hill. The leader of the mercenaries was also the largest of them, easily six and a half feet tall, with the brim of his black cap pulled low to shade his eyes. He wore a tactical vest that seemed weighted down with multiple weapons and overflowing pockets, knife handles and handguns poking out at various places. He also had some enormous object resting on his shoulder. At first, it just looked like a strange tube, but Elna studied it for a second and realized what it was.

      “Is this guy carrying a rocket launcher?” she asked.

      “So it would seem,” Cat replied. “He went back to their boat at some point during the fighting, and he returned with this thing. He hasn’t fired it yet. I assume he’s saving it for the bunker door.”

      “These people are crazy,” Malin said.

      “Yeah, well, these are the kind of weirdos you get when you have a lot of money for black ops and access to the dark web,” Cat noted.

      Elna was watching the mercenary leader striding across the open ground, moving in the general direction of the fence, when she spotted some other moving shape in the top right corner of the screen. At first, she couldn’t tell what it was—just a vague whitish blob. Then it ran across the top of the screen, and her heart sank.

      No, it can’t be, she thought. How did they get out there?

      But suddenly she understood why the bunker seemed so quiet. Sniffy and Chloe! The little girl appeared to be chasing the dog, trying to catch him, as they headed in the direction of the rocky western shore.

      “How in the heck did Chloe get outside?” Elna said.

      She pointed out the tiny moving shape at the top of the center screen. Malin and Cat stared in silence for a few seconds. Suddenly, Cat slammed both of her hands against the back of a chair.

      “Damn, they must’ve slipped past us when all of the teams were heading out,” she said. “No one noticed. I remember the dog barking like crazy, but everything was really hectic.”

      As they watched, the mercenary commander turned toward the girl and beckoned her. Chloe and Sniffy both froze, but Elna could see the dog’s mouth moving. He was barking with all his might.

      “Where’s Miriam?” Elna asked. “Where is the little girl’s mother? Didn’t she notice her daughter was missing?”

      “I don’t know,” Cat replied. “That lady doesn’t say much. She’s always just sort of lurking in a corner somewhere.”

      The commander moved toward Chloe and Sniffy. The dog immediately jumped in front of the girl, lowering his head as if preparing to charge, but when the commander continued to advance, Sniffy finally turned and fled. Chloe followed him as they ran toward the trees beside the back road. They had no chance. The commander caught up to them in three strides, grabbed the little girl’s left arm in his free hand, and swung her around. Sniffy came running back, dodging and weaving, as if torn between wanting to rescue the little girl and wanting to escape. After a couple seconds of this, the commander kicked the dog, and he went tumbling off toward the trees.

      “We have to get up there and help them,” Elna said.

      “Yeah, but we can’t let the commander find the bunker door,” Cat said. “There’s too much at stake.”

      Suddenly, a fourth figure appeared on screen, also coming from the direction of the western shore. She was stumbling along, clearly out of breath, her hands pressed against her belly. She wore an oversized Marine uniform that was clearly two sizes too big for her. Miriam, the little girl’s mother. Sniffy had recovered from the kick but ran off out of frame as the commander hoisted Chloe up and tucked her under his arm. She was like a little doll next to the massive mercenary.

      “Miriam must’ve realized her daughter was missing and went looking for her,” Cat said. “I was guarding the door. There’s no way they got past me. They must’ve slipped outside when everyone else was leaving.”

      “What do we do?” Elna asked. No one seemed to have an answer for this.

      Miriam dropped to her knees in front of the mercenary commander, clasping her hands and raising them above her head, as if pleading with the man. The commander set the rocket launcher on the ground beside him and began gesturing with his hand, even as Chloe thrashed in his grip.

      “Where are Spence and Mac?” Cat muttered, smacking the back of the chair again. “They have the perfect opportunity to take this guy out right now.”

      Suddenly, Miriam rose to her feet and pointed in the direction of the fence. Then she made some kind of motions with her hands: a circle, a line through the circle, a door opening.

      “She’s ratting us out,” Cat said. “Can you believe it? After all we did for her.”

      The commander thrust the girl at Miriam, and she grabbed her daughter. Then the two of them ran off again toward the western shore, soon disappearing out of frame in the direction of Sniffy. The commander picked up the rocket launcher and headed for the fence. Elna watched in disbelief as he passed through the fence and slipped into the gap behind the barracks building. Indeed, it seemed Miriam had just given him the location of the bunker in exchange for her daughter.

      “You rescue some poor civilian, and this is how she repays you,” Cat said.

      They lost sight of the commander for a second but located him again in another monitor. He was standing outside of the cave entrance, kneeling, bringing the RPG up to his shoulder.

      “What do we do?” Elna asked.

      Cat flung the door open and rushed out of the room. However, Elna watched, frozen in horror, as the commander took aim, pointing the rocket toward the cave entrance. There was a sudden burst of smoke, and he lurched slightly, as he fired the weapon toward the bunker door.
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      Elna felt the rocket hit as a kind of shudder, like a brief, low-strength earthquake, going through the walls and floor. Dust rained down, and she heard another ceiling panel crashing down from somewhere distantly in the bunker.

      “What the hell is going on out there?” Prig shouted from the control room.

      Elna watched the mercenary commander drop a small backpack on the ground at his feet, stoop down, and shove his hand into the large pocket. After a moment, he produced another rocket and began fitting it into the launcher. Smoke was gushing out of the cave entrance.

      “Is he just trying to bring the whole cave down?” Malin said.

      Elna pressed her hands against the edge of the console and slowly pushed herself, wincing all the way, to her feet. “I assume Miriam gave him only general directions to the bunker. It’s not as if she drew him a map. He knows it’s hidden in the cave, so maybe he wants to draw us out of hiding.”

      The commander had socketed the second rocket, but he turned and aimed in a different direction. Elna had to triangulate between a couple of screens before she realized he was aiming at the lighthouse building. He fired, and the rocket cut a smoky arc, hitting the building just above the door. It blew a sizeable hole in the side. Elna felt the vibration of it. The walls around her shuddered, and something crashed down in another part of the bunker.

      “If he knocks down the lighthouse, there goes our signal,” Malin muttered.

      For a few seconds, everything around the lighthouse was obscured by smoke. Gradually, the smoke dispersed, and Elna saw the lighthouse still standing. Most of the building beside it was gone, collapsed to the foundation.

      “He’s going to bring it all down,” she said, “and maybe bury us alive down here in the process.”

      She pushed off the console and headed down the hall. Prig, Golf, and Cat were gathered by the door, already in a heated discussion.

      “I can’t get hold of Spence and Mac,” Golf was saying from the control room. “They’re still out there somewhere.”

      “Surely they’ll hear the explosions and come back to the bunker,” Cat replied.

      Prig shook his head. “Their job is to draw the mercenaries away from the bunker, and that’s exactly what they’ll do. They’re both expert marksmen, though, so maybe they can snipe that big ape from the trees beyond the fence.”

      “So we’re just going to let him stand up there and fire at the door?” Cat said. “Sir, let us go up there and return fire. While he’s loading another rocket, we can open the door and take him out. With all three of us firing at him, he’s not going to get away.”

      Prig furiously scratched at his short blond hair. “No, not safe. And we’d be confirming the location of the bunker. We’re trying to get the comm equipment up and running. We have a signal, but there have been some technical problems. Golf and I have to keep working on it. You guys make sure the other people in the bunker are out of harm’s way. That wannabe soldier up there can’t have many rockets. He won’t breach the door, even with an RPG. If he does, then we’ll take him out. Got it?”

      And with that, he signaled Golf and returned to the console. Elna could tell Cat was struggling not to respond to the staff sergeant in anger. Elna had seen enough. Things were tense. She headed down the hall into the main room. As she did, the bunker shuddered again. This time, she saw the walls shaking, and a ceiling panel far down the long hall near the game room door crashed down, exposing the support posts above it.

      She much preferred Cat’s plan. It seemed reckless to let the mercenary commander fire rockets into the cave. As she approached the bunker door, she saw that most of the people had huddled together in the clinic. Norman, Raymond, and Daniel were seated together on a bed.

      “Didn’t any of you guys realize that Chloe chased that dog out of the bunker?” Elna asked, struggling not to shout at them.

      Daniel gave his dad a sheepish look. “Well, we were just sort of chasing the dog around, and I lost track of her. I didn’t know she went out the door.”

      “You didn’t notice she wasn’t around?” Elna said.

      “I thought she was with her mom somewhere,” Daniel said.

      “We were busy setting up traps,” Norman replied. “Hard to keep an eye on that kid, or the dog, for that matter.”

      Selene and Dr. Ruzka were changing Ant’s bandage and cleaning his wound. He seemed stable now, though his color was all wrong, and he hadn’t opened his eyes in hours. Pop was in the bed next to him, sleeping soundly, as if he hadn’t a care in the world, though she noted a few small bandages on his face and arms.

      Standing there, furious that Chloe, Miriam, and Sniffy had somehow gotten outside without being noticed, Elna realized she had no one to yell at. It was no one’s fault. It had just happened. Still, that realization didn’t make her feel better, and on top of that, she was thoroughly exhausted, struggling to stay awake, and still in quite a bit of pain.

      “Are the bad guys going to get in here?” someone asked. It was a creaky voice coming from far away, and it took Elna a second to realize that Joe Dulles had shouted it at her from the far end of the room. “Can’t we stop them somehow? We’ll be cornered like rats.”

      Elna turned to Cat, who was standing near the bunker’s inner door, her hand resting on the butt of her Beretta. She was a tough-looking woman. If not for her injury, Elna thought she could probably take on the mercenary commander all by herself. And why wouldn’t Prig let her do it? Clearly, he didn’t want to verify the location of the bunker, but if they took out the commander, what did it matter?

      “Are we going to rescue Chloe and Sniffy?” Daniel asked. “They didn’t mean to get lost, I’m sure. Sniffy is just really stressed out because of that explosion. It really scared him.”

      “We might have to wait a little bit,” Raymond replied, patting his son.

      For the moment, all seemed quiet outside the bunker. Maybe the commander had run out of rockets. Maybe he was taking time to consider his next move. But the air in the room was dusty, and Elna was tense. She didn’t like the idea of waiting.

      “We have to do something about that guy,” she said to Cat. “Aren’t there other ways out of this bunker?”

      “There were,” Cat said. “We brought down the only corridor that connected them. This is now our only way in or out.” She nodded at the bunker door.

      “And what if that mercenary ends up blocking it by bringing the cave down?” Elna said.

      Cat shrugged one shoulder. “Then we dig our way out, I guess.”

      “I’m not…” Elna’s nerves were so on edge she couldn’t think straight. After all she’d been through already that day, standing in the bunker and waiting while a madman tried to blast his way in was just too much to ask. She turned to Malin, but he was looking at her with a little frown on his face, as if he was more concerned for her than the bunker itself.

      Finally, Elna trudged back across the room and down the hall to the control room. The door was ajar, and she pushed it open. Golf was fiddling around in a space behind a panel on the wall as Prig tapped out something on a keyboard. Prig glanced up at her.

      “We’re almost there,” he said. “Just had to make a few tweaks to get it all up and running. We’re short a few Marines, but the two of us are trying to make up for it.”

      “What about Spence and Mac?” she asked. “Any idea what they’re up to?”

      “Don’t know,” Prig replied. “Can’t get hold of them.”

      “And Chloe? Miriam?” Elna said.

      Prig grumbled under his breath. “Best thing they can do now is hide somewhere up there. Elna, we’re doing what we have to do, what’s most important. Got that? Spence and Mac were sent up top to take care of the enemy, and I trust them to do the job. We’re not opening that door.”

      She gripped the doorframe and tried to regulate her breathing. She was all nerves and tension, and it was driving her crazy. Taking deep breaths didn’t seem to help. Nothing helped, and her back was killing her.

      “That should do it,” Golf said, slamming the panel door shut. “You should be able to reach them now.”

      “Good work,” Prig said. He grabbed what appeared to be a small handheld transceiver hard-wired into the console and raised it to his mouth. “Alpha Base, this is Alpha Dog Seven. Bunker is secure but hostiles are present, and we are under attack. I say again, bunker is secure but hostiles are present, and we are under attack. Over.”

      He set the transceiver down and waited. After a second, there came a short burst of static and a voice began to speak. It was garbled, buried under mountains of static, but Elna made out the first words: Alpha Base.

      Whatever else the person on the other end might have said was lost as the whole bunker suddenly lurched, the floor heaved upward, and a violent gust of dust-choked wind swirled through the bunker. Elna was flung backward, stumbled into the hard, metal wall on the far side of the hallway, and slid down onto the floor. It sounded like every wall and roof panel shrieked at once. Elna heard the islanders shouting, crying out, cursing loudly.

      Despite the sudden stab of pain that went from her shoulders down to the small of her back, she rolled onto her hands and knees and crawled toward the main room. Prig had been tossed from his chair, and she saw him out of her corner of her eye as he drew his sidearm and rose.

      “What the hell was that?” he growled. The transceiver hung down from the console by its wire, swaying from side to side like the pendulum on a grandfather clock.

      “I told you, he’s firing rockets into the cave,” Elna shouted. “What did you think would happen?”

      Thick smoke hovered around the bunker door, but even through the smoke Elna saw that the door had buckled. It was bent inward, the massive bolt ripped through the frame. Only the bottom hinge remained intact. Cat had grabbed one of the tables and flipped it on its side, dropping down behind it and pulling Malin down with her.

      On the far side of the room, Dr. Ruzka lunged to the clinic door and slammed it shut, hiding most of the islanders and the injured. Elna didn’t know if there was a lock on the door. If not, she could only hope they would jam it somehow. The smoke around the front door was getting thicker, as if smoke from the outer ramp were seeping in.

      Elna stumbled back toward the surveillance room, catching herself against the back of a chair and scanning the screens for the clearest view. She spotted the commander standing in the mouth of the cave, his face turned as smoke poured past him. Two other mercenaries had joined him, both of them carrying AK-47s. After a moment, the commander signaled them, and the three men strode into the smoky cave, disappearing from the screen as they headed toward the bunker door.
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      Elna was still staring at the screen when she noticed that a few of the other screens had gone dark. Had the explosion damaged the equipment somehow, breaking the wires that connected them to their respective cameras? She thought so, but one of the mercenaries, a broad beast of a man, turned at the cave entrance and aimed his rifle up high. Just before the screen went dark, Elna realized where he was pointing it.

      They’re taking out the cameras, she thought.

      They no longer had a view of the back of the guesthouse either, or the back road, or the western shore. She didn’t dare spend time pondering this. The mercenaries headed into the cave. The bunker was breached! It wouldn’t take long for the enemy to make it down the ramp to the inner door.

      Elna headed back down the hall. As she did, she saw Prig and Golf bent over the console.

      “That last boom knocked out the system,” Prig snarled, grabbing the transceiver and setting it next to the keyboard. “Can you get it back up and running?”

      “No idea unless I get into the guts,” Golf replied. He turned to the panel on the wall.

      “They’re coming through,” Elna said.

      Prig gave her a wild-eyed look and pulled the two-way radio from his pocket. He pressed the talk button and shouted, “Spence, Mac, come in! Where the hell are you guys? You’re supposed to keep these people away.” When he got no response, he tried again. “Spence, Mac? Come in!” Still nothing, so he jammed the radio into his pocket and pushed past Elna. “So much for the traps they set. Those didn’t do any good.” He shouted over his shoulder, “Golf, get the system back up and running! Whatever it takes!”

      Elna followed him down the hall to the main room, where Cat and Malin were crouched behind a table in the smoke. Prig beckoned them both.

      “Get to the control room,” he said. “We have to hold that room at all costs. I want everyone inside that room, ready to defend it. Go!” Then he turned to Elna. “Get the others. We’re packing them all into that control room and sealing the door as best we can. I won’t let the mercs take anyone hostage. Hurry!”

      He was barking orders at her like she was a Marine. Elna wasn’t sure whether to be flattered or offended, but she didn’t want to waste time arguing the point. The control room didn’t seem like the best place for a last stand, but there wasn’t time to figure out a better plan. She rushed to the barracks room and pounded on the door.

      “Open up, guys,” she shouted.

      After a second, the door cracked open and Raymond peered out. Behind him, other people in the room were whimpering, whispering, even crying. Elna pushed the door open so she could see everyone.

      “We’re relocating to the control room,” she said. “That means everyone. It’s where we make a last stand.”

      “Last stand,” Rita Dulles wailed from the end of the room. “Can’t we just face them here in our own way?”

      “No,” Elna barked. Her father was awake, sitting up on his bed. Apparently, the last explosion had finally roused him. Elna went to his side, put her arm around him, and pulled him to his feet. This caused another wave of agony to go down her back, and for a second she swooned.

      “I’ve got him,” Malin said. He’d come up behind her, and he put his arms around George Pasqualee. “Come on, Pop. We’ve got to get you out of here.”

      “And I was having such a nice dream,” Pop said. He didn’t resist when Malin laid him over his shoulder and carried him to the door. “Dreamed the new grapes had come in. But I wake up to the whole world exploding.”

      The doctor and Selene started to protest as Cat approached the injured Marine, but she ignored them. Sliding her arms under Ant, she picked him up, carrying him like he was a little kid. Elna made a big sweeping gesture with her arms.

      “Everyone, follow them,” she called. “Hurry! We have minutes, seconds. Get out of here, for God’s sake. Go!”

      Joe and Rita were up. Joe had his wife’s hand and was pulling her along as she reluctantly followed. Elna was tempted to try to pick them both up and carry them as well, but she thought it might snap her back like a twig. Raymond, Norman, and Daniel followed Cat out of the room. Selene and Dr. Ruzka paused a moment to pack up some of their medical supplies, then they went, lugging too-full bags.

      “Just go,” Elna said. “Hurry. Run. Get into the control room.”

      She had to wait until Joe and Rita finally made their way across the room. Backs bent and shuffling along, they took so long that she was tempted to give in to Rita’s preference. If they wanted to stay here, maybe they should stay.

      No, we’re all in this together, she thought. I won’t give up on any of our people.

      She shuffled them out of the barracks room and pulled the door shut behind her. Sound was coming from the curved ramp beyond the inner door. Voices, metal tapping against metal, heavy footsteps. What were the mercenaries planning out there? Would they charge in, or would they toss an explosive through the crack in the broken door?

      Joe and Rita finally managed something faster than a walk, but it was still excruciatingly slow. Elna put a hand against their backs, but she was afraid to push them, lest they topple over like the top half of the lighthouse. Suddenly, Malin came rushing back, having dumped his previous passenger in the control room. He picked up Rita Dulles and bore her away.

      “Hurry, Elna,” Malin shouted. “Get in there!”

      Joe Dulles stumbled just as he reached the control room door, so Elna grabbed him around the waist. Despite the burst of agony that went all the way down her back, she managed to hoist the old man off his feet and move him into the room. As soon as she did, Prig pushed past her, slammed the door shut, and threw the deadbolt.

      The room was chaos, everyone moving about, unsure of what to do. Raymond and Daniel were huddled in a corner, the father trying to comfort his weeping son. Dr. Ruzka and Selene were trying to settle Ant in another corner, setting out their medical supplies and herbs on a nearby table. Golf was stuffed inside the compartment behind the access panel, cursing and banging around as he tried to find the source of the problem. In the midst of the chaos, Pop strode forward, pushing past Norman and Malin as he drew something from his pocket.

      “Pop, what are you doing?” Elna asked.

      She realized the tool in his hand was a small wine cap punch-down tool, a short stainless-steel rod with a kind of mesh circle on one end. Like most of the doors in the bunker, the handle was an L-shaped rod. Pop wedged the tool under the handle, setting it at an angle against the wall and door.

      “Where’d you get that?” she asked.

      “Brought it from the house,” he said. “Along with the other stuff. It belonged to your mother. Maybe it’ll keep them out a little longer.”

      Norman and Malin then pushed a large locker against the door, using the edge to hold the tool firmly in place.

      “That’ll hold them for a while,” Norman said, patting the side of the locker.

      “Not if they start firing rockets at the door,” Malin muttered. “At least most of us are armed in here.”

      With that, he backed up beside Elna and drew his Beretta, pointing it at the ground. Elna was straining to hear anything from beyond the door. She thought she heard people moving around out there, but it was too muffled, and there was way too much noise in the control room.

      “Is their goal to destroy this place or seize control of the comm system?” Elna asked. “It seems like destroying it isn’t going to be all that hard.”

      No one answered. Suddenly, Golf gave a little whoop, backed out of the guts of the comm system, and clapped. “I got it. All I had to do was reset the system, but we’re up and running, boss.” He slammed the panel shut and sat down at the console. As Prig came up behind him and set a hand on his shoulder, Golf began typing furiously on the keyboard. Elna could see tiny green text on a screen. “I think we’ve got it, boss. We’re connected to the comm satellite. Heck, we could launch missiles right now, if you wanted. As long as we can keep the enemy from getting in here, we’re good to go.”

      Prig turned to address the rest of the room. “Okay, guys, this room is what the mercenaries want. Everything else had led to this. They will try to get in here, no matter what, and I can’t emphasize this enough: the defense of most of the West Coast depends on keeping this system up and running. If the mercenaries manage to get that door open, I need everyone, Marine and civilian alike, to keep them out. Just don’t shoot each other. Aim carefully. With the satellites up and running, we can restore communications across the West Coast, access missile defense, restore network functionality for computer systems. It’s going to be huge, guys, but you have to defend this place at all costs. Got it?”

      “Got it, Staff Sergeant,” Norman said, the look on his face more serious than it’s ever been.

      “Look, guys, they don’t want this place, or any place like it, to exist,” Prig said. “The whole purpose of all of this, from the EMP on down to our current circumstances, was to plunge the United States back into the Bronze Age and keep us there as long as possible. It was intended to shift the balance of power permanently, but it’ll only work if they can keep us from reestablishing contact with communication satellites. More hinges on the survival of this room than I can possibly explain. Every risk we’ve taken, every life we’ve lost, will have been worth it if we can defend this place and drive the mercenaries out. We’ve called for help, but no one’s going to get here in time to save us from these guys. It’s up to us. Am I making my point?”

      “Loud and clear,” Elna said.

      Elna, Malin, Norman, and Cat formed a line at an angle in front of the door, each holding a handgun and aiming it the door. Raymond, Daniel, and Pop lined up behind them, like a second line of defense. Elna could feel her heartbeat in her throat. There was no comfortable position. Standing, kneeling, sitting, it all made her back, shoulders, and neck hurt. Everything hurt, so she tried to focus through the pain. Her hands were shaking, and she saw the barrel of the handgun bobbing up and down. The room wasn’t particularly big. The walls were covered in metal panels. It was dimly lit, and the fluorescent bulb overhead was flickering in a way that was disorienting. There were far too many people packed in together.

      You couldn’t design a worse place for a gun fight if you tried, she thought.
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      A terrible quiet filled the room, and for almost a full minute the only sounds were the humming of fans from inside the console, the clack of keys as Golf typed on the keyboard, and the occasional grunt or pained breath from the people huddled in the room. Elna tried adjusting her grip on the gun, but she couldn’t stop shaking. Her whole body felt like it was collapsing, and no amount of willpower could force her hands to hold steady.

      Finally, she had the idea to kneel and balance her right elbow on her right knee to provide some support. Just then, she heard voices in the hallway beyond the barred door. One voice was deep, like someone pounding on a bass drum. She couldn’t make out what was being said, but a second and third voice answered. Then she heard heavy footfalls on the hall floor.

      “You think they’ve figured out the room we’re in?” Norman asked, speaking so softly Elna barely heard him above the hum of the console cooling fans.

      “Just be ready for anything,” Malin replied.

      Prig shifted position, placing himself between the door and Golf’s chair, as he drew his own gun and aimed it at the door. Something clanked against the door, and then the deep voice spoke again. This time, Elna made out a few of the words.

      “Two charges should be enough.”

      The words sank in. “They’re planning to blow it open,” she said.

      Prig rose and ran to the door. He put his ear against the wall beside the doorframe and listened for a second. Then he turned suddenly and waved at the others.

      “She’s right,” he said. “Take cover!”

      Everybody scrambled, but there wasn’t really any way to take cover in the room. The consoles were against the wall. There were a few folding metal chairs and one small table, but no large pieces of furniture. Still, she motioned her father toward the far wall and followed him, moving in a crouch. He huddled against the wall, and she placed herself in front of him. Malin then placed himself in front of her, spreading his arms wide, as if he intended to absorb the impact of the blast. Cat pushed the Dulles into another corner and slid one of the chairs on front of them—it seemed like a futile gesture.

      Golf was still typing away, but Prig grabbed his chair and turned it away from the door. Then he planted a hand against the back of Golf’s neck and pushed him down until his face was against his knees. Elna heard more footsteps in the hall. They were retreating.

      “Here it comes,” she said, putting her head down.

      Just as she said it, the charges went off. A shock wave went through the room, awakening every already agonized nerve ending in her back and shoulders. Despite herself, she screamed, pressing her mouth against the back of her arm to muffle the sound. The big locker against the door did a strange dance and fell away from the door with a crash, and dust and rust filled the air.

      A second charge went off a fraction of a second later. Elna heard the shriek of metal, even as another wave of agony swept through her body. She bit her arm so hard she tasted blood. When the shock of the second explosion passed, she dared to lift her head and saw tooth marks on her forearm. One of her canine teeth had manage to split the skin, and a bright bead of blood welled up and ran down her arm.

      “Is everyone okay?” Prig asked. “Speak to me, people?”

      Various people gave mumbled replies throughout the room. Elna looked in the direction of the door, but the air was so choked with dust and smoke that she could barely see anything but a hazy, flickering light. She looked up at the ceiling and saw that at least one of the big, metal ceiling panels had buckled. It was bowed in the middle, hanging down but still stuck somehow in the framework. Through a gap on one side, she saw dirt and rocks trying to bulge through like guts from an eviscerated animal.

      They’re going to bring this whole bunker down on top of us, she thought, and that’ll be the end of it.

      She’d already experienced being buried alive once that day. She knew what a horrible, anxiety-filled experience it was. Being shot seemed like a much better way to die. However, she realized her gun was no longer in her hand. Casting about, she found it at the floor beside her father, and she picked it up.

      “Is it over?” he asked.

      He felt so small against her, just bones and clothes. When he tried to get up, she held him gently in place.

      “Stay still, Pop,” she said. “Keep your head down.”

      When she turned back to the door, she saw Malin, Norman, and Cat re-forming the line, raising their weapons. Cat had her free hand pressed against the bandage on her hip, and Elna thought she saw blood seeping through. She’d torn her wound open.

      The dust and smoke settled just enough that she could make out the door, and she felt a surge of near-panic. The locker had been tossed against the side of the console, and the door itself had been bent out of shape. Somehow, the combination of the lock and perhaps Pop’s wine push-down tool had kept the door from being blown wide open. However, the top half of the door was pushed inward, creating a gap about six inches wide along the edge.

      She aimed her gun at the gap. Was it better to fire first or try to keep quiet? She wasn’t sure, but her damned shaking hand made her distrust her aim. She was just as likely to hit the door and have a bullet ricochet.

      “Everyone just stay low,” Prig said, speaking barely above a whisper. “The second they try to come through that door, open fire, but don’t hit each other, please.”

      After a tense moment, Elna heard movement in the hall again. Suddenly, she saw something in the six-inch gap, though it was still so smoky she couldn’t tell what it was or what they were doing. Still, it startled her enough that she suddenly fired at the gap. The explosive sound was deafening in the small room, making her ears ring. She had no idea whether she hit anything. The bullet just seemed to get absorbed by the smoke.

      Her shot set off a chain reaction. Malin opened fire, then Norman, and finally Cat, each firing multiple shots at the gap in the door. Elna saw sparks on the wall as at least one of the shots ricocheted. This caused Prig to begin frantically waving his hands to try to get them to stop. Malin fired a final shot, which ricocheted off the bent door and slammed into the panel door on the opposite side of the room. The panel door rattled against its latch but held shut. Golf ducked down against his keyboard.

      “Well, they certainly know we’re in here now,” Prig muttered. “Can you civvies wait until they try to come through the door? And Cat? I expect better from you.”

      “Something was moving out there, sir,” she said.

      Just then, something shifted in the gap again. Elna thought it was a gloved hand. It reached up, slipped through the gap. She raised her pistol again, taking aim. The hand seemed to be clutching something, and the fingers opened suddenly. A black cylinder dropped into the room as the hand slipped back out of the door. Even as the cylinder was falling, Prig cried out, “Grenade! Get down!”

      Following his own advice, he turned, tipped Golf’s chair over, then dove under the console. Elna hesitated a fraction of a second longer, watching the black cylinder as it fell, spinning, and hit the floor with a clank. Elna turned and flung herself on top of her father, wrapping her arms around him. She felt Malin doing the same to her.

      Is this it? Is this when we die?

      A grenade in such a small room with so many people! Her whole body was wrapped in pain, but she tensed up, anticipating the explosion, the whirlwind of shrapnel, and in that fraction of a second, she felt as helpless as she’d ever been in her entire life.

      The grenade went off with a deafening boom and a bright flash of light. Elna’s eyes were squeezed shut, but she saw the light through her eyelids. Then she smelled acrid smoke. She was already in so much pain that she couldn’t tell if she’d been hit or not.

      “Flash bang,” someone shouted. She thought it was Prig, but she could scarcely hear now. “It was a flash bang.”

      Something slammed into the door then. Once, twice, a third time. Elna extracted herself from the smothering embrace of Malin and her father and raised her gun toward the door. Just then, Pop’s wine tool bent and fell out of the door handle, and the large, metal door swung inward. The smoke was worse now, but she could see lights moving about in the hallway.

      Someone opened fire in the hallway then, a rapid series of shots, the muzzle flashes dancing on the walls. Elna pressed herself flat against the floor, screaming at the fierce pain in her back, and tried to brace her Beretta against her left forearm. The door had swung all the way against the wall, but she couldn’t see the shooters. Only smoke, flashing lights, and vague movement. Still, she took aim as best she could and opened fire with the Beretta.

      She couldn’t tell if she was hitting bodies in the hall or just shadows and reflections, but she continued to fire, even as gunfire in the hallway answered her. Soon, others had joined in. She saw Malin and Cat firing toward the open door. The noise was absolute skull-shaking madness, and the smoke and dust were so thick she could scarcely breathe. Suddenly, she realized she was out of bullets. In the madness of the moment, she dropped the magazine and checked to make sure. How had she fired every bullet? She couldn’t remember squeezing the trigger that many times. She set the gun aside and looked for some other weapon. There was nothing close at hand.

      Malin continued to fire, but Cat stopped and took a few steps to her left, as if trying to get a better angle into the hallway. Elna could scarcely see anything beyond the door now, just shapeless light shining through a wall of smoke. Malin finally stopped firing as well.

      “Is anyone hit?” Prig shouted from behind the gray veil.

      “Not me, sir,” Cat replied.

      “Me either,” Golf replied. “I don’t think.”

      Elna didn’t think to respond. Her ears were ringing like crazy, and it felt like her skull was still shaking from all the violence. Her whole body was stiff and suffering. Another burst of gunfire came from the hallway. Though she couldn’t see them, Elna sensed people in and around the door. This was it. The final push of the mercenaries as they tried to get into the room.

      They waited until we emptied our guns, she thought.

      There was shouting, screaming, someone cursing at the top of his lungs. Were people being killed around her at that very moment? Elna couldn’t see anything. The smoke had closed around her like a blanket. All she could do was press herself against the floor and try to make herself as small a target as possible.

      “Die. Die. Every single one of you, die!” Whose voice was that? Not the basso profundo of the mercenary commander. One of the other mercenaries, perhaps. He sounded furious, enraged, out for blood.

      She couldn’t tell who was firing—if anyone—inside the room. Prig and Golf still had ammo, didn’t they? At this point, she couldn’t make sense of anything. The whole world had disappeared in the smoke and noise.

      At some point, she realized Malin had found her in the smoke. She grabbed his hand as he sidled up next to her, and then he put his arm around her.

      We’ll die together, then, she thought, as she buried her face against his shoulder.

      And then the shooting stopped. She heard a final string of profanities, shouted by a voice that was quickly going hoarse, that ended in a strange, wet gurgle. Someone dying, but she couldn’t tell who it was. After this, silence returned, a silence so profound that it seemed to settle in the walls and floor. Nobody moved, nobody spoke. Elna didn’t even hear breathing around her.

      Maybe they’re all dead. A fleeting thought, but for a second she was convinced.

      When she finally pulled away from Malin, she realized the smoke had settled again. She looked back and saw her father still huddled against the wall, but he didn’t appear to be injured. She looked the other way and saw Prig curled up beneath the console. The door was still wide open, a single light wobbling against the walls in the corridor beyond.

      Then she noticed the big puddle of blood on the floor, quickly spreading and filling the cracks between the floor panels. The source of the blood was a body lying facedown in the middle of the room. Her arms were above her head, a pistol still clutched in her hand. Elna pushed past Malin and crawled toward her.

      “Cat,” she whispered.

      She’d been hit more than once. Elna could see two bullet holes in the back of her shirt, but most of the blood seemed to be coming from the side of her head, just above her right ear. Elna had just started to reach for her when a sound caused her to freeze, her hand poised in the air above Cat’s right shoulder.

      A footstep in the hall. A heavy boot against the metal floor. A shadow appeared at the edge of the open door. Prig raised his gun and took aim.

      “Do it, scumbag,” he muttered. “Show your face.”

      The light shifted, moving from the hallway past the doorframe into the room.

      “Don’t shoot,” a voice shouted. “Boss, it’s me. It’s Spence!”

      As if to prove it, the flashlight beam rose and revealed the face. A muscly young man with a pockmarked face, deep set eyes, his lip curled as if he were exerting himself.

      “Spence!”

      The impact of those in the room was electric. Norman and Malin hopped to their feet, and Golf clapped. Daniel, who had been quiet, resumed crying loudly as his dad hugged him. Dr. Ruzka turned on a flashlight of her own and shined it toward the door.

      “Help me out here, guys,” Spence said, as he stepped through the door.

      An AK-47 hung from his right hand, and he set it on the ground as he entered the room. His right arm was around Mac, the young man limping along beside him, a pained looked on his face. A strip of cloth had been hastily tied around the young man’s leg just above the right knee, dark stains running down the front of the pant leg all the way to his boot.

      Dr. Ruzka, like a moth drawn to a flame, immediately rushed toward the injured Marine. Norman joined her, and together they managed to help him across the room.

      “He got me good right after we came through the bunker door,” Mac said. “The big guy. I didn’t think he saw us coming.”

      Prig seemed to notice Cat then and he cried out, a wordless, sad sound, as he dropped by her side and rolled her onto her back. Her face was a mask of blood, her eyes half-lidded and lifeless. As he dragged her into the corner beside Ant, he made a sound like might have been a sob. Hearing such a sound from such a big, strapping guy struck Elna hard, and her vision went blurry.

      “Tell me you got them,” Prig said tightly, speaking through clenched teeth. “Spence, Mac, tell me you got every last one of them.”

      “The mercenaries are all dead,” Spence said. “The last three are lying out there in the hallway, including the commander. Be careful. The floor is slick and messy. The commander doesn’t have much of a head left.”

      “Good,” Prig said, bent over Cat, his hand resting on her belly. “It’s what they deserved.”

      “Sorry, sir,” Spence said. “I tried to draw them away from the control room door, but they didn’t take the bait. They weren’t leaving the area for nothing.”

      “You did your job, Marines,” Prig said. “So did Archer, Fish, and Cat.”

      Just then the console gave a soft beep. Elna saw a line of text appear on the green screen, though she couldn’t read it through the haze. Golf picked himself off the floor, righted his chair, and sat down in front of the console. He typed something on the keyboard, read another line of text, then gave a huge sigh of relief.

      “Help is on the way, sir,” he said. “They’re sending a whole company to the island. En route right now.”

      “Oh, thank God,” Prig said. “Thank God.”

      Elna had reached her limit. She couldn’t even enjoy the victory. The pain and exhaustion had finally pushed her to a breaking point. She flopped down onto the floor on her back, waves and waves of bone-deep weariness washing over her. Folding her hands on her stomach, she stared at the bent panel on the ceiling overhead and struggled to stay awake.

      I could sleep for a month, she thought. It’s all I really want right now.

      Malin lay down beside her, folding his hands on his stomach just like her.

      “Shame about Cat,” he said, softly. “She was a great Marine…a great person.”

      Elna couldn’t even bring herself to reply.
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      Elna shook two ibuprofens out of the bottle, popped them in her mouth, and downed them with a cup of water. Though the chairs on the veranda were painted metal, somehow she found sitting in them as comfortable, as familiar, as an old recliner. She leaned back, propping her feet on the bottom railing of the handrail, as she gazed across the parking lot at the familiar trees, the slope down to the western shore.

      She would have preferred the couch in the lobby of course. It had always been the most comfortable place to stretch out on a lazy afternoon, especially when dealing with aches and pains. When she glanced over her shoulder and saw the jagged remnants of the lobby windows and the charred walls beyond, she felt a deep sadness. About half of the guesthouse had been damaged in the fire, and the rest of the rooms had absorbed the smoke. Everything reeked of ashes.

      “It’s a shame about the house,” Pop said, resting in the chair across from her.

      It was just the two of them at the moment. Malin had insisted Elna take a break while the other able-bodied islanders moved their stuff over to the winery. They were going to have to live in there for the time being. An employee break room had been portioned into bedrooms, and there were a couple of small offices as well. They would make it work.

      “We’ll rebuild it all somehow,” Elna replied. “It won’t be the same, but since we could’ve lost the entire island, not to mention our lives, I think things turned out okay.”

      She heard someone approaching from the direction of the vineyard, and she turned in her seat. Her back and shoulders still hurt like hell, even two days after the battle. If anything, raw pain was gradually giving way to unbearable stiffness. Still, with some effort, she managed to turn and look southward, where she saw Selene and Dr. Ruzka approaching. The doctor had a big backpack hanging from her shoulders, her long blonde hair tied back in a kerchief. Selene had her herb bag, practically overflowing with herbal treatments of one kind or another. They seemed to be deep in conversation, but when they drew near, Selene looked up.

      “Well, they don’t need our help any longer,” she said. “There’s like a hundred Marines swarming over the old military base down there. They’ve got equipment, machines, all sorts of stuff. It’s quite an operation.”

      “They’ve also got their own medics,” Dr. Ruzka said. “We offered our services, but we were politely declined. I guess we’ll go check on our own people.”

      “Sniffy wouldn’t come with me,” Selene noted. “He doesn’t want to go within a hundred yards of those Marines. Poor little guy had his fill of guns and soldiers and explosions. He may never be the same.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be fine now that things have settled down,” Elna said. “He just needs a little peace and quiet.”

      Dr. Ruzka and Selene walked past the veranda and headed to the winery beyond. Elna took another swig of water. The desalination process was working great. At least their water supply hadn’t been damaged or destroyed in the fighting. After a few minutes, she heard laughter and squealing, and she saw Daniel and Chloe running with Sniffy on the far side of the parking lot.

      “When are you supposed to meet with the captain?” Pop asked.

      “Prig said they’d head up here when they found a chance to get away,” Elna replied. “I guess they’re digging out, repairing, and reinforcing the bunker.”

      “Wouldn’t you like to lie down and take a nap before meeting with them, Principessa?” he said, furiously scratching his bushy, white beard. “You might need to be well rested so you can negotiate. Don’t let them bully you. Make your demands and stick with them.”

      “I won’t be able to sleep until it’s done,” she said.

      She leaned back in her chair and tucked her hands behind her head. She was tired, but she’d slept enough and there was too much to do. At least, that was her thinking. Her body had other ideas.

      Suddenly, she found herself waking up to the sound of heavy footfalls on the veranda steps, and she opened her eyes to discover that her cheek was resting in the crook of her arm on the tabletop. She sat up, rubbing her eyes, and realized her father was no longer on the other side of the table. He’d apparently left her to sleep. She had an imprint of the table’s metal design on her forehead. She felt it as she rubbed her eyes.

      Two men approached. One of them, a broad-shouldered young man with short, very blond hair she recognized. He was in his field uniform, but he was also wearing a pair of workman’s gloves. The other man was much shorter, with a round, clean-shaven face. He wore a similar uniform, but she noted the shiny silver bars on the collar of his shirt. He had a manila folder tucked under his right arm, and he tossed it onto the table as he pulled back a chair.

      “Ma’am, I’m Captain Foster,” he said, grabbing the brim of his cap as he sat down. “Sorry it took so long. There’s a bigger mess down there than we anticipated.”

      Prig made eye contact with her and gave her a big smile. Was it supposed to convey good news, or was he just reminiscing about all of the hellish things they’d gone through together? Elna didn’t know, but she couldn’t quite return the smile in kind.

      “Sorry, Captain, you caught me napping,” Elna said, brushing her hair back over her shoulders. “How can I help you?”

      “I don’t blame you for catching a few Z’s while you can,” the captain replied. “I understand the staff sergeant here drew up a contract with you about ownership of the island.” He tapped his gloved hand on the manila folder. “Now, to be clear, he didn’t really have the authority to do that. However, I’ve been authorized to inform you that we’re going to honor the terms of the agreement anyway. You and your people can remain on the island as long as you own the vineyard. This will continue to be your home. We’re not pushing you out, though we do have right of refusal if you ever decide to sell.”

      Elna felt such elation she couldn’t respond at first. She took a moment to gather herself, then said, “That’s great news. I don’t see us ever selling this place.”

      “Very good. We will limit most of our activity to the area around the bunker on the southwest corner of the island,” the captain continued, “but that doesn’t mean we won’t bump into each other. We have a lot of work to do around the island to secure this place. That means we’ll have to coexist. I hope that’s okay with you.”

      “That’s perfectly fine,” Elna replied, “and better than the alternative.”

      “Great. The war isn’t over, and the nation is recovering but still in a precarious position.” He pushed the folder toward her. “All the paperwork you need to prove ownership of the vineyard is in here. You can take a look when you get chance.”

      She flipped open the folder and saw a thick stack of documents. So much small print. The crude contract she’d drawn up with Prig before their mission to the militia camp was tucked into the back.

      “By the way, Captain, what will become of the militia camp across the bay?” she said.

      “The entire camp has already been cleared out,” the captain replied. “Civilians were evacuated to a shelter. We’ll find new homes for all of them. The guards have been arrested, and they’ll each be processed and dealt with. We’ve been informed that the camp leader was killed, so there’s no danger of someone trying to re-form the militia. It’s done.”

      Elna heaved a huge sigh of relief that went through her whole body. “Thanks, Captain. You have no idea how happy I am to hear that.”

      He rose from the table and gave her a strange little bow. “No, thank you, ma’am. For everything. I know you were just trying to protect your people, but you also did your country a huge service by helping us. We’ll never forget it.”

      And with that, he walked away. Prig gave her a big smile and a salute before following.

      “See you around, soldier,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      They shared a meal together on the factory floor of the winery, the big vats serving as a backdrop. A few folding tables had been brought together, and they’d combined the food from a number of MREs to create a crude, but still delicious, buffet. Raymond, Daniel, Chloe, and Miriam were all sitting together, chatting and occasionally laughing, as Chloe fed scraps to Sniffy.

      Elna was making rounds refilling water cups, and she stopped in front of Miriam. She had no ill feelings toward the woman about revealing the location of the bunker. She’d done what was necessary to protect her child, and it had ended with the death of the mercenaries anyway.

      As Elna refilled Miriam’s cup, she asked, “How are you guys doing?”

      “We’re fine,” Raymond replied. “You know, Elna, there’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”

      “Oh?” she replied.

      Raymond and Miriam traded a look. “Well…it’s just that…Danny is feeling so much better, and we’ve all been getting to know each other.” He pointed at himself, at Miriam and Chloe. “It turns out, Miriam has family in Redding, and the city is safe now, according to the Marines. They’ve offered to accompany us there if we want to travel there, so we…well, we’ve decided to move on. Oh, not today, of course. Maybe in a few days, when we’re all rested up and packed.”

      Elna felt a twinge of sadness, but she offered Raymond a smile. It was for the best, wasn’t it? “I think that sounds like a great idea, Raymond. I’m sure you’ll all be very happy together.”

      “I think so,” Raymond replied. “Danny and Chloe are best friends now, and Miriam and I have been getting to know each other. It seems a little bit like destiny.”

      Elna had to walk away. She wasn’t ready for goodbyes, even though she’d expected them. She approached Selene and Dr. Ruzka next, refilling their cups.

      “Thanks, Elna,” Selene said. “You know, I’ve been talking with the doctor here, and…”

      Another goodbye. Elna saw it coming and braced herself. “You’re leaving the island, too,” she said. “Is that what you’re about to tell me?”

      “Well, I think we’re headed to Manchester,” Selene said. “We’ve practically become sisters, you know? She’s like family to me, and she’s going to find me a position at the clinic there. The sailboat’s no longer seaworthy, of course. The Betty Lynn is half-sunk beside the fishing dock, but a Navy ship has offered transportation when they head south in a few days.”

      “We work well together,” Dr. Ruzka said. “We might incorporate some of Selene’s natural remedies into our treatment at the clinic.”

      “That’s sound great,” Elna replied. “What about Sniffy?”

      “Oh.” A brief wistful look came over Selene’s face. “I’m happy for him. He was with me through so much. I’ll be grateful to that little guy forever, but I think he’s found the right family now. I just want him to be happy.”

      “Sniffy sure loves Chloe,” Elna said. “Anyway, I’m sure you’re making the right decision, Selene. We’ll miss you. Write us sometime.”

      “If there’s a postal service, I’ll send a card once I’ve settled in at the clinic,” Selene replied.

      “That would be nice.”

      And on some level, some deeper level, this all felt right to Elna. People had to move on with their lives. Still, she felt an ache as she walked away. She walked back across the room, setting the pitcher on the table in passing, and sat down beside Malin. He put his arms around her.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “I heard a whole lot of goodbyes just now.”

      “I’m fine,” she said. “Better than ever, actually. I’ll miss our people when they leave, of course, but it’s good for them. They’re building new lives in a healing country, and isn’t that what we want?”

      “It is,” he said, kissing her on the cheek.

      “You’re not going anywhere, I hope,” she said.

      “Never,” he said. And when she turned toward him, he kissed her on the lips. “I’ll stay as long as you’ll have me.”

      “How about…one whole, entire lifetime,” she said.

      “You got it, Elna Pasqualee. One whole, entire lifetime.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Elna, Malin, and George stood together beside the first trellis, gazing out across the vineyard. The grapes were coming in, and they looked healthy. It seemed like it was going to be a good harvest this season, and Malin was already daydreaming about the first taste of new wine. For him, that seemed like it would be the best and clearest sign that life was getting back to some semblance of normal.

      “We’re going to rebuild it all, of course,” George said. The old man seemed a bit healthier now that all the turmoil and trauma was past him. Still, he was leaning on a cane as he gazed out at the trellises and the growing vines. Trimming his beard had made the biggest difference in his appearance. He looked ten years younger—though Malin kind of missed the old Santa Claus look. “The new vineyard will be new, fully modern, and more secure. What do you think, Elna?”

      “We’re on the same page, Pop,” she said, patting him on the back. “I’ve already been working on some plans. With the bridges repaired, we have access to the mainland again, and no militia to worry about, so we can obtain supplies. We need bigger, stronger trellises for the vines, and we should probably replace the old water tank. Anyway, I guess all of the turmoil was good for the grapes. They’re coming in really well. We’ll have a late harvest, of course, but we’ll get to spend the winter making wine. We should be tasting it by Christmas.”

      “That’s all I really wanted,” Pop replied. “It’ll be the best Christmas in years.”

      “That’s right,” she said.

      Malin looked at Elna and Pop. They were his family now. His whole world. He could think of no better future than to rebuild and help them run the vineyard here on the island for the rest of his life, as the nation came back to life across the bay. The military was already crawling all over the old lighthouse area, building a newer and better bunker, but he’d been told that more were on the way. The US military intended to fully secure the West Coast against further attack. Indeed, another company of Marines had marched across the causeway just that morning.

      There remained a lot of uncertainty about the future, of course. Nothing was guaranteed. But Malin felt confident that they would face it together. He reached over and took Elna’s hand as the three of them gazed out across the vineyard—their home—and dared to dream about a better tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      Christmas on the island meant a drop of about ten degrees in temperature—not a big change and certainly no snow. Still, they managed to decorate the winery and the new house for the season. A small pine tree from the mainland served as a Christmas tree from its place in the corner of the new dining room. Of course, the new house wasn’t nearly as fancy as the old guesthouse. It was smaller, simpler, but also quaint.

      Access to the mainland had reopened supply lines, and power had been restored by the military. Still, Elna felt like she was in a dream as she gazed at the roast turkey steaming on the platter in the middle of the dining table. Joe and Rita Dulles had done most of the work preparing the meal—at their insistence. Mashed potatoes, a green bean casserole, dinner rolls, a giant pitcher of iced tea, turkey, dressing, cranberry sauce, but also a salad made of the wild berries that Selene had liked.

      I hope Selene is happy in Manchester, Elna thought. She seemed so excited to go. That girl has so much potential. Patients at the clinic will love her.

      Joe Dulles rose and grabbed the carving knife, slicing into the breast of the turkey. Somehow, Norman had managed to talk Staff Sergeant Prig into joining them for dinner, and he’d brought Mac, Spence, and Golf along with him. Only Ant was missing. The injured Marine had been relocated after his long, debilitating bout with sepsis.

      Elna uncorked a bottle of the new winter wine. The pop of the cork produced a round of applause. She walked around the table, filling each glass in turn: Malin, Pop, Norman, Mac, Spence, Golf, Prig, Joe, Rita, then her own glass.

      “A toast,” Prig said, raising his glass. “To beautiful islands and great friends.”

      Everyone cheered and raised their glasses with him. Elna took a big sip, enjoying the hint of sweetness from the new wine. Joe Dulles began doling out slices of turkey, shuffling around the table. His wild, wispy hair had been neatly combed for the occasion, and he looked quite dapper for a seventy-five-year-old who’d recently survived a war.

      “Now, don’t you folks avoid that berry salad,” Rita Dulles said. “Selene left that recipe with me, and it’s very good.”

      “You said it,” Norman replied, picking up the salad bowl. “I miss that girl. She could roam through a patch of grass and come back with seventeen different kinds of edible berries.” He scooped some of the mixed berry salad onto his plate.

      “Those mayapples aren’t half bad,” Pop said. “I never would’ve thought to eat them if Selene hadn’t shown me. They’re nice and tart. Pass me that bowl when you’re done, Norman.”

      “Will do, Pop.”

      As Elna returned to her seat, she happened to glance at Spence. The Marine was scooping mashed potatoes onto his plate, but Elna spotted a familiar candy wrapper on the table beside his napkin. It was a new pack of Mentos, unopened. This struck her as funny, and she chuckled. Spence noticed, glanced at her, realized what she was looking at, and held up the pack of mints.

      “Christmas present from my grandma,” he said. “Can you believe it? She paid a private courier to drive a motorcycle all the way to the new base just to deliver it to me. Had it all wrapped up in green paper and everything.”

      This made everyone laugh, and it was warm and wonderful. Elna wouldn’t have minded if that laughter, that togetherness, that little moment, had gone on forever.
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        BLURB

      

      

      When the lights go out, anarchy reigns supreme.

      After journalist Austin Merryman’s wife died, he and his fourteen-year-old daughter left home to travel the country in an old RV. But the comfort and renewal they sought soon descends into chaos.

      After a message from an old college buddy leads Austin to a bridge in the middle of nowhere, he finds his friend—now an NSA agent—waiting to give him a USB drive. Before the contents can be explained, machine gun fire strafes the bridge, killing Austin’s friend and forcing Austin into the raging river.

      Rescued downstream by a beautiful veterinarian, Austin learns that EMP attacks have thrust the world into eternal darkness—and separated him from the only person he has left. Now, he’ll move heaven and earth to locate his daughter and make it to his brother’s prepper hideaway in Utah.

      But the post-apocalyptic world is no longer a friendly place. Resources are growing scarce. Factions break out along ethnic and religious lines. Everyone is willing to do whatever it takes to survive in an increasingly hostile environment. And Austin’s daughter is caught right in the middle of this splintering society.

      But an even deadlier foe stalks them as they struggle across the landscape. Someone who hasn’t forgotten about the USB drive Austin possesses.

      And they’ll do anything to get it back.
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        EXCERPT

      

      

      Chapter One

      Austin Merryman stored the last of the dinner dishes in the small cupboard of his thirty-two-foot fifth wheel. The RV wasn’t an ideal living space for a man and his fourteen-year-old daughter, but they’d been managing to make it work. As he and Savannah constantly reminded each other, it was both easy and difficult to keep the small living space clean. It only took a stray pair of shoes or a few dishes on the tiny kitchen counter to make things look untidy, and both of them were guilty of forgetting the fact on a too-regular basis.

      Waiting for Savannah to emerge from the little upper bedroom, he folded a blanket, tossed it on the couch, and put the TV remote back in the little caddy mounted on the wall. Austin liked things neat, though he knew Savannah had to clean up after him just as he was cleaning up after her now.

      “Savannah!” he called out, checking his watch again.

      She popped her head out from around the upstairs corner of the fifth-wheel, a hair dryer still in her hand. “What?”

      “I have to get going.”

      She shrugged as she wrapped the cord around her dryer. “I told you, I don’t need a ride. Leave already.”

      “I’ll be back within an hour or so. Where are you going exactly?” he asked. She’d told him she was going to the creamery for ice cream with the girl who lived on a nearby farm; somehow, he couldn’t believe it was that simple. He wanted to, but he’d seen the way she’d ogled that boy they’d run into in town—and the way they’d leaned in to each other to talk. He remembered being young and carefree. Yeah, it had been a long time ago, before life and the world had given him a much more jaded view of things, but he remembered. And Savannah was too pretty for him to forget what he’d been like as a teenage boy.

      “Dad, I already told you. We’re going to get ice cream,” she groaned, adjusting her hair in a hand mirror. “Me and Cassie.”

      Out with it, Austin. “Are you going to see that boy?” he asked.

      She glanced over to meet his eyes and then gave him that maddening teenage shrug again. “He might be there,” she replied.

      Right. He might be there. Austin kept eyeing her, trying to decide whether or not to trust her—not that he had much choice, but still. She looked so much like his late wife that it hurt sometimes. Her long, light brown hair had been brushed to a high shine and left loose around her shoulders. She’d only asked him to buy her lip gloss and mascara thus far. He dreaded the day she wanted to go full face-paint. He preferred the clean, youthful look that befitted her fourteen years over the girls her age who he’d seen with more makeup than a supermodel wore.

      And he had to admit, she didn’t give him as much stress as he knew many fourteen-year-olds dealt their parents. Even with tonight being a warm early summer night, she wore something he couldn’t quite object to. For tonight’s ice cream trip, she’d donned the black flowy shirt with the shoulder cut-outs that she’d begged him to buy her on their last mall visit. And it wasn’t truly revealing, so he couldn’t complain. It just made her look far more mature than he liked, reminding him that he had to accept that she was growing up.

      “I want you home by ten,” he reminded her. “Not at the farmer’s house with your friend down the street, either. Home.”

      Finally starting to move down toward the door where he stood, she quirked her lips in a frown. “Dad, it doesn’t even get dark until like nine-thirty,” she argued.

      “Ten, or don’t go at all. You don’t need to be walking around after dark. There are wild animals out here,” he lectured her.

      “I have my phone,” she said, brandishing it as if the expensive gadget were a gun. He wished it were, the way she looked.

      “And the service out here sucks,” he told her, “as you remind me all the time. Animals aren’t going to wait for you to call for help, either.”

      The look she gave him told him she was mentally slapping her hand to her forehead, even if she was smart enough not to actually do it in front of him. “My phone has a flashlight and Cassie knows this area. We’ll be fine, Dad.”

      “Don’t take rides from strangers, and remember what I told you if anyone tries to grab you.”

      She got to within a foot of him and leaned back on the couch in obedient daughter mode. “I remember: palm to the nose, fingers in the eyes, and knee to the crotch,” she recited robotically.

      “Upward palm,” he corrected her.

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine. I got it. Maybe you should just have me carry mace or something,” she suggested.

      Austin grinned, gesturing her toward the door to get her moving. “That’s a good idea. I’ll pick up some bear spray tomorrow when we go into town for groceries,” he commented, only half joking. He had to hide a grin when she gasped in a breath like they were in a horror movie.

      “Dad! No! I can’t be the only girl carrying bear spray around!”

      “Sure, you can. If you want to wander around by yourself, Savannah, you’ll do exactly that.”

      She looked in the mirror on the wall, doing one last primp of her hair as Austin forced himself to remain patient. “You are so overreacting. We’re in the middle of the country,” she grumbled. “The nearest town has a population of like two hundred people,” she finished, exaggerating the low population by a few thousand.

      He shrugged back at her, now holding the door open as a heavy hint that he wanted them both out if she was going. “Small towns have bad guys, too. And plenty of teen boys who don’t always know when to keep their hands to themselves,” he added.

      She shook her head in disgust. “I’m old enough to date, Dad, and Malachi isn’t like other teen boys.”

      So, she was planning on seeing him. Damn. He just curbed himself from telling her she had to stay home, knowing he couldn’t watch her all the time. But he wouldn’t consent to dating. Not yet. He caught her eyes with his before he emphasized, “No, Savannah. Not yet.”

      “Da-a-a-d.” She dragged out the word.

      This wasn’t a conversation he was going to have again tonight. She was growing up too fast. His wife had made him promise to take care of her, and that’s what he would do, even if it meant dragging her around the country and keeping her out of the reach of boys.

      “Savannah, be glad I’m letting you go at all. I could insist on driving you to the creamery and meeting the boy who may or may not be there,” he warned her.

      He heard her mumble something under her breath but didn’t bother asking what she’d said as he stepped into the doorway, hoping she’d get the hint that he really had to go. It had probably been one of those snappy comments that would only irritate him further. Austin grabbed his cellphone from the table beside the door and slid it into his back pocket as he stepped outside. It didn’t do a lot of good to carry the thing out in the mountains of west Kentucky where he and Savannah were currently staying, but he might as well. Despite it being inconvenient when it came to keeping track of Savannah, he liked the idea of being somewhat off the grid. So what if cell service was spotty? It gave them more time to focus on the moment, the here and now—wherever they happened to be on any given day.

      When Karen had died a little over a year ago, he’d used part of the life insurance money to buy the fifth wheel. He’d waited until Savannah had finished the eighth grade and then they’d hit the road. He just couldn’t stand being in the house with all the reminders. He’d planned on traveling through the summer, and then it had turned into a year. He still couldn’t go back and face her clothes, the pictures of them on their wedding day, and all those little things in the house that were reminders of her.

      So, now, he traveled the country with his daughter, doing stories about things national reporters were too busy to worry about. She could homeschool easily enough, and he liked the salt of the earth people and discovering little secrets in small towns and out of the way places; writing about them felt worthwhile. It was a way for him to fulfill his need to travel and make a living while still being a good dad to his daughter.

      Finally, Savannah stepped down the two steps of the trailer and looked at him, daring him to say something about the mascara she had piled on. She was pushing it and she knew it.

      “You look nice,” he said with a smile, completely throwing her off. “Thanks,” she mumbled, slipping her own cellphone into the back pocket of her jeans.

      “Be careful, please,” Austin reminded her. “Be aware of your surroundings, and call me if you need anything,” he said, giving her a quick hug.

      “I will, Dad. Stop worrying, okay?” she said, squeezing him back. “We’re just getting some ice cream. It isn’t that big of a deal.”

      After she checked for her key, he locked the trailer door, though even he admitted it was a little silly considering they were out in the middle of farmland. Still, it was an old habit, and one really never knew when someone could stop by and rifle through their things.

      Turning away from the door, Austin watched as his daughter cut across the pasture, dodging horse manure as she headed towards the dirt road that led into town. He shielded his eyes with his hand and saw Cassie standing under a tree by the roadside, gesturing for his daughter to hurry. He waved back when Cassie spotted him and sent him a big wave, happy to know Savannah had made a friend—especially one who lived just a few farms down the road. In another moment, Savannah picked up her pace, almost jogging as she rushed to meet her friend. He watched for another minute as they met and bumped shoulders before starting the mile or so’s walk into town.

      Austin would have driven them, but Savannah had wanted to walk, and he was going in the opposite direction anyway. He climbed into his black F-350 and started the diesel engine, taking only a quick glance at the GPS before bouncing down the bumpy driveway and heading for the highway. Callum Barker had called him a few days ago, completely out of the blue, and asked to meet. Austin had thought it strange, but Callum insisted it was important and that the story would be worth his time. He’d also promised the meeting would take less than five minutes, which meant Austin would be home in plenty of time to make sure Savannah met her curfew—and to go looking for her if she lingered in town with that boy.

      By the time he hit the highway, the meeting had taken over the fore of his thoughts. Austin remembered Callum as being a little off when they’d been in college, one of those conspiracy-type guys, but he’d sounded desperate on the phone. And they’d spent enough nights drinking together that Austin figured he at least owed him the gas it would take to hear him out. He figured he’d meet him, give the guy the proverbial pat on the head, and promise to look into the evidence he presented and be on his way. Maybe it would even be an interesting diversion from his usual stories and offer a brief change of pace. That couldn’t hurt, right?

      The meeting place was a twenty-minute drive from the farm, set in some corner of nowhere. When Austin had punched it into his GPS, the dot had looked like it was in the middle of a forest, on the bank of a river with nothing else around it.

      “Where am I going?” he muttered after driving about ten miles up the highway. The GPS was telling him to take a right turn on a muddy road that was barely wide enough for his truck to squeeze through the trees.

      He heard the first branch scrape alongside his truck’s side after driving only fifty meters or so, right around the moment his GPS alerted him to a lost signal. He was on his own. In another minute, he grunted with annoyance and brought the truck to a stop. A fallen tree blocked the so-called road ahead—if he wanted to meet Callum, he’d have to go the rest of the way on foot.

      
        
        Grab your copy of Survive the Chaos

        www.GraceHamiltonBooks.com

      

      

    

  

cover1.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg
GRACE HAMILTON
oy =

ISLAND REFUGE






images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg
GRACE HAMILTON

= ¢

ISLAND REFUGE EMP BOOK TWO





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg
GRACE HANILTON





images/00005.jpeg
GRACE HAMILTON

ISLAND REFUGE EMP BOOK THREE





