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      The world ended. But the final battle has just begun…

      The world has grown even more dangerous for the survivors of the EMP strikes that crippled the United States. Ronny is a prisoner of AILS, a terrorist group planning to remake the world to suit their twisted vision. He’ll do whatever it takes to stop them, even if it costs him his life.

      Ruth and the others remain on the offshore drilling platform. But AILS has set their sights on the facility, and are coming to take it by force. If their plan succeeds, there will be nowhere left to hide. Fleeing for their lives, the survivors must somehow mount a counter strike, before the terrorist cabal grows even more powerful.

      The platform that has been their refuge must be destroyed. But demolishing a drilling rig is no simple task. And as AILS forces close in, a deadly storm looms on the horizon. Surrounded by danger, the survivors must make a final stand to stop these deadly fanatics once and for all.

      The fate of humanity—and their own survival—hang in the balance.
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      As prison cells went, it was definitely an improvement. The iron cage in the log cabin had been cold, cramped, and uncomfortable, although some of Ronny’s discomfort could be attributed to the beating he’d taken. Now, he was imprisoned in some kind of crew cabin down in the belly of a stolen deep-sea trawler. It was a purely functional ship with a red hull and an enormous, raised boom for the trawl nets. The cabin was bare bones and they’d chained him to the bed, but they’d left him with a small bottle of water to quench his thirst. That was better than he’d had in the log cabin as well.

      Even so, Ronny was fuming in the dark. One violent, hateful thought after another. His face hurt. His eyes were still swollen. He had bruises all over, and even his hands ached from all the punches he’d thrown. To be fair, the AILS crew had had a slight advantage in their much younger ages. They moved and reacted a lot faster than he’d been able to. Heck, he hadn’t even managed to shoot a single one of them during their assault on his home.

      Pulled the damned shotgun right out of my hands, he thought bitterly. I busted his lip, but he had some kind of hand-to-hand training, I guess.

      “They got lucky,” he muttered. “I was outnumbered, and I missed my clearest shot. That’s all.”

      He heard a bang on his cabin door, and a gruff voice said, “Keep it down in there!”

      “All I did was mutter,” he grumbled. “A man can mutter.”

      He could feel the rocking of the boat. They’d hit some choppy water. But he had no idea where they were going. He’d assumed they would head straight for the Mako to mount another assault, but they’d wound up somewhere else to pick up additional boats.

      He glanced around the room. The only furniture in the cabin was the bed he was sitting on. There was nothing he could use as a weapon.

      If I could just get my hands around the throat of one of these people, it would be weapon enough, he thought. I could create a hostage situation and maybe barter for my escape.

      The door flew open then, shoved so hard it banged off the wall.

      “Watch it, now,” he said. “You’re going to break something if you’re not careful.”

      He couldn’t help being sarcastic with these people. His contempt for them, for AILS, for their whole cause, knew no bounds. One of the people standing in the doorway was a young, fidgety blonde woman. He’d met her before. Dana. She was a mean little lackey who craved the approval of her betters. That made her dangerous.

      Accompanying her was a pair of big, beefy guys with dull expressions and shaved heads, one short and the other quite tall. They were all dressed in black, but the two guys were lugging canvas bags with them as they entered the room.

      Oh, I see where this is going, Ronny thought.

      “Our session doesn’t have to be long and drawn out today,” Dana said. She approached the bed but came to a stop just out of reach. “You’ll save yourself a lot of pain and heartache if you go ahead and tell us what we want to know, Mr. Garber.”

      “Mr. Garber? How polite,” he replied, giving her his most hateful sneer. “It’s been a while since you tortured me for information. I’ve forgotten what you want to know. How about you refresh my memory.”

      “That’s the game we’re going to play today, is it?” Dana said, planting her hands on her hips. “The senile old man who doesn’t remember anything? Very well.”

      The beefy guys moved past her, and one of them unlocked his cell door. They entered and took up positions on either end of his bench. As they set their canvas bags on the bench, Ronny heard the clink and clank of metal objects inside. Despite himself, he felt a little shudder of fear. But he wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing it.

      “If you people want to live on the Mako oil platform,” he said, “you don’t need my help to do that. Go right ahead. Knock yourselves out.”

      Dana sniffed and cocked her head to one side. She looked so young to Ronny, barely a kid, but she had the deep, hateful look of a much older and much more bitter person. “We want to know what the rebels on board the Mako might have done to sabotage it. And we want to know about the secret places, back hallways, and hidden rooms. They have the advantage right now, but you’re going to help us turn that around. Got it?”

      “It’s an oil platform,” Ronny said. “It’s there to drill oil. It’s not a labyrinth or a carnival funhouse. What do you want me to say?”

      “We had rebels escaping locked rooms,” she said, “sneaking around behind us, setting fires. If you’re not going to provide the original schematics for the place, then we want to know how they’re moving around. What are they up to?”

      “I don’t know a damned thing about any rebel group,” he said with a derisive laugh. He knew he was playing a dangerous game. They had no problem hurting him, but his contempt for these people burned in his blood. “I have no idea what they may or may not know, but there are no damned secret passageways on the Mako.”

      “I had someone close to me on the inside,” Dana said. “A family member. He told me there were numerous corridors and crawl spaces on the Mako, more than he knew.”

      “Well, your family member lied to you,” Ronny said. “It’s just a drilling platform. It’s like an oil derrick and an office building sitting on concrete-and-steel pillars. That’s it.”

      Dana scowled at him for a second, then nodded at the two men. Ronny clenched his teeth and braced himself. What would it be this time? The tall guy opened his canvas bag and pulled out a long, silver auto baton. He hit the switch, and it extended with a loud snap. Ronny was watching the weapon, bracing for the strike, and that’s when the short guy swooped down, catching him off guard. Suddenly, the short guy’s thick arm wrapped around his neck and pulled him backward.

      “Do your worst, you nutjobs,” Ronny said through his teeth. “I can take it.”

      “We’ll see about that, old man,” tall guy said with a sneer.

      He swung the baton at Ronny’s torso. Ronny raised his arms to deflect the blows, but his attacker adjusted course and swung under his arms. His chest, sides, and stomach were already speckled with bruises, so each blow hit damaged flesh. The pain was sharp and sickening, but Ronny clamped his eyes shut, pressed his lips in a tight line, and refused to cry out. One particularly sharp blow to the ribs brought tears to his eyes and made him swoon, but he still didn’t cry out.

      He lost count around the eighth or ninth blow, but tall guy kept going. A few of the blows hit Ronny’s arms, and finally one bounced off his collarbone. This got a little gasp from him, and that one small sound finally seemed to satisfy his torturers. Out of breath, tall guy stepped back. Ronny opened his eyes, blinked away the tears, and fixed a defiant gaze on Dana.

      “Did you enjoy watching?” he said to her. His voice was shaking, but he filled it with all of the contempt he could muster. “Is this the kind of thing your people do for fun on a Friday night?”

      “He wasn’t hitting you with his full strength,” Dana said. “You’ll live.”

      She motioned short guy to let go. He released his hold, and Ronny bent forward, grinding his teeth. The pain was like a blanket of needles wrapped around his torso and pulled tight. Everything from his navel to his neck hurt. A hundred bruises, old and new, throbbed fiercely with every heartbeat.

      “Believe it or not, we don’t usually torture people this much,” Dana said. “You’ve driven us to it.”

      “Well, if you kill me, you definitely won’t learn a damned thing,” Ronny said tightly. “And I’ll go to my grave cursing you in your stupid face.”

      Dana glanced at the two men. There seemed to be some hesitation or uncertainty there. Maybe she was afraid they might actually kill the prisoner.

      They need me alive, Ronny thought.

      Finally, Dana sniffed and said, “Very well. Maybe you don’t know as much as we thought you did.” She frowned at him and added, “Believe it or not, I don’t enjoy hurting you. I just want you to talk.”

      “I’ve been talking since you came in here, dummy,” he replied. “I don’t have the information you want to know.”

      Nodding, Dana turned without another word, beckoned the other guys, and walked away. Ronny watched the three of them leave. They shut and locked the door, leaving him alone again in the dark. The only light in the room came from a small porthole in the wall above and behind him. He stared at the little circle of reflected sunlight on the far wall and felt waves of pain wash over him.

      “If the short one hadn’t snuck up behind me,” he muttered, “I’d have headbutted him and grabbed him by the Adam’s apple.”

      Groaning, he leaned back against the wall and focused on taking slow, deep breaths. This took the sharpest edge off the pain. After a minute, he picked up the water bottle and leaned forward to take a drink. But doubling over like that made some of the worst bruises unbearable. He quickly leaned back again and shut his eyes.

      They’ll kill you sooner or later, he told himself. Even if they don’t mean to do it. When they torture, they are reckless. They’re going to break something, cause internal bleeding, and that’ll be the end of me.

      “Well, fine then,” he whispered. “And they still won’t find out what I know about the Mako.”

      He tried to rest as best he could. The pain was too much to manage anything approaching sleep, but he settled his mind.

      Unfortunately, his rest didn’t last long. They gave him maybe half an hour. Suddenly, the door flew open again, and bright lights flooded the room. Ronny sighed and opened his eyes. Of course it was Dana standing in the doorway again. The vicious little blonde witch and her beefy henchmen were with her again.

      “Oh, time for another round, is it?” he said, trying to sound disaffected. In reality, he was worried that he might not actually have the stamina to endure another torture session.

      “Nope,” Dana said, striding into the room.

      As the three operatives entered the room, Ronny spotted others in the hallway. At least one of them had a rifle in his arms.

      “What, are you just going to shoot me now?” he said.

      But Dana produced a key and unlocked his door. “Not that either. You’re getting transferred to another boat.”

      “Aw, that’s too bad,” he said, then winced as his collarbone gave a sharp little twinge. “I kinda liked it here. This bench is cozy.”

      “I’m sure,” Dana said. She handed the key to the short guy.

      The henchmen approached Ronny. He produced a pair of handcuffs and bent down in front of Ronny as the tall guy kind of loomed over the bench. Ronny was tempted to drive a knee into the short guy’s face. He was in perfect position for it. He would have done so, but he really did fear more torture.

      Your time will come, he told himself. You just gotta heal up a little bit first.

      He received the handcuffs without resistance. Then the henchmen grabbed him by the upper arms and hoisted him off the bench and onto his feet. This caused a wave of sharp pain that made Ronny’s head spin. He groaned, and his legs buckled, but the henchmen didn’t let him fall.

      “Buck up, old man,” Dana said. “You’re only getting what you want. If you didn’t want rough treatment, you would have told us everything by now.”

      “And I told you,” he replied, “I don’t know anything useful.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she said.

      She turned and strode across the room, and the henchmen dragged Ronny after her. In the hallway, Ronny saw many people with guns. At least a dozen, and they fell in behind him as he was marched past a number of doors.

      Okay, sarcastic dismissal isn’t working, stupid, he told himself. Try another approach. Hurry before it’s too late because it feels like something bad is about to happen.

      Ronny found it hard to suppress his surly self, but he did his best. “Now, look, Dana, it doesn’t have to be like this. Beating up an old man. That’s not who you are, surely. You seem like a decent enough young lady.”

      She glanced over her shoulder, and he saw the dark glimmer of cold indifference there. “Good try, luddite. You’ll get no sympathy from me.”

      “Hah, you’re probably the first person in my entire life to describe me as a ‘luddite,’” Ronny replied. “I kind of like it.”

      They approached stairs at the end of the hall, and the henchmen practically carried him up through a hatch and onto the deck of the trawler. The bright sunlight made his eyes water, and he squinted. He could see a number of other ships anchored around them. They were close to another island, a different one, anchored near a long wooden dock. Men and women, mostly young people, were dashing about, and there was a lot of noise and activity.

      Getting ready for war, he thought.

      As he was turned to the right, he saw a gangplank connecting the trawler to an enormous yacht. The yacht was a ridiculous vessel, all shiny angles and indulgent design choices, with the name Mind Maiden II painted across the starboard bow. It was some millionaire’s plaything.

      “Oh, so I guess we’re done trawling the bottom of the Gulf of Mexico,” he said. It was a little hard to get the words out. The way they were dragging him across the deck made every bruise burn like fire. “I guess we didn’t catch anything good.”

      No one had a response to his little joke, not even Dana. As they dragged him toward the gangplank, he glanced over his shoulder and saw the people with rifles taking up positions on the foredeck.

      When you’re on the gangplank, toss yourself into the water, he told himself. Your hands are cuffed, but you can swim with your legs. Dive deep and lose them.

      It was a tempting thought, but he wasn’t sure he could manage the swim in his current state. Still, he wouldn’t give these people what they wanted, no matter what it cost, and his mind began to play with other ideas. If nothing else, he could bring the Mako down with everyone on board. He knew a few ways to do that. Of course, it would cost him his life, but under the circumstances, it was a price he was willing to pay.

      As the henchmen dragged him over the gangplank, he felt it swaying beneath him. They had a firm hold of him anyway. He had no chance to fling himself into the water, and before he knew it, he was being pulled onto the lower deck of the enormous yacht.

      If I take down the Mako and wipe these people out, no one will ever know I did it, he thought. I’ll go down with them, and it’ll be a mystery to the whole world.

      He felt a twinge of sadness in that moment, something with deep roots that cut through even the pain and anger. Ronny didn’t often think about how alone he was in the world, but it hit him then. Somehow, it was worse than the pain of all the bruises. There was no one to help him, no one to be with him, no one on his side.

      The henchmen had come to a stop near the portside gunwale. Dana was talking quietly with another woman, and the beefy guys let go of Ronny’s arms. For one shining moment, he was standing on the deck without any restraint. He felt a sudden surge of desperation, a feeling intensified by the loneliness.

      With scarcely a thought, he turned, stumbling slightly but keeping his feet, and lunged for the side of the boat. He went headfirst, intending to let his own weight carry him over the side of the boat and down into the water. But the short guy reacted swiftly, snagging the back of Ronny’s shirt just before he went over the side.

      Ronny kicked backward with one of his feet. He felt the heel connect with the man’s thigh.

      “You little weasel,” the short guy snarled.

      He yanked Ronny backward, then the tall guy grabbed his arm and swung him around. The strange momentum caused Ronny and the henchman to collide. Suddenly, Ronny’s hands were pressed against the guy’s stomach, just above his belt, and he felt the sharp edge of a plastic object there.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” the tall guy said. Ronny caught a whiff of the guy’s bad breath, and he turned his face to get away from it.

      When he did, he met Dana’s gaze. She had turned to him, arms crossed. “Hey, now, none of that,” she said, glaring at him. “You’ve got nowhere to go, and we don’t want you drowning yourself.” She motioned at the tall guy. “Take him to his new cell below.”

      The henchmen dragged him away from the side of the boat and toward a large open hatch. He saw stairs leading down into the dark underbelly of the yacht.

      “I think I liked the trawler better,” he said. “At least it used to belong to hardworking people, real men and women, not some self-indulgent one-percenter.”

      The henchmen carried him down a corridor and into a small empty room. A prison cell had been installed in the corner, and they practically flung him through the open door of the cell. He stumbled forward a few steps, then went down on his knees. The short guy came in and undid his handcuffs, then planted a heel on Ronny’s shoulder and kicked him to the floor.

      “Just sit there and behave, you old fart,” the short guy said with a laugh.

      The guards left, and the door slammed shut with a deafening bang.

      Ronny listened to their footsteps going back down the corridor and up the steps, and then he was alone in the darkness and gloom. Only then did he pull his hands apart, revealing the small handheld radio that he’d snatched from the tall guy’s belt. He’d kept it hidden between his large hands, even as the guard had removed the handcuffs.

      Ronny grinned.
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      It was still too weird standing in the rec room and seeing all of the empty chairs. Stella tried not to think about it. Ruth, John, Curtis, Kay, and Ignacio were all that remained of the Mako’s crew. Half the number that had stayed behind when the lifeboat left.

      At the moment, they’d brought all of the card tables together to create one large conference table. And the remaining survivors were seated around it. Ruth had opened the folder containing her brother’s design documents for the Mako, and they were scattered across the surface. People were looking through them, trying to make sense of everything. Their goal was to disable the oil platform, to make it essentially useless so AILS couldn’t set up a base of operations there, but it was a massive machine, and they were a very small group of people.

      “He was certainly thorough,” John noted, holding up a large, folded blueprint that seemed to contain a map of the piping system for one small section of the Mako. “If you ever wondered whether or not gray water gets dumped right into the ocean, despair not, my friends. It goes into a holding tank, according to this. I don’t know what happens from there.”

      “Some platforms discharge into the sea or inject it underground,” Ruth replied. “It seems Ronny preferred to have the sewage and gray water held for onshore disposal.”

      “He seems like a decent guy,” Kay noted. “He didn’t want to pollute.”

      Stella was flipping through some stapled papers that had yellowed with age. They contained simple hand-drawn designs that might have been Ronny’s original sketches of the platform’s basic layout. Of course, she’d never met Ronny. She only knew about her estranged great-uncle from the little bit that Ruth had shared. He had always existed as a ghost figure just out of reach, so it was weird to see and hold his drawings. Somehow, it made him more real.

      “So we might not have to blow the whole place up,” Ruth said. “If AILS will give us a bit of time, we might just be able to take it apart and let it collapse into the ocean.”

      “That doesn’t take out any AILS people, though,” Ignacio said with a dark look. The poor guy had gotten bitter since the murder of his cousin. He clearly wanted more than just to hinder AILS.

      “True, but it also avoids risking our lives,” Ruth said. “Before we think about setting charges, I think we should disable the platform’s systems. That way, they can’t use the place even if they manage to take control of it while it’s still intact.”

      “Personally, I support any reasonable alternative to explosions,” Kay said. The short, stocky woman leaned heavily on the edge of the table as she scanned the document pages.

      Ruth picked up a set of papers that seemed to document the wiring in the main building. “If we cut the wires for all of the systems, they won’t be able to get anything up and running again,” she noted. “That, at least, would keep them from taking control of the Mako.” She looked around the table, as if gauging everyone’s reaction, then said, “I think that’s the place to start. Let’s split up in pairs. We’ll be able to do more damage quicker that way. Kay and Ignacio, you two are going to mess with the fuse boxes. There’s one in the closet here in the rec room. Another one downstairs in the workshop area. Just remove every fuse.”

      Kay and Ignacio glanced at each other and rose from their seats. Ignacio didn’t seem happy about this, but he offered no complaint. They headed for the big toolbox, which Ruth had set on a chair nearby.

      “Curtis and Stella, I’ll give you two the control room,” she said. “That’ll be easy enough, if a little time consuming. Get behind the panels in the wall and in the consoles and cut every wire you see.”

      “What about you and John?” Stella asked.

      Ruth gave John a mischievous smile. “I’ve saved the most annoying job for us. We’re getting up behind the ceiling panels.”

      “Oh, good,” John said with a playful laugh. “Just what I hoped for.”

      Stella pushed her chair back and rose. Curtis followed. He had an unhappy look on his face, but he hadn’t said anything. She wondered was what troubling him, but she wouldn’t push. They had plenty to be unhappy about, especially with another AILS attack looming somewhere in the future. She went to the toolbox and grabbed a couple of wire cutters, two types of screwdrivers, and a hammer.

      “We should’ve just let the flood waters take the place,” Curtis muttered, taking a wire cutter and the hammer from her. “It would’ve saved us some time.”

      “I just wish I’d burned all of the boats,” she replied.

      “You did more than anyone else to stop AILS,” Curtis said. His beard had finally come in enough to look nice, and it complemented his face. With all the exposure to salt air, his hair had become wavy.

      “I just wish I’d done more,” Stella said.

      As the other groups headed off in separate directions, Stella and Curtis headed out of the room and down the hall. Stella really didn’t like this place. The front hallway, in particular, was full of traumatic memories, and the blood had never been completely cleaned off. She could still see the places where people had died. The walls were pockmarked with bullet holes and ricochet marks. As they made their way down the hall, she kept her gaze fixed on her feet.

      “I’m sorry, Stella,” Curtis said, as soon as they were around the corner. “This feels like busy work. I think Ignacio had the right idea.”

      She couldn’t argue with him. Cutting all of the wires in the building. Was that really the priority? Ruth was afraid of her people getting hurt, but why had she hauled that big tub of explosives all the way back to the Mako if they weren’t going to use it?

      “We’ll work as fast as we can,” Stella said. “Just cut every wire you can find as quickly as you can, and we’ll be done with it.”

      “AILS will just repair anything we break or cut,” Curtis said.

      They were heading down the hall toward the cafeteria. For Stella, a dark aura seemed to hover around the cafeteria door. She’d killed someone in there and left the body to bleed out behind some trash cans.

      “You know, I think maybe some part of Gran wants to save this place,” Stella said. “Probably Kay, too. She’s talked about blowing it up before, but now that it’s come down to it, she says she wants an alternative. Personally, I’m with you, Curt. I’d much rather blow it all to bits. I hate this place.”

      Curtis gave her a big smile and a nod. “You said it, Stella. You get it! So why are we doing this, then? Let’s go back and plead our case.”

      Stella would have kept going. She wasn’t one to resist her Gran’s instructions. But the ugliness of the cafeteria was just enough to give her the resistance she needed to stop in her tracks. Curtis stopped beside her.

      “Well…” Stella hesitated, but even beyond the open cafeteria door, she saw the dark stains on the metal floor outside the control room. “Okay, sure, let’s do it. Can’t hurt to talk it out a bit more.”

      He reached out, as if he was going to hug her, but his hands were full of tools. Instead, he bumped her gently with his forearms in an awkward but loving gesture. “I always trust your judgment, Stella. You’d tell me if you disagreed with me, wouldn’t you? I would accept it coming from you.”

      Her gaze had settled on a bullet hole in the wall just to her right. “Yeah, I just want to blow this whole place to smithereens. I won’t feel okay until it’s in pieces at the bottom of the Gulf of Mexico.” She looked at Curtis and nodded. “Let’s go plead our case.”

      She turned around and headed back to the rec room. Curtis seemed energized, and he trotted along beside her. However, when they got back to the rec room, they saw only Bestie, the chocolate lab. She was sitting patiently under the card tables, where Stella had placed a bowl of water and some food scraps. The dog looked up when they entered, as if confused by their sudden return.

      She heard a clattering sound coming from the small closet in the rec room. Suddenly, the closet door opened, revealing shelves stacked with board games, DVDs, and old VHS tapes. Kay was standing there, giving them a questioning look. Ignacio was farther back, standing in front of an open fuse box.

      “Done already?” Kay said. “That was fast. I can’t keep up with you Gen Z.”

      Stella glanced at Curtis, but he seemed to expect her to speak first.

      “Actually, we were having second thoughts,” Stella said.

      “Oh?” Kay replied. “What about? Don’t want to cut all of those pristine wires?”

      Stella shook her head. “Cutting wires seems like a futile effort.”

      “It’s busy work,” Curtis said, leaning one arm against the doorframe. “We’re delaying the inevitable.”

      Kay glanced over her shoulder at Ignacio, who shrugged, then frowned at Curtis.

      “You mean blowing up the Mako?” Kay said. “You say it like it’s no big deal. We’re probably going to have to use that whole tub of explosives, and when they go off, they’ll destroy everyone and everything within half a mile of here. How are we going to set off the blasting caps without getting caught up in it? It’s dangerous, and almost definitely unnecessary. On the other hand, if we just make all of the equipment and machinery in the platform unusable, then AILS will give up on the place and go somewhere else.”

      Stella thought it was a reasonable argument, but Curtis blew his breath out and shook his head. “No, they won’t. This is a cult. They’re set on taking this place. There’s no way they’ll give up on it.”

      Kay shook her head and pushed past him. He towered above her, but she didn’t seem to care. “They’re an extremist group, not a cult. And either way, they have a purpose for taking this place. Blowing up the Mako is a last-ditch move. Sabotage is the safe and smart way to go.”

      “They’ll just repair it,” he said, and he raised his voice just a bit too much. Stella winced.

      “Calm yourself, kid,” Kay said with a derisive click of her tongue. She moved over to the table and sat down. “We’re having a friendly debate here. No need to start shouting.”

      Curtis turned toward Stella, as if looking for backup, but she gave him a warning look.

      He sighed and said, “Okay, sorry, it’s just that…we probably don’t have much time. AILS could be here any minute now. We need to get the bombs set and ready to go. Now, while we still can.”

      “Well, I don’t agree,” Kay replied, leaning back in her chair. “So, there we are.”

      Stella sensed movement and turned toward the door to find Gran standing there. She’d come from the direction of the crew quarters, and she was holding a hammer in one fist and pointing it at them.

      “Are we in here bickering instead of working?” she said.

      “Just having a friendly argument,” Kay said. “The kid here doesn’t want to cut wires. He wants to blow everything up, like, right now. He’s going on strike until we set some bombs, apparently.”

      Ruth looked at Curtis, at Kay, and seemed more exasperated than anything. As for Stella, she agreed with Curtis. She’d seen AILS up close. They weren’t normal people. If they wanted the Mako, they would do everything they could to take it and keep it. Even so, Stella didn’t want to get into the middle of a fight.

      “Let’s just blow the place, please, and get out of here,” Curtis said. “Cut all the wires you want, but set bombs, too. That’s the only way we can take these people out.”

      He was raising his voice again, so Stella gestured for him to keep it down. He gave her a sheepish look.

      “We’re not setting off bombs just so you can have a cathartic experience,” Kay said. “Anyway, we could have a hundred wires cut by now if we weren’t wasting time debating the issue.”

      Ruth held up both hands. “Okay, okay, everyone just stop for a moment. Look, we’re all frustrated, tired, and scared. I get it. But we don’t need to be at each other’s throats.”

      “I’m not at anybody’s throat,” Curtis said. “I’m just sharing my point of view.”

      “Same here,” Kay said. “Taking down the entire oil platform is going to require that whole tub of explosives, and we’ll probably take ourselves out at the same time. It’s not worth the risk. That’s all I’m saying. I’ve got nothing against the kid.”

      “The kid,” Curtis echoed, shaking his head in disgust.

      “Just stop,” Ruth said, waving a hand in the air.

      “What about a compromise?” Stella said suddenly. Anything to stop the argument. It was getting tense, and they had enough to worry about.

      Everyone looked to Stella, but she was at a loss. She’d only said it to make peace. But they were waiting on her now. She had to suggest something.

      “Well, how about this,” Stella said. “How about we blow up the control room? Just the control room. That’s a lot safer for us, and it would make it impossible for AILS to use the Mako’s systems.”

      The suggestion hung in the air a couple of seconds, and finally Kay grunted thoughtfully and said, “An impressive compromise, Stella. I like it. Count me in.”

      When Curtis spoke, the hard edge had gone out of his voice. “Yeah, fine, I can live with it, I guess.”

      “Great. There we go,” Ruth said, spinning a hand in the air. “We’ll hide explosives in the control room where AILS won’t find them, run the wires down the ductwork to another room, and set it off from there at just the right time. This should probably be a group effort.” She turned to John, who had come up behind her from the hallway. “John, dear, want to retrieve the tub of explosives and pull it down to the control room?”

      “Of course,” he replied, and walked off.

      They all headed to the control room this time, Stella leading the way with Curtis, Ruth, Kay, and Ignacio behind her. Even Bestie came with them, though the dog had taken to avoiding the control room. The argument was over, but Stella still felt weird tension in the air. Curtis had an unhappy look on his face, and Kay seemed to be grumbling under her breath. Stella wanted to make it better, but she didn’t know what else to say or do. At least the compromise had ended the argument.

      Feelings got hurt, she realized. They’ll just have to get over it and forgive one another.

      By the time they reached the control room door, they heard the squeak of the dolly’s wheels as John came up behind them with the big purple tub. He’d removed the lid, exposing the stacks of tube-shaped mining explosives. Stella entered the control room first. The room was still a mess from the AILS attacks. They’d made a barricade out of all of the water-damaged boxes of supplies, and those boxes has been pushed over when AILS forced the door.

      No one had felt like trying to stack all of the supplies neatly again, so they’d just shoved them back to create an open space in the middle of the room. The new console and generator sat in the middle of that cleared space, but Stella’s gaze went to the back wall, where the row of older consoles and computers were lined up. One of them had been pulled away from the wall to give access to the big air-conditioning vent behind it, and that brought back some vivid memories.

      Stella shuddered at the thought of dust, thick walls of dust, and the sensation of duct walls pressing against her on every side. Because of this, she forgot to keep moving into the room, inadvertently blocking everyone else, until Curtis tapped her on the shoulder.

      “Oh, right,” she said, and stepped to one side.

      The others filed into the room, and then John brought the plastic tub. There was something truly ominous about the sight of that big purple tub. It was old, battered, and dirty, unremarkable except for the potential of what it contained.

      “Is that stuff like dynamite?” Ignacio asked, coming into the room last and shutting the door. “Does it sweat nitroglycerin? Will it blow up if we drop it or something?”

      Ruth aimed her big flashlight at the tub. “I don’t believe so,” she replied, “but I’ll be completely honest with you, I don’t know for sure. So let’s be careful.”

      “We’re going to blow ourselves to bits,” Kay said. She took a seat on a metal box, resting one hand on top of the generator, gently patting Bestie with the other. The tightness in her face suggested that she was still really annoyed. Maybe she was petting Bestie in an effort to calm down. “This is all silly. What are we doing here? Why are we still here, for Pete’s sake? Let’s cut the wires and get out of here. We have a boat. We could go back to that island where we killed the bad guys.”

      “Some of those islanders turned to piracy,” John said.

      “Okay, some,” Kay said. “Probably not all. We heard your story. A single junk boat with a handful of people. The island had a lot more people than that and a heck of a lot more supplies. There’s no way that whole entire island turned to piracy. Grover and a few others probably tried to fill Matthew’s shoes and got exiled for it. So what?”

      “No, no, no,” Ruth said, holding up a hand. “We arrived at a compromise already. We’re going to set up some explosives in the control room. That’s what we’re doing. Let’s stick with it.” She gestured at the open tub.

      Ruth looked into Curtis’s eyes. “Let’s set up some charges. Curtis, why don’t you and Stella set up a big charge behind the consoles. Kay and Ignacio, work on cutting the wires. John and I will set additional charges somewhere else in the room. Now, come on. Let’s work and not fight. Everyone’s on edge. I get it. But we still have to work together.”

      Curtis went to the tub and squatted down. Stella sighed and went with him. Together, they carefully pulled three of the explosive tubes out of the tub, with a long length of wire, blasting caps, and a trigger. Stella carried all of this while Curtis pulled the old console out farther away from the wall, giving them access to the vent.

      “You know,” Curtis said, speaking softly as he unscrewed the vent cover, “rather than escaping to the island, maybe we should go there and get a bunch of those people and bring them back here to fight with us.”

      “They became pirates,” Stella said. “You heard what Gran said.”

      “No, Grover and a handful of people became pirates,” he said, setting the vent cover aside. “There’s at least one hundred people living on that island, and we’re the ones who liberated them. We should join forces. I mean, they’re going to be really close to AILS if the Mako is taken. That’s like barbarians at the gates, you know?”

      Stella set a stick of explosive just inside the air duct, then Curtis went to work attaching the blasting cap and wire.

      “You’re probably right,” Stella said. Curtis’s idea piqued her interest. A hundred people. “I doubt they’d all fight with us, but if they did….”

      “We freed them, didn’t we?” Curtis asked. “We liberated them from the maniac who was burying them in the sand. Grover might’ve gone bad, but I bet a bunch of them would still fight, if we asked. And we could promise them some of the plunder we take from AILS.”

      “Assuming there is plunder,” Stella said.

      “AILS has all of those boats,” he said. “They must have a big stockpile of supplies. Once it’s ours, we can give most of it to the islanders, just like they gave us some of Matthew’s stuff.” He connected the end of the wire to the blasting cap.

      Going back to the island seemed dangerous—they knew almost nothing about what had happened since they’d left. Even so, Stella couldn’t shake the idea. “There’s only six of us on the Mako,” she said. “Well, seven if you include Bestie. AILS will outnumber us when they return. It sure would be nice to have a bunch of grateful islanders on our side.”

      “We can’t just disable the Mako and leave AILS to try to fix it,” Curtis said. “Don’t you want to make them pay at least some?”

      “I do.” That was Ignacio. He was working on the other side of the room, but apparently Curtis’s voice had carried. “I want every kind of revenge against them, muchacho. Bring the army. Set up the bombs. Do everything.”

      Kay blew out her breath loudly. “Look, people, decommissioning an enormous oil platform like this is hard to do, even with all of the schematics from Ruth’s brother, and it’s even harder to do safely if we use explosives.”

      “All the more reason to gather up a bunch of allies,” Curtis said. He rose, unspooling the wire. “Think about it. A hundred people who might be grateful enough to join the fight. AILS wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      Stella rose up from behind the console. Ruth and John were rigging another explosive tube above the doorframe of the control room’s single heavy door. Kay and Ignacio were working inside an open panel on the back of the new console, snipping wires like they were clipping hair. It was sad to see the new console get destroyed. They’d worked so hard to preserve it. They’d even used it to set off fire alarms during the previous AILS assault.

      Stella could tell by Kay’s body language that she was annoyed. She probably thought Curtis was just venting his anger, but Stella understood where he was coming from. Getting a bunch of people on their side would be helpful no matter what their goal was, whether decommissioning the Mako or defending it.

      “First, you want to blow the whole place up,” Kay said. “Now, you want to go back to that island and try to recruit people to fight with us. Make up your mind. Which is it?”

      “Both, actually,” Curtis replied, “but not in that order.”

      “Well, it’s crazy,” Kay said. “You actually think we’re all going to load up on the boat and set off for that island again? And even if we did, why wouldn’t we just stay away? Why come back?”

      Ignacio had a fierce look on his face, and his eyes were locked on Curtis. He, at least, supported the idea, even if Kay did not.

      “Everyone doesn’t have to go,” Curtis said. “One or two could go, round up a bunch of islanders, and come back in time to help deal with AILS.”

      Ruth finally spoke up. “Curtis, it’s not the worst idea in the world, but I just don’t see how we make it work. Who would we send? There aren’t enough of us left.”

      Curtis stood there a moment, the wire dangling from his clenched fist. It seemed he didn’t know what else to say. The others went back to work, but Stella felt a sudden fit of boldness. It was crazy boldness that had guided her to burn the AILS boats before, after all. So she didn’t fight it. She let it guide her now.

      “I’ll go to the island,” she said. “They have boats there. The lifeboats need repair, but we could get it done. I’ll bring back as many as are willing to help.”

      Ruth turned to her slowly, shaking her head. “Stella, you can’t be serious.”

      “I am,” Stella said. “I won’t be gone more than a day or two. Anyone willing to return with me to help fight will make a big difference, both before the attack and during. Those people kind of owe us anyway, don’t they? We saved them from a tyrant.”

      “And what about the pirates?” Ruth said. “We were chased by islanders, remember?”

      Curtis stepped forward then and said, “I’ll go with her. We’ll be armed. If we run into pirates, we’ll fight back. If we’re right, and Grover tried to take Matthew’s place, then the islanders will be grateful all over again.”

      “Curtis and I were talking about it, and if you think about it, stopping AILS would benefit them as well,” Stella pointed out. “Their island will be really close to AILS headquarters. I’m sure they don’t want to deal with that.”

      Ruth glanced at John, who shrugged. Ignacio was smiling and nodding. Only Kay seemed unimpressed with the plan. Finally, Ruth cleared her throat and said, “Well, I don’t like the idea of sending you off, Stella. It just doesn’t seem safe.”

      “Staying here isn’t safe either,” Stella replied. “Nothing is safe, quite frankly. This is a short-term risk for better long-term security. We need all the help we can get. You know that, Gran.”

      “We could use the help, yes,” Ruth echoed, nodding. “That doesn’t make me feel good about it. I don’t know. Everything’s risky for us these days, isn’t it?”

      “This is what we want to do,” Stella said. “Will you trust my judgment, Gran, and let us do it?”

      Ruth hesitated a moment, and then said, “Well…maybe.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Kay said. “You’re going to let these two head back to that island of crazy people?”

      “They’re not crazy people,” Stella said. “The crazy ones got killed or left the island. Most of them seemed to be decent.”

      “I don’t like any of this,” Ruth said with a sigh, “but, yes, we could use the help. If you move fast, avoid other ships, and approach the island carefully, then you should be able to avoid any trouble.”

      Kay held up her hands, a wire cutter in one, the cut end of a red wire in the other. “Well, fine then. If that’s what you two want to do, and if your grandma there isn’t opposed to it, then you’ll get no resistance from me. Knock yourselves out.”

      Stella looked at Curtis, who smiled and nodded at her. Was it the right decision? Curtis certainly seemed to think so. She wasn’t entirely sure, but she was going to trust her bolder self.

      “If you’re going,” Ruth said, “you’ll need to set out soon. Let’s get you packed. You’ll need weapons and supplies for the trip.” She frowned and shook her head. “Just, please be careful out there. It’s not safe here, it’s not safe out there, it’s not safe anywhere. I want you to come back in one piece.”

      “We will,” Stella said. “I promise.”

      “I wish you could promise that,” Ruth said with a sigh. “Let’s go.”
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      Stella was at the helm, the wheel in her hands, and it felt good. Curtis had let her handle the steering while he worked with the sails as necessary. Part of her was shocked at how quickly plans had changed, or how suddenly she had decided to do this. And Gran had gone along with it.

      Because she knows we don’t have many options, Stella thought. She’s willing to let us try something crazy. The reality is Gran doesn’t really know how to prepare for an AILS counterattack. None of us do.

      She checked the compass above the wheel, then reached down with one hand and felt the 9mm handgun strapped to her belt. A cool wind blew in strongly from starboard, whipping her jacket and her hair. It felt good. All of this felt right. Whatever wild streak she’d discovered in herself during the last AILS attack, it was still there, burning brightly.

      Curtis was just finishing doing something he called a “starboard tack” with the sails. She thought he looked quite rugged when he was working the sails. He was definitely at home on board the ship. His sleeves were rolled up, as usual, showing off his strong forearms, and he had a focused, firm expression on his face.

      “You sure about this?” he asked, stepping down from the foredeck and swinging into the cabin. “I didn’t drag you into something you’re going to regret, did I?”

      “Nope,” she said and gave him a big grin. “To be honest, I was going a bit stir crazy on the Mako. No matter what we did to prepare, it just felt like we were biding our time until some crazy armada showed up to kill us. This way, at least we’re being proactive.”

      “Exactly,” he replied, matching her grin with a handsome smile of his own. “That’s all I really wanted. I didn’t mean to pick a fight with Kay.”

      He came toward her and put his arms around her waist, and she leaned against him.

      “As far as approaching the islanders,” he added, “we can be as cautious as you want to be. It’s possible they’ve all gone bad, not just Grover and a handful of others.”

      “Unlikely,” she said. “I say we approach openly and ask to speak to whoever is in charge. Call me crazy, but that’s my recommendation. If they do anything sketchy or antagonistic, we can always shoot our way back to the boat.”

      “I suppose we can,” he said with an anxious laugh. “Good thing we got some more guns from AILS when they boarded the Mako. It lets us be a little more wild and crazy.”

      “I find that the wild and crazy ideas are the ones that tend to work out the best lately,” Stella added. “I’m all about taking bold action now, not sitting back, setting a few traps, and waiting to see what the enemy does.”

      “Okay then,” Curtis said. “We’ll approach the first people we see and say, ‘Take me to your leader.’”

      Stella squinted, trying to make out the faint gray shape on the horizon. It was the big hill that dominated the center of the small island. She pointed at it, but Curtis couldn’t see it yet. Another half hour passed before it became clear enough, coming out of the haze to take on a concrete shape.

      “There it is,” he said. He stepped away from her and drew his handgun, checking the magazine and safety.

      “Don’t go ashore with your gun out,” Stella said. “We trying to be friends, remember?”

      “Yeah, I got it,” he said, jamming the gun back into its holster. “Just making sure it’s handy.”

      They’d stayed on course. Stella felt a burst of confidence. Indeed, they were headed right for the same inlet where they’d landed the last time. She could see the cruise ship, tipped at an angle in the shallow water where it had been abandoned. Beyond, a great curve of pale sandy beach surrounded the inlet on three sides with rockier ground stretching out like arms to form the narrower mouth of the inlet. Faintly, she could just make out a row of orange lifeboats near the water’s edge.

      “Well, this is it,” Curtis said, moving out onto the starboard walkway. Though he’d holstered the gun, his right hand hovered close to it.

      They reached the island after another half hour or so, sailing into the inlet with ease and moving past the big dead cruise ship. Stella looked around, half-expecting to see the junk-pile pirate ship her gran described lurking somewhere nearby. However, she only saw a couple walking along the beach.

      “I think we’ve been spotted,” she said, pointing at the people on the beach.

      “Now we find out if we’re crazy for doing this,” Curtis said. He moved to the foredeck to bring in the sails and drop anchor.

      Stella guided the boat in a broad curve, turning them parallel to the shoreline. Then she signaled for Curtis to bring them to a stop. As he opened the anchor box, Stella fixed her gaze on the couple. They appeared to be walking hand in hand, the man in a Hawaiian shirt, the woman in a long, yellow sundress. They were middle aged, African American, clearly former tourists.

      “Oh, my gosh, I think I know them,” she said. “Jamal and Sadie Baird. They were with us when we fought Matthew. I sure hope they’re not pirates. They were really nice people.”

      Curtis made his way toward her on the starboard walkway. “Well, they haven’t run for help yet. That’s a good sign, isn’t it?”

      Indeed, Jamal and Sadie were just standing there now, holding hands, and watching the boat.

      “One way to find out,” Stella said. She grabbed her backpack from the cabin, pulled out a small plastic bag, and placed her handgun in it. She handed another bag to Curtis. Then she put her arms through the pack straps and approached the starboard gunwale. “Follow me.”

      “I’m right behind you,” he said, stuffing the wrapped handgun into his shirt pocket.

      Stella, still feeling an unreasonably confident boldness, hopped over the gunwale. She landed in hip-deep water and began wading ashore. Curtis landed in the water just behind her with a splash and waded after her. As Stella got close to shore, the couple began moving toward her. They stopped just behind the row of lifeboats.

      “Would you look at that?” Sadie cried. “I never thought I’d see any of you people ever again.”

      Stella hesitated as the woman approached, but Sadie threw her arms around her and gave her a big hug. Jamal stepped past her and shook Curtis’s hand.

      “I hear there was more trouble after we left,” Curtis said, getting right to the point.

      Jamal groaned. “Oh, man, I don’t know how you heard about it, but we had to exile some people. Right after you left, we had an election to pick new leaders, and Grover tried to rig it.”

      “He didn’t win,” Sadie added. “And I guess he didn’t like that. He said our new freedom was his doing, and he deserved a place on the leadership council.”

      “He gathered up some loyalists and tried to force a recount,” Jamal said. “So he got kicked off the island. We told him and his people if they ever come back, they’ll be put in chains. I don’t know what he’s up to now.”

      “Piracy,” Stella said. “He’s roaming the gulf, looking for people to rob.”

      Jamal and Sadie traded a furious look.

      “That’s what we get for showing mercy,” Sadie said. “I told you we shouldn’t have let them go free.”

      “What’s done is done,” Jamal said. “Is that why you guys came back? Are you here to file a formal complaint about him?”

      “No,” Stella said, grabbing the straps of her backpack. “Actually, could you take us to your new leaders? We really need to talk about something, a problem that might affect all of us soon.”

      Jamal and Sadie traded another look. Then she turned and beckoned Stella. “Head of the council is a guy named Daniel. I’ll take you to him. Come on.”

      They headed up the beach toward the trees. A narrow path had been cut through the wilderness. Stella remembered there being a covered area with some luggage stacked beneath a tarp. It was gone now. When she asked about it, Sadie said, “Yeah, that was there for bait in the days of Matthew. We don’t do that anymore.”

      As they followed the narrow path into the dense and overgrown forest, they passed another, narrower path, where the wild plants had begun to encroach. Stella knew from Ruth’s testimony that it contained a mass grave. She thought she caught a whiff of foulness as they passed by.

      “How have things been on the island since we left?” Stella asked.

      “Other than the big stink with the election and Grover’s attempted coup,” Sadie said, “we’re doing okay. Pirates and bandits are a problem. The island is exposed, and it feels like we’re just waiting for some big force to show up one day. The world outside is a dangerous mystery.”

      “Yeah, there is a big, dangerous force out there,” Stella said. “That’s actually what I need to speak to your leader about.”

      Sadie looked over her shoulder at Stella, eyes narrowed. She clearly didn’t like this news, but she didn’t ask for additional information. The path wound back and forth through trees and island brush for about a quarter of a mile. And then, suddenly, they stepped out of the trees into a large clearing, where numerous huts and tents had been set up in a series of semicircular rows. There were one hundred people here, and many of them were out and about today.

      Stella saw people tending gardens, cooking, making or repairing articles of clothing, carrying buckets of water, and dozens of other tasks. Children dashed about, laughing and having fun. On the far side of the camp, a large shelter sat on a raised rocky shelf. She remembered this place all too well. However, she noticed that the throne at the edge of the shelf was no longer there.

      We should have stayed here the first time, she thought. This is so much better than trying to eke out an existence on the Mako. Maybe more of our crew would be alive.

      As Sadie led them through the village, they got a few glances, some friendly smiles or head nods, and even a “hello” or two. No one seemed troubled by their presence. She wondered if the people recognized her. They went all the way to the rocky shelf and then clambered up and approached the cabin. Sadie and Jamal both knocked on the front door boldly.

      “Well, the vibe certainly seems to have changed,” Stella noted.

      “People seem happier,” Curtis replied.

      “They’re anxious about the future,” Jamal said, “but no one’s murdering them in droves anymore. That always makes a person feel better, you know?”

      The front door opened. The man standing there appeared to be in his mid-thirties, with black hair, a chiseled face, and an athletic body. He wore a loose white shirt with short-sleeves, and a pair of cargo pants. On his right forearm he had a tattoo of the Mexican flag, and the handle of a Ka-Bar knife stuck out of a sheath at his hip.

      “Boss, you’ve got visitors,” Jamal said, stepping to one side. And then, to Stella, “This is Daniel Benavidez, chairman of the leadership council.”

      “These are two of the people who helped us overthrow Matthew,” Sadie added, stepping the other way. “Apparently, they need to talk to you about something important.”

      Daniel looked from Sadie to Stella. He had dark, intelligent eyes, an easy smile. He thrust his hand out, shook her hand, then shook Curtis’s hand. Then he moved back and beckoned them into the cabin without a word. Stella glanced at Curtis, who shrugged.

      She entered the cabin. It had changed a lot since her last visit. A large table dominated the center of the room. It looked like something salvaged from a dining room on the cruise ship. It was surrounded by high-backed chairs, and there were folders, papers, and pencils strewn across the tabletop. On a large piece of posterboard, Stella recognized a crude map of the island.

      “I’m the only leader in the government building right now,” he said, walking over to the dining table. “The others are busy with their families at the moment, but come on in. Have a seat.”

      Jamal and Sadie didn’t follow. Stella and Curtis took a seat at the table. When Daniel approached, she expected him to sit at the head of the table because that’s where the big boss was supposed to sit, right? But instead, he pulled back a seemingly random chair and dropped down.

      “I heard all about what you guys did,” Daniel said, folding his hands on the tabletop. “I wasn’t in the camp at the time of the attack, but I saw the aftermath. We owe you a big debt. So what brought you all the way back here from your oil rig?”

      Stella looked at Curtis, but he motioned for her to speak. “Daniel, do you know anything about the group that caused the power outage?”

      He shrugged. “Terrorist group. That’s what they said on the cruise ship before we ran aground here.”

      “Yeah, a very resourceful terrorist group called AILS,” she said. “AI-Led Society. Their goal is to tear down society all the way to its roots so they can rebuild a new one. As it so happens, they’re trying to take over the Mako oil platform. They want it as a base of operations. They already attacked us once. We expect them to return with greater force, and there are only six survivors left to fight them on the Mako. The rest were killed in the previous attack.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Daniel said.

      “Yeah, the thing is, we don’t intend to let them have the Mako,” she said. “We’ll blow it to smithereens before we let them take it. But, see, their presence puts them really close to your island, and I’m afraid you might be in danger here as well, just by your proximity.”

      Curtis spoke up then. Apparently, Stella wasn’t being direct enough. He leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table, and said, “We need you to join forces with us, Daniel. We need to protect ourselves from AILS. If they’re allowed to set up base on the Mako, this whole area will be under their control, and that’s not something any of us want.”

      “What do you say?” Stella asked.

      Daniel grunted. “Well, I definitely agree that AILS needs to be stopped,” he replied. “If they’re the ones that caused the blackout, then they deserve to be crushed like bugs. What did you have in mind?”

      “We haven’t decided on a specific plan yet—it depends on whether you agree to working together,” Stella said. “If we join forces, I’m sure we can figure out a way to defeat them and keep all of our people safe.”

      Daniel seemed to consider this, nodding slowly. Finally, he pushed his chair back and stood up. “Well, I wasn’t sure what to make of you when you first showed up at my door, but you seem sincere. There are a few things I should show you. They kind of change our situation.” He rose and beckoned her.

      He had a somber look on his face. Stella didn’t know what to make of it, but her guard went up immediately. Daniel headed to the back of the room. There were two rooms along the back wall, as well as a central door that Stella knew led into a tunnel and a large cave. He seemed to be headed for this middle door.

      As Curtis followed him, she noticed that his hand was hovering close to his holster. She laid a restraining hand on his forearm. Daniel opened the door, revealing a well-lit tunnel beyond. It was lined on either side with hurricane lamps. At the end of the hall, Stella could see the big cave space full of supplies. However, there appeared to be a couple of rows of cots set up here as well. Most of the cots were occupied, and as she stepped into the tunnel, she heard some coughing, moaning, retching. A man and woman were moving from cot to cot, checking on people.

      “I’m afraid we’re right in the middle of an outbreak of some kind of respiratory illness,” Daniel said, striding down the corridor. “We’ve got more than twenty people suffering from pneumonia right now, and a few have already died. We’ve been using antibiotics to fight the pneumonia, but our supply from the ship is already running low.”

      He led them into the cave and between the rows of cots. It was a big, airy space, but Stella could smell the sickness. She took Curtis’s hand.

      “I don’t know how bad it’s going to get,” he said, “but it might affect how our people feel about fighting an enemy that hasn’t come here yet.”

      “All the more reason to fight,” Curtis said. “AILS will see your proximity as a threat, and if you wait until the sickness has spread further, you’ll be more vulnerable.”

      “I’d tend to agree with that. But I’m not Matthew,” Daniel said. “We lead by committee now, so it’s not my decision to make alone.”

      Stella almost offered him some medicine from their supplies on the Mako, but they didn’t have much, certainly not enough to help all of these people. Strangely, Daniel kept walking past the cots toward the back of the cave, where boxes, crates, and trunks had been stacked up to form a makeshift wall.

      “I have one more thing to show you,” he said. “And this will probably be a lot more interesting to you under the circumstances.”

      As they approached the wall of boxes, Stella realized there was a gap on one side, where two stacks of suitcases formed a crude archway leading to some dim space deeper in the cave. On the other side, they found a much smaller chamber with a low ceiling. A single hurricane lamp sat on the ground. In the dim light, Stella saw a huge, sturdy chain wrapped around a boulder.

      At the end of the chain, a young man sat upon a simple wooden bench. He had a bucket at his feet, a bottle of water in his hands, and he glowered at them as they approached. He wore all black: black long-sleeve shirt, black pants, black boots. But he looked young, very young, barely out of high school, by Stella’s estimation.

      “We’ve already had some folks show up on the island a couple of days ago,” Daniel said, approaching the man. “Bandits, we assumed. One died in a fight, the other escaped, and this one we managed to capture. We’ve tried to get him to talk, but all he does is cry and beg for food. He won’t tell us anything else, whether we bribe or threaten him. We haven’t fed him more than a subsistence diet because he won’t cooperate.” Daniel stopped, staring at the young man. “So is he AILS?”

      Stella met the young man’s gaze. He was shivering, and he looked thoroughly miserable. So young, he couldn’t grow a full beard. He had two little patches on either side of his chin, a weak mustache, and overgrown sideburns, but the rest of his cheeks and jawline were as smooth as a child’s.

      “He’s AILS all right,” Curtis said.

      Stella held up a hand. “Let me handle it, Curt,” she said.

      Curtis ducked his head and stepped back, and Stella squatted to put herself at the prisoner’s eye level.

      “They sent you here to scout out the island, didn’t they?” Stella said. “AILS wants to secure the area. You don’t need to tell us that. It’s clear.”

      The young man held up his hands but said nothing.

      “Will you at least tell us your name?” Stella said.

      “Paul,” he replied. He had a soft, shaky voice that sounded like he was close to tears.

      “We know AILS very well,” Stella said. “We fought your people on the Mako and drove them away.”

      “That was you?” Paul said, eyes widening. “You burned the Mind Maiden?”

      “Yeah, I did that,” Stella replied. “Look, Paul, I just want to keep my people safe. You look tired, cold, wet, and hungry. Why are you covering for Captain Tyra? She’ll never come for you.”

      At the mention of the AILS leader’s name, he perked up. “You know her?”

      “We’ve met,” Stella said bitterly. “Paul, why did AILS send you to this island? What are they planning to do here?”

      Paul glanced left and right, frowned, then said, “Well…Captain Tyra wants to use the island as a secondary base of operations. My partner escaped. If he gets back to AILS and tells them about the camp here, Captain Tyra will insist on clearing the island.”

      “Clearing the island?” Daniel said sharply. “Do you mean she’ll kill everyone?”

      Paul hesitated a moment, then nodded. “Probably, yeah. She’ll want the island secured before she makes another attempt on the Mako, I’m sure.” He shrugged.

      “Thanks for the information, Paul,” Stella said.

      She rose and turned to Daniel and Curtis. Daniel seemed shaken, arms crossed tightly over his chest.

      “You should feed him a nice meal,” Stella said. “He gave us the information we wanted.”

      Daniel nodded and headed out of the room. Stella and Curtis followed. When they were back in the big room, Daniel signaled for one of the people who was keeping an eye on the sick people.

      “Bring the prisoner some stew,” he told her. “Let him eat as much as he wants. He earned it today.” Once the woman trotted off to get the food, Daniel gave Stella a grave look and said, “Well, your approach was a lot more effective, I’ll give you that. I don’t know if it was because of your connection to his leader, or your tone of voice, but he opened right up. How much time do you think we’ve got before the enemy comes here?”

      “No idea,” Stella said, “but I think we have to assume they’ll get here any day now and respond accordingly.”

      Daniel bowed his head. “After all we’ve been through. After all of our hard work.” He scowled. “Well, there’s no sense in feeling sorry for ourselves. I’ll call a meeting of the council so we can figure out what to do next. If you two could just hang out on the island for a little while, I’ll speak to you again once we’ve made a decision.”

      And with that, he nodded at Stella and Curtis in turn, then headed back across the cave toward the brightly lit tunnel. Stella lingered at the back of the room, wringing her hands. Curtis began pacing.

      “It feels like AILS is cornering us from every direction,” he said. “Even if we convince these islanders to help us, what will the point be if AILS just kills us all anyway? I think they’ve got a lot more people than we realize.”

      “We have to come up with a plan,” Stella said. “Let’s wait and see what the islanders decide to do. That’ll make a big difference.”

      “But will it be enough?” Curtis said.
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      The islanders had led Curtis and Stella to a table beneath a tent and served them a decent meal. Curtis noticed the tent was nice. It seemed elegant somehow, despite that it appeared to have been made from a bunch of shower curtains and bed linens stretched over a framework of shower curtain rods and scrap wood. A small table was set inside on a plush rug, with their chairs facing the large opening on the northern side of the tent, where they had an expansive view of the rocky ridge and the cabin.

      “They know AILS is coming for them,” Stella said. “They’ll make the right decision.”

      They had a platter of food in front of them, with crackers, dried meat, and even some hard cheeses that the islanders had sliced off of big blocks they had stored in the cold cave, and Stella and Curtis both picked at it as they talked. Curtis found he had a huge appetite, but he forced himself not to gorge. Stella had claimed a wedge of smoked gouda and nibbled on the edges when she wasn’t talking.

      “AILS is better equipped than us,” Curtis said. “Our victory last time was because they underestimated us, which made them careless. I don’t see them underestimating us again, even with the islanders helping us.”

      “Well, you heard Paul. No matter what, they have to evacuate the island, at least temporarily,” Stella said. “AILS is coming for them. We know that now.”

      Curtis happened to be looking up when the front door of the big cabin flew open. Daniel appeared, followed by a line of five other men and one woman. They were an eclectic group, some quite young, others white-haired and ancient. They crossed the rocky shelf in a long line and approached the tent where Curtis and Stella were now waiting in the opening.

      Once they arrived, they fanned out.

      “We’ve arrived at a decision,” Daniel said, crossing his arms. It made the tattoo prominent. “We wanted it to be unanimous, so it took a while. We’ve already locked horns with AILS, and we’ve heard what the prisoner had to say. We can’t fight them. It seems the only course of action is to evacuate the island before they attack. It’s going to be a huge undertaking to get all of our people and supplies off the island. We’ll have to finish our work on the lifeboats. We’ve managed to repair two, but we’ll need all of the salvageable ones now—or most of them, at least. That’s going to take time, and some of the boats are irreparable. We’ll make a public announcement. It won’t be well received. Additionally, we will help the Mako survivors in any way we can, whether that means fending off AILS, providing more supplies, or giving you a place at our new camp, wherever that may be.”

      Curtis was pleased to hear it. He admired the leaders for making the right decision even though it was going to be a logistical nightmare. “If AILS attacks the island first, we will help you fight them here.”

      Daniel nodded gravely. “So be it.” The other leaders beside him were a gloomy-looking lot—understandable under the circumstances. “There’s no need for you two to wait here on the island while we get ready for the evacuation. Take the news back to your people. Return in three days and we’ll be ready to evacuate.”

      “Thanks,” Stella said. “We’ll set out right away.”
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      Curtis felt conflicted on the way home. Technically, they had succeeded. They’d convinced the islanders to join forces with them against AILS. On the other hand, they’d learned that AILS was waging war on multiple fronts, which suggested they had a lot more resources than he realized. Even so, as he stood with Stella at the helm and stared out across the open waters, he tried to remain optimistic.

      The sky overhead was gray now, and getting darker to the northwest. A storm was coming, and somehow that seemed like an omen.

      “It’ll take a while to get all of those lifeboats repaired,” Stella noted, “and then how are they going to steer them to the Mako? Don’t those things just drift?”

      “They’ll have to make sails, just like we did,” Curtis replied, giving her a one-armed hug. “With that many people, and all of those resources, it shouldn’t take long.”

      “That’s a lot of lifeboats to make sails for, though,” she said.

      “They seem to have good leadership now,” Curtis said. “They’ll get it done. Look, the islanders are on our side against AILS, and they realized we have a common enemy. That’s good news. Let’s not try to think of the bad news. Not yet.”

      Stella sighed loudly and rocked her head back on her shoulders. “Yeah, you’re right, of course. I’m just dreading the battle that’s coming. I don’t know what we’ll be up against. I mean, yes, there are a lot of islanders, but even with their help, we still only have a few guns, and we’re low on bullets.”

      “Don’t forget that big tub of explosives my dad and your gran found,” he said. “And about a million spears and knives. Why is it I’m feeling more like David trying to go up against Goliath?”

      “But David won, right?”

      Curtis nodded and with that, he leaned over and kissed her on the temple.

      “So our crazy plan may work out, after all,” she said. “Boldness pays off. I’m telling you, Curt! I wish I’d learned that lesson a long time ago.”

      “You and me both, Stella,” he said.

      It had started to rain, and the wind was coming in a little stronger from the port side. Curtis went out to change their tack to deal with the changing wind. By the time he got back to the cabin, the rain had become a fierce downpour, and their vision was reduced. The horizon disappeared behind a hazy curtain.

      “I can’t wait to tell gran how the trip went,” Stella said. “Heck, even Kay might be pleased when she hears how well received we were.”

      At the mention of Kay, Curtis felt a little twinge of guilt. The woman had gotten on his nerves. There was no denying it. She had a sharp and unpleasant way about her. But he knew he’d pushed back just a little too hard.

      “I probably owe her an apology for snapping at her like I did,” he said.

      “It went both ways,” Stella said. “I think you both need to put it behind you.”

      He started to say more, but suddenly the wheel was pulled out of Stella’s hands. It spun to starboard as a fierce gust hit them. The sails flapped wildly, and Curtis heard a loud groan of metal against metal. Suddenly, the rain shifted its angle, coming in almost sideways.

      “This might be a worse storm than I thought,” he said. “I have to bring the sails in. We might have to ride it out.”

      “We need to get back to the Mako as soon as possible,” Stella replied.

      “Not possible in wind like this,” he said, climbing out onto the starboard walkway. He made his way to the foredeck, but the boat was tilted at almost a forty-five-degree angle. He had to grab the top edge of the cabin to maintain his balance.

      “Be careful,” Stella cried. “The wheel is fighting me.”

      “I’m trying,” Curtis said through clenched teeth. He pulled himself to the foredeck. “This wind is crazy.”

      He heard another loud groan of metal against metal as he reached the foredeck. Turning, he realized that one of the big U-bolts holding the mast in place had come loose on one side, exposing part of the long screw that connected it to the cabin wall. He felt a sudden stab of fear at the thought of losing the sails. The possibility of being adrift out here was terrifying. It had already happened to him and his father, and he remembered the helpless feeling of being taken wherever the current wanted you to go.

      “Can’t fix it now,” he muttered, as he reached for the ropes to untie the sails and pull them in.

      He got the sails pulled in completely and lashed to the mast just before a big wave hit the boat. It rocked them, and he fell on the deck. Water sloshed over him, pushing him into the gunwale. He just managed to grab hold of it before it swept him overboard.

      “Curtis, hold on, please,” Stella cried.

      The wave passed, and they rocked the other way. Curtis was able to get to his hands and knees, and he crawled back along the starboard walkway toward the cabin entrance. As he did, Stella leaned out and reached for him.

      “Take my hand,” she said.

      “No, get back inside,” he said, waving her into the cabin. “It’s not safe on deck.”

      Another wave hit then, smaller but still strong. Stella slammed against the doorframe, then rebounded into the cabin. Curtis crawled in after her. He rose, wiping saltwater from his eyes. When he looked through the windshield, he saw countless whitecaps out across the hazy water. Stella stumbled over to the helm and took the wheel again.

      “What are we supposed to do in weather like this?” she asked.

      “Put on our life vests and ride it out,” he replied. “It’ll take us where it wants to take us. Big waves like the one that just hit us can roll the boat. We want to avoid that at all costs.”

      “Can we unfurl the sails a little bit and try to outrun them?” Stella said as she put on her life vest. She looked over her shoulder at him with an expression of wide-eyed fear.

      “The mast is coming loose,” he said. “I’m afraid we’ll lose it in wind like this. I wish we had storm sails, but we don’t.”

      “What are storm sails?”

      Curtis used the back of the pilot’s chair to push himself to his feet. “Storm sails are compact sails designed for weather like this,” he explained. “I don’t know if that would protect the mast, though.”

      And now the view forward and port was of nothing but waves and choppy seas. The clouds to the northwest were almost black. It was an ominous sight.

      “I don’t suppose AILS has the power to impact the weather,” Stella said with a loud, nervous laugh. She was struggling to hold the wheel.

      “I doubt it,” he replied. “But anything’s possible. I never would’ve thought one group could knock out power to an entire country, but what did I know?”

      He was looking off to port when he spotted a whitecap that dwarfed all others. It was like a bright white line drawn across the sea, and it created a dramatic contrast with the black clouds above. His blood went cold.

      “Do you see that?” he said, pointing past Stella toward the white line.

      “What is it?” she asked. “Big wave?”

      “Real big,” he said.

      “What do we do?”

      She turned to him, holding the wheel with one hand. The wind had become a loud whistling sound. The U-bolt gave another creak and pop. Curtis reached out and grabbed Stella’s free hand. As the wave got closer, he realized just how big it was. Massive. Maybe fifteen feet.

      “We should…we should…” Curtis looked around frantically, trying to think of what to do. “We should tie ourselves to the boat somehow.”

      Looking up, he saw the long fishhook resting on its posts near the ceiling and a rolled length of yellow nylon rope hanging from a hook nearby.

      “There,” he said, pointing. “It’s above you. Can you grab that rope?”

      Stella turned to follow his gaze. Then she let go of the wheel, and his hand, to reach for the bundle of rope. However, Curtis heard a low roar rising from beneath the wind’s piercing whistle. When he looked at the wave again, his heart leapt into his throat. It was a lot closer, and moving much faster, than he’d realized.

      “Stella, too late,” he shouted. “Give me your hand now!”

      She spun to face him, the great wall of water rising up behind her. Curtis reached for her. She just started to raise her right hand when the enormous wave crashed down onto the boat from the port side. The water surged through the gaps and the glassless side windows, and suddenly Curtis was weightless, tumbling about.

      Instinctively, he tried to call out for Stella, but he got a mouthful of seawater. He felt himself slam into a wall, and he fumbled around, trying to grab for something, anything. But the force of the wave pulled him away. He tumbled again until he was slammed into some other surface. A hard, protruding object hit him on the shoulder, and he grabbed for it. In his hand, it felt like one of the support posts for the fishing hook mount. He held on tight, then brought his other hand up and snagged it with that one as well.

      He felt the great wall of water rushing past him now, trying to dislodge him, but he pulled himself in close against the wall. He also managed to wedge the sole of his right boot against some other surface, possibly the starboard wall of the cabin. This wedged him in place, and then it was just a matter of waiting it out. Seconds passed, but they felt like minutes.

      And then the water passed, and he felt cold air. He took a deep breath and looked down. He was dangling from the post, the cabin leaning at more than a forty-five-degree angle. The wave had mostly passed, but it was still pouring out of the cabin and over the starboard gunwale.

      We didn’t turn over, he thought. Somehow, we rode it out!

      He let go and dropped to the floor, but landing on the crooked floor sent him stumbling against the starboard wall. And as the last of the wave drained off the deck, the boat rocked back upright, which sent him stumbling the other way into the pilot’s chair. He sat down with a huff.

      “Stella, I think we survived,” he said, swiping water off his face and out of his eyes.

      It took a moment to realize she wasn’t beside him. He turned and looked behind him and discovered she wasn’t anywhere in the cabin. His brief elation instantly disappeared. Curtis rose and rushed to the starboard window.

      “Stella, where are you?” he cried. “Stella!”

      He could see the wave continuing to roll across the ocean, moving southeast away from the boat. Between the receding wave and the boat, a small blue shape bobbed in the water. Stella in her blue coat, flailing in the water. She’d been washed overboard. Horrified, Curtis rushed out onto the walkway and leaned over the gunwale. He reached for her, but she was too far away.

      “Stella, hang on,” he shouted. “Stay afloat. I’ll get something.”

      She was facing away from him, struggling to keep her head above the water. He had no idea if she heard him or not. He rushed back into the cabin, looking for something he could use to reach her. The fishing hook was gone. It had been swept off its posts. He cast about for it, but he didn’t see it anywhere.

      Frantic, he snagged the nylon rope and pulled it down, fumbling to get it untied and unraveled. He raced back onto the starboard walkway. In that short amount of time, Stella had moved much farther away. He saw only her head and shoulder now, bobbing on the waves.

      “Stella, I’m throwing a rope!” He shouted so loudly that his voice cracked. “Grab it, and I’ll pull you on board!”

      The rope was unraveled now. He quickly tied a knot at the end to give it some weight, then he cocked his arm back and threw it as hard as he could. It sailed out over the water, but despite his best effort, it landed well short of her.

      “It’s behind you,” he cried. “Turn and grab it! Stella, turn and grab the rope!”

      The wind and waves were taking her away, and she was disappearing into the haze. Desperate now, Curtis quickly tied the end of the rope to the gunwale, then rushed forward to raise sails. He had to go after her, even if he risked losing the whole mast. Unfortunately, he found himself fighting the fierce wind and rain as he tried to raise the sails again. It felt like it took forever, and once the wind caught the jib, the mast groaned against the loose U-bolt.

      Curtis went back to the starboard walkway, scanning the water for Stella. He could barely see her now, a vague shape deep in the rainy haze. He kept shouting her name, even as he raced back into the cabin and took the wheel. He turned hard to starboard, the wind pulling fiercely at the jib. Heading due east now, the wind behind him, he picked up speed quickly, bouncing in the waves as he went.

      “I’m coming for you, Stella,” he said. “Just hang in there.”

      But she had disappeared completely into the gray gloom. Though he scanned the waters around the boat, he could not spot her anywhere. He even dared to leave the cabin and step out onto the deck to look for her. He traveled the deck, peering into the haze as hard as he could. She was nowhere to be found.

      Curtis knew what that probably meant, but he couldn’t bring himself to think it.

      How the heck did everything turn so bad so suddenly? He thought, wracked with anguish. He made his way back to the cabin. He couldn’t give up looking for her, not yet.

      “She’s out there. She’s out there,” he cried, tears clouding his vision. “She has to be. God help me, she has to be!”
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      Ruth was making one of her regular patrols of the upper deck, careful not to get too close to the edge. It was damned inconvenient not having any handrails, but it had also been clever of them to sabotage the rails to make it harder to be boarded. A fierce storm had blown all night, but it was mostly gone now in the morning light. Even so, the deck was slick and treacherous. As she walked the perimeter, a 9mm handgun clutched in her right hand, she scanned the horizon all around the Mako, looking for some sign—any sign—of either AILS or Stella and Curtis.

      John had accompanied her on this particular patrol. It was the second day since his son had left for the island. Clearly, he was anxious about his return.

      “Maybe they were still on the island when the storm hit,” Ruth said. “If so, then they would have set out this morning.”

      “I hope so,” John said. “Curtis can handle rough seas fairly well, but a storm that bad and the boat all jury-rigged together like that…I don’t know.”

      She took his hand, knowing he needed the comfort as much as she did. They were moving out onto the helicopter pad at the moment, where a few metal boxes were still stacked up to create a barricade. Ruth could see bullet damage on some of the boxes. She was particularly disturbed by a bullet that had gone all the way through one.

      “There, Ruth, look,” John said suddenly. He stepped past the barricade and pointed to the south. “It’s them! They’re back.”

      Ruth followed him beyond the barricade and dared to get a close to the edge. The old fishing boat, Blue Diamond, looked like it had been battered by the storm. The mast was slightly off center, the patchwork headsail torn and tattered, and it was leaning to starboard. Still, the boat seemed to be intact. That was something.

      “I can’t believe they sailed through that storm,” Ruth said.

      “They’re damn lucky the boat didn’t turn over,” John said.

      “Come on. Let’s meet them at the lift.”

      Ruth turned and hurried back across the landing pad and then across the deck to the ramp. She descended to the lower deck and made her way to the lift in the northwest corner. When she got there, she began preparing the lift, pushing it out over the edge and lowering it.

      “I’m sure they’ll need rest after all they’ve been through,” she said.

      John stepped up beside her, shading his eyes with his hands as he watched the fishing boat approach. As Ruth was moving the lift into position, she heard John grunt softly, a questioning sound. She rose and looked toward the boat. It was closing in quickly now. She could see Curtis standing at the wheel, and even from a distance, he looked exhausted. As she watched the boat approach, the reason for John’s grunt became clear.

      “I don’t see Stella,” she said. “She could be below.”

      “In the fish hold?” John said. “Surely not. It’s not designed for people.”

      No one else in the cabin, no one on the decks. Ruth felt the first tremor in her guts.

      “Maybe…maybe she stayed behind on the island to help the islanders,” she suggested.

      “Yeah, maybe,” John agreed, but he reached out and grabbed her hand again, squeezing it gently.

      Curtis sailed the boat right up to the big support post beneath the lift, then trudged to the foredeck and dropped anchor. After that, he furled the sails, but through all of this, he said nothing. He didn’t look up at them, wave at them, or even acknowledge that he knew they were there. Finally, he stooped down and grabbed something off the floor of the deck and swung it over his right shoulder—Stella’s backpack.

      Ruth pulled her hand out of John’s grasp and went to the lift control. She was shaking badly now. It was dread, a deep and stomach-churning dread.

      There has to be some reasonable explanation for her absence, she thought. There simply has to be.

      As soon as Curtis stepped onto the lift and settled himself, she began raising it.

      “Son, what happened?” John called down. “Did you make contact with the islanders? Where is Stella?”

      Curtis answered none of his questions. When he finally reached the lower deck, he stepped off the lift and stumbled away. His eyes were red-rimmed, either from seawater or from crying—or both. Finally, he caught himself against a steel support post and turned to face Ruth, and she saw the devastation on his face. He didn’t have to say anything. It was all written there. Ruth steeled herself and reached out, gently resting a hand on his shoulder.

      “What happened?” she asked. “It was the storm, wasn’t it?”

      He nodded, once, gravely. “Big wave washed her overboard,” he said, his voice catching. “I tried to chase after her. I did everything I could, I swear I did, but I lost her in the storm.”

      Ruth felt the sting of tears. She couldn’t speak.

      Why? Why did I let her go? Why did I let her chase this crazy idea?

      “It all happened so fast,” Curtis said. “I still can’t believe it. Our trip to the island was successful. We met their new leader, and he agreed with our plan. Everything went perfectly. We even got some intel on AILS. When we headed back, we felt so…so hopeful. And then the storm. And the wave.”

      “It’s not your fault,” John said, embracing his son. “The storm came on suddenly.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel any better,” Curtis said, squirming out of his father’s arms.

      Ruth wiped the tears away. When she did, she found that the others in their group had arrived at some point. Kay and Ignacio were approaching from the ramp. Judging by the somber looks on their faces, they’d heard the bad news.

      “Curtis, do you think you could lead us to the place where she went overboard?” Kay asked, her hands on her hips. Whatever bad blood had been between them, it was gone now, apparently.

      “Not exactly,” he replied. “The general area, I suppose, but the waves took her. No telling how far she went.” He was crying now, furiously wiping away the tears as if they angered him.

      “That’ll have to do.” Kay looked at John, at Ruth. She had a determined look on her face, her jaw clenched, her brows knitted. “Well, we’re going after her, of course, aren’t we? We have to get out there and look for her. No sense standing around and grieving. Let’s go. Right now. Come on.”

      She swept both of her hands in the direction of the lift. Ruth looked at John.

      “And if AILS shows up here while we’re gone?” he asked.

      “The control room is booby-trapped,” Kay reminded them. “The explosives are well hidden. If they get back here before we return, we’ll sneak on board and set off the charges from the room below. The blast should take out the control room and a big chunk of the hallway, and anyone in it. Now, let’s get out there and find Stella.”

      Ruth appreciated Kay taking charge at that moment more than she could say. She was too devastated to make leadership decisions herself. Grief and shock had filled her with a terrible cold, and she couldn’t stop shaking. She nodded at Kay.

      “Yes, let’s go,” she said, wiping away more tears.

      “We’ll have to make some repairs to the mast,” Curtis said, “and the jib is damaged.”

      “No problem,” Kay said, clapping her hands. It was a gesture that Ruth had used often when trying to get everyone’s attention. “We’ll grab the toolbox, make the repairs in haste, and head off absolutely as fast as humanly possible.”

      Ruth looked at John. He nodded.

      “Let’s go,” he said. “Let’s go find Stella. She’s out there somewhere, just waiting to be rescued. I know it.”

      I wish I felt as confident, Ruth thought.
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      Ruth had never seen Curtis and John, or anyone for that matter, work as fast as they did when repairing the mast. They had to replace the U-bolt and reinforce the places where it screwed into the hull. While they did that, Kay and Ignacio repaired the torn headsail, and Ruth gathered supplies for the rescue.

      They were ready to sail within the hour. They even managed to coax Bestie on board. The dog seemed to sense that this was urgent because she put up no resistance when they guided her onto the lift.

      Ruth’s initial grief and shock had given way to a tingling sense of desperation. As they cast off anchor and moved away from the Mako, she positioned herself on the foredeck, sitting cross-legged, with her gaze fixed on the water ahead. John steered the ship, Curtis took up a position near the mast, and Kay and Ignacio positioned themselves on the port and starboard walkways, respectively.

      “Roughly how far south do we need to sail before we start looking?” John said, calling the question from the cabin.

      “I don’t know,” Curtis replied. “I was looking for her well into the night, until I couldn’t see anything. Just head south and keep your eyes open. Everyone just don’t blink. She could be out here anywhere.”

      Ruth shaded her eyes and scanned the sea in front of them, shifting her gaze back and forth in a regular rhythm, trying to pick out anything that seemed out of the ordinary. As they headed south, the sea was so calm, the sky cloudless except for a residue of gray far to the east, it was hard to believe that these waters could ever threaten their lives. Yet she knew better. She had seen the gulf’s vicious side.

      The hours passed so slowly, it was excruciating. Occasionally, John asked Curtis a question about their bearing, but for the most part, every person on the boat gazed out at the ocean with silent intensity. Even Bestie rose from her spot in the cabin occasionally and stared off into the distance. After a while, Ruth’s eyes began to play tricks on her, seeing objects and shapes in the shifting water. It was maddening.

      At some point, Ignacio walked around the boat and offered food and water to everyone. Ruth took a single sip from the water bottle, but she had absolutely no appetite for anything. He poured a bit of water into a cup holder beside the pilot’s chair for Bestie. After the dog lapped up the water, he fed her some food. And then, as the sun approached its noon zenith, Ruth spotted a large gray object off to her left. Thinking it might be another optical illusion, she didn’t say anything right away, but this object didn’t disappear.

      Finally, she rose and pointed at it. “There’s something off the port bow,” she called over her shoulder.

      “Got it,” John replied. “I’ll bring us in close.”

      He adjusted course, turning them toward the object, as the others gathered on the foredeck. Ruth could make out few details. It was flat and gray, roughly rectangular. Not a person, though, but perhaps large enough for a person to cling to?

      “Looks like a chunk of some ship’s hull,” Ignacio said. “Maybe another boat in the storm yesterday.”

      And now that he said it, Ruth could make it out. It was a rather large section of a boat’s hull floating on the water. The color seemed familiar, but sadly, there didn’t appear to be any people clinging to it.

      “It’s from one of those gray speedboats,” Ruth said. “The DEA boats that AILS was using.”

      “AILS sent a scouting party to the island,” Curtis said. “The islanders captured one of them and drove the others off. This could be from their boat, I suppose.”

      “Or maybe there are multiple AILS scout ships,” Kay said. “Maybe they’re moving all over the gulf, trying to secure their position, looking for people to loot and steal from. You know, general bad-guy behavior.”

      The big piece of the hull passed by on their port side. It was dented and damaged, but there was no sign of the crew. They sailed on without another word, but Ruth could feel the disappointment. It was palpable. They all felt it. She sat back down behind the anchor box with a sigh, and the others returned to their positions.

      “She’s out here somewhere,” Ruth muttered, fighting another round of tears. She couldn’t afford to cry. It would cloud her vision. “She just has to be.”

      They sailed another hour and came upon a large piece of sailcloth floating on the water. Curtis was able to fish it out using fishing line and a large hook, but it offered no real clue. It certainly didn’t bring them any closer to Stella. By now, Ruth was close to despair. More clouds had rolled in, casting everything in a gray light, and it perfectly mirrored her mood.

      “I don’t even know if we’re going the right way,” Curtis said. The poor boy sounded destroyed.

      “What do you want to do?” John asked.

      “Just…keep going, Dad. Keep looking.”

      Ruth looked back at John and nodded. Keep looking. Yes, that was the only course of action she could live with.

      But for how long? she wondered. When will you finally give up?

      They hadn’t gone much farther when she spotted a large, humped shape straight ahead. An enormous rock, she realized. She rose again and pointed.

      “It appears to be an island,” she said.

      It wasn’t the big island they’d visited before. This was something smaller, mostly bare rock, but John aimed for it.

      “Maybe she swam ashore,” Curtis said, but his tone of voice suggested he didn’t believe it.

      As they approached the island, Ruth saw a small strip of sandy beach, some wild grass a little farther on, and then a heap of natural stone. It had started to rain again, but Ruth just let it fall on her. That, too, mirrored her mood. As they got closer to the beach, Curtis brought in the sails a bit to slow them down. Ruth spotted some strange object on the beach. It was nestled against a rock.

      “Another boat,” she said, pointing.

      It was tipped on its side, hull cracked wide open. Some supplies were strewn around it on the beach, including a large yellow banner of some kind which was half-buried in the sand. John brought their fishing boat alongside the beach so they could pass by slowly.

      “An AILS banner,” Ruth said, pointing at the banner. “It’s another one of their boats.”

      “Another scout ship,” Curtis said, stepping up beside her. “They’re scouting all of the islands. But the crew didn’t survive the storm.”

      “How do you know?” Ruth said.

      “No tracks on the beach,” Curtis said. “No one stepped off that boat after the storm.”

      Indeed, the sand was pristine. No person or animal had walked on it any time recently. And that meant no Stella either. “The storm must have driven them ashore,” Ruth noted. As she said it, she felt a gust of wind. She turned to face John at the helm. “If AILS is scouting the area, they must be planning a bigger move. Not just against the Mako. They want to lay claim to the whole area.”

      “What do we do, Ruth?” he asked, pointing skyward. “The storm is getting bad again.”

      Grief and despair so filled her that she could barely breathe. After all they’d been through, after Stella had come so close to being killed during the first AILS assault, it seemed especially cruel that she would be taken from them by a storm. The truth was Ruth wanted to keep looking. She wanted to keep looking and never stop, but she knew they couldn’t do that.

      Curtis, Kay, and Ignacio were all watching her, waiting for her response. Even Bestie was standing in the cabin again. In the distance, the narrow strip of beach with its abandoned boat passed by as they headed back out to sea.

      “I suppose…” Ruth caught herself. She took a deep breath. “I suppose we should head back to the Mako. The storm is picking up again. We’ll…” She hung her head. “We’ll keep looking on the way back.”

      Curtis seemed like he was about to say something, but after a moment, he merely turned and went back to his place beside the mast.
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      It was late afternoon when the Mako appeared again on the horizon, and somehow, the sight of it made the reality of their situation stark. Everyone was still in their positions, staring out through the veil of rain at the water around them. Ruth had not ceased to scan the sea before them, not for one second, since leaving the island behind, but there was no sign of Stella. No sign of anyone.

      But she couldn’t just go back on the Mako and return to the work of cutting wires and decommissioning the oil platform as if nothing had changed. She didn’t even want to set foot on deck again, so she rose suddenly and made her way back to the cabin. John let go of the wheel and went to her, giving her a big hug. She wept against his shoulder for a minute, letting herself give in to the grief. As she did, she sensed the others entering the cabin, gathering around them.

      Finally, she pulled away, dabbing her eyes on her sleeve, and looked up into John’s compassionate eyes. Curtis was pacing behind him, breathing sharply. It seemed his grief had pushed him into a deep anger. Kay and Ignacio stood quietly to one side with somber looks on their faces. Even Bestie seemed to know something had happened to her favorite person, and she whimpered.

      “Stella is gone,” Ruth said.

      “I can’t accept that,” Curtis muttered, smacking a fist against his open palm. “I just…can’t.”

      “We’ve spent the entire day looking for her,” Ruth said. “I don’t know what else we can do.” She shook her head sadly. Her eyes ached from crying. “My granddaughter was lost at sea.”

      “I’m sorry, Ruth,” Kay said softly.

      “It’s so terrible,” Ignacio added, crossing himself and shaking his head.

      “I don’t blame the storm,” Curtis said. “We wouldn’t have been out in the storm if not for AILS. They’re the ones driving all of this. I blame them for everything.” He stopped his pacing suddenly and spun to face Ruth. “And I won’t be satisfied until we’ve frustrated all of their plans. Don’t give them a single inch of ground. I don’t want to leave a single bolt or screw behind.”

      “Son, we can’t make decisions out of anger,” John said, turning to his son and putting an arm around him.

      “Yes, we can,” he roared in response. “Of course we can. What else are we going to do? I’m not going back in there and cutting wires, and it’s not enough to destroy the control room. We have to do more. I need to do more.”

      John had no response to this. He turned to Ruth, but she didn’t know what to say either. John was right, actually. They shouldn’t make decisions out of anger, but she couldn’t bring herself to argue with Curtis, not now. She stood there, soaking wet from the rain, listening to the dull roar of rain on the sea, and she just couldn’t get any words out. A few tense seconds passed. Finally, Kay cleared her throat and spoke.

      “Curtis, you said it yourself. The islanders want to team up with us. Shouldn’t we go to them first and make plans together? The evacuation is going to be a huge effort, and what if AILS attacks while they’re getting ready? We can’t just start blowing everything up before we’ve spoken to our new allies, right?”

      “I’ll blow up the whole Gulf of Mexico if it will frustrate that cult’s plans,” Curtis snapped, and as he said it, he took a step toward Kay.

      She stood her ground, scowling at him. “Okay, hotshot, settle down. I’m not with AILS, remember?” She looked at John, at Ruth. “Do either of you agree with me? Ruth, you’re boss here. Say something.”

      Ruth held up her hands. “It’s a sure way of denying them what they want.”

      “So you agree with him,” Kay said. “Just blow the whole place up. Then why the heck did we send them off to the island? Why did we bother joining forces with these people if we’re just going to make unilateral decisions?”

      “We’ll blow up the Mako and grab however many AILS’s boats we can,” Curtis said. “Kill the terrorists, preserve the boats, and let the islanders sail off into the sunset.” He took another step toward Kay and pointed past her shoulder at the Mako. “That place is what the terrorists want, Kay. That’s what they want. And they can’t have it if it’s gone!”

      Kay frowned and pushed his arm aside. “Okay, kid. Okay. Quit crowding me. I’m trying to make a level-headed decision. I’m not trying to pick a fight here.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Curtis said, taking another step toward her. “Well, it sure feels like it. Otherwise, why are you arguing the point when you know damn well the Mako has to come down?”

      John finally stepped between them, pushing his son back. “Stop it. Kay is not the enemy.”

      “I didn’t say she was the enemy,” Curtis said, pushing off his father and moving to the back of the cabin. “I don’t know why she’s arguing with me. Why does she want to preserve that place so badly? Why can’t I just destroy that damned thing and send it to bottom of the ocean where it belongs? Why won’t she let me?”

      With a huff, he stormed out of the cabin and went onto the back deck, standing in the rain and facing away from them. Kay held her hands up in a gesture of surprise.

      “Am I wrong here?” she said. “We talked those islanders into joining forces with us, convinced them to start a massive evacuation effort, and said we’d help them fight AILS. Shouldn’t we coordinate any attack with them?”

      “The boy is angry,” Ignacio said. “Very angry, and I don’t blame him. He wants to hurt AILS very badly, and so do I. If they want the Mako, take it away from them. Anything they want, deny it to them. Makes sense.”

      John shook his head and gave Ruth a helpless look. Clearly, she was not going to escape making the decision here, no matter how much she hated it. She didn’t want to decide anything right now. She just wanted to crumble.

      “I know Stella made a promise to the islanders,” she said finally. She turned to face the Mako, seeing that sad gray expanse rising from its concrete-and-steel pillars. “I don’t know how we keep that promise.” She took a step toward the windshield. The grief was smothering. It clouded everything, but she tried her best to think past it. “If I make a decision, will all of you trust me, even if it’s not what you want?”

      “I will,” John said immediately.

      “Yes, boss,” Ignacio added.

      Kay hesitated a second before saying, “It’s your call.”

      Ruth fixed her gaze on the Mako. “Then we’re bringing it down. We’re blowing up the Mako. We’ll rig the supports with explosives so we know for sure it’ll all collapse.”

      From the aft deck, Curtis gave a little whoop and came racing back into the cabin.

      “But…” Kay almost stopped herself, but she pressed on. “Aren’t you the least bit worried about environmental damage? There’s petroleum stored in the platform. It’ll all go into the Gulf of Mexico.”

      Now that it’s come down to it, Ruth thought, I think Kay has some sentimental attachment to the Mako. She doesn’t want us to destroy it. I wonder if she realizes that’s why she’s arguing with us.

      “Of course I’m worried about the environment,” Ruth replied. “But AILS is not getting control of the Mako. We need to do it safely. With the drill powered down and the clamps in place, we should be able to bring the platform down. We don’t have the means or the time to conduct an environmental analysis. This is my decision.” She turned to face the group. “Does anyone oppose me?”

      Kay bowed her head. “Nope, I’m done defending my position. I’ll keep my feelings to myself. Count me in.”

      Curtis had a look of furious delight on his face, his eyes twinkling, his mouth pulled back into a toothless almost-smile. It concerned Ruth. Did he want revenge just a little too much? She decided not to confront it. Maybe his anger would serve him well in the coming battle.

      “And the islanders?” John said.

      “Well, there’s two sides to this battle, clearly,” Ruth said. “In a sense, you’re both right. We have to help evacuate the islanders, and we have to rig the platform to blow. Maybe we can work with the islanders to get both of those things done. For now, let’s get back onto the Mako, grab all of the gear we can safely stow on the boat here, and say goodbye to the place. If it’s any consolation, Kay, we’ll head back to the island before we destroy this place.”

      “Then we’d better hurry up and get started,” Curtis said. “There’s nothing more to discuss. I’ll raise anchor.”

      Without waiting for anyone’s approval, he headed out of the cabin and up the starboard walkway. John sighed and grabbed the wheel.

      “Well, that’s it, then,” Kay grumbled, shaking her head. “I guess that’s how we conclude the meeting.” She turned and headed to the aft deck.

      Clearly, she wasn’t comfortable with the decision they’d made, but as long as Kay didn’t cause problems or try to hinder the plan, it was enough. Once the anchor was raised, Curtis unfurled the sails, and John steered them toward the Mako. Ignacio stayed in the cabin, his arms crossed, and a scowl on his face. He looked tense and frustrated.

      “There’s no good outcome here,” Ruth muttered, quietly enough that only John and Ignacio heard her. “Not without Stella. Just degrees of bad. If we can make things a little less awful by the end, then it will have been worth it.”

      “It’s revenge for Stella and Ricardo,” Ignacio said. “That’s all it is now.”

      “Well, let’s stop talking about it and get to work,” Ruth said.

      Ruth noticed that John had very little to say as he guided the boat home, as they docked beside the support post, and as they dropped anchor and set the chain. He was almost silent as they took the lift and went back to the building to grab supplies. They loaded the boat swiftly, bringing food, water, tools, and clothes.

      Once they were done, they stood together on the helicopter landing pad, the wall of trunks at their backs, and regarded the building rising up before them, the big crane off in the distance to their left. Ruth stood between John and Curtis. She could hear the younger man breathing heavily. There was anger even in the way he took in air and released it. Bestie panted silently behind them, but her gaze was in the other direction, toward the western horizon, as if she longed to get away from here.

      “Wow, I’ve worked here since this place opened ten years ago,” Kay said. “It was a decent job, and I always liked my quarters. It’s a mess now, of course, but it’s crazy that we’re going to blow it up. I know you folks are excited about destroying it, but don’t you think we owe the old Mako our gratitude? She gave us a place to live while the mainland was burning.”

      “It was a good place to work,” Ignacio said softly, bowing his head. “Me and Ricardo had a lot of good times here.” And then he lifted his head and saluted. “Goodbye, señora, thanks for everything.”

      Ruth couldn’t quite bring herself to express any sentimentality for the oil platform, but she did feel a moment of regret for what was to become of the place. The Mako was, in many ways, the pinnacle of her brother Ronny’s career as an engineer, and much like her relationship with him, it was going to end its life in smoking pieces.

      “Well, that’s it, then,” she said. “Nothing else to say.”

      “What about the islanders?” John asked, taking her hand. “Evacuating the island is going to be a big operation. They’re probably just getting started. Do you think we can get them to safety before the terrorists attack?”

      “We’ll do what we can,” Ruth replied. “Whatever the case, they need to know what we’re planning.”

      “I guess it gives us more opportunity to look for Stella,” Curtis said.

      “Yes, of course,” Ruth replied. She was actually surprised to find that Curtis was still holding on to hope. Did he really think they would find Stella swimming out there in the gulf somewhere after all of this time?

      Let him hope, then, she told herself. Better a faint hope than no hope at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      The beach was abuzz with activity. The islanders had set up a bunch of workstations, and at each one, small groups of people were busy repairing and reinforcing the sabotaged lifeboats. They were also working on creating simple sails and rudders for each of them. Even from a distance, the results were impressive, though they clearly had a long way to go.

      Currently, Ruth was standing on the foredeck, ready to drop anchor as John guided them into the inlet. Curtis might have done this particular task, but he had sunk into a dark place. There had been no sign of Stella on the way back to the island. Ruth hadn’t expected there to be. She had already accepted that her granddaughter was gone, though the loss was an open wound.

      As they sailed into shallow water, John gave her a signal, and she opened the anchor box. Just the simple act of bending over to lift the lid caused a twinge of pain in her back. She had never fully recovered from her brutal trek on the mainland, and she’d never really had a moment to truly rest. The only thing keeping her going now was the coming conflict.

      She dropped anchor, then Ignacio walked over to pull in the sails. As he did that, the others gathered on the starboard walkway, ready to go ashore. Some of the people working on the beach left what they were doing and approached the shore. Among them was a tall, strapping young man with jet black hair, a rugged look, and a leather headband. His bearing identified him as a leader.

      “I’ll go first,” Ruth said, approaching the starboard gunwale. “Curtis, I assume that’s the leader there?”

      Curtis was brooding darkly beside his father, arms crossed, brows practically fused into one. “That’s Daniel, yeah,” he said. “He took Stella at her word. He was nice to us.”

      Ruth looked over her shoulder. They had some boxes of supplies stacked in the cabin, on the back deck, and in the hold below. The boat was riding heavy. She hated to leave it out here, even for a few minutes, but it couldn’t be helped.

      “Do we take Bestie with us?” Kay asked.

      “Maybe she should stay here,” Ruth said. “The poor girl’s not exactly fond of leaping into the water.”

      “I’ll get her something to eat,” Kay said. “That’ll keep her occupied.”

      Ruth hopped overboard, landed in hip-deep water, and began wading ashore. John, Kay, and Ignacio followed promptly, but Curtis hesitated a moment before bringing up the rear. When Ruth looked back, she saw Bestie standing beside the starboard gunwale, some sort of treat dangling from her mouth. She was clearly unhappy about being left behind, but not willing to jump overboard.

      “Sorry, girl, we’ll be back soon,” Ruth said, and she turned back around.

      Daniel moved to meet Ruth as she waded up onto the beach.

      “So you’re the leader of the Mako group, I assume,” he said, extending his hand to her. “Good to see you made it here safely. The packing and repairs are taking a lot longer than we expected.

      Ruth shook his hand. “I suppose I am the leader, yes,” she said. “We can help with the packing and repairs, but…” She sighed. “We have some bad news to deliver. I’m afraid we…” It was a struggle to say it. Ruth felt a lump in her throat. “We lost Stella, my granddaughter, in the storm.”

      Daniel frowned. About a dozen islanders had gathered behind him. The others continued to work. And many more were coming and going from the path into the forest.

      “I’m very sorry to hear that,” Daniel said. “The storm put a halt to all of our preparations. It was bad. You must be exhausted. Come and sit. We’ll get you something to drink.”

      He turned and made a few gestures at people. They dashed off. As Daniel led Ruth and her group up the beach, people brought folding chairs, poles, a tarp, and a big plastic cooler. They created a shaded seating area near the trees. As Ruth lowered herself onto a chair, an islander handed her a can of cola. She wasn’t normally a soda drinker, but under the circumstances, she decided not to press the point. Plus, the sugar and caffeine might just give her a much-needed boost to her energy levels, even if it would be short-lived. John, Kay, Ignacio, and Curtis took seats around her, and they were handed drinks as well.

      Daniel remained standing in the sun. “I don’t know how much they told you, but AILS plans to use this island as a secondary base of operations. Our captive has admitted it. As it turns out, he sings like a canary when you bribe him with food rather than threatening him with torture.”

      “Yes, Curtis explained it to us,” Ruth said. “Here’s the thing, Daniel. Their primary goal is the Mako, and we intend to blow it up. We already possess enough explosives to do the job. It’s the only way to ensure that AILS can’t take it.”

      “That makes sense,” he said.

      “Yes, but they want the island, too,” she said. “We need to find another place for your people as soon as possible. Maybe another island outside of the reach of AILS.”

      “We could head to the mainland,” Daniel said. “Some have been wanting to return anyway.”

      “The mainland isn’t safe,” John said. He gestured to Ruth and himself. “We’ve been there recently. The highways are run by biker gangs, and the cities are overrun with looters. Ruth is right. Your best bet is another island, at least for now.”

      Daniel grunted thoughtfully. “Well, this is something we should discuss with the other leaders. I’ll go and track them down. Give me a few minutes. I’ll come and get you in a little bit.”

      And with that, he turned and headed for the path into the forest. A few people from the work groups approached him, as if to inquire about the newcomers, but he motioned for them to return to their work. And then he disappeared into the forest, as he made his way to the camp.

      “There’s at least one hundred people on this island,” John said. “It won’t be easy to find a place that can accommodate them all that will have what they need to survive.”

      “Wouldn’t that other island work?” Kay said. She was nursing a can of ginger ale, but she hadn’t taken a drink yet.

      “Not big enough,” John said. “And it was mostly rock, very few trees or plants. That island would never support a thriving community of this size.”

      Ruth watched one of the groups working. They were attaching a small mast to the hull of a lifeboat, while others stitched together some large bolts of cloth. The islanders seemed to get along. They worked well together. However, she could tell by their clothing that they had come from a different kind of life before the EMP. So many Hawaiian-print shirts, cargo shorts, sundresses, straw hats. So many lives disrupted by AILS.

      A few minutes passed, and she appreciated being forced to relax for a bit. She would not have chosen to do so on her own. Suddenly, a middle-aged couple appeared at the end of the path and came toward them. She knew them, of course. They’d fought a bloody battle together.

      “Jamal, Sadie,” she said, rising to greet them. “It’s good to see the two of you again, though maybe not under these circumstances.”

      Sadie approached boldly and gave her a big hug. “Daniel told us about Stella,” she said in Ruth’s ear. “I’m so, so sorry, honey. She was such a nice girl.”

      “Thank you, Sadie,” Ruth said, getting choked up again. “It’s a bitter blow.”

      Jamal went to Curtis and gave him a comforting pat on the back. Curtis received this with a forced smile and nod, but he was clearly struggling to hold it together. Anger was etched into all of the corners of his face.

      “We’re supposed to bring you to the council house,” Sadie said. She was wearing a different sundress than the one she’d been wearing when Ruth first met her. Paired with her broad-brimmed straw hat, it made her look like a quintessential big-spending tourist. But her personality and demeanor were those of a toughened survivor.

      She offered Ruth her hand, then helped her to her feet. Then she turned and headed off toward the trail, beckoning them to follow.

      “AILS is like a disease, man,” Ignacio said. “It spreads everywhere and ruins everything. We need a damned vaccine to cure it.”

      “Don’t worry,” Curtis said. “They’re going to get what they deserve.”

      When they arrived at the camp, they found everyone working hard. Some groups were packing supplies into crates and boxes. Others were taking down tents. Some were loading handcarts and wagons. Much of the camp had already been taken apart. But the big council house where Matthew had once reigned stood intact on its rocky shelf overlooking the camp. Sadie led them here, weaving between the many groups of people.

      When they arrived, they found five people sitting around the enormous dining table inside the cabin’s main room. Daniel was among them. Various papers were spread out on the table, but a large folding map dominated the space. When Ruth took a seat beside Daniel, she saw that it was a regional map of the Texas coast that included some of the tiny coastal islands. One of the islands had been circled in red, and a star had been drawn on the map where the Mako was located.

      “Getting all of our stuff and all of our people off the island is going to be a problem,” Daniel said. “When we deboarded the cruise ship, we did it in multiple trips.”

      “We can take some people on our boat,” John said. “Not many, but it’ll be a start.”

      “Even so, we’ll have to leave a lot of supplies behind,” Daniel said, steepling his hands over the map. “We’ve looked at the map. I’m just not sure where there’s another island big enough to hold all of us. I think we have to risk landing on the mainland, and we’ll have to make multiple trips. Some of the lifeboats have proven to be unsalvageable, and we have a lot of supplies to move.”

      Ruth looked at the map, visually tracing the path she took to get to her brother’s farm. “Well, we can’t just load up and land at some random place. There’s no telling what we’ll run into. Someone needs to scout the mainland and find a place that isn’t overrun with gangs or criminals.”

      “During a brief foray onto the mainland,” John said, “Ruth and I encountered AILS attackers, biker gangs, and a maniac in a gas station with a samurai sword.”

      Ruth reached over and tapped a spot on the map. “We anchored our boat in a small inlet here. It was safe, tucked out of the way. It might make for a good landing spot for your people, but we’ll have to check it out first.”

      Daniel and the other leaders looked at each other, unspoken questions passing between them. Then Daniel nodded. “What about the Mako? You said you plan to blow it up?”

      “Yes. Explosives are already set.”

      “That doesn’t eliminate the threat, though,” Daniel said. “They’ll just come to the island. They may even raid the mainland, looking for us. With this many people coming ashore, we won’t be hard to find.”

      “They want the Mako as their main base of operations. With the new control panel, it makes the control room a hardened space, which means they can set off as many EMPs as they want and will be protected. And it’s a formidable base. We were able to hold them off with just a few people and guns. If they establish themselves there, it will be much, much harder to take them down.”

      Curtis was seated at the end of the table, and he pounded a fist on the heavy tabletop. “That’s exactly right,” he said sharply. “That’s why I say we rig the Mako as a trap. Don’t set off the explosives until AILS gets there. Let them go inside the building, and then set off all the charges at once. That’ll take care of the Mako, and it should eliminate AILS leadership as well. If we don’t crush that organization, no place is ever going to be safe.”

      “He is right,” Ignacio said, clasping his hands tightly. He was seated to Curtis’s right, hunched over on the table. “They want the Mako so bad, let them fuse their bits and pieces with the rubble of the Mako and sink to the bottom of the sea.”

      Ruth glanced at Ignacio. He had an evil grin on his face.

      “Very grim,” Daniel said. “It’s a brutal decision. Does anyone disagree with it?”

      He looked at his own leadership, but they mostly shrugged. Ruth looked at Kay, but she was frowning and staring at the tabletop. She offered no resistance.

      “Stopping AILS is the best way to keep everyone safe,” Ruth said. “Maybe the only way. We don’t know how far this power outage stretches. If it hasn’t fully covered North America, or worse, we need to stop them before this becomes global. And this would stop them. That’s for sure. We could use some help rigging the Mako.”

      “If you want to bring down something that size, you’re going to need help,” Daniel said. “Actually, we have gear that might help with the job. I know Jamal and Sadie have scuba gear, and they’re both NAUI certified. If you decide to set some charged below the water, they can get it done for you.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Ruth said.

      Daniel nodded. “The thing is, we can’t use the lifeboats to scout the coast. They’re not suitable for that kind of sailing. We really need the use of your fishing boat. If we help rig the Mako, perhaps you can help us find a place to set up camp.”

      “Sounds good,” Ruth said. “What if we put together a sabotage group for the Mako and a scouting group for the coast? They can swing by the Mako first, then head to the mainland.”

      “I like that plan,” Daniel said. “We’ll want to move quickly, though.”

      “John, we’d need to unload our supplies from your boat,” Ruth said, turning to him.

      John looked so tired. He leaned back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest. “Okay, we’ll unload most of our stuff on the beach. That way, we can take a larger group on the boat. We’ll need to put together the two teams.” As he rose, he groaned. “If we’re going to get all of this done in a reasonable amount of time, we’d better get to work unloading the boat. For all we know, AILS has already taken the Mako while we’ve been gone.”

      “And if so, we can still blow it up with the explosives we’re already set,” Curtis said. “In fact, it saves us some time.”

      “Add your supplies to our own stacks on the beach,” Daniel said. “Our people will ensure that everything gets to the destination.”

      Ruth rose beside John.

      “I hope to God someday this will all be over,” he said, “and then we can rest. I just want to rest.”

      She laid a hand gently on his shoulder. “One last big task, and then maybe.”

      But he merely bowed his head and pushed back from the table. Ruth beckoned the other members of her group and followed John to the door. They had a lot of work ahead of them. And maybe the worst was yet to come. Ruth tried not to think about the risk. Better to focus on the task at hand and push all fear and grief aside for now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      It only seemed fitting to deal with the rawest emotions before they set out. Ruth was concerned about her ability to make clear-headed decisions, and Curtis seemed so tightly wound, he was bound to explode, possibly at the wrong time. She knew the others might not be amenable to the idea, and they were pressed for time, so she waited until the fishing boat was unloaded. They dragged off every bag and box, adding all of their supplies to the big stack on the beach. The only things left behind were some tools, a few medical supplies, their backpacks, and the remaining explosives in the big tub.

      Finally, the new fuller crew of the boat gathered around the cabin and aft deck. Besides Ruth, John, Curtis, Kay, Ignacio, and Bestie, they’d added Daniel and seven other islanders—four men, three women—including Sadie and Jamal, who had brought their scuba gear: tanks, wetsuits, flippers, and masks. Although the islanders clearly looked to Daniel as a leader, he deferred to Ruth. At the moment, he was standing behind the captain’s chair, regarding her with a questioning look on his face.

      Waiting for me to give the order to get underway, she thought.

      John was at the wheel, Curtis poised to rush out and raise anchor. Ruth sighed, glanced at John, at Curtis, and then turned back to Daniel.

      “I know we’re pressed for time,” she said, “but I hope you will all indulge me in one thing. We…lost someone very dear to us, and I think we need some kind of closure.”

      “How in the world do we get closure?” Curtis said. “We never found her.”

      Ruth nodded sadly. “I think we should have a burial at sea. Even without a body, we need to deal with this. We need to accept it somehow. Otherwise, our judgment on this mission might be clouded.”

      She expected pushback—from Curtis, at least—but everyone just regarded her sadly. Curtis had tears in his eyes, but he said nothing.

      “We have some of her possessions with us,” Ruth said. “I kept a few things on board when we unloaded the supplies. Maybe an article of clothing can take the place of a body. I know it sounds strange, but I think we need this.”

      Kay and Ignacio nodded. John bowed his head.

      “If it’s important to you,” Daniel said, after a moment, “go ahead and do it. Another hour or so won’t make much difference.”

      “It won’t take an hour,” Ruth said. She motioned for Curtis to raise the sails.

      He turned partway, hesitated, then said, “Not in the inlet, though. It should be out at sea somewhere. In the deep water. And whatever we throw overboard should be weighted down. I don’t want it washing ashore.”

      “Of course,” Ruth replied.

      They raised anchor, unfurled the sails, and headed out of the inlet. It was a somber group that moved about the deck that afternoon. No one had much to say, and the islanders seemed sensitive to the gravity of the situation. As John steered them away from the island, Kay pulled one of Stella’s old Texas A&M sweatshirts out of her backpack and tied a lead fishing weight to one of the sleeves. It would have to do.

      John kept them sailing northwest until the island was out of sight, and they were surrounded on all sides by water. The sky was still mostly gray, which seemed fitting for their mood, but there was no rain and very little wind. They dropped anchor here, and Ruth instructed everyone to gather on the aft deck. Even Bestie joined them there. Jamal and Sadie made all of their people move to the sides, creating space for the Mako group to gather near the aft of the boat.

      Ruth held the sweatshirt in her arms, and already Curtis was dabbing away tears. She heard Bestie give a soft, little whimper at the sight of the sweatshirt, and she allowed the dog to reach up and sniff it.

      “I hate that it’s come to this,” Ruth said, “but if we don’t accept what’s happened, if we don’t say goodbye, we’ll never be able to move past this. I just…” She shook her head. What to say? She was ill-equipped to give a funeral speech for her granddaughter.

      John moved close and put his arm around her. It helped.

      “Stella was my only granddaughter,” she said. “I just about raised her after we lost her mother to cancer. After that, well...sometimes I kept her at more of a distance than I should have. I know she looked up to me, thought more highly of me than I could ever have deserved, but she had such ambitions for herself. She would have accomplished so much if the world hadn’t fallen apart. I just…” She felt grief welling up inside of her, so she said, “Would anyone else like to say something?”

      To her surprise, the next one to speak was Ignacio. He stepped forward, his hands clasped in front of him. “She was a good leader when you were gone ashore. Even though she was younger than most of us, she came up with good ideas and kept us going right up to the attack. And then she crawled into that duct and burned the ships and saved us.” And with that, he nodded and stepped back.

      “She was a good kid,” Kay said simply. “Had a good attitude, even when things were bleak. She didn’t deserve what happened to her. We owe her our lives.”

      Curtis brushed away tears and stepped forward. “I loved her,” he said, his voice quavering. “I’m not sure she knew how strongly I felt. I wish I made sure she did know. Even though it was a storm that took her, I blame AILS for it. I swear they’ll pay. They have no idea what’s coming, and I’ll be right there when it happens. Then…maybe then Stella’s soul will be able to rest.”

      “It won’t bring her back,” John added, “but taking down AILS will save other lives. Stella should be here with us. Would be here with us if not for them.” He gave Ruth a hug, then stepped back.

      “Curtis, do you want to help me with this?” Ruth said, turning to face the back of the boat.

      She saw an endless brown-gray expanse of water stretching out behind the boat. Ruth raised her arms, thrusting the sweatshirt out over the water. Curtis stepped up beside her.

      “Stella, my dear,” Ruth said softly, “we commit your body to the sea.”

      She nodded at Curtis, and he reached out. He took the sweatshirt in both hands, briefly pressed it to his chest, then tossed it into the water. Driven by the weight in the sleeve, it fell fast and quickly sank out of sight. Curtis brushed his hands together. For a second, it looked like Bestie might jump overboard and go after the sweatshirt. She whimpered again and put a paw on the gunwale, but then she turned and trotted back to the cabin instead. Ignacio and Kay both petted her in passing.

      “Okay, then,” Curtis said, with a sniff. “Let’s get on with this. We’ll honor her best by crushing AILS so hard, no one dares to speak their name ever again.”

      And with that, he turned and strode back across the deck.

      “What do we do next?” John asked. He coughed, tapped his chest a few times, and added, “I believe our next step is to drop some of the crew on the Mako so they can start setting the additional charges while the rest of us head to the mainland to scout the landing site.”

      “That’s right,” Curtis said, as he headed down the starboard walkway. “And put me on the demolition crew. Let’s get this done! In fact, I’ll lead the Mako team. Send a few with me. Not too many.”

      “Who else wants to go?” John asked.

      Ruth was surprised when Kay raised her hand. “I should be there,” she said.

      “Are you sure?” Ruth asked. “You weren’t all that excited about our plan.”

      “I argued against it,” Kay said, “but we’ve made a decision as a group, that’s clear. Curtis will need someone who is familiar with the Mako. There are a few key places we need to set the charges if we want to bring the whole thing down. I can help with that.”

      “We’re going, of course,” Jamal said, raising his hand like he was in a classroom and wanted the teacher to call on him. “Sadie and I will be your scuba team, if you need one. After the way you guys helped us with Matthew, I really want to pay it back.”

      “Yeah, we’re in,” Sadie added. “It kind of sounds like fun. Count us in.” She took her broad-brimmed hat off and tossed it onto the deck.

      “How many more people do you need for the Mako mission?” Daniel asked.

      Before Ruth could answer, Curtis spoke up again. “That’s enough. The four of us will get it done. No reason to risk anyone else. It’s a dangerous job, but we’ll manage.”

      Ruth wanted to argue the point. Surely, they needed more. At the very least, she felt an obligation to go herself.

      “I should be there, too,” she said.

      “No, we’ll handle it,” Curtis said. “Ruth, stay with my father, please. You need each other. My team will handle this, I promise you. Once you’re done scouting the mainland and delivering the good news to the island, you can join us on the Mako. Everything will be ready by then.”

      And with that, as if to end the debate, he headed toward the foredeck without another word. Ruth considered refusing him. She had the authority to overrule it. She was pretty sure the others would go along with her, but maybe this was something Curtis needed to do. Maybe he needed to be in charge of this mission, and besides that, it was a chance for him and Kay to reconcile.

      “Very well,” Ruth said, holding up her hands. “It sounds like we have a plan. Let’s go.”

      Soon, they were underway again, sailing north toward the Mako. Ruth joined John at the wheel. He’d seemed tired before, but now she thought he looked unwell. And he had developed a cough. However, when she asked him about it, he waved her off and insisted he was okay. They’d all been in cold, damp conditions for so long, it wasn’t surprising that someone would develop a cold before long.

      “Are you sure you don’t want medicine?” she asked. “We have ibuprofen and acetaminophen in the medical kit.”

      “It’s just a cold,” John said. “Lack of sleep lowered my immune system. I’ll get over it in a day or two.”

      She left it at that and took a seat at the rear of the cabin. Ignacio was there already, leaning forward with his forearms resting on his knees. Bestie sat at his feet.

      “Maybe I should go too,” he said. “Maybe I should blow something up for Ricardo, you know? I’m sort of conflicted.”

      “We’ll join them soon enough,” Ruth said. “We could use your help scouting the mainland. And won’t we all feel better when we know the islanders have a safe place to go?”

      “Yes, yes,” Ignacio said with a heavy sigh. “Am I obligated to get revenge? I am, right?”

      “Our only obligations are to survive and try to help people,” Ruth said. “That’s all we can really do.”

      Ignacio nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

      They came in sight of the Mako within a few hours. It stood against the late afternoon sky like some great slumped shape. Ruth could have sworn the oil platform understood its fate. Somehow it knew, and its doom was etched in all of its softened edges.

      “Well, there aren’t any other boats here, at least,” John said. “AILS didn’t take the place while we were gone.”

      He sailed the boat to its familiar spot beside a support post on the northwest corner. The lift was still lowered from their earlier departure. Curtis and Kay were both armed. They lugged the tub of explosives onto the lift along with the scuba gear and rode up with it. Sadie and Jamal went next. There really wasn’t much to say. Ruth still didn’t feel good about splitting up the group, though the plan made sense. It would save time to have a small team set the charges, and with such a small team, it would be easier to evade AILS if they showed up.

      As Ruth watched the lift being raised for the second time, she heard John unleash a deep, throat-scratching series of coughs. She patted him on the back.

      “They’ll be all right,” he said, turning the attention from himself back onto the demolition team. “And we’ll be back soon enough. We just have to scout the landing place and make sure it’s safe.”

      “Soon enough,” Ruth agreed.
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      The sight of burned-out buildings was like a memory of some bad dream John had once had. Somehow, it looked even worse than before, as if there had been additional fires along this stretch of land. Many buildings had been charred down to their foundations. The rest were little more than blackened sticks or the residue of frames thrust up like the barest reminders of a civilization that had died.

      He stood at the helm, trying his best not to let anyone know just how miserable he felt. He was developing some kind of nasty head cold, and he felt the urge to cough constantly. Mostly, he tried to resist the urge, coughing only when absolutely necessary. Even so, Ruth seemed concerned about him. She stayed by his side, offering comfort and a good pat on the back every time he gave in to a coughing fit. The islanders were mostly gathered on the aft deck, watching the ruined landscape pass by with quiet concern. Ignacio was on the passenger’s seat, hands clasped to his knees, but he seemed restless, as if he didn’t really want to be there.

      Daniel finally came to the back of the cabin. “Is it all like this?” he asked.

      “That small inlet is about a mile to the northeast,” John said. “Ruth and I have been there before. It’s green still and relatively safe. Or, at least, it was when we came this way before.”

      “I just can’t believe it’s this bad on the mainland,” Daniel said. “How did everything burn to the ground so fast? Was there a war?”

      “If I had to guess,” John said, “I’d say the EMP sparked some fires, and maybe looters sparked a few more.”

      “Of course there was a war, man,” Ignacio said, reaching down to pet Bestie. “People fight in Walmart for televisions on Black Friday. They fight over bread and milk when there’s a hurricane coming. That is what people do when they think resources will get scarce. They fight for stuff. And they’re probably still fighting.”

      Indeed, as John watched, he saw a few scraggly looking wretches roaming the charred landscape, picking among the ruins like rats looking for unburned scraps. Eventually, the boat moved beyond the burned city and began passing green hills. John saw the familiar entrance to the small inlet ahead, and he guided them toward it.

      He pointed it out to Daniel.

      Daniel moved to the port side of the ship to get a better look. “Well, it does look green, just like you said.”

      They were approaching the narrow entrance to the inlet when John caught movement among the trees in the forested hill that ringed the inlet. A person was moving in the shadows there. John could just make out ragged clothing, some kind of brimmed hat, and a stick or pole in one hand. And then he spotted another person moving a short distance away. And another.

      “Are you seeing this?” he said to quietly to Ruth.

      And now he realized there were dozens of people moving all over the place in the inlet, on the surrounding hills, among the trees.

      “This place has been overrun,” Ruth said. “Maybe they’re scavengers and simply passing through.”

      But John could see tents now, a cluster of them not far from the spot where Ruth had blown a bunch of AILS people to bits. The boat was just passing into the inlet. One of the scavengers spotted the boat then and stepped out of the trees, approaching the water’s edge. He had what appeared to be a long broom handle in his hand, with some kind of pointed metal shard duct-taped to the end to create a crude weapon. Another scavenger joined him. Then two more. They said nothing, just stood there watching the boat approach, but they had hungry looks on their faces.

      Daniel came back into the cabin. “I don’t like the look of these people.”

      “They’re feral,” Ignacio said. “They’ll eat us.”

      “Yeah, time to turn around,” John said, spinning the wheel. “I’m afraid this place won’t work as a landing site.”

      “That’s a damn shame,” Daniel said. He clenched a fist and held it up. “I don’t suppose we could drive them away?”

      Ruth shaded her eyes to watch the scavengers. “I wouldn’t risk it,” she said. “We have no idea how many they’ve got. They’re mostly hiding in the trees. Could be dozens. Could be a hundred or more. We don’t want to learn the hard way.”

      Daniel was staring hard at the people. “I could swear that looks like Grover and his people. Maybe they’ve given up piracy and decided to settle.”

      “That would be a good development,” Ruth said, “but I still wouldn’t risk a confrontation with them.”

      Daniel grunted unhappily and turned away. “So we keep sailing along the coast until we find a better place. There has to be some place for us in this new world.”

      “We’ll find a place,” John said, guiding the boat out of the inlet.

      He turned them northeast and continued following the coast, but he was getting more and more anxious. He’d left his son with a small group on the Mako. He couldn’t spend days trying to find somewhere to set up camp. On top of that, his whole body ached, and his sinuses were clogged. He was forced to give in to a coughing fit. Ruth’s gentle pat on the back didn’t help.

      Another mile on, they came across a small cove. Instead of entering right away, he drew near and pulled in the sails a bit to slow down. He could see some grassy hills beyond, and then trees beyond that. It looked shady and pleasant enough, and he saw no people moving about.

      “What about that place?” he asked. “It seems uninhabited.”

      Ruth stepped out on the port walkway beside Daniel. “It looks quite lovely, actually. It might be a bit of a tight fit for the islanders. One hundred people in there? I don’t know. You’d have to chop down some trees, make more room.”

      Daniel leaned over the gunwale and pointed at something in the water. “Cutting down trees isn’t a problem, but that might be. Can we sail over it?”

      John stepped out of the cabin to see what he was pointing at. He had to get through another coughing fit first. When he did, he gazed down into the water. It took a moment to spot the problem. In the narrow gap where gulf water entered the cove, there was some brown-gray shape just beneath the surface.

      “Looks like a shipwreck,” he said. “Some fool sank their boat in the worst possible place.”

      “Is it deep enough for us to sail over it safely?” Daniel asked. “The last thing we need to do here is bottom out and get stuck.”

      “I don’t know,” John said with a sigh, “but I don’t want to risk it if we don’t have to. I’ll tell you what, let’s sail on to the next place, and if that doesn’t work out, we’ll come back here and try this cove. I mean, we can’t keep looking forever.”

      “This is true.” Daniel reached up and adjusted the headband. John could tell it was an anxious gesture. Yes, the island leader was getting nervous about all of the time they were wasting as well. “Okay, sail on, then.”

      John went back into the cabin. His whole body ached, and it was getting harder not to let it show. Ruth gave him a concerned look as she resumed her position beside him at the helm. He attempted a reassuring smile, but he could tell by her worried expression that she saw right through it.

      “I’m fine,” he said softly. “It’s just a little cold. Once everyone is safe again, I’ll take plenty of time to rest and recover.”

      “See that you do,” Ruth replied.

      They continued to follow the coastline. After another mile or two, they passed another city. This one was about half-burned, but the buildings that had escaped the fire had not escaped looters. Windows were smashed, doors broken open, furniture strewn on yards and in the streets. John even spotted a few dead bodies lying about. The vile stench of the place reached them even across the water, a nostril-searing mix of decay, smoke, and rotting food.

      “That place certainly won’t work,” he said.

      “How long do we keep looking?” Ruth asked.

      “I haven’t figured that out yet,” he said. He coughed and spat phlegm out of the cabin window and over the port walkway into the sea. “It already feels like it’s taken too long.”

      The islanders had lost most of their enthusiasm for finding a landing place. When John looked over his shoulder, he saw them all sitting on the aft deck. Some were half asleep, the others chatting quietly. Only the leader, Daniel, remained on the port walkway, his arms crossed as he gazed at the passing coastline. Ignacio was curled up on the passenger seat, with one arm draped across Bestie’s back.

      “We’ll find a place,” John said quietly. Mostly, he was trying to encourage himself, but Ruth sighed and nodded.

      It was perhaps another half mile when he spotted a large break in the coastline ahead. As they got closer, he realized it was some kind of large port, cut by natural forces like a wedge into the land. There were a few buildings in the distance, and they didn’t look damaged. He pointed.

      “That looks promising,” he said. And then, louder, “Daniel, what do you think?”

      The island leader moved to the foredeck, watching the port get closer. After a minute, he came back to the cabin. “Yes, it looks like it might work,” he said. “We’re a lot farther from our island than I’d hoped to be. That will make evacuation take longer.”

      “Let’s get a closer look,” John said, steering them to port.

      Just then, a loud boom echoed from somewhere in the distance. It was a bit like hearing a very large firework from far away. Another one followed a few seconds later. Then a third. He looked for the source, but he couldn’t see one. No smoke, no debris.

      Ignacio sat up suddenly, startled awake. “Were those distant explosions?” he asked.

      “Maybe,” Ruth replied. “It couldn’t be the Mako. The oil platform is much too far away for the sound to travel to us here.”

      “It seemed to come from somewhere on land,” John said.

      “An echo like that can be deceiving,” Ruth said.

      Daniel was also looking around, seeking a source for the sound.

      “Tell me that wasn’t another EMP,” he said.

      “I don’t think so,” Ruth said. “Something exploded, but it must have been far from here.”

      “Well, I don’t see any mushroom clouds,” John said, “so I guess we’ll press on for now. Let’s check out that port.”
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      Stella had a faint feeling of rising into the air. Something was tugging fiercely at her jacket. As she rose, her hands slid across a wet metal surface, and she tried to latch on tightly. Who was taking her? She was in such a brain fog by this point that she could scarcely make sense of what was happening.

      Beneath her, she saw the water, so calm now. All those hateful waves that had tossed her about, that had tried again and again to fill her lungs with seawater, were sleeping now. A large chunk of boat debris floated on the glassy water beneath her. All of its bent and irregular edges had become so familiar to her in the last couple of days.

      My home, she thought. Even in her delirious state, she knew it was a crazy thought. Still, she’d clung tightly to that bit of debris for so long that she’d lost count of the hours.

      Suddenly, whatever was holding her aloft let go, and she dropped onto a hard surface. She coughed, retched, and vomited a stomach full of seawater. She could still remember being washed overboard in the storm, though the memory had a shiny white edge, like a memory that hadn’t fully taken root in her horrified mind. From there, it had been a furious fight just to stay above the water, as she bobbed in the waves.

      She had no idea how long she’d swum. It had been an endless, desperate battle not to drown. And then, like a gift from heaven, she’d seen the scattered pieces of some other boat. She’d managed to grab hold of one of the pieces, and she’d floated helplessly with it ever since. After a while, however, she’d felt her mind going, her thoughts becoming fuzzy and indistinct, until she could scarcely focus on anything.

      She slid her hands along the floor and felt a bumpy surface, like a textured concrete floor, but it was wet. Dirty water was sloshing around. Her thirst was so intense that she actually cupped some of the water and brought it to her lip. She even dared a sip, but of course, it was salt water. She spat it out and tried to push herself onto her hands and knees. Her arms wobbled and gave out, and she fell back onto the hard floor.

      Footsteps approached from behind her. Boots. Slow, deliberate steps. It was strange how something as simple as footsteps could sound unfriendly, but they did. Stella reached up and touched her face. The flesh of her cheeks and forehead was hot to the touch. She’d gotten a bad sunburn. She ran her fingers over her hair. It was crusty with salt. She tried one more time to push herself upright, but when her arms failed again, she rolled onto her back instead.

      A woman was standing over her. She seemed young, maybe a few years older than Stella. She had short blonde hair, a really bad hairdo, an angular face, cold and unsympathetic eyes, and her lips were pressed tightly together. From her throat to her ankles, she was dressed all in black, with a black shirt tucked under a black nylon belt, and form-fitting black pants. There seemed to be at least three others moving around behind her.

      “Now, is this my lucky day or what?” the woman said. “Here I thought I was going to pull a corpse out of the water, but instead, I’ve got a live one. What is your name?”

      She tried to respond, but she only managed a croak. Her throat was scratchy and dry. She grabbed her throat with one hand.

      “Get this girl a drink of water,” the woman snapped.

      “Yes, of course, Dana.” A young man’s voice.

      Stella heard footsteps, but she swooned. When she came to, someone was pressing a plastic water bottle to her lips. She took a sip. Then a long drag. She might have kept on until she’d drunk the whole bottle, but a bit of water went down the wrong pipe. She proceeded to cough until her throat hurt.

      The blonde woman squatted beside her. “Okay, let’s try this again. What is your name?”

      “My name…” It hurt to talk, but she managed to get her voice to work. “My name is Stella.”

      “Very good,” the woman replied. “Stella what?”

      “Stella Garber.”

      This seemed to pique the woman’s interest. Her eyebrows climbed her forehead. “Garber. Well, there you go, Stella Garber. My name is Dana McCown, and you are now my prisoner.”

      Prisoner. The word caused a surge of adrenaline, and some of the fogginess that had filled her mind evaporated. Stella looked around and realized she was on one of those low gray-black DEA speedboats, the kind used by AILS. Behind Dana, there were at least three others on board. One was working the wheel, while two others were fiddling with something on the low deck.

      Stella finally managed to sit up, but that made her head spin. “How did you find me?”

      “It seems fate brought you to me,” Dana replied. “We spotted what appeared to be a dead body floating on top of a piece of one of our scout ships, but when he went to investigate, we found a living luddite instead.” She bent down close, her eyebrows drawing down. “Oh, yes, I recognize you, Stella Garber. I know you’re the one I fought on the Mako, the one who burned our ships. At least now I can put a name to the face.”

      The realization of her situation was beginning to cut through all of the confusion. Stella glanced to her right, saw the port gunwale, and the ocean beyond. How fast could she propel herself over the side? And if she did, was there any way to avoid the AILS boat? In her present state, she didn’t hold out much hope, but she thought she at least had to try.

      Stella shifted position, leaning on her right hip and resting her right arm over the gunwale. She tried to make it look like this was simply an act of weakness and exhaustion. However, Dana laughed and grabbed the front of her jacket.

      “Now, where do you think you’re going?” she said with a laugh.

      And with that, she flung Stella to the side. Stella felt as helpless as a doll. She fell hard on her left side and just managed to cushion the blow with her arm so her face didn’t bounce off the deck.

      “Come and get our prisoner,” Dana said over her shoulder.

      Two people strode forward. Young men, tough-looking guys, they came up on either side of Stella, grabbed her under the arms, and hoisted her to her feet. Her shoulders and back were so sore, she uttered a little squeal of pain. Dana stepped to one side as the men dragged Stella toward the back of the boat.

      “I don’t have any secrets to tell you,” Stella said. “There’s no reason to hold me captive.”

      At the aft of the boat, just in front of the engine mount, a long U-shaped metal pole had been bolted to the deck, and two pairs of handcuffs hung from them. The two ruffians turned Stella, pushed her down onto the deck, and proceeded to place her in the handcuffs. Locking her in place with her arms pulled to either side.

      Dana strode toward her, waving the two men aside. “Oh, I’m not here to extract any secrets from you. I’m just a courier, and I can’t wait to deliver my gift to Captain Tyra personally. She can decide what to do with you after that.”

      Stella was wide awake now. The dread was building like a hard knot inside of her. She was being handed over to the very people whose fleet she had burned. Nobody was more responsible for AILS’s failure to take the Mako than she was. Would Captain Tyra take her anger out on Stella?

      “It wasn’t personal,” Stella said. “We were defending ourselves.”

      Dana squatted in front of her again. The woman had such a cold gaze. There were some dark and terrible actions behind that hollow stare, Stella was sure of it.

      “I don’t care,” Dana said. “I don’t want anything from you, Stella Garber. You only have value to me because you have value to the captain. That’s it.” And with that, she rose and motioned at the two men. “She’s not going anywhere, but keep an eye on her anyway. We’re turning around and heading back to the fleet.”

      The woman standing at the wheel said, “But we’re supposed to do recon on the island.”

      Dana pressed a finger to her lips. “This is more important. Get us back to the fleet as fast as possible.”

      The pilot nodded, though Stella could tell she was irritated by the change in plans. She got the engine going again—somehow, these speedboat engines had survived the EMPs or had been repaired—then turned them back toward the setting sun. Soon, they were speeding away. Stella had never felt quite as physically diminished as she did at that moment, and she soon found herself passing in and out of a semi-conscious state.

      Each time she came back to herself, she saw Dana standing proudly on deck, her hands on her hips. The ruffians were seated in chairs on either side of Stella. A cool, damp wind blew strongly, and the boat bounced on waves.

      They’re going to torture me for information, Stella thought. Her guts were all tangled up now. Her whole torso ached from fear of what was to come. And they’ll probably end up killing me in revenge for what I did to their people.

      At some point, despite the discomfort of being handcuffed, she fell asleep, but it was a troubled sleep. When she awoke, she was confused. She cracked her eyes open, fully expecting to see the familiar shape of thin white metal bobbing on the surface of the water. Instead, she saw the stiff silhouette of Dana against an orange sky. It caused a little burst of adrenaline as she recalled her impending doom, and she pulled at her handcuffs. They clanked against the pole, and this caused the ruffians on either side of her to stir.

      One of them spun in his seat to face her. “Now, now, none of that,” he said. “You just sit still and behave.”

      The speedboat was slowing down, and Stella became aware of the creaking of sails. She looked to her left to see a large yacht moving off their port side. It was even larger than the boat she’d burned, a true billionaire’s plaything. It had multiple decks, a big fancy pilothouse at the very top that swooped backward, and an enormous radio tower on top. AILS people in black were moving all over the boat, some manning sails, others bearing rifles.

      A few people ran to the deck and began tossing ropes with large boat bumpers attached over the side as the speedboat eased up alongside them. The shadow of the yacht stretched out over Stella, and it sent a shiver down her spine.

      What do I do? she wondered. How do I get out of this?

      The speedboat pulled up to the bumpers, and then one of the ruffians tossed an anchor overboard. As he did that, the other ruffian came and unlocked Stella’s handcuffs. A rope ladder was tossed over the side of the yacht.

      “See that ladder there?” the ruffian said, pulling her right arm away from the cuff. “You’re going to climb it, and you’re not going to try any funny business, like jumping overboard. Got it?”

      Stella glanced to the aft of the speedboat. The ocean was so close. Just a few feet away. It felt like freedom, but she was already being dragged toward the rope ladder. Dana came toward her. Her cold demeanor was not split by a self-satisfied little smile. Stella wanted to smack it right off her face, but, of course, she had no chance to do so as she was dragged toward the side of the boat.

      “Climb,” the ruffian said, shoving her against the rope ladder.

      Stella slammed into the side of the yacht and grabbed a rung of the ladder almost by instinct. In the process, she glanced down and saw the dark glimmer of water in the narrow gap between two boat bumpers. Even then, she considered what it would take to squeeze through that gap and disappear into the sea.

      It’s just not going to happen, she thought. You couldn’t swim twenty yards in your current condition.

      With a sigh, and a stomach that felt like it was full of lead, she started climbing. AILS people had crowded along the edge of the lower deck to watch her approach. Stella glanced down and saw Dana beneath her, already climbing.

      Just drop, then, she thought. Take out Dana on the way down.

      She might have done so if she’d had any certainty that it would harm or even kill Dana. But the drop wasn’t far enough. She kept climbing, and when she got close to the yacht’s lower deck, numerous people reached out and began grabbing her, dragging her by the arms, the shoulders, the legs, onto the other boat. It was a painful experience, and she cried out. But they seemed deaf to her cries.

      She couldn’t even get her feet beneath her. People were hoisting her off the ground, as if they intended to bear her away like a bag of rice, and she was too weak and addled to resist.

      “No, no, no, stop it,” Dana shouted. “She’s mine to present. Let go!”

      Stella looked back and saw Dana pulling herself onto the deck. Still shouting, she rushed into the crowd, shoving people aside, even a few men who were considerably larger than her. The hands released their hold on Stella as Dana charged in, and suddenly Stella dropped to the deck. She landed on her back so hard she lost her breath and struggled for a second to regain it.

      “Help her up, you idiots,” Dana said. “What the heck is wrong with you? I brought the prisoner, and I’m going to present her to the captain.”

      Stella was yanked to her feet. She was surrounded by a sea of leering faces. In her dazed state, they seemed like monsters, subhuman and not fully formed. Just weird eyes and teeth, misshapen noses, untrimmed eyebrows, ugly hairdos, ill-fitting black clothes.

      “Get back! Get back, you pests,” Dana shouted.

      And the crowd of leering faces finally pulled back, leaving Stella standing alone on the deck. She caught herself against a nearby handrail, but her weak arm wobbled. She dropped against the handrail and saw the speedboat ten feet below.

      Throw yourself over, she thought. Do it now, while you can.

      But Dana grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled her back. And then one of the ruffians came up beside her and grabbed her arm, propelling her forward.

      “Let her walk,” Dana said. “Let her walk, if she can.”

      The ruffian let go of Stella, and she stumbled forward a few steps before coming to a stop. Straight ahead, an open door led into some enormous cabin space inside the yacht. She could see more AILS men and women lurking in there. They were like ants crawling everywhere on the boat.

      “You’re not getting out of this,” Dana said, walking beside her, “so make it easy on yourself. Do what you’re told, and they’ll keep their hands off you. Got it?”

      “I don’t know what you think you’re going to get from me,” Stella said. “I don’t have anything. I don’t know anything.”

      “That’s not for you or me to decide,” Dana said.

      Stella walked into the cabin, through a lavishly furnished room with couches, tables, chairs, a bar. The crowd parted before her, creating a corridor that led to a set of stairs. It seemed Dana was right. There was no getting out of this, so Stella kept walking. She went up the stairs, which led to a corridor lined with doors. From here, Dana guided her to a door at the end of the hall. She opened it, revealing the bridge.

      Stella saw a broad bank of angled windows, a long console covered in gauges and controls. To the right, a large steering wheel was mounted in front of a padded stool. Another AILS person was piloting the ship, but Stella was forcefully turned in the other direction. To the left of the door, a familiar woman stood with her back to a large window.

      Captain Tyra was a severe-looking individual with her hair pulled into a tight bun that seemed like it must hurt. The cold look in her steely eyes made Dana look positively joyful. Tyra was flanked by lackeys with rifles slung over their shoulders.

      “Captain Tyra, I brought you a present,” Dana said. And she sounded excited, even desperate, like a small child hoping against hope to make a parent proud. “Found her floating on a piece of wreckage from one of our lost scout ships.”

      Tyra fixed her gaze on Stella but said nothing for a moment. She didn’t even seem to acknowledge or notice Dana.

      “Her name is Stella Garber,” Dana added, after a few awkward seconds had passed.

      Captain Tyra took a step forward. Despite herself, Stella felt the weight and intensity of the woman’s presence, and she tried to back away. However, the ruffian was right behind her, and she bumped into him.

      “Welcome aboard the Mind Maiden Two,” Captain Tyra said. “You might remember her predecessor. She burned.”

      Stella was tempted, however briefly, to taunt the woman about the burning of her ships, but she decided that would only make things more painful for her. Better to play dumb and hope they got bored with their prisoner.

      “So, Stella Garber,” the captain said, planting her hands on her hips. She cocked her head at an angle. “It seems Dana and her crew have gone easy on you. You look rough, but I assume that’s from being adrift.”

      “She was in such a weakened state, Captain,” Dana said. “I didn’t want to risk killing her before you had a chance to question her.”

      “Oh, I see,” Captain Tyra said with a contemptuous laugh. “You were doing me a favor by going easy on the enemy.” Dana started to offer some other excuse, but Tyra raised a hand sharply, motioning her to silence. “Stella Garber, we are more than capable of extracting information from luddites through a variety of methods, but you can spare yourself the brutality by talking to me now, willingly. How does that sound?”

      Stella wanted to stand up straight and tall, but she couldn’t help herself. She cowered. The prospect of being tortured for information was something she had never considered, and it was frankly terrifying.

      “What could I possibly have to say?” Stella replied. Her voice sounded so weak, so cracked and broken. She hated it. “I didn’t work on the Mako.”

      “Oh, come now,” Tyra said, with a look of contempt. “I’ve seen you with your people. You clearly wield some authority, despite your age. I want to know what your group is planning. Surely they’ve considered the inevitability of our next attack. What do they intend to do about it?”

      Tyra took another step toward her. She was so close now, Stella could smell her. She had an unpleasant medicinal, almost antiseptic smell. And, of course, Stella didn’t actually know the answer to the woman’s questions. She assumed Ruth planned to blow the Mako, but she didn’t know for sure what they’d decided after the storm washed her overboard. That made it even easier to play dumb.

      “No, you’re wrong,” Stella said. It took a tremendous act of will not to shrink before this imposing woman. “I’m not in charge. They’ve probably given me up for dead by now, so I have no idea what they’re planning.”

      Tyra stared at her hard for a moment. It was a look that could have cut glass. The medicinal smell seemed to be carried on her breath. Some kind of mouthwash.

      “That’s fine. That’s fine,” Captain Tyra said softly. There was a terrible threat in those quiet words, and Stella shuddered. “They always play dumb at first. It runs in your family.”

      Runs in my family? Does she know Gran?

      “I’m sorry,” Stella said in a little squeak. She wasn’t even sure why she apologized.

      “You are, and you will be,” Tyra said. She made a small gesture to the man behind her. “Take her to the brig. Let her enjoy a nice family reunion. We’ll deal with her shortly.”

      Rough arms seized Stella’s shoulders and pulled her backward. In the process, she almost fell, but the ruffian used her momentum to turn her and shove her against the nearest wall. Stella’s face hit the wall hard enough to make her see stars. She felt cold metal against her wrists and heard the clack of handcuffs being fastened.

      “We’ll talk again soon, Stella Garber,” Tyra said, “under more regrettable circumstances, I’m afraid.”

      Say something. Give them something and maybe they’ll let you go.

      It was a crazy thought, but it didn’t matter. Her opportunity had passed. The ruffian pulled her backward again, then pulled her back down the corridor. She was taken down the stairs, through the furnished room, and then through a dim open hatch. Another set of stairs took her into the belly of the Mind Maiden Two, past more doors. Finally, the ruffian led her into a dark room that was lit by a single small porthole.

      By that light, Stella saw the iron bars of a crude jail cell. A lone figure was seated on the other side. An old man with his head down, thinning gray hair hanging in his face. He looked filthy, and he had bandages all over. Stella glanced over her shoulder and saw the big meathead who was pushing her forward. More AILS people crowded the hallway beyond the open door.

      She heard the clank of a large lock, and when she turned back around, the ruffian was pulling the cell door open. Without another word, she was shoved inside. Stella stumbled forward, trying to avoid the old man on the floor. She hit the wall instead and slid down onto her knees. As she tried to orient herself, she felt hands grabbing at her again, pulling her arms back in a painful way.

      “Watch it,” she said, sucking in her breath.

      “Hold still, idiot,” the ruffian snarled.

      The handcuffs came loose and were pulled away, freeing her hands. She immediately brought them forward, raising them in front of her face, instinctively trying to block an attack. However, the ruffian was already backing away, and he pulled the cell door shut as he went. Stella had never felt so sore, tired, and miserable in her entire life. Tears clouded her vision, but she sensed the AILS people leaving. The door closed, leaving her in the room, in the cell with the weird old man.

      So far, he hadn’t said anything. He’d hardly moved except to lift his head. He reeked of blood and sweat. As she sat down, Stella tried to ease away from the strange man without being too conspicuous about it.

      I couldn’t at least get my own cell? she thought.

      She made it to the bars and leaned her cheek against them, feeling cold iron. After a moment, she sensed the old man moving, and she dared to look at him. To her alarm, she found him looking right back at her. One eye was so swollen, he could barely open it. He had a scraggly gray beard, a heavy lined forehead, but there was intelligence in his gaze. He appeared to be studying her face.

      “Uh…hello,” Stella said, if only because the silence was unbearably awkward.

      “Well, good Lord,” he replied, and suddenly, strangely, he grinned at her. “You don’t know who I am, do you?”

      Stella shook her head. “Should I?”

      “Why, girl, I’m your great-uncle Ronny,” he said. “I recognize you from pictures. The last time I saw you in person, you were a tiny thing.”

      Uncle Ronny! Stella could scarcely believe it. So that’s what Captain Tyra meant by family reunion. AILS hadn’t killed him. They’d taken him prisoner, and it looked like they’d beaten the heck out of him. She felt such a rush of relief that she had to wipe away tears. She was with family.

      “I can’t believe it’s you,” she said. “We thought you were dead! That AILS had killed you! Uncle Ronny, what do we do? They’re going to torture us for information and kill us.”

      “Yeah, they’ve gone a few rounds on me already,” he said. “I’m just one big bruise at this point, but don’t you worry about it, Stella.”

      “Don’t worry?” she replied.

      In fact, she couldn’t think of anything more deserving of worry than her current situation, but Ronny gave her another big smile and a wink.

      “Nope,” he said. “Between the two of us, I think we just might be able to stop AILS from the inside. Heck, I’ve already formulated a plan.”
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      The large natural port seemed relatively unscathed as they sailed along the coast. There was even a small dock with a boathouse, and neither one had been burned to the ground. Of course, there were no boats at the dock either, which John found unusual. Whoever owned this place must have fled at some point, or perhaps their boat had been stolen. Either way, it seemed like the perfect place to land.

      As he aimed for the dock, Ruth pulled in the sails to slow them down. Daniel was still standing on the port walkway, gazing at the shore. The islanders crowded onto the aft deck and watched the dock and the green land beyond drawing near. Ignacio had joined them, leaning against the back corner of the cabin, with Bestie at his side. For some reason, the dog had been spending a lot of time with him during the voyage, and it seemed to have had a calming effect on him.

      A good dog is like medicine for a wounded soul, Ruth thought.

      “It looks promising,” Daniel said over his shoulder.

      “It is all very green,” Ignacio said.

      Daniel was standing with one booted foot resting on the gunwale, his arms crossed over his chest. He definitely had the bearings of a leader. Even Bestie seemed curious about the landing site they’d finally chosen.

      “I don’t see any people,” Ruth said, coming back into the cabin. “And there aren’t a lot of places for them to hide in this area. There could be some in that boathouse.”

      “It’s small,” John noted. “Looks like it’s mostly for storing equipment. Couldn’t be too many in there.”

      There were trees along the shore, including some enormous live oaks, but they were spread out enough that John could see for quite a distance. There were no large groups of people, at least. He pulled up to the dock, and then Ruth went to drop anchor. He tied them to a cleat, then slid their crude gangplank over the port bow.

      “We just need to scout the area,” John said to Daniel, “to make sure the location is safe.”

      “Yes, of course,” Daniel said. “Why don’t we send out a few people on a reconnaissance mission? No need for everyone to deboard, not until we know what we’re dealing with.”

      “Good idea,” John said. “I’ll go. Send three of your people with me. Ruth can stay and watch the boat.”

      “I’ll be one of the three people,” Daniel said immediately. “Kate can come with us. You haven’t met her yet.” He turned and made a little hand gesture at the group of people gathered on the aft deck. A young woman stepped forward. She appeared to be in her mid-twenties, with bright green eyes and a friendly face.

      “I would like to go,” Ignacio said, approaching. “I want to do something useful, instead of sitting here dreaming about revenge.”

      “Okay, that’ll do,” John said. “Me, Daniel, Kate, and Ignacio, we’ll be the scouting party.”

      John could tell by the look on Ruth’s face that she didn’t like the idea of staying behind while he went on shore, but he thought it best to leave her with the boat rather than leave it with islanders that they didn’t know. He didn’t want to explain this in front of her lest he offend the islanders, so he went to Ruth and hugged her.

      “Is it okay?” he said, softly in her ear. “Do you mind keeping an eye on the Blue Diamond and our dear Bestie?”

      “Yes, it’s probably for the best,” she replied. “Just hurry back. And be very careful out there. You know not to trust any strangers you encounter.”

      “I do,” he replied. “Don’t forget, I’m armed.”

      He stepped back and patted the bulge of the holster under his shirt at his right hip. Ruth nodded and went to sit near Bestie at the back of the cabin. John gave her his best, most encouraging smile, then he headed toward the gangplank. Daniel, Ignacio, and Kate followed him.

      “There’s no reef,” John noted. “No visible wreckage near the surface of the water in the port. The water is safe. We just have to make sure there are no settlements, camps, or looters in the immediate vicinity.”

      “Locals would be free to join us,” Daniel noted, “as long as they are hardworking and well behaved.”

      “That’s your decision,” John said.

      He stepped onto the dock and headed toward the boathouse. Along the way, he saw a large hemp rope still tied to a cleat at the edge of the dock. It looked like it had been cut, as if someone had taken a boat in haste.

      “There’s a lot of room to plant crops here,” Ignacio said. “We could make a nice little farm with a big garden.”

      “Yeah, we could really spread out,” Kate said, smiling and nodding at him. “Our huts and tents wouldn’t have to be packed so close together.”

      John approached the boathouse. It had a pair of doors on the wall facing the dock. When he grabbed the latch for the right door, he half expected to find it locked, but it swung open easily. The interior was dim and looked as if it had been looted of most of its equipment. Shelves were bare. A couple of barrels were tipped on their sides and emptied, and a tarp was balled up in the corner.

      “Well, it doesn’t look like anyone has been living here,” John said. “There’s no indication of food, water, or clothing. Whoever owned this place, it looks like they loaded up and left after the EMPs, and no one else has moved in.”

      “That bodes well,” Daniel said, leaning through the open door. “We wouldn’t be stepping on anyone’s toes.”

      “So it would seem.” John stepped back, waited for Daniel to do the same. Then he shut the door and moved on.

      Next, he headed for the nearby line of trees. The area seemed quiet. John made a broad arc through the trees, but he saw no sign of campfires or human habitation.

      “We could live here,” Ignacio said. “It would be very comfortable. Better than our quarters on the Mako, for sure.”

      “Every family could have three times as much space as we did on the island,” Kate said.

      A little farther on, they crested a rise and spotted a small lake in a shallow valley on the other side. It was fed by a creek flowing from the west.

      “A good water source nearby,” Daniel said, gazing down at the lake with his hands on his hips. “I do like that very much.” He turned to John. “I think you’ve found us a good, safe place. We won’t do much better than this. More than that, I feel safe. My gut tells me this is the right location.” He turned to Ignacio and Kate. “What do you two think?”

      “I like it a lot,” Ignacio added. His mood had visibly changed since they’d begun scouting the area. He’d been in a dark place since the death of his cousin, but he seemed energized now.

      “Personally, I’m ready to clear a spot, get a nice fire going, make some dinner, and relax,” Kate said.

      “Okay, I say we head back to shore and get the others,” Daniel said

      John didn’t feel as confident about the location as the islanders did. He was still feeling the effects of his last excursion on the mainland. But, if the islanders felt safe, he decided to trust their judgment.

      He gazed across the lake. There was evidence of a small town far in the distance, a few buildings gathered around the intersection of two country roads. Nothing seemed to be moving there, however. Whatever the case, it was quite far. John nodded and turned, heading back the way they’d come. They walked back through the trees, down the grassy slope, and around the boathouse. All the way, they heard not a peep from another human being.

      When they got to the boat, they found Ruth and the other islanders waiting anxiously near the gangplank. Even Bestie was standing alert beside Ruth, as if the dog, too, wanted to hear the report from the scouts. John expected Daniel to give the good news, but Daniel motioned for him to speak.

      “We scouted the area around the boathouse,” John said. “All the way over the rise and to the valley on the other side. There’s fresh water, and there doesn’t seem to be any other inhabitants in the area.”

      “We’ll clear a space and start making camp,” Daniel said. “Let’s go.”

      He clapped his hands, and the other islanders began deboarding. They lugged bags, boxes, and backpacks with them as they crossed the gangplank and followed Daniel down the dock. Ignacio went with them, helping Kate carry a large box. John lingered, waiting for Ruth and Bestie. The dog refused to cross the gangplank, so finally Ruth and John had to carry her and set her down on the dock. From there, however, she happily raced to catch up to Ignacio, then padded along beside him. John took that as a good sign. The chocolate lab usually hid at the first hint of danger.

      “It’s a lovely area,” Ruth said, taking John’s hand. “But it’s on the mainland and not that far from dangerous places. What’s to stop some roving gang from moving in and trying to take over?”

      “We will have to be ready to defend ourselves,” John replied, “but is it any different from the island? The gulf has pirates and cultists roaming about.”

      “Good point,” Ruth said. “I guess there’s no place that’s completely safe. In the end, you have to take your chances and be ready to fight for your people and your stuff.”

      “That’s the way the world works now, yes,” John said.

      “It always did work that way,” Ruth replied. “We just didn’t see it because it wasn’t so stark.”

      They caught up to the islanders beyond the boathouse, where Daniel was already directing them to clear a space just along the line of trees. Ignacio and Kate went to work chopping down trees, while two other young men cleared the ground of weeds and wild grass. A few others were digging multiple pits. When John walked up to the pits, Daniel pointed them out.

      “That one will be a latrine,” Daniel said. “The other two farther out will be deadfalls. Just in case. We can’t assume wild animals or roaming bandits won’t be a problem.”

      John was just about to offer to help, but he felt another tickle in his throat. That led to another wild coughing fit that went on for so long, his vision dimmed. Finally, Ruth helped him sit down on the ground. Bestie even came up and curled up on the ground beside him.

      “You need to rest, John,” she said. “You can’t push yourself, not while you’re sick.”

      John wiped his eyes and fanned his face with his hat. He realized Daniel was standing over him, giving him a long, probing look. It seemed like the island leader was about to say something, but finally, he shook his head and went to help dig the latrine.

      John was troubled not so much by the coughing but by how weak and winded he felt. Yes, he was pushing himself too much. In reality, he needed to be lying in a comfortable bed somewhere, getting plenty of fluids, and maybe watching TV. That wasn’t an option at the moment.

      After a while, he zoned out, his gaze fixed off into the distance. Some time had passed before he realized someone was standing in front of him. He looked up into the face of a profusely sweating Ignacio. He had just dragged a fallen log out of the camp, and he was drinking from a water bottle. He lowered the bottle, dabbed his forehead with his sleeve, and said, “Are you okay, John?”

      “I’ll be fine, Ignacio,” John replied. Maybe if he said it forcefully enough, he could will it to be true. “I just needed to rest a few minutes, but I feel better now. I’ll get up and help.”

      “Are you sure, man?” Ignacio said. “You could help me cut the branches off this tree, if you feel up to it.”

      John pushed himself to his feet. He felt another tickle in his chest, but he refused to give in to it. No more wild coughing fits. If he had to cough, he would do it away from the others. His sickness was going to harm morale if he let it. Ruth gave him a concerned look, but he smiled and waved her off.

      “A little rest helped,” he said. “I’ll be fine now.”

      Tools had been lined up on top of a metal trunk, and John grabbed a small hatchet. Then he joined Ignacio and Kate. Later, when he felt another coughing fit coming on, he walked away from the camp, pretending that he needed to urinate, so he could cough in private. That seemed to work. The islanders got more excited as their camp came together. Unfortunately, John found that he couldn’t do much. It took a lot of effort just to hide how weak and miserable he felt. However, as Ignacio and Kate were lifting beams to begin constructing a crude framework for a house, he was forced once again to excuse himself and walk away.

      This time, he went all the way around the boathouse and coughed until he felt better. As he was returning, he found Ruth and Bestie waiting for him at the corner of the house.

      “You have to take it easy,” Ruth said. “You are wearing yourself out.”

      “People need my help,” he said, fanning himself with his hat.

      Ruth came toward him, tears in her eyes, and grabbed his shoulders. “Even the common cold can turn deadly if you keep pushing yourself. John, I can’t bear the thought of losing someone else that I love.”

      John felt a twinge of guilt, but it was mingled with a sudden warmth. Had she professed her love for him before? In his sickly state, he couldn’t remember if she’d actually said the words before.

      “Okay, I’ll try to take it easy,” he said. “But the fact of the matter is, I can’t just lie down. We have to help these people, and then we have to help our own people. You’re not going to lose me, Ruth.”

      He hugged her. He would have kissed her, too, but he didn’t want to pass whatever he had to her. They walked back to the camp. Things were coming together nicely. A simple frame was already standing for a basic building. A long latrine had been dug a short distance away from the camp. Deadfalls had been built and covered on either side of the camp. A large space was cleared, and some islanders were setting up a firepit.

      John approached Daniel, who was standing proudly to one side admiring the handiwork of his people.

      “It looks like things are coming together here,” John said. “Would you feel safe if I left now and returned to the island?”

      “We have weapons,” Daniel said. “We have food and fresh water. Soon, we’ll have shelter and a fire going. Yes, I think it’s safe for you and Ruth to return to the island and guide the others here.”

      He extended a hand to John, who accepted and shook it.

      “I hope you feel better soon,” Daniel added. “We have some sick people on the island. Everyone worked too hard. It made things worse. Let Ruth do most of the work on the way back, while you rest.”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell him,” Ruth said.

      “I’ll do what I can,” John said. “We’ll return as soon as possible with more of your people.”

      Wanting to stave off any further debate or discussion about his health, he turned to leave. As he did, Ignacio approached, Bestie trotting along beside him. Ignacio seemed different. Even sweating and tired from preparing the camp, he seemed enthusiastic, excited. He stooped down to pet the dog as he stood in front of John.

      “If you don’t mind, amigo, I think I’ll stay here and help with the camp,” he said. “Bestie can stay with us, too. It’s nice in this place, and there’s a lot of work to be done to get ready for the rest of the people.”

      “Are you sure?” John said. “You really seemed like you wanted to help us fight AILS. You wanted to get revenge, you said.”

      Ignacio bowed his head for a second and sighed. Then he held up his hands and looked at them with tears in his eyes. He had small hands, strong and callused from a lot of hard work, with ragged nails. “Yeah, I said that. But maybe I’ve changed my mind. Or my heart. I think I’ll fight them by helping these people, rebuilding, making things nice again.” He rubbed his hands on the sides of his pants. “And anyway, the little doggie doesn’t need to be out there fighting a cult. She can stay with us and be safe and happy.”

      John nodded. It made sense. In fact, he envied Ignacio. Ruth had overheard the conversation, and she laid a hand on Ignacio’s shoulder.

      “Take good care of our Bestie,” she said. “That poor girl has been through enough.”

      “I will,” Ignacio said, smiling. “For sure.”

      “We’ll be back soon with the others,” John said.

      “We’ll have this place looking like paradise by the time you get back,” Ignacio said, “and we’ll put all of the evil behind us for good.”

      And with that, John turned and headed back to the boat. Ruth came with him. They climbed back onboard the Blue Diamond and drew in the gangplank. Ruth pulled the anchor, and John unfurled the sails. He could feel fluid in his lungs, and phlegm in his throat. He really wanted to cough again, but he fought it off. It would only make Ruth worry. Once the sails were unfurled, he backed them away from the dock and turned them toward the open sea.

      They caught a glimpse of the camp. A tendril of smoke was rising into the sky. John wished them the best and guided the boat back across the port.

      “I really hope this place works out,” he said. “We can’t keep looking for a home forever.”

      “I think we found the right place,” Ruth said, stepping back into the cabin. “Have a little hope and faith, John. You’ve done a good job. Now, we just have to deal with the enemy.”
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      Ruth saw right through him, but she wasn’t sure how to handle it. John was clearly sick, and getting sicker, but he was trying to hide it. Sailing back to the island, the weather was nice, and the sea was calm, so Ruth tried to seize the opportunity to help him.

      “John, why don’t you rest for a while?” she said. He was standing at the helm, and she was positioned near the cabin door. “We’re making good time. It’s smooth sailing. I can handle things from here.”

      John started to respond, but he had to stop and clear his throat. He turned his head and spat onto the port walkway. “I’m not sure I could rest, even if I tried.”

      “You should at least try.” She came to him and laid a hand on his back. “John, you’re not going to get better if you keep pushing yourself. We’ll be fine.”

      He looked at her, gave her a pained smile, and nodded. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I’ve picked up a little bug, I think, but it’s more irritating than anything. I don’t have time for this.”

      “That’s why you need to rest and get over it,” she said, gently easing him away from the ship’s wheel. “You can lie down on the bench back there. Come on.”

      He allowed her to turn him and guide him toward the back of the cabin. With a sigh, he sat down on the padded bench at the back of the cabin, then lay down on his side. “A little bit of sleep would be nice,” he said. “Please wake me up as soon as we come in sight of the island again, would you?”

      “Of course,” she replied.

      Ruth went back to the wheel. The location of the island was marked on a map, and she had compass bearings to follow. While she lacked the experience of John, she felt fairly confident she could get them back on her own. She adjusted their heading a bit, then settled in. Within minutes, John was snoring softly from the bench, and that made her feel better.

      She let him sleep through the night, as she guided the boat back down the coast and then out toward the island. The sun was just coming up when she saw the familiar hump of rock at the island’s center rising against the brilliant orange horizon. John finally awoke with a violent coughing fit that went on so long, he began to retch. Ruth went to his side to try to help somehow, but he waved her away. Finally, he rose, stumbled over to the port walkway, and spat a glob of phlegm into the sea.

      “Feel better now?” Ruth asked.

      He sat down with a huff on the pilot’s chair. “I shouldn’t have slept all night,” he said. “That means you stayed awake.”

      “I wouldn’t have been able to sleep, even if I’d wanted to,” Ruth replied. “Anyway, we’re here. Let’s help get these islanders to their new home.”

      As they approached the inlet, she saw some people gathered along the rocks at the narrowest point. They were gesturing and gazing into the water. Ruth motioned for John to take the wheel. Then she stepped onto the starboard walkway and waved her hands at the people.

      “Look in the water,” one of the islanders shouted. She seemed frantic. “In the water! Look in the water!”

      Leaning over the gunwale, Ruth saw the water at the mouth of the inlet. It was discolored, turned a deep shade of brown-red. She caught a hint of something moving beneath the surface, fleeing from the boat into the inlet.

      “It’s a shark,” the islander cried. “More than one! We spotted them this morning!”

      “The dead bodies drew them,” another said. “I told them not to throw the dead into the inlet!”

      The Blue Diamond was heading into the inlet now and toward the beach. Ruth turned and gazed at the water behind them. Blood in the water. A lot of it. Though it was already dispersing, she could still see it. However, the brief glimpse of the shark—if that’s what it was—had passed. She went back into the cabin.

      John had the wheel, and he was turning to bring them parallel with the shoreline. “Did that guy say they tossed dead bodies into the inlet, and it drew a shark?”

      “Apparently,” Ruth replied. “More than one shark, from the sound of it.”

      John grimaced and shook his head. “Well, that’s an easy problem to avoid, as long as no one goes in the water.”

      As they approached the beach, Ruth saw a flurry of activity. Many of the lifeboats had been loaded with supplies, and the islanders were darting here and there, performing last-minute tasks. However, Ruth’s gaze drifted off to the distance. At the east end of the beach, where sand gave way to rocks, she saw what was clearly a row of dead bodies covered in tarps.

      “Maybe we should pull a little closer to shore,” she said to John. “Because of the sharks. Just in case.”

      “Well, we can’t get too close,” he replied. “We’ll run aground, especially if we load up with a whole bunch of islanders. But I’ll do what I can.”

      He steered them just a little closer than before, then signaled for Ruth to drop anchor. She tossed their makeshift anchor overboard and brought in the sails, and the boat came to a stop. They were still a few yards from the shore, but Ruth hoped the water was shallow enough to be safe. She went to the starboard side and hopped overboard. John followed, but he went over clumsily and landed in the water on his back. He floundered for a few seconds before finding his footing.

      “I hadn’t had a bath today,” he said, swiping his wet hair back and reseating his baseball cap. “Problem solved.”

      As they waded ashore, an older woman left a group that was loading the lifeboats and came to meet them. She wore a headband similar to Daniel’s. Though she was gray-haired and small, she had the bearings of a leader. She walked up to Ruth and extended her hand.

      “Nora,” she said. “I’m one of the elected leaders here. You might remember me from our meeting the other day.”

      Ruth shook her hand. “What’s the deal with the sharks in the inlet?”

      Nora grimaced. “As we mentioned before, we have a number of sick people on the island. Some of them have died, and we had to decide what to do with the bodies. Nobody wanted to bury them on the island. That reminded us a little too much of Matthew’s mass graves, so we opted for burials at sea instead. It’s what you guys did, after all.”

      Except we didn’t actually release a body into the water, Ruth thought.

      “Anyway, we walked out to the mouth of the inlet along the rocks there,” Nora continued, “and that’s where we began tossing the dead. At some point, we drew predators. There’s more than one shark in the area now.”

      John finally came trudging up, soaking wet from head to toe. He shook Nora’s hand briefly.

      “We can take a couple dozen people on my boat, if need be,” he said, then turned his head to cough. “My boat will get them ashore a lot faster than your lifeboats, so you decide who you want to prioritize.”

      “So you’ve found us a new place?” Nora asked, her face brightening at the prospect.

      “Yes, a lovely little place along the coast,” Ruth said. “Daniel and the others are there preparing a camp as we speak.”

      Nora looked over her shoulder. A few others had gathered behind her to listen to the conversation. Ruth noted that a few of them wore headbands. An older gentleman nodded at her, as if agreeing to something they had already spoken about earlier. Nora turned back to John.

      “We’re concerned about the survival of our sick,” she said. “They’re weak, and we’re unwilling to leave them behind. The travel is going to be hard for them, so if we can get them to the new camp faster, then they’ll have a better chance of recovering. Are you okay with transporting sick people?”

      Ruth glanced at John, and he gave her a shrug.

      You’re one of the sick yourself, Ruth thought, but did not say it to him.

      “I’m fine with that,” John said. “Let’s get them on board as soon as possible, so we can get them to their new home.”

      Nora nodded. “Okay, I’ll appoint a few helpers. Give me a minute to round them up.”

      As she headed back across the beach toward a group loading lifeboats, the others followed her. Ruth went to a nearby pile of supplies and took a seat on a large metal trunk, patting the space beside her so John would do the same. He sat down and promptly began coughing again. Though he tried to fight it, the coughing would not be halted, not this time. Ruth patted him on the back until it passed.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll pick up our people, get this next group to the new camp, and then I’ll take a nice long nap and kick this cold.”

      “Okay, John,” she replied. “See that you do!”

      After a few minutes, Nora came back toward them. A group followed her, and Ruth realized they were bearing a number of makeshift stretchers carrying sick people. Some of the sick were barely conscious. Others were awake but clearly miserable. They were pale and sweating, some coughing, all breathing roughly.

      The stretchers were being carried in pairs, Nora directing them to the water’s edge. Ruth rose and went to meet her.

      “I thought we’d put the sickest ones on board first,” the leader said. “We’ve got eight people here who are bedridden. Do you mind?”

      “It’s fine,” Ruth said. “There’s a small platform along the back of the boat that they can use to climb up on the aft deck. Just be careful.”

      Nora nodded and turned to the line of people behind her. Eight stretchers, each carried by two people. That was going to fill up the boat. But it couldn’t be helped. As Ruth and John watched, the stretchers were carried into the water toward the boat. Nora took the lead, guiding them toward the back of the boat. Despite the shallow water, it made Ruth nervous. Too many people stirring the water.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t be loading people here,” she said to John. “Not right now.”

      “We just need to hurry and get it done,” he said. “The sooner we head back, the better it will be for everyone.”

      The first pair had reached the back of the boat. Nora climbed up first, dropping onto the aft deck, then turned to help them hoist the stretcher onto the boat. The carriers followed. And then they all moved aside to let the next pair board. Nora helped this pair hoist their stretcher onto the deck, even as the poor soul lying on it let out a loud groan.

      “They’re certainly a well-coordinated group,” John said. “We should probably get back on board so we can help position everyone.” He rose, hacked up a bunch of phlegm, spat it aside, then started back to the boat.

      As she followed him back into the water, Ruth watched the third pair hoist their stretcher into the boat. The young woman on the stretcher was unconscious, tucked into a blanket, her face shiny with sweat and her hair hanging in damp strands.

      “John, I hate to even suggest it,” she said, wading after him, “but I sure hope you don’t have whatever sickness these people have.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” John said. “I’m feeling better already.”

      He climbed onto the starboard walkway, but as soon as he got back on board, he doubled over in a coughing fit. That was bad enough. But then Ruth heard a cry of alarm, followed by a loud splash. She backed away from the boat and saw that one of the pairs of carriers had slipped and fallen back into the water. In the process, they had dropped their stretcher, which had flipped and landed upside down behind the boat.

      “Oh, God,” Ruth muttered. “Stay there, John. I’ll help.”

      She waded toward the back of the boat. The other carriers were unable to help because they had their own patients to bear. Nora leapt over the back of the boat and landed in the water with a big splash. The dropped stretcher had flung its patient into the water. Ruth could see her floundering just below the surface as her carriers went to help.

      “Pick her up,” Nora cried. “Forget the stretcher! Get Sarah!”

      The carriers pushed past the floating stretcher and reached down to grab Sarah. However, she was a large woman, and they had some trouble lifting her. Nora joined them and began to help. When Ruth came up behind them, she grabbed the stretcher and pulled it out of the way.

      “The sole of my shoe slipped off the boat,” one of the carriers said. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to fall.”

      “You pulled me down with you,” the other carrier said.

      They’d managed to lift the patient’s head and shoulders above the water. She sputtered and thrashed.

      “Just get her on the boat,” Nora said. “Be more careful, would you?”

      “It was an accident,” the first carrier said. “I didn’t slip on purpose!”

      Ruth lifted the stretcher and tossed it onto the deck. As she did that, Nora and the carriers struggled to bear the woman fully out of the water. Ruth had just turned back when her gaze was drawn to something off the port side of the boat. At first, it seemed like an optical illusion, the water playing tricks with her gaze. But as she focused on it, she realized she was seeing a large shape moving beneath the surface, something sinuous and sleek.

      And then the tip of a dorsal fin broke the water, and Ruth managed a wordless cry. She pointed frantically and finally got the word out.

      “Shark!”

      It was closing in fast, making a beeline for Nora and the carriers. The three of them were all clustered together, straining to lift the patient, so when Ruth shouted, there wasn’t much they could do. The carrier glanced at Ruth, eyes wide, then turned to see where she had pointed. Nora cursed and stumbled backward, losing her grip on Sarah and ended up separated from the others. The other pairs of carriers immediately began backing toward the shore.

      The shark curled around the back of the boat and lunged at Nora. Ruth rushed toward her, fumbling in her jacket pocket for the folding knife she kept there. It was the only weapon on her at the moment. She’d left her gun on the boat to keep it from getting wet.

      The bite happened below the water. Ruth didn’t see it. But Nora let out a pained and horrified shriek and fell against one of the carriers. Immediately, the shark began to thrash, whipping its tail from side to side. She caught a glimpse of the shark’s back. It was gray with white spots, maybe five feet in length from snout to tail.

      Nora fell into the water, which was already turning blood red around her. As the carriers struggled to maintain their hold on the patient, Ruth rushed past them, pulling the knife open. Nora half-turned, still screaming, and tried to grab at the shark. It appeared to have grabbed hold of her right leg just above the knee. But the thrashing of the shark made Nora fall.

      “Hold still. I’ve got it,” Ruth cried.

      She lunged past Nora and brought the blade down, stabbing the shark in the back. When that didn’t work, she stabbed it again and again. Finally, the shark whipped its tail at her, swiping Ruth’s feet out from under her. She fell backward and plunged beneath the water, but she heard a gunshot from above. John shouting something. Then someone grabbed her by the back of the shirt. She was pulled to her feet. When she looked over her shoulder, she realized it was John. He’d run to the back of the boat and was leaning over the stern, his gun in his right hand.

      Ruth raised the blade and turned for the shark, but when she did, she saw the animal swimming away, leaving its own blood in its wake. Nora was struggling to remain standing, and finally, her scream tapered off into a whimper, and she fell backward. Ruth managed to get her arms around the woman, and she began pulling her toward shore. Other islanders rushed out into the water to help, and they took Nora from her.

      As they carried her ashore, Ruth saw the ugly wound on the back of Nora’s right leg. The shark had bitten through her pants, leaving a large bite wound that was bleeding profusely. Nora was already delirious, her head lolling back and forth. By the time they got her on the beach, dozens of islanders had gathered. Someone laid out a large blanket on the sand, and others brought medical supplies.

      At that point, Ruth could only stumble over to the same metal trunk and sit down. She had blood on her hands, soaked into her sleeves, and she checked to make sure none of it was hers. She glanced toward the boat. John was still standing on deck with the other islanders. When she caught his eye, she motioned for him to stay there.

      Meanwhile, the islanders worked frantically to treat Nora’s wound. They cut away her pants, revealing the wound in all its hideousness. The shark had almost bitten a huge chunk out of her leg. The flesh and muscle were still connected, but there were two V-shaped rows of deep tooth marks. Blood was everywhere. The islanders were frantic, shouting at each other. Another leader with a headband finally took control.

      “We have to stop this bleeding first,” he shouted. “Someone give me a tourniquet.”

      He was handed a belt, which he tied around her leg above the wound. As he did that, others bandaged the wound as best they could. Another islander tried to give Nora some painkillers, but she wouldn’t swallow the pill. Indeed, Nora had fallen unconscious, and her face had turned an ashen color.

      Ruth bowed her head and listened as the islanders desperately tried to save her. Some were crying now, and the leader’s voice was getting softer, less frantic. Finally, they all stopped talking, and the beach became strangely quiet. When Ruth lifted her head, she saw a big circle of people standing around Nora. Blood had soaked through the bandages and pooled on the beach around her. She lay on her back, her head tipped to one side, mouth hanging open. The leader sighed and rose, holding up his bloody hands.

      “It’s too late,” he said. “She’s gone. Femoral artery was severed. Nora lost too much blood.”

      Most of the islanders were weeping now. Even some of the sick on their stretchers were sitting up, watching this somber affair. After a minute, someone handed the leader a rag, and he wiped his hands off as best he could.

      “I’m sorry, friends,” he said softly. “Place her body with the others. There’s nothing more we can do.”

      Though distraught, the islanders didn’t hesitate to pick up the body and bear it down the beach. The leader shook his head, still trying to wipe the blood from his hands, and came toward Ruth.

      “I’m so sorry,” Ruth said. “I’d hoped the sharks wouldn’t come into such shallow water.”

      “It’s not your fault,” the leader replied, tears in his eyes. “Unfortunate decisions drew them here. We’re not putting anyone or anything else back into the water until the sharks disperse. Every time we stir the water, they stick around longer, and now that they’ve had a taste of live prey, they’ll be looking for more.”

      “We brought our boat as close to shore as we could,” Ruth said. “Any closer and it would run aground. I’m afraid we have to pass through the shallow water to get on board.”

      The leader looked at the ship, seemed to have some internal debate, then turned back to her. “Then we’ll ask your man there to head back to the camp with his current passengers. The rest of us will stay here and find a safer evacuation site. Would you be willing to stay and help us? I’d hate for you to go back in the water. The sharks will smell all of that fresh blood.”

      Ruth sighed. She didn’t like it, but it made sense. More than that, however, this strange shark attack felt like a bad omen. A problem they had never anticipated had suddenly thrown all of their plans into chaos and blood.

      “Yeah, I’ll stay and help you move to another evacuation site,” she said, rising. “Let me share the news with John. I won’t go in the water. We’ll just shout at each other from the shore.”

      She walked until the water was up to her ankles. It was as far as she dared to go under the circumstances. Then she cupped her hands to either side of her mouth and called to John.

      “It’s not safe to go in the water right now,” she said. “John, head to the Mako and pick up the demolition team, then take this group to the new camp, and come back for us. We’ll find a new evacuation site elsewhere on the island. You might have to circle the island to find us when you return.”

      “I don’t like it,” John replied. “We’re splitting up too much. We’ve got people scattered all over the place. Just use one of the lifeboats.”

      “We’re not going to put anything else in the water,” Ruth said. “Just go on ahead. I’ll be right here. I’m going to stay and do what I can to get things ready.”

      John bowed his head for a moment, shaking his head. “Okay, fine. If that’s really what you think we should do.”

      “Hurry, John,” Ruth said. “Get back here as soon as you can. I don’t know how much longer we have until AILS makes a move. Probably not long.” And she thought, but did not say, It might already be too late.
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      The leader’s name was Chaunce. He was short, thick around the middle, with thinning hair and a bulbous nose. The headband barely fit his large head, pulled so tight that the woven leather straps were straining. They stood with a large group of islanders and watched the Blue Diamond sail back out of the inlet, John bearing a small group of passengers away.

      It didn’t feel right letting him sail away without her, but Ruth hadn’t wanted to fight with the islanders about getting in the water. And, quite frankly, she was deeply disturbed by Nora’s sudden death. A large section of the beach was still shiny with her blood. It made her think of Stella. Of how much she missed her. Of the deep grief that sometimes made her question why she was even still doing any of this. She surreptitiously rubbed her eyes.

      “These people have been through so much,” Chaunce said. “Every time something good happens to us, something worse happens afterward. We can’t seem to catch a break.”

      Ruth cleared her throat. “I know the feeling.”

      They were walking the circuitous path back to the camp. Behind them, a line of islanders stretched out. Most of them carried supplies or lifeboats. It had been Ruth’s idea to use the smaller inlet on the east side of the island as their new evacuation point. Previously, Ruth had used it as a place to launch an attack on the island’s former tyrannical leader, Matthew.

      “The evacuation is going too slowly,” Chaunce said, glancing over his shoulder. “I don’t know how to speed things up. All of our hurrying has only gotten more people killed, and the sea is not friendly.”

      “I’m not sure why AILS hasn’t attacked yet,” Ruth said, “but they must be laying the groundwork for something that they’re sure will win them all of their objectives. I doubt you’ll be able to get everyone off the island before they arrive.”

      “Well, I don’t know if we outnumber them or not,” the leader said, “but I doubt we can win a straight face-to-face battle with our dwindling numbers. Besides, we’re tourists with families, not terrorist cult members. I don’t know what else we can do.”

      They moved into what was left of their old camp. A few of the huts and tents remained standing, but much of the camp had been broken down and pulled apart. The big log cabin on top of the rocky shelf was still standing, though the doors were open and some debris was scattered across the rocks in front of it.

      “I think our best bet is to slow AILS down and buy more time to get everyone off the island,” Ruth said.

      “How do we do that?” Chaunce asked.

      They cut across the camp at an angle, walking over bare lots where people had lived. Another path was visible on the far side of the camp, cutting into the forest and leading to the other side of the island. Ruth looked over her shoulder again and saw the line of islanders following them. There were still almost a dozen sick people being carried on stretchers.

      “AILS attacked the Mako not long ago,” Ruth said. “My people were able to slow them down and ultimately outsmart them because we set a bunch of booby traps. I think we could do the same thing here. I wasn’t present when they set the traps, but I’m sure we can figure out something. In fact, if you want, I’ll take a group and start creating obstacles. That way, you and the rest of the leaders can focus on prepping your group on the eastern shore.”

      “That sounds like an excellent idea,” Chaunce said. He gave her a curious look, as if seeing her for the first time. “You know, you Mako people have proved to be invaluable allies to us. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

      “We’re allies in this fight,” Ruth reminded him. “We have the same enemy. There’s no reason not to help each other. Our survival depends on coming together and fighting for each other.”

      “It’s a good feeling to have true allies, that’s all I’m saying,” Chaunce replied. “Once we get to the other inlet, I’ll appoint you a team for setting traps.”

      They entered the far path and began winding their way to the east side of the island. Eventually, they came out of the dense forest and passed by a deep gulley. Beyond the gulley, a small, hidden cove was tucked back against some low hills. It was half the size of the other inlet and had no real beach to speak of, just rocks and weeds, but at least it gave them a shark-free evacuation point. For now.

      Chaunce and a few other leaders immediately began directing the line of people, spreading them out in a well-ordered formation around the cove. They created an area to stack supplies, another place to line up the lifeboats, and a field hospital for the sick. Ruth was impressed with their coordination. These people had clearly learned how to work together. She simply stood to one side and waited.

      After the islanders had been coordinated into groups, Chaunce rounded up a few people and brought them to Ruth. She quickly introduced herself and learned their names. A young man named Seth, an older gentleman with a long and unkempt sandy-colored beard who was named Marvin, and two people who had been working on the cruise ship—an athletic young woman named Midori, and a strapping and freckled redneck by the name of Elijah.

      “This is your booby-trap team,” Chaunce said, once introductions had been made. “I’ll come with you, as well, but you’re in charge. I trust your judgment on this. You Makoans have more experience dealing directly with an AILS attack, so just tell us what to do and we’ll follow your lead.”

      Ruth took a minute to consider the best course of action.

      “I think it would be best to create blockades in the water,” Ruth said. “We could use large pieces of wood or metal to make it difficult for boats to approach any of the easy landing sites on the island. If we can get the enemy to hesitate in approaching the island for a little while, we might be able to buy some extra time to finish the evacuation.”

      And with that plan in mind, they headed back to the camp, while the rest of the islanders continued loading up supplies and preparing the lifeboats. Fortunately, enough debris had been left behind in the camp that they were able to find a wheeled cart and load it to overflowing with boards, scrap metal, and even some fallen logs. Elijah and Midori pulled the wagon back toward the main inlet on the north side of the island. That seemed the most likely point of approach for AILS, so it made sense to start there.

      “So…so are we just dumping a bunch of trash into the water?” Elijah asked. He had a thick Southern accent of some kind. Not Texas, though. Ruth thought it was more of a North Carolina twang. “Is that really gonna stop somebody?”

      “Elijah, have you ever seen any movies about the D-day invasion during the Second World War?” Ruth asked. When the big boy nodded, she continued, “Well, you might recall that there were big metal traps in the water along the coast. These were intended to prevent shallow-water boats from landing. That’s kind of what we’re going to do. At the mouth of the inlet, we’re going to strategically position a bunch of large debris so that it sticks up out of the water and discourages approach. And we’re going to do it without being bitten by sharks.”

      They were walking back down the winding path toward the northern inlet. The wagon wheels creaked loudly, the big pile of debris bumping and thumping over the rough ground. Ruth wasn’t especially excited about returning to the bloody beach or the shark-infested water. She surmised the sharks alone would serve as a suitable discouragement if AILS could be made aware of them. Nevertheless, this seemed like the clearest and best course of action.

      When they arrived at the beach, Ruth quickly turned away from the large, bloodstained patch of sand. It was gruesome, especially knowing what had happened there. She headed east, following the curve of the beach toward the rocky outcroppings that formed the narrow mouth of the inlet. Once they reached the rocks, they were forced to park the wagon.

      “Okay, we need to carry all of this debris to the spot where the inlet is narrowest,” Ruth said, pointing it out. “This single load probably won’t be enough. We want the big pieces, the boards, and long pieces of metal to stick up out of the water. We need them to be visible from far away.”

      “Do we have to do this for the entire island?” It was the young man, Seth, who said this. He had white hair and pale blue eyes. “Like, do we have to clutter up the entire coastline?”

      “No,” Ruth replied. “Much of the island is difficult, almost impossible, to land any vessels because of the big rocks and trees. There are a few landing places, and we need to discourage AILS from landing at them. We’ll be busy for a while, though, if that’s what you’re asking. Are you okay with that?”

      The young man shrugged and looked at the big redneck. “Yeah, sure, just checking. All we do on this island is work every day, so I’m used to it.”

      Midori had apparently tired of the conversation immediately. Of her own volition, the young woman, who wore an oversized T-shirt with an image of the Tokyo Skytree on the front, began unloading the wagon. She picked up a long wooden board under her right arm, a big, jagged piece of rusty metal under the left, and proceeded to drag them along the rocks toward the water.

      “Follow her lead,” Ruth said, pointing at Midori.

      “I like to work, not talk,” Midori said over her shoulder. She spoke English very well, though she had a distinct Japanese accent. “Get things done, not talk about getting things done.”

      The big redneck brushed his hands together and followed Midori, gathering a bunch of boards, scrap wood, and long pieces of metal and trotting after her. Then the others proceeded to do the same. Unfortunately, the water, even at the narrow point of the inlet, was still quite deep. Ruth could tell it was going to take many trips to accomplish what she wanted. Nevertheless, it couldn’t be helped, so she picked up a few boards and followed after the others.

      Once the group had all gathered at the very tip of the rocky promontory, where it thrust out into the mouth of the inlet, she directed them to start jamming the longest pieces of debris down into the water.

      “Start where the water is shallowest,” she said. “We want them standing up vertically. Does that make sense?”

      “Yes, it does,” Midori said, and promptly dumped her debris on the ground. She grabbed the long board, raised it in both hands, and jammed one end into the shallowest water just beyond the rocks.

      “Remember, don’t step foot in the water,” Ruth said.

      “Don’t want them sharks to gnaw on us,” Elijah said, and gave a deep and twangy guffaw.

      “That’s right.”

      Midori managed to get her first wooden board jammed into the ground beneath the water. Then she angled it slightly outward. Again, the others followed her lead, even Chaunce. As Midori turned to grab another piece of debris, however, she stopped suddenly. She was gazing off to the north, and she raised her hand, pointing with two fingers into the distance.

      “Do you see that?” she said.

      Ruth turned to see what the woman was pointing at. The distinct shape of a sail against the horizon. It wasn’t the Blue Diamond. She had come to know the shape of their makeshift sails well. This was some other boat. It had been painted black, both the hull and the sails.

      “Is that AILS?” Chaunce asked, dropping the wooden board under his arm. “Are they here already?”

      Ruth studied the boat, but it was so far away, she couldn’t make out much. A black boat with a black sail. She didn’t recognize it.

      “AILS does like the color black, seemingly,” Ruth said. “Black and gray. But I just don’t know.”

      It seemed to be approaching the island at an angle, as if it meant to pass close but not actually land. Then again, that could just be a product of chasing the wind. Maybe they intended to turn into the inlet when they got closer.

      “I don’t think we should take any chances,” Ruth said. “We’d better load up what we’ve got and head back to the others. They need to know that we might be under attack.”

      Chaunce nodded gravely. “Yeah, okay,” he said. He was breathing fast, clearly struggling to keep from panicking. “So maybe this is it, then. Okay. Well…all right, then.” He stooped down and grabbed the board he’d dropped. Then he turned and hurried back toward the wagon.

      Ruth beckoned the others and went after him. We aren’t ready!
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      Although she could feel the movement of the boat and knew they were on their way somewhere, the prison cell was utterly quiet. Other than Uncle Ronny’s pained breathing, Stella heard nothing, and no sounds came from the hallway. The door was closed, but she assumed they had guards outside. From the light through the porthole, she studied the bars around them. It wasn’t a complete cage. Instead, the iron bars seemed to have been installed separately. They were fastened above the drop ceiling and sank into holes in the floor. In a few places, there were small gaps in the ceiling panels, and she could see something up there fastening the bars against beams in the ceiling.

      “How did they cobble together this prison?” she wondered aloud. She was standing, too restless to sit despite her exhaustion and discomfort. “The bars aren’t connected to each other. They’re separately connected to a frame that runs along the ceiling.”

      “Oh, you’ve noticed,” Ronny said. He was sitting with his back against the wall, arms crossed. His voice was rough and cracked. Stella wasn’t sure how much of that was a result of his many injuries. “You’re observant. That’s good to know, Stella. You took after the smart side of the family.” And with that, he laughed once, amused for reasons Stella did not know. “Yeah, I had plenty of time to study this place. The prison cell must have been hastily built. Heck, they probably put it together just so they could drag me along with them. They thought they’d have my original schematics, and maybe they’d be able to torture the rest of the information out of me. Since they failed at both, they had to bring me with them.”

      “Yeah, are those…?” She stood on her tiptoes, trying to make out details through a small gap in the drop ceiling. “I might be seeing things, but it sure looks like the bars are fastened to that little I-beam up there with rope.”

      “That’s what I thought, too,” he said. “I’m so glad to hear you confirm it, kiddo! And these bars were forged from scrap iron, too. That’s what I think. See how discolored they are?”

      Indeed, when Stella leaned in close, she could see that the iron bars were many shades of gray and brown. Either badly made or swiftly made.

      “If I had to guess, I’d say they brought together a bunch of metal scraps and just tried to forge weld them together,” Ronny said.

      Stella grabbed two of the bars and tested them, pushing outward and then pulling them toward her. Despite their poor appearance, they didn’t budge. She certainly lacked the strength to bend or break them.

      “Don’t bother,” Ronny said. “Just because they look bad doesn’t mean you can break them by hand, and those ropes up there, that’s strong hemp rope. You could probably climb up there, but without a sharp knife, we’re not getting through.”

      Stella sighed and stepped back. “Dang, I thought we could break out of here.”

      “I told you,” Ronny said, “I’ve got a plan. I haven’t just been sitting here feeling sorry for myself, girl. I’ve been figuring it all out.”

      He was such a surly character, so coarse in appearance and with such a hard edge to his voice, that Stella thought he might truly have been a pirate in an earlier life. He reached into an inner pocket and pulled out a silver flask, holding it up.

      “They let me keep this,” he said, shaking it. She heard liquid slosh inside. “Only to take the edge off the pain from beating me to a pulp, you see.”

      “What’s in there?” Stella asked. She was sore, soaking wet from the sea, and thoroughly miserable. A small sip of something strong was really tempting at the moment.

      “Well, originally it was Old Crow,” he said, “but I polished that off a long time ago. A little bourbon always helps in a tough situation. Now, it’s got a bit of seawater in it. So, here’s step one of my plan. Your clothes are still sopping wet. Take this flask and see how much of that water you can squeeze into it.”

      He thrust the flask at her. She took it. “What is that going to do?”

      “You’ll see,” he replied. “Just follow me step by step, girl. It’s easier to show you than tell you. Come on.” He rolled a hand at her.

      Stella was intrigued. What in the world had her old uncle cooked up? She unscrewed the cap and took a sniff, and indeed, she could smell salt water inside.

      “Get as much in there as you can,” Ronny said. “Try to fill it up.”

      Stella sat down in a corner of the cell, positioning the open flask between her shoes. It felt about a third full right now. She almost certainly had enough water still soaked into her clothes to fill the thing, but she wasn’t sure she could get it through that tiny opening. She started with the hem of her shirt. Pulling it away from her belly, she twisted it into a cone shape and positioned the end over the opening. Then she twisted, and seawater poured out. Much of it went on the floor, but quite a bit ran into the flask opening as well.

      She tried again higher on her shirt. Then she squeezed water from her jacket. After that, she worked on each pant leg. Finally, and most disgustingly, she pulled off her shoes and socks and squeezed gray water out of each sock. As she did all of this, Ronny sat with his back turned to her, head bowed. By the time she pulled her damp shoes and socks back on, she had filled the flask almost all the way to the top.

      “Okay, I think that’s about all I’m going to get in there,” she said, standing up. She’d made a huge puddle on the floor. It was running out between the bars toward the room’s door.

      She brought the flask to him. He turned and lifted his face. His mouth hung open, and she could see that the poor old man needed dentures badly. Even so, Stella could see some family resemblance in the face. There was a little bit of her gran there, especially around the eyes and the shape of his mouth. He took the flask from her, made sure the cap was tight, then sloshed it around.

      “Excellent,” he said. “It’s a good thing they don’t practice hospitality in the AI-Led Society. Otherwise, they might have given you a change of clothes and let you shower and dry off, and then where would we be? No, no, they like to keep us dazed and miserable, and that’s to our advantage, kiddo. Just you wait and see.”

      He set the flask on the bench beside him. Then he reached into a different pocket on his jacket and fished around.

      “Now, here’s another thing I got to keep that they don’t know about,” he said. He pulled out a small handheld radio of a make and model that were now very familiar to her. She’d once stolen one just like it from an AILS attacker. “I snagged this off a guard while he was trying to keep me from diving headfirst into the sea. It’s got a fully charged battery and everything.”

      “Are we going to radio for help?” Stella asked.

      “No, no, no,” Ronny replied. He shook his head, but that seemed to make his many bumps and bruises hurt. He winced and bared his teeth and the many gaps between them. “Nothing as straightforward and simple as that. These damned scallywags would probably monitor the channel and pick up everything we said. No, no, I’ve got something a little wilder in mind. Stella, have you ever heard of a process called electrochlorination?”

      Stella racked her brain trying to recall if she’d ever heard of such a thing. For some reason, she found that she really didn’t want to seem unintelligent to Ronny. Some part of her wanted to impress him, to prove that she had, indeed, come from the smart side of the family—whichever side that was.

      “I don’t think so,” she replied. “Maybe I have, but I can’t remember it right now.”

      “That’s fine,” he said. “Do me a favor. Tear a thin strip of cloth off either your shirt or your jacket.”

      It was an unexpected request, but Stella looked down at her shirt and jacket and considered the prospect. She had a small hole worn into the fabric of her shirt near the hem on the right side. That seemed like a good place to start. As she worked her fingers into the hole, Ronny proceeded to pull the radio apart.

      “Are you breaking the radio?” she asked.

      “I just need the battery and some wires,” he replied. “And the inside of this little bench I’m sitting on.”

      Stella managed to turn the hole into a tear, and though it was a struggle, she slowly ripped off a long strip of her shirt along the hem. As she did that, Ronny cracked the shell of the radio open, exposing the guts. He popped out the rechargeable battery and set it on the bench beside him. Then he ripped a few wires out of the radio and stripped the ends with some of his few good teeth.

      “Okay, is this long enough?” Stella asked, holding up the strip of poly-cotton blend. It was about an inch wide, though very inconsistent, and maybe ten inches long.

      “That’ll work, Stella,” he said. “Come and help me up, would you? They beat my legs pretty bad.”

      He took the strip of cloth from her and set it near the battery and the wires. Then he held up his hand. Stella took it, and working together, they managed to get Ronny to his feet, though he muttered about three dozen curses under his breath in the process.

      “Now, if you don’t mind, open up the bench there,” he said.

      The bench they’d provided him was, in fact, a large trunk. When Stella popped the latch and raised the lid, she found that the inside was comprised of a number of smaller compartments, as if it had been designed to carry tools. All of the compartments were currently empty.

      “Look at that,” Ronny said, gesturing at the inside of the trunk. “Heck, you’d almost think these AI lovers want us to escape. Now, help me down onto the floor. Not sure I can get all the way down there without breaking something, but I have to try.”

      Stella took his arm this time, and slowly he lowered himself to the hard floor. He groaned loudly, swore, and pressed his free hand against his lower back. He wasn’t light, and Stella struggled not to let go of him. She wasn’t in the best condition herself, after all. However, working together again, they finally managed to get him into a seated position, cross-legged, on the floor in front of the open trunk. He patted the floor beside him, and Stella sat down.

      “You make a pretty good sidekick,” he said. “Anyone ever told you that?”

      “No, sir, I don’t think so,” she replied.

      He gave her a wide-eyed look of surprise. She didn’t know what he was reacting to until he said, “Did you call me sir? I didn’t know kids your age still did that. Color me impressed.”

      “Ruth taught me manners,” Stella said.

      At the mention of Ruth’s name, Ronny’s expression seemed to collapse. Stella made a mental note to avoid mentioning her grandmother’s name unless it was absolutely necessary. There was clearly a history there that she did not know much about.

      “Well, anyway,” Ronny said, picking up the battery and wires in one hand, the strip of cloth in the other, “let me show you how this is done.”

      He attached the wires to the battery’s leads, then set the battery in one of the smaller compartments. In reality, Stella had no idea what he was doing or how it would help, but she tried not to let it show. He wrapped the strip of cloth around the ends of the wires so that they were connected between separate compartments. Then he unscrewed the cap on the flask and poured salt water into the two compartments on either side of the battery.

      “So you have two compartments with water,” Stella said. “One wire goes into each of them. Then the strip of cloth connects the wires.”

      “Completes the circuit,” Ronny corrected. “Now, the direct current is flowing through the water. Step back and cover your face.” He waved her back. Then he pulled the collar of his shirt up over his nose and mouth and shut his eyes.

      Stella took a step back and did the same. She couldn’t hear anything happening. However, a few seconds passed, and she began to smell something strange. A familiar sharp smell, it burned in her nostrils.

      “What is that?” she asked.

      “Don’t breathe it in,” Ronny replied. “Take another step back, just to be safe.”

      As the smell became stronger, it also became more familiar. It reminded her of cleaning bathrooms, scrubbing floors.

      “Is that bleach?” she said.

      “Bingo!” Ronny said. “Actually, when we’re done, we’ll have bleach in one compartment, and lye in the other, all thanks to your seawater and the stolen radio. Now, ain’t that a kick?”

      “That’s pretty wild.”

      The smell got stronger, so she backed up farther. A few minutes passed, Ronny sitting there close, gazing down at his mad science experiment. Finally, he reached out, scooped up the battery and tossed it into the far corner of the trunk.

      “That should do it,” he said. “Take a look. What do you see?”

      Stella opened her eyes and looked down into the open trunk. The two compartments were about half full. Other than the smell, it didn’t seem like much had changed. The water was maybe a little cloudy, but that was it. However, the smells of bleach and lye burned in her nostrils. There was no mistaking it.

      “Will bleach and lye melt the iron bars?” Stella said.

      “Close,” Ronny replied, wagging a finger at her. “But not the iron bars. I’m going to take this strip of cloth and thoroughly soak it in our chemical bath, and then you’re going to apply it to one of the ropes up there in the ceiling. Given enough time, I think bleach and lye will weaken the rope, and we should be able to break the bar loose.”

      It sounded like such a crazy idea that Stella was afraid to believe it would work. She’d long known that her grandmother had an estranged brother, and the little she’d heard about him had painted him as a paranoid and difficult man. Was it possible that he was also a genius? He did design the Mako. But this was mad-scientist-level genius. She watched as Ronny soaked the strip of cloth in the two compartments.

      “Okay, you need to cover your hands with something. It doesn’t need to be up against your skin,” he said.

      “Wait,” Stella said. “Am I supposed to climb up there and get to those ropes?”

      “Yeah, but not without a bit of help.”

      He pulled the strip of cloth out of the bleach and lye mix, letting it dangle and drip. Stella reached down and grabbed the same end that he was holding, then walked over to the front of the cage. Ronny closed the lid of the trunk and pushed it up to the door. It made some noise as he did this, and Stella winced. She expected guards to rush into the room, but seconds passed, and no one appeared.

      “Okay, hop up on the trunk,” Ronny said. “See how close that gets you to the ceiling.”

      Still carefully holding the long strip of cloth between her thumb and forefinger, she stepped up onto the trunk. This put her close enough to the drop ceiling that she could reach up and move a panel. She did this now with her free hand. It exposed the tops of the bars, and the thick hempen rope that secured them to the I-beam that ran above the ceiling. Stella stretched up on her tiptoes, lifting the strip of cloth, and she found she could just barely reach the rope.

      “Have you got it?” Ronny asked.

      “I think so,” she replied.

      She managed to whip the strip of cloth around so that the other end curled around the top of the rope. Then she tucked the other end into the crease between the rope and bar. That meant the strip was firmly pressed up against the rope. She carefully put the ceiling tile back in place and stepped down, hacking and coughing from the stench in her nostrils. The smell of bleach had made her lightheaded, so she sat down on the trunk lid.

      “Sorry, kiddo,” Ronny said. “Normally, I’d say we should only be using bleach in a well-ventilated room, but they haven’t given us that option. Put your head down between your knees and take deep breaths through your mouth.”

      Stella did as he suggested, bending over and hanging her head down. She took long, slow breaths through her mouth, and after a couple of minutes, it seemed to help. Her headache eased, and the dizziness mostly went away.

      “What do we do now?” she asked.

      “We wait a little while,” Ronny replied, sitting down on the trunk beside her with a pained grunt. “Let the bleach and lye do their nasty work on that rope. Just stay like you are. Keep your head down and keep taking those deep breaths.”

      She didn’t need to be told twice. Minutes passed, and she just focused on breathing. The stench was so strong in the room, surely the guards outside would smell it eventually. Finally, Ronny smacked both knees and sat up.

      “Okay, I think that’s long enough,” he said. “Would you mind climbing back up there and checking our handiwork? I’d do it myself, but I’m not sure I’m able to straighten up like that.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Stella replied. She rose from the trunk, and her head spun for a moment. Still, she pushed through. Climbing onto the trunk again, she moved the ceiling tile aside. The strip of cloth was still wrapped around the rope. It smelled really bad up there, and the rope around the cloth appeared to have changed color slightly. “How do I do this?”

      “Pull the strip of cloth away,” Ronny said. “Then grab the rope in both hands and give it an almighty pull.”

      Stella picked the strip of cloth away and tossed it to the floor behind her. The rope under the cloth had bleached a few shades lighter, and it also seemed to have been damaged. It was sunken in slightly, as if the lye had eaten away at it.

      She reached up on her tiptoes and grabbed the rope on either side of the damaged area. It took a moment to get a firm grip with both hands.

      “I’m right behind you, girl,” Ronny said. “If you fall backward, I’ll cushion your fall.”

      And, indeed, she felt precarious, barely maintaining her balancing. Once her grip on the rope was firm in both hands, she pulled downward. She felt it pull away slightly and heard a soft creak. However, it didn’t break, and she didn’t have nearly the strength she might have had under better circumstances.

      Finally, she lifted her feet and hung from the rope, letting her full weight pull at it. The rope gave a soft cracking sound, then another. And suddenly it broke. It came apart with a wet sound right where the strip of cloth had been. She fell and would have landed on the trunk lid with both knees. She anticipated a thunderous sound, but strong arms wrapped around her torso. Ronny had caught her in midair, and he bore her to one side, setting her on the ground. Then, groaning in pain, he stumbled and caught himself against the wall beneath the small porthole.

      “Are you okay, Uncle Ronny?” Stella asked.

      He pushed off the wall and came to her, offering his hand. “Heck yeah, kiddo. Look at what you did there!”

      She took his hand and rose to her feet, turning back toward the door of their cell. A length of hemp rope lay on the floor beside the trunk, and the bar it had once secured hung outward at an angle. It was still fastened into a hole in the floor, but the top was now loose, unattached to anything. Stella grabbed the bar in both hands, rocked it back and forth, and finally pulled it out of the floor.

      “Boy, they sent me the perfect little sidekick, didn’t they?” Ronny said with a clap. He took the iron bar from her. “Good job there, Stella.” He set the bar carefully in a corner of the cell.

      By removing a bar, Stella had created an opening that was wide enough to squeeze through. She promptly did just that. Turning sideways, she managed to push herself through the gap with ease, and she found herself standing outside of the cage in the front of the little room. Ronny did the same, though his beer belly gave him a bit of trouble. After a few seconds of pushing and straining, his belly popped through the gap, and he stumbled away from the cell.

      He clapped Stella on the back and unleashed a gravelly laugh that seemed to come from somewhere deep in his soul. “I was fully prepared to attempt the plan by myself,” he said, “but it’s a lot better this way. Look at us! We’re free. Doesn’t that feel great?”

      “Yeah,” she replied, “but we’re still surrounded by AILS people.”

      “Your hearing is probably better than mine,” Ronny said. “Why don’t you press an ear to the door and listen for the guards? See what you can hear. Maybe we can overpower them or something. I’m willing to give it a try.”

      Stella approached the door and leaned against it, pressing her ear to the cold painted metal. It felt like a hollow door, which meant sound carried through it fairly well. She could hear the roar of wind and water echoing down the hall on the other side. She thought she heard people as well, but they seemed to be far away. Though she strained to make out closer sounds—maybe breathing, soft voices, anything—she didn’t pick up anything else. She kept listening for at least a full minute.

      “Uncle, I don’t think there’s anyone outside of our room,” she said. “It’s really quiet in the hall.”

      “After beating me to a pulp, I guess they didn’t think there was any chance we’d break free,” he said. “Maybe they didn’t post guards outside the room.” He stepped up to the door and slowly reached out to grab the knob. “What do you think, girl? Do we risk it? The worst they can do is beat me up again and toss us back in the cell. But they won’t kill us. They need us both alive—me for my knowledge of the Mako, and you as a hostage.”

      Stella didn’t relish the idea of being tortured. In fact, she shuddered at the thought. Still, it seemed a greater risk to just stand there in the room and do nothing.

      “Let’s go for it,” she said.

      “Okay,” he replied.

      Ronny took a deep breath and let it out. Then he turned the knob and pulled the door open, hunkering down as if he expected immediate violence. Just outside of the room was a narrow corridor lined with doors. The first thing Stella saw was the door across the hall, but there were no guards standing outside. Ronny poked his head through the open door, and Stella followed suit. Looking left and right, she saw only closed doors, and then, to her right, the corridor took a sharp turn as it headed toward a set of stairs. She could hear people moving somewhere beyond the stairs.

      Ronny gave her a thumbs-up over his shoulders, then stepped out into the corridor. Stella moved up beside him, carefully pulling the door shut behind them. She held the knob to dampen the sound of the latch bolt. Ronny pointed left and right and shrugged at her. She didn’t understand at first, but then she thought, He wants me to choose which way to go; he thinks I know the layout of the boat better than he does.

      Maybe that was true, but she had no idea which way to go. Back toward the stairs seemed dangerous, since there were so many AILS people roaming around on the various decks. So she pointed to the left, where the hallway ended at a door. Ronny nodded and headed that way. He had a notable limp, and he winced with every step, but somehow, he managed to move fast and lightly. Stella found it more of a struggle. She had to slide a hand along the wall to maintain her balance.

      When they reached the door at the end of the hall, Ronny glanced at her again, as if to confirm their choice. In truth, Stella had no idea where the door led, but it still seemed safer than the other direction. She nodded, and Ronny promptly reached out and turned the doorknob. He eased the door open, revealing a dim room with a single small beam of afternoon sunlight pouring through sheer curtains on a porthole. On first glance, it appeared to be a storage room, with boxes stacked against the far wall, but it had a ladder leading up to a small hatch.

      Ronny slipped into the room, and Stella followed. She pushed the door shut behind them.

      “Where do you suppose that ladder leads?” Ronny asked, pointing at the hatch.

      She tried to map out what she knew of the yacht in her head. As best she could tell they were on the port side of the ship, somewhere beneath the main cabin or possibly the narrow portside deck.

      “I’m not sure, but…”

      The door flew open behind her and bumped into her back. She stumbled forward and turned, just as an AILS member strode into the room. From the fast way he was walking, and his obliviousness, it seemed he was on his way somewhere and didn’t realize there were people in the room. He even took a couple of steps into the room and almost ran right into Ronny. Like so many in AILS, he was a young man, in decent shape, dressed all in black, with close-cropped hair and sun-touched skin.

      “What the heck…?” he said, stumbling to a stop.

      Stella froze, but Ronny reacted like a startled, angry cat. The old man spun, crying out in pain from the effort, and grabbed the young man. He managed to get his right hand wrapped around the young man’s throat, before his opponent responded. As Stella pushed the door closed again, Ronny and the AILS man began to struggle.

      The AILS man threw punches wildly. His form was bad—even Stella could see that—but he was relentless. Some of the blows caught Ronny on the face, on the side of the head, hitting already-injured flesh. Ronny took a step backward, grimacing and trying to turn his head, but he managed to get both hands around the young man’s throat. This prevented his opponent from crying out. All he could manage was a strangled croak.

      And then the young man hit Ronny in his swollen eye, and the old man groaned and collapsed backward. Even then, somehow he maintained his grip on the young man and pulled him down. They both slammed into the floor, the young man landing on top of Ronny.

      Do something, Stella’s mind cried out at her.

      She’d been frozen, but she moved now. Casting about, she spotted a small metal box at her feet. As Ronny and his opponent wrestled on the ground, the young man struggling to breathe, Stella picked up the box. It was heavy despite its small size and required both hands. She raised it above her head, stepped up beside the wrestling men, and brought it down with as much strength as her weary body could muster.

      She hit the young man on the back of the head with a dull thump, and he immediately crumpled. His face slammed into the floor beside Ronny’s shoulder and bounced. He gave a last, trembling moan and went limp as a dead fish. Ronny batted him aside, muttering an endless string of curses under his breath, and sat up.

      “That hurt worse than the first time they hit me,” he said, gingerly touching the edges of his swollen eye. “If I lose eyesight over all of this, I’ll carve a path through these people.”

      Stella offered him a hand and helped him to his feet, though he didn’t seem to need much help. The old cuss could push through all kinds of pain like no one Stella had ever seen.

      “Check that boy,” he said. “Make sure he’s out cold.”

      Stella stooped down and rolled the young man on his side. He was still breathing, but his face was a bad color—red tinging toward purple. His eyes were partly open and rolled back to whites.

      “Yeah, I think he’s out good,” she said. “Maybe permanently. He needs medical care.”

      “He wants an AI-led society,” Ronny said, reaching for the ladder. “Let AI save him. Come on.”

      He pulled himself up the ladder toward the hatch. Stella rolled the young man toward the wall, then moved a few boxes to block the sight of him from the door. As she did that, Ronny grabbed the latch and slowly turned it, then pushed the hatch open. No light came from above. The open hatch led to a very dark room, and Stella heard nothing from up there. Ronny poked his head through the open hatch, looked around for a second.

      “Another storage room,” he said. “Smaller, very dark. Lots of stuff.” He looked down at her and grinned. “My kind of place, and probably a good place to hide.”

      “Hide?” Stella said. “Don’t we want to get off the ship?”

      “I don’t know how we’re going to pull that off,” Ronny said, “but I need to rest for a bit. We’ll be safe up here, and we can talk about our next step. Come on, kiddo.”

      And with that, he climbed up into the darkness. Stella went after him. The storage room above had no light of its own, no porthole. By the light from below, she saw many small boxes and crates, and a door on the far wall. She entered the room, gently shut the hatch behind her, and turned the latch. Ronny was already moving boxes, making a hiding place for them in a back corner. But when she shut the hatch, she lost sight of him. The only light now came from a crack at the bottom of the door.

      She crawled toward the corner, following his soft, pained noises. Once she was behind his makeshift wall, she sat down, put her head in her hands, and let the pain of all her recent hardships wash over her.

      “What now?” she said, speaking very softly.

      “Well, AILS is on their way to seize the Mako,” Ronny replied. “We know that.”

      “That’s where gran and my friends are,” Stella said. “Can we escape and get there first to warn them?”

      “I doubt it,” he replied. “Even if we stole a lifeboat, it certainly wouldn’t outpace this yacht. They’ve got it running on a real, working engine. No sails! No, we’ll be at the Mako before you know it.”

      “But we can’t let that happen,” Stella said. “They’ll kill all our people!”

      “There is an alternative, you know,” Ronny said. “We could disable the flagship before it reaches the Mako. That might not fully stop AILS, but it would definitely slow them down. At the very least, we’d be throwing a monkey wrench into their plans.”

      “Okay, that sounds good to me,” Stella said. “How do we do it?”

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” Ronny said, “and I’ve got a few ideas. Maybe you can help me flesh them out a bit, kiddo.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Curtis moved the small beam of light across the unfolded page, trying to make sense of the intricate maze of tiny lines, loops, and squiggles. Kay was standing beside him, leaning against the edge of the table. Sadie and Jamal were sitting at the table, leaning over the array of papers from Ronny’s Mako files. It was hot and muggy down in the bowels of the oil platform, and he was sweating profusely. He dabbed his forehead with his sleeve before settling the light on a small but intricate sketch in one corner of the page.

      “We’ve rigged explosives above the ceiling,” he said, “and beneath the crane, in the walls behind the workshop, plus the ones in the control room. They’ll do a heck of a lot of damage, but I don’t think we’re going to bring down this whole platform.”

      “What about here?” Jamal said, tapping a drawing that seemed to be of the petroleum storage tanks. “If we destroyed the supports beneath these large tanks here, would the weight of them be enough to crash through all levels and destabilize the lower deck?”

      Curtis glanced at Kay, who was furiously chewing her lower lip. “I doubt it,” she said. “Honestly, I think we’re just avoiding the inevitable here. We’re dancing around the main issue because it’s going to be potentially quite dangerous.”

      “What are we avoiding?” Curtis said, turning to her.

      “You’re already aiming your flashlight at it,” Kay said, pointing at the sketch in the corner that he had illuminated. It was a precise little drawing that showed the arrangement of support posts beneath the platform. Her point was clear, and Curtis realized she was right. He had been avoiding thinking about the inevitable.

      Curtis was actually quite impressed with the trigger mechanism they’d come up with. After opening one of the simple triggers from the tub, they’d discovered that they were, in fact, electronic and battery-operated, not mechanical. Luckily, they’d been stored in a metal box, which had kept them safe from the EMPs. From there, working together, they’d come up with a design for wiring one of the AILS radios to the trigger. Once activated, a loud enough sound from a second radio on the right frequency should activate the trigger. Curtis had thought up the design himself. He thought his father, being a former electrician, would be proud of it.

      Sadie turned the paper forty-five degrees so she could see the illuminated sketch the right way up. “You’re saying we’ve got to get down at the water level and put explosives on the supports,” she said. “That’s the only sure way to bring it all down.”

      “I think we’ll need to wrap some explosive in plastic and place them below the water level on each support,” Kay said. “And then we’ll need to add a few more above the posts as well to weaken the underside of the deck. That way, when the posts break, it’ll take everything down with it, and there won’t be anything sticking above the water. If you really want to bring this place down, that is as thorough as you can be.”

      Curtis considered this. It was a daunting prospect, and he wasn’t sure how they were going to pull it off. “According to the diagram here, there are a dozen steel-and-concrete supports holding up the platform, plus a circle of smaller posts surrounding the drill. If we follow your plan, we have enough charges left to blow all of the big supports, but how do we get down there?”

      “There’s an access hatch to the underside of the Mako beyond the drill room,” Kay said with a shrug. “It’s very rarely used, but I can show you where it is. I guess this is where our certified divers come in handy.”

      “Just show us where to go,” Sadie said. “Jamal and I have never done anything more than a bit of tourist diving, but we’re trained.”

      “Best diving ever was that reef in Belize,” Jamal said, and got a wistful look on his face. “Crystal clear water, too.”

      “Okay, that’s it, then,” Curtis said. “Let’s get it done.”

      He shoved the papers back in the folder as best he could and turned toward the handcart. He tossed the folder on top of the plastic tub of explosives. The room around them was dark and musty. Flood waters had poured through here, and it had left a terrible, rust smell in its wake. He’d come to despise the Mako. It was a grim place, full of petroleum fumes, ghosts, and sad memories. He couldn’t wait to bring it down.

      “Okay, follow me,” Kay said. She turned and led them to an open door on the far side of the room.

      The underbelly of the Mako was a maze, but Kay seemed to know it like the back of her hand. She led them through stinking, dark corridors and up a set of stairs. That, of course, required lugging the handcart with the explosives and scuba gear like dead weight. Along the way, she stopped in a small closet and retrieved a large roll of plastic sheeting, some sturdy nylon rope, and a few other items, which they added to the cart. From there, Kay led them down the back hallway, past the crew quarters, and to the exterior door. When she hit the crash bar, cool sea air blew into the corridor, and Curtis braced himself against it.

      “This is really the way we have to go?” Jamal said, raising a hand in front of his face.

      Beyond the door, a metal walkway stretched over an open expanse that gave them a view of the water below. The gap was about twenty yards and led to a landing and door in another building on the far side. It also gave them the best view of the supports beneath the Mako that they could get while onboard. Curtis stepped out onto the landing, pulling the handcart behind him. Jamal and Sadie followed him, but Sadie actually leaned over the handrail to get an even clearer view.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” Kay said, stepping past her onto the walkway. “Maintenance hasn’t been around to check on those handrails or anything else in a long time.”

      Sadie immediately rose up, grabbed Jamal’s hand tightly, and followed Kay. Curtis came last with the handcart. The drop on either side was disconcerting, but he was more troubled now by the sheer amount of work they had to do. The supports looked enormous and sturdy from here. Each one would take multiple charges, and probably all of the explosives that remained in the tub. Even then, would it be enough? He wasn’t sure.

      On the far side of the walkway, they reached another landing, which led into a large, open, but mostly empty room surrounded by scaffolding. The drill was set dead center in a large circular space that was a few feet below the floor, but there wasn’t much else. They kept going, following a walkway through the scaffolding to a much smaller room in the back. This room was almost mostly empty, practically featureless, except for a small hatch set into a low point on the floor near the far wall.

      Jamal and Sadie grabbed their scuba gear off the handcart and began preparing it. Clearly, they had done this before. As they got ready, Curtis joined Kay at the hatch. The latch took both of them to open, and when Curtis pulled up the hatch, he saw that they still had about a thirty-foot drop to the water.

      “Are we just supposed to jump?” he asked.

      “No, no,” Kay replied. She reached through the hatch and popped open a compartment. A rope-and-plastic ladder fell out, unspooling as it dropped toward the water.

      “Well, that looks safe,” Curtis said. He leaned down, poking his head through the open hatch. There were other crossbeams beneath the floor. He sat up again and turned to see Jamal and Sadie pulling on their wetsuits and buoyancy compensators. Then they helped each other with their oxygen tanks. Once done, they pulled on flippers and waddled over to the hatch. When Jamal saw the rope ladder and the drop, he groaned, but Sadie put a hand on his shoulder.

      “Are we sure this is safe?” he said. “That ladder looks old and flimsy.”

      “It is old and flimsy,” Kay said.

      “We got this,” Sadie said, bumping him gently on the shoulder with a fist. “Man up. We’re in a war here, and I need you in this a hundred percent.”

      “I ain’t gonna faint, if that’s what you mean,” Jamal replied. “Just expressing a bit of nerves.” He looked at Curtis. “Okay, what’s the plan here?”

      Curtis had been thinking about that carefully. He’d just needed a good look at the supports before putting the last few pieces in place. “Here’s what I’m thinking,” he said. “Jamal and Sadie, you’re going to climb down with enough explosives and blasting caps to set charges on each of the supports. We’ll wrap them in plastic sheeting to make them waterproof. We don’t have the wires or triggers to set them off, so I’m hoping that the explosions of the other charges will set these off as well.”

      “Are we going to put charges above the posts, like Kay said?” Sadie asked.

      “Yeah,” Curtis said. He glanced at Kay. “I’ll take care of that. Unfortunately, I think that means I’m going to climb down onto the crossbeams under the floor. That’ll be a bit tricky.”

      Kay blew her breath out. “You’re a bold young man, Curtis. I’ll give you that. How do you expect to do it? Will you just climb out there and shimmy along like a spider while lugging a bunch of bombs?”

      “That’s the idea,” he replied.

      Kay shook her head. “Well, there’s a slightly safer alternative. Hang on.” She walked over to the handcart and grabbed the big bundle of nylon rope. She dumped it on the floor, and the rope unraveled. “I brought this specifically so we could make safety harnesses,” she said. She reached into the other gear they’d brought and produced a couple of carabiners. “There’s a hook inside the ladder compartment where we can attach them. Maintenance used them when they had to get under the lower deck.”

      “Great idea, Kay,” he said.

      “I’m all for taking risks here,” Kay said, “but let’s not lose our minds. Safety first, right? Or at least second.”

      They fashioned safety harnesses with the rope and attached them to the carabiners. It certainly seemed like it would make things a bit safer.

      “That’s it, then,” Curtis said, turning to Jamal and Sadie. “Are you ready?”

      Jamal and Sadie traded another look, then nodded.

      First, they spent some time wrapping explosive tubes, charges, and blasting caps in plastic sheeting. Then they used the canvas bags that had contained the diving equipment to carry them all. Jamal and Sadie had enough charges to put three on every post. They had even brought waterproof tape that they could use to stick them to the concrete-and-steel posts. Curtis hoped it would work. He was left with about a dozen tubes. After that, the tub would be empty.

      “Take your time,” Curtis said, as Jamal hoisted the bag’s long strap over his shoulders. “Look out for each other.”

      Jamal saluted him as Sadie went for the ladder.

      “We’ve got this,” Sadie said. “You’re in good hands.”

      And with that, she began her descent toward the water, her scuba gear rattling and clanking as she climbed down. Descending the ladder with flippers proved challenging. Jamal waited until she’d gone a short distance before following, but he gave an anxious little whimper just before he passed completely through the open hatch.

      As soon as they were gone, Curtis went to the harnesses and began to unroll the ropes. Kay joined him, squatting on the other side.

      “If even half of our explosives work,” he said, “it should be enough to render the Mako worthless to AILS, but I’d really love to see it topple completely. It now stands for everything hateful in my life.”

      Kay helped him make sense of the harness, and then she grabbed a second one.

      “You’re going, too?” Curtis said.

      “Yeah, I think I’d better,” Kay said, stepping into the straps, then pulling the harness up her legs. “I’ll be blunt. You’re behaving a little recklessly. I know it’s grief, but you’ve gotta rein it in a bit, Curtis. We can’t afford to lose you.”

      “I’m just trying to get the job done,” he replied. Her accusation bothered him, though. She wasn’t wrong. In fact, he had a constant fire burning in the pit of his stomach, a potent mix of emotions that wanted to guide everything he did.

      “Okay, but you were going to climb out there without a harness,” Kay reminded him. “Onto thin, wet beams!”

      Curtis sighed. “Fair enough. Your way is better.”

      This seemed to satisfy her, and she nodded. Above the hatch, a large metal hook hung from a sturdy chain. Kay attached their harness ropes to this hook.

      “You don’t have to go out there with me,” Curtis said. “I can do this part myself.”

      “Never send a person alone to do a dangerous job,” Kay said. “There always needs to be a backup. We’re doing this together. Now, let’s get the rest of these explosives set and get out here.”

      In truth, he was glad for the help. Kay had proved invaluable during this operation, and it made him feel bad that he’d ever fought with her. Yes, she was grumpy and blunt, but she was also smart and practical. He thought about expressing all of this, but it was a bit too sentimental. Instead, he merely nodded at her and headed for the ladder, dropping the loose length of rope through the open hatch.

      Kay gathered up the last of the plastic-wrapped explosives and handed them to Curtis. He tucked them in his jacket pocket and lowered himself through the open hatch. From a small amount of rock-climbing experience, he knew how to belay himself, but it was still disconcerting to let go of the ladder.

      A fierce shudder went down his back just before he let go. He glanced down and saw Sadie and Jamal in the water below, moving toward the first post. And then he grabbed the stopper rope he’d tied and let go of the rung. He swung out away from the ladder, propelled by his own weight. The harness pulled taut against his thighs, and the rope strained in his left hand. With his right, he reached up and grabbed the edge of one of the crossbeams that ran along the underside of the platform.

      From there, he pulled himself up onto the crossbeam, hooking his left leg over the other side. The beam was narrow, maybe a foot-and-a-half wide, and he realized suddenly just how dangerous and scary it would have been to do this without the harness. The water churned thirty feet below. Sadie and Jamal were approaching one of the supports.

      “Make room for me on that beam,” Kay called.

      Curtis looked back to see Kay hanging from the ladder. The harness didn’t fit her well. She was a stocky woman, fairly strong, but not particularly athletic. She seemed to have figured out how to self-belay, but Curtis felt a moment of dread. He almost told her to go back. Maybe this wasn’t a good activity for her. But it was too late. She grabbed the safety rope in her right hand and released her hold on the ladder.

      I hope she’s got a good grip, Curtis thought, as she swung away from the ladder.

      He crawled forward on the beam, making room for her behind him. As she swung toward the beam, she reached up with her left hand and grabbed the edge. She had just gotten hold of it when Curtis heard a distinct snap. The harness slipped down Kay’s legs and caught on her boots. He realized the small strap that held the carabiner in place had somehow broken off.

      Kay whimpered, eyes wide, as she found herself hanging from the edge of the beam by one hand. Her other hand was still holding the rope.

      “Hang on,” Curtis shouted, reaching back.

      The harness slipped off her boots then and fell. Curtis could see Kay’s fingers slipping, sliding along the edge of the beam. At first, he reached for her arm, intending to grab her wrist, but instinct caused him to change course. Instead, he reached down along her back and grabbed her belt. When her fingers slipped off the edge of the beam, they made a soft snapping sound, and then Kay screamed.

      Curtis had his legs wrapped around the beam, but he had Kay’s full weight hanging from his right hand. His arm strained, and Kay was screaming at the top of her lungs very close to his right ear. Curtis leaned to his left and hoisted her up onto the beam.

      “Grab on. Grab on,” he said through clenched teeth.

      She flung both of her arms over the beam, then worked her left leg over the top. Her screaming became sharp, wheezing sounds. Curtis gave her a final boost, then let go of her belt and turned back around.

      “I was falling,” she said, her voice shaking badly. “I couldn’t hold on, no matter how much I wanted to. Curtis, you just saved my life.”

      “Well, to be fair, you might have survived the fall,” he replied. “Thirty feet would hurt, though, especially if you landed badly.”

      “No, no, you saved me,” she said, panting. “Just accept it. I owe you my life.”

      “Fine, then.” He looked at her over his shoulder, and she gave him a big, post-terror smile. He returned it.

      Well, that should heal the rift between us if nothing else does, he thought.

      Fortunately, her safety rope hadn’t gone far. She was able to reach out and grab it, but the harness was lost. She spent a few minutes tying a makeshift harness at the end of the rope, though pulling it up her legs proved difficult. Once she was done, she gave him a thumbs-up.

      “Okay,” he said, “here we go.”

      He patted his pockets to make sure the explosives were still there, then began crawling forward, approaching the nearest support post.
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      By the time they were headed back toward the open hatch, Kay was visibly struggling. They’d placed charges near the tops of six support posts, attached blasting caps, and secured them in place with waterproof tape. Now, it was just a matter of hoping that they’d done enough. As he crawled along another crossbeam, approaching the hatch from the opposite side, he looked down for Sadie and Jamal. They seemed to be headed back themselves.

      Their work was done. Now, all they needed was a bit of luck. He reached the rope ladder, but before pulling himself up, he glanced back at Kay. She’d fallen behind. She was wrapped around the beam tightly, moving very slowly and carefully. The poor woman was sweating like crazy, which made it harder. Even with the makeshift harness in place, she was clearly still terrified of falling.

      “You’re doing great,” he said. “Keep it up. We’re almost back on solid ground.”

      He reached out and grabbed a rung of the ladder. As he began to pull himself off the beam, a glint of color caught his eye. It was somewhere far out over the water, and he felt an immediate stab of fear. AILS had arrived! He lifted his head and looked for the source and finally spotted a small boat speeding directly toward the Mako, full sail.

      “By God, that’s the Blue Diamond,” he shouted, pointing. “They’ve come back to get us.”

      “Great timing,” Kay said. “We just set this damned place to blow.”

      Curtis pulled himself onto the ladder and climbed back through the hatch, excited. Had they really pulled it off? Had they really set this place to blow and orchestrated their escape all before AILS showed up? He was removing the harness when a shuddering, gasping Kay pulled herself through the open hatch and flung herself onto the floor.

      “I’m never doing that again,” she said, between gasps for air.

      Sadie and Jamal climbed up into the room a couple of minutes later. They seemed energized by the whole experience, whooping and laughing and hugging each other.

      “Now, that was fun,” Jamal said, pulling Sadie’s tank off her back. “I can’t wait to see the bombs go off.”

      “Yeah, what can we blow up next?” Sadie said. “Point me toward AILS. I’ll bomb those suckers next.”

      Their enthusiasm was contagious. Curtis felt it at the edges of his anger, blunting his sharpest edges. “Next, we get the heck out of here,” he said. “Our ride is approaching. Come on.”

      And it felt amazing to walk past the handcart and the empty plastic tub and leave them. No more need. The tub only had sand in the bottom of it now. They’d used every explosive tube, every blasting cap, all of the wire, and all of the triggers. And the radio to set off the bombs was tucked in his jacket pocket, just waiting for the right moment.

      Kay pulled out her flashlight and led them back through the dark drill room, then across the walkway into the apartment hallway. Curtis felt the tiniest bit hopeful now. Maybe he would indeed get his revenge against AILS. Maybe someone would pay for Stella’s death.

      By the time they stepped out onto the deck and worked their way down to their lift on the northwest corner, the Blue Diamond was pulling up into place. Curtis looked down and saw his father standing at the helm with a few islanders gathered on the back deck. Curtis waved Sadie, Jamal, and Kay onto the lift, and then he lowered them onto the boat. He followed next. When he reached the deck, his father came out of the cabin to meet him and crushed him in a bear hug.

      “You have no idea how good it is to see you, son,” he said. “It’s been so long.”

      “Dad, you left me here yesterday,” Curtis replied. “I’m fine. Are all of the islanders evacuated?”

      His father pulled back and shook his head. “I just took a load of really sick people to the island.”

      Curtis hadn’t noticed until then just how bad his father looked. John was flushed, his eyes bleary, and his breathing was wet and unhealthy.

      “Did the islanders give you something?” Curtis asked. “You seem pretty sick yourself.”

      John waved it off. “Don’t worry about me. Where do things stand? Have you finished the work here?”

      Sadie and Jamal were still buzzing with excitement. They’d gone to the aft deck to talk to the other islanders there, and they were laughing and chatting like they’d just come from a party. Kay was still recovering from her near fall, wringing her hands and pacing on the starboard walkway.

      “The charges are all set,” Curtis said. “We got a bunch of them wired and attached to an electronic trigger.” He reached into an inner pocket of his jacket and pulled out a small radio, the very radio that Stella had once stolen from an AILS assailant. “We actually used some information from Ronny’s paperwork to figure out how to rig this thing to detonate remotely. We couldn’t test it to verify, of course, but the technology is sound.”

      “It’ll work,” Kay said, still pacing. “As long as we’re in radio range, it’ll work. It’s set to an unused frequency.”

      John started to say something, but he began coughing. He struggled against it for a moment, and finally spat a gob of phlegm over the starboard side of the boat. Before Curtis could say anything about this, he resumed speaking.

      “In that case, we could use your help on the island,” John said. “We haven’t been able to get everyone off, not even close, so we’re getting ready for AILS.”

      “Let me guess,” Curtis said. “Setting traps?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Well, it just so happens we have some experience building traps. Let’s go,” Curtis said.
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      Ruth was standing on the rocks, Chaunce beside her adjusting the leather strap on his rather large head. Sweat made the headband want to pop off, so he had to keep pulling it down. The rest of their trap team was gathered behind them. The AILS scout ship had left, veering back out to sea, so whatever they’d come to see, they were apparently satisfied. Ruth feared that they’d come to discover just how ill-prepared the islanders were to defend themselves. From a distance, the island must have looked ripe for the picking.

      At the moment, however, Chaunce had drawn their attention to the cruise ship, East Wind Princess, which was stuck in the water near the mouth of the inlet. As it settled, it had listed at a severe enough angle that they saw part of the exposed underbelly.

      “After a while, the ship just kind of blends into the background,” Ruth said. “You hardly notice it’s there.”

      “Not if you were onboard,” Chaunce said. “We passengers will never forget that place. If I shut my eyes, I can still smell it, still feel it moving under my feet, still hear the shouting voices of all those angry male and female Karens demanding refunds.”

      The trap-setting crew had gone quiet. The buzzing of the AILS scout ship had them shaken. It made the imminent attack seem more real.

      “Okay, so what is your thought here?” Ruth asked.

      “Believe it or not, there’s still a lot of stuff on the ship,” Chaunce replied. “When Matthew was in charge, he organized a big group to empty the ship, but they stopped when the ship got too tilted. And then all of the internal politics drew Matthew’s attention away. But there are still plenty of rooms to be searched. We might find stuff that will give us an advantage in the fight. I think it’s worth a look.”

      “How do you know they didn’t search every room?” Ruth asked.

      Chaunce patted his chest. “Because I was on the salvage team.”

      “And should this take precedence over setting traps?” Ruth asked.

      “Well, we basically blocked the entrance to the inlet,” Chaunce said. “I think searching the rest of the ship might be the next best step. I’m not sure how to get to the ship. If not for the sharks, we could swim.”

      “We’re not swimming,” Ruth said. “Nobody’s going back in that water. We’ll have to hike back to the camp and get one of the lifeboats.”

      She heard some groaning from the group behind her, but a little groaning had never swayed Ruth’s mind. Chaunce nodded. He, at least, seemed to agree, so Ruth turned to the others.

      “Let’s get it done,” she said, clapping her hands. “Time is running out.”

      And with that, she set off across the beach.
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      They climbed over the lowered port side. From there, they clambered toward an open doorway into one of the ship’s massive upper decks. Chaunce led the way, picking his way down a crooked corridor, a large, empty backpack dangling from his shoulders. As the group worked their way from room to room, looting anything and everything that seemed even the least bit useful, Ruth tried to act hopeful and encouraging. The young people in the group joked and laughed with each other as they worked. Even Midori opened up a bit and joined in the friendly banter.

      “This is kind of fun,” the big redneck said, as he struggled to keep his balance walking down the hall. “It’s like a funhouse or something, you know? I almost forget how it was when we were stuck on this thing.” He caught himself against the wall and pushed off again.

      They worked their way down one entire deck, hitting a number of rooms and closets that had not yet been looted. Once the backpacks were full, they headed back up. As they dumped all of their salvaged gear near the angled port gunwale, Ruth picked out a pocket-size bottle of pepper spray in a leather sheath that she’d found in a dresser drawer.

      “This might prove useful in a close fight,” she said, holding it up. “One of you should take it.”

      Midori raised her hand. “Can I please have it?”

      Ruth passed it to her, and the woman took it in both hands with the kind of tender awe of someone receiving expensive jewelry. She clipped the leather sheath to her belt, then gave Ruth a nod of her head.

      “We got another ship incoming,” Chaunce said, pointing.

      Ruth went cold. A second scout ship? Probably not. This would be something else, and for a second, she expected to lift her gaze and see countless sails stretched out across the horizon. Instead, she saw a single sail catching the wind above a small blue fishing boat, and the tension drained out of her immediately.

      “That’s our people,” she said. “John is back. We’d better warn him not to sail into the inlet.”

      She was relieved mostly at seeing John again, but also, she had to admit, because it put an end to the busy work. She directed her little group to climb back down into the lifeboat with their gear, and then they used the small, crude sail to direct the boat to the rocky outcropping at the mouth of the inlet. They unloaded and did as they’d done before, dragging the lifeboat over the rocks to the water on the other side. Then they waited as the Blue Diamond drew near.

      Ruth saw Curtis and Kay standing on the foredeck, working the sails. She waved at them to catch their attention, then signaled for them to stop. Curtis turned and shouted something toward the cabin, and the boat slowed and turned. Eventually, it pulled up beside the lifeboat and dropped anchor, and then John appeared on the starboard walkway. He tossed her a rope ladder, and she climbed aboard, signaling for Chaunce and the others to wait.

      “Well, she’s rigged to blow,” John said. His voice sounded phlegmy and weak, but she gave him a big hug. He was trembling and felt too warm. “Our team got all the explosives in place, and the trigger is rigged to the handheld radio. As long as we’re in radio range, we can set it off.”

      “Let’s cross every finger that it works,” Curtis said, coming over to join them. “What’s our next step here?”

      “How did it go with the sick people that you evacuated?” Ruth asked.

      John bowed his head. “Well, sadly, we lost two of them to whatever disease they’ve got. The journey was rough on them. When we landed at the new camp, they were just gone.” And then, clearly wanting to change the subject, he said, “What’s happening here on the island?”

      “Well, the inlet is off limits now,” Ruth said. “We’ve booby-trapped it for ships. Let’s tow the lifeboat to the new camp and start making traps. We have to buy time to get everyone off this island. It’s going to take multiple trips with the lifeboats plus the Blue Diamond. We could really use your help with the traps, Curtis.”

      “Sounds good,” Curtis said. “You’ll want to get Kay in on this, too. She’s pretty smart when it comes to setting traps.”

      Kay was standing beside the mast, but she apparently heard the compliment and came over. She looked like someone who’d just run a marathon. Her short hair was shiny with sweat, and her cheeks were flushed. Her clothes were more rumpled than usual, and she had enormous sweat stains around her armpits. Even so, she bounded up to them.

      “Did you say we’re setting more traps?” she asked, rubbing her hands together. “Where are we setting them?”

      “Here around the inlet,” Ruth said. “This is where we expect AILS to land, within sight of the cruise ship. John needs to head to camp and pick up more people, but you and Curtis can join our little trap-making team here.”

      “I’ve got ideas,” Kay said. “I’ve already got ideas.”

      Ruth hated to send John away again so soon, but it was important for him to help with the evacuation. She was worried about his health. He wasn’t getting better because he wasn’t resting. So, when she hugged him goodbye, she leaned in close and said, “Just one more load of islanders, okay? The rest can use the lifeboats. When you get to camp, you lie down and try to sleep.”

      “I can’t promise that,” he replied. “They might need my help some more.”

      “They don’t know how sick you are,” Ruth said.

      John sighed. “Okay, I’ll find a little time to rest. I will.”

      Ruth decided it was enough. She’d left her Glock in the cabin during her first arrival on the island, and she grabbed it now. She clipped the holster to her belt, then deboarded with Curtis and Kay and joined Chaunce’s team on the rocks. They huddled there by the water’s edge and began making plans to set traps beyond and around the inlet. And, indeed, Curtis and Kay brought some fresh ideas and a lot of energy. Clearly, the work they’d done on the Mako had given them a boost, and it rubbed off a little bit. Eventually, they found some paper and writing implements from what they’d salvaged on the ship, and Kay sketched out a few ideas.

      “Booby-trapped buoys out beyond the entrance to the inlet?” Ruth said, trying to make sense of her drawing.

      “For starters,” Kay said, “AILS won’t even know what hit them. Their ships will be sinking to the bottom of the ocean before they realize they’ve played right into our hands.” And with that, she laughed. It was practically a giggle.

      I wish I had her confidence, Ruth thought. I wish I knew this would all turn out okay, but without Stella, I just can’t see a real victory.
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      It was a cool evening, and Ruth was sitting on the foredeck, massaging sore shoulders. Her team had worked all day laying traps in and around the inlet, and now they were back at the evacuation site. Curtis and Kay sat with her. In the water all around them, lifeboats were being launched. It was going to be the largest group of evacuees yet. Only a few of the boats were truly ready. Repairing Matthew’s work, creating sails, and attaching masts had proved to be a monumental effort.

      As she looked around, Ruth counted five boats in the water, all loaded to capacity with islanders and supplies. The young people who had set traps with her were now on various boats with their families. They’d done their part. Now, it was time for them to go. Chaunce was directing the efforts from shore, getting a last boat loaded. There were still people on the island, but hopefully they would be able to leave soon when the last of the lifeboats was finished.

      On the Blue Diamond, John was directing passengers, moving groups to various locations to balance out the weight. Though Ruth needed to rest for a while, John needed it more, but he just wouldn’t stop. He was fully committed to helping the islanders get off the island.

      “I wonder what AILS is up to right now?” Curtis said. “We’ve been anticipating some kind of attack for days and days, but nothing’s happened. What if we’re all wrong? What if they’re not planning a second attack?”

      “You mean, maybe they found some other place to set up their base?” Kay said. “Maybe they gave up on the Mako?”

      “Well, it’s just been so many days,” Curtis said. “We’ve been working our tails off. We’ve set so many traps. We’ve…lost so much…” He got choked up and looked away. “And for what? Where are they?”

      Ruth felt a stab of grief at this. Yes, they had lost much, too much. “It’s a shame we don’t have someone on the inside,” she said. “A spy in the AILS ranks who could tell us what they’re up to.”

      John began coughing violently from the aft deck, and Ruth couldn’t bear it any longer. She excused herself, rose, and made her way to him. She found John standing just behind the cabin, watching as the last of their passengers got settled. But the coughing fit was hard this time. Soon, he was doubled over, face shifting from red to purple. Ruth patted him on the back, but she really didn’t know how to help.

      “You have to stop working so hard, John,” she said. “You just have to.”

      Finally, he managed to get the coughing under control, and he stumbled backward, gasping for air. Ruth guided him into the cabin and eased him into the pilot’s chair. He was bent over, his head in his hands.

      “You can’t do this,” Ruth said, rubbing his back. “You have to stop. Let me, Curtis, and Kay take over. Lie down.”

      But he waved her off. “Sitting is fine. It’s just a cold. A bad cold.”

      “Will you let me, Curtis, and Kay pilot the boat?” Ruth said. “For this trip, at least. You stay there and relax, okay?”

      John took a deep, wet breath and nodded. “Okay, Ruth. I just want to see this done, you know? I need to see it done.”

      “And you will,” Ruth replied. She bent down and kissed him on the cheek, but his flesh was too hot.

      In the end, Ruth took the wheel, and Curtis and Kay worked the sails. Soon, they had raised anchor and were headed out of the inlet. As they reached the open sea, Ruth looked back and saw five lifeboats following behind them. Their sails were small, their rudders crude, but islanders had been trained to pilot them.

      “The lifeboats won’t be able to keep up with us,” Ruth said.

      “They’ve got maps, compasses, and bearings to follow,” John said. “They can find their way to the new camp. We made sure of that.”

      She turned the boat, following the shore of the little island. When they came in sight of the old inlet and the crooked cruise ship, she scanned the water for the many, many traps they’d set around the mouth of the inlet. She could see the glint of debris that they’d planted at the narrowest point, as well as a few floaters from the booby-trapped buoys that they’d set just outside.

      Visible to someone who knows what to look for, she thought, but maybe not so obvious otherwise.

      “I wonder if the sharks got out of the inlet before we blocked it,” she said.

      And then she heard Curtis give a cry from the foredeck. She turned to look at him. He was standing beside the mast, bracing himself against the cabin wall, and pointing off to starboard. Kay was over by the anchor box, and she rose now, shading her eyes and gazing off to the north. Ruth turned to see what they were staring at.

      The gulf waters were choppy today, driven by a strong wind coming up from the Caribbean. This was an advantage for the ships leaving the island. Ruth could see the churning waves all the way to the horizon. There were only scattered clouds in the sky, at least, so there was no imminent storm. That was also to their advantage. She scanned the horizon to the north, trying to make out what Curtis and Kay had seen.

      The very tops of ship masts had just crested the horizon so that they appeared like a row of tiny black hills along the blue-gray sky. She tried to count them, but they ran together. It was a bit like trying to make sense of an optical illusion. However, there seemed to be at least eight, maybe nine ships approaching.

      “My God, John,” she said, breathless. “I think they’re here. It’ll take them a while to reach the island. I hope they head for the inlet here. That will make all the difference.”

      “They won’t see anyone on the beach,” John said weakly. “Just a few defunct, abandoned lifeboats. They’ll know we’re not here, which means they’ll probably circle the island until they find our new evacuation site.”

      “That’s true,” Ruth said. “If only we could bait them somehow.”

      John began coughing again, then heaved and spat out a huge gob of phlegm. He tried to rise, but dropped back down, slumping against the armrest of his chair. When he started to slide off his chair, Ruth hooked him under the arm, but he was dead weight. His mouth was open, his eyes half-lidded. He went all the way to the floor.

      “Curtis, get over here,” Ruth cried. “It’s your father!”

      At that, Curtis raced into the cabin. Ruth was struggling to lift John off the floor. He was out cold, his face flushed. Though he was still breathing, every breath sounded thick and wet, unhealthy.

      “What happened?” Curtis asked, as he reached over the back of the pilot’s chair.

      “He just passed out,” Ruth said. “It’s all the coughing. He goes red in the face.”

      Curtis grabbed one arm, Ruth had the other. Together, they lifted John off the floor. His baseball cap came loose and toppled off, revealing a head of sweat-soaked and unkempt hair. They managed to wrestle him back onto the chair, but his breathing sounded so unhealthy. Ruth patted his cheek, and he flinched but did not otherwise respond.

      “How did it get this bad?” Curtis asked.

      “He insisted on pushing himself,” Ruth replied. “I’ve tried to get him to rest, but he’s single-minded about this rescue operation. I don’t really understand it.”

      She heard a woman clearing her throat. Looking back over her shoulder, she spotted Midori standing in the opening at the back of the cabin. The young islander was all bundled up now in a waterproof jacket, the hood pulled up and cinched tight.

      “It’s a respiratory infection,” she said, her Japanese accent playing at the edges of the words. “A lot of people on the island have it.”

      “Yes, we evacuated most of those people,” Ruth said. John was back in his seat, but his head flopped onto his shoulder. Ruth braced his head with her forearm.

      “You have to get him away from the seawater,” Midori said. “The damp air is not good for the lungs. They were putting them in the cave. That place was damp, too. I told them, they need to be taken to a dry place on the island, but nobody listened to me.”

      Ruth looked around, feeling helpless. Her gaze went from the distant sails back to the island, to the rocky arms reaching out around the inlet.

      “If we go full sail, we can get to the landing site in half a day,” Curtis said. “Do you think he will survive the journey?”

      “The sea air is very bad for them,” Midori said. “Many of our sick died. Some linger. No one fully recovered.”

      And Ruth saw them in her mind’s eye, weak bodies on stretchers with pained breathing. She felt panic rising up in her, and in a fit of boldness, she said, “Bring us close to the shore. Drop us off.”

      Curtis was still propping his father up. “Drop you off? But AILS is coming. We can see the ships. They’ll be here in a matter of hours, if not sooner!”

      “I know. I know,” Ruth said. “We have to get John off this boat. I’ll take him somewhere safe. Please, Curtis, drop us off.”

      “The other sick people survived the journey, didn’t they?” Curtis asked.

      “No, they lost a few on the way there,” Ruth said. “The journey was bad for them.”

      John groaned, his eyes fluttered, and he was wracked with coughing again. Ruth and Curtis bent him forward, so he could spit up on the floor.

      “There are places to hide on the island,” Ruth said. “Please, I’m begging you to trust my judgment. I don’t want to lose your father. I can’t handle losing another loved one.”

      “What will you do if they land on the island?” Curtis asked.

      “We’ll hide while John recovers some strength,” Ruth said. “I’m asking you to trust me, even if it sounds crazy.”

      Curtis said nothing for a few seconds. John’s strained breathing seemed really loud.

      “Okay, fine,” he said finally. “I’ll trust your judgment on this. I don’t want to lose anyone else. Hold him for me. I’ll bring us in. Kay, drop anchor when I tell you to.”

      “There are nice, dry places on the hill in the center of the island,” Midori said. “Get him as far from the damp air as possible.”

      “Yeah, I got it,” Ruth said. “Thanks for your advice, Midori.”

      John seemed to have come out of the stupor a bit. He was still dazed, coughing and struggling, but his eyes locked onto Ruth. He gave her a weak smile and a nod. Curtis steered them close to the rocky shore near a place where the arms of the inlet met the beach just to the west. Then Curtis shouted for Kay to drop anchor. They came to within a few yards from the shoreline.

      When Ruth rose, John groaned again and struggled to his feet. He wobbled, then fell against Ruth. She wrapped her arms around him and managed to keep him upright. When she turned, she saw that the islanders on the boat had gathered behind the cabin to watch.

      “Don’t worry, folks,” she said. “You’ll be on your way again very soon.”

      She turned to Curtis. He was biting his lip, clearly worried. “Promise me you’ll hide him somewhere really good, some place that AILS can’t find him.”

      “I promise they will not find us,” Ruth said. “Help me carry him ashore.”

      Though John tried to walk, in the end, Ruth, Curtis, and Kay all worked together to bear him over the side of the boat into shallow water. Then they carried him, climbing over the rocky shore all the way to the line of trees. John got his feet under him and even managed to bear his own weight, though he was struggling through coughing, spitting up, and trying to take deep breaths. They propped him against the trunk of a tall tree.

      On the boat, the islanders were gathered on the aft deck, watching with anxious looks.

      “I don’t like this,” Curtis said, standing over his father. “As I said, I trust your judgment, Ruth, but this seems crazy. I don’t like it.”

      “I haven’t liked anything that’s happened since the power went out,” Kay said, “but if sick people died on the journey last time, then Ruth might be right about this, even with AILS floating out there in sight of the island. The island is big enough. Surely you can find a place to hide that AILS won’t find you.”

      “I’ve got this,” Ruth said, squatting in front of John. “You two, get back on board. The islanders need your help piloting the Blue Diamond to the new camp.”

      Curtis and Kay traded a somber look.

      “I think I’m staying,” Curtis said. “Kay, can you pilot the boat on your own? Maybe some of the islanders can help with the sails.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Kay said.

      “It’s not necessary,” Ruth said, “and it’s not safe.”

      Curtis shrugged. “Well, it’s what I’ve decided. We can stand here and argue about it until the AILS fleet arrives, or we can accept it and let Kay get these people to safety. Look, Ruth, I can make stubborn decisions, too, you know. I’m staying here to help you and Dad. There’s no way you can move him on your own. Not without leaving an obvious trail.”

      Ruth could see by the set of his jaw that he would not easily be dissuaded. “Very well. Kay?”

      Kay sighed and rocked her head back. “Whatever. Yes, I can handle it. Let’s stop making decisions for a minute, can we? I’m going now.”

      And with that, Kay turned and headed back to the boat. Ruth watched her leave and felt a sinking feeling. Curtis knelt beside his father, one hand going to the lump in his jacket pocket where she knew he had the radio, the key to detonating the Mako. Stuck here on the island, how would they know when it was time to bring the platform down? They hadn’t really discussed that part of the plan, but it mattered little now. AILS was coming to the island.

      “At least from here we’ll be able to see if AILS falls for our traps,” she said to John, patting him gently on the chest, “but let’s move back out of sight. Shall we?”

      “I’ll be fine, Ruth,” he said. “I passed out for a few seconds. That’s all. It’s not the end of the world.”

      But then, as if to disprove his own point, he coughed again, heaved a deep breath, and spat phlegm to one side.
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      They lugged John deeper into the island until they came upon a low rise, which led them to a bare shelf of rock. A screen of trees around the rock provided some shade, but they still had a clear view of the inlet, this time from a higher perspective. The Blue Diamond moved swiftly, pushed by a generous wind, and the lifeboats soon joined them, heading off toward the west. The sails on the horizon had lingered there for a while.

      “I wonder what they’re waiting for,” Curtis said, standing beside an enormous tree and peering between two branches. “Maybe they’re just keeping an eye on the island for now.”

      “Well, we got most of the people off this island,” Ruth said. “That’s what matters.”

      She was tending to John as best she could. Her backpack was open on the ground beside her. She’d given him some Tylenol for the pain and fever, but they lacked cold medicine. Currently, she was gently bathing his face with a rag using water from a water bottle. She had an MRE on the ground beside her.

      “I know you probably don’t have much appetite,” she said, “but this MRE is chicken noodle soup. I want you to eat it, okay? Then we’re going to make you as comfortable as possible so you can sleep.”

      “While you tend to him,” Curtis said, “I’m going down the hill to keep a closer eye on the shore. If they get closer, I’ll sound the alarm.”

      He patted the holster at his hip, then headed down the rocky slope. Ruth opened the MRE to find that the soup was in a plastic pouch, but the MRE contained a self-heating unit. She warmed it up as best she could and fed it to him one small spoonful at a time.

      “It’s not bad,” John said after a couple of bites. “It does feel better to have something in my stomach. But do you think you could add a bit of salt?”

      “Sure thing,” she responded. She dug into the MRE until she found a packet of salt. After pulling it out, she realized John was giving her an intense look. His eyes were narrowed, his lips pursed, as if he were deep in thought. Despite his illness, he looked quite handsome in that moment. His blue eyes practically gleamed. “What is it, John?”

      “Just a question that’s been on my mind,” he said. “I think I know the answer, but we’ve never just come right out and said it. Under the circumstances, maybe we should.”

      She knew where this was going. She sensed it in the air between them, and suddenly she felt both self-conscious and warm-hearted. Although the timing was awkward, what with the AILS fleet amassing on the horizon and John being so sick, she figured it was better to get it out in the open. Leave nothing unsaid.

      “I consider us a couple, if that’s what you’re getting at,” Ruth said. “At some point, we passed beyond friendship to something else. I’m not sure when that happened exactly. Maybe when we were coming back from Ronny’s.”

      John smiled and nodded. “Yeah, I kind of thought so, too, but it’s good to hear you say it.” He reached up and grabbed her hand, even though she was still holding the packet of salt. “I really don’t like being apart from you, Ruth. When I was on the boat, and you stayed here on the island, it was such a bad feeling.”

      “And when you collapsed on the boat just now, it scared me,” she said, “so let’s stay together and take care of ourselves, okay? I don’t want to do any of this without you by my side.”

      “I agree,” he said.

      “Okay, that’s settled now,” Ruth said, working her hands out of his and tearing the corner of the salt packet. “Now, let’s finish your food. You need to get your strength back.”

      She salted the soup and resumed feeding him. He made it through the entire pouch, then sipped a little water as well. It seemed to help. Afterward, Ruth set her backpack down as a pillow and helped him lie down to rest. The rocky shelf wasn’t the most comfortable-looking bed, but he still managed to fall asleep.

      Ruth sat beside him, occasionally patting him gently. For a time, it was quiet, a cool air blowing over the island, and Ruth felt herself drifting away as well. It was a pleasant moment on the verge of an attack, and she gave herself to it.

      We’ll have to move deeper into the island, she thought, but not now, not yet. A few more minutes right here would be nice.

      It wasn’t long after this that she heard shoes pounding up the hill. Ruth opened her eyes in time to see Curtis approaching, and she could read the news on his face. She picked herself up, working the stiffness out of her arms and legs. Curtis stumbled to a stop, pointing over his shoulder.

      “Some of the boats are approaching,” he said. “Not all of them. Maybe an advance team, I don’t know, but they’re heading this way. Right toward the inlet.”

      His voice roused John, who snorted, coughed a few times, then struggled to sit up. Ruth helped him, then moved over to the trees at the edge of the ridge. Peering between the branches, she saw the row of sails along the horizon. A few boats had broken away and were speeding toward the island.

      Five boats. Fishing vessels of various kinds. But they’d been repainted to shades of gray and black. They approached in a long line, but it was clear they were headed for the mouth of the inlet. Ruth gazed across the inlet, visually identifying the locations of their various traps. They’d planted buoys in the water in a circle beyond the mouth of the inlet, then laid down debris at the narrowest point of the mouth. A swift-moving boat headed for the inlet would run right into them.

      “They’re moving fast,” she noted. “Heading straight-on to the beach.”

      “Cross a few fingers,” Curtis said. “This is when we find out if all of your hard work is going to pay off.”

      The line of boats became a wedge formation, with one boat, a slightly larger vessel, taking the lead. They were too far away for Ruth to single out the people on board. She braced herself against the nearest tree trunk and held her breath.

      “Come on. Come on,” she muttered. “Full speed ahead. Keep going.”

      The lead vessel was getting very close to the ring of buoys, still moving swiftly. Curtis was standing just behind her. She heard his shallow, anxious breathing over her shoulder.

      “This is it,” Ruth said.

      And then the lead vessel veered suddenly, taking a quick but smooth turn to port just a few yards before hitting the buoy. It circled around them, turned to starboard, and then headed back the other way, passing in front of the ring of buoys.

      They must’ve seen the floaters, she thought. But there’s still the spikes in the mouth of the inlet.

      However, the vessel sailed right past the mouth of the inlet and came to a stop along the rocky outcropping. The other boats followed its lead, performing the same smooth maneuver before parking in a line behind the lead vessel. Ruth’s excitement drained right out of her.

      “They avoided the traps,” Curtis said. “They must have good pilots.”

      “It almost seemed like they knew the traps were there,” Ruth said. “Either that or they’ve got sharp eyes.”

      “They could have sonar or some other technology that can scan the water for solid objects,” Curtis said. “We can’t compete with that. Damn. We can’t compete with these people. We got lucky the last time, and we had Stella with us.”

      As they continued to watch, the line of boats resumed moving, circling back around the ring of buoys again. But this time, they headed east along the shoreline. The rest of the boats remained at a distance as the line moved off clockwise around the island.

      “Where are they going?” Curtis asked.

      “They appear to be circling the island clockwise,” Ruth replied. “That’ll take them right to the smaller inlet, where we’ve still got people waiting for a ride.”

      “So all of our work was a waste of time,” Curtis said. “Well, there you go. Question answered.”

      Ruth turned to Curtis. John had actually risen to his feet and was standing beside him. Though he still seemed unsteady, a bit of food and rest had clearly helped.

      “We have to get to the evacuation site,” he said. “The people there have no idea AILS has arrived. We need to get them away from the inlet and across the island, so my boat can pick them up when it returns.”

      “We’ll have to move fast to get there before those boats,” Curtis said. “They’re sailing into a crosswind. That’ll slow them down, but not enough.”

      Ruth reached out to John and took his hand. “John, you can’t start pushing yourself again.”

      “Well, I’m not being left behind,” he said.

      “Okay,” Ruth said. “Curtis, you run to the camp as fast as you can. I’ll follow with John and take it as slowly as he needs.”

      Curtis nodded. “Okay, got it.”

      And with that, he spun on his heel and took off running east down the hill into the trees.
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      As dark minutes passed, Stella kept expecting to hear shouts and cries of alarm from guards. Surely, someone would eventually check on the prison cell and discover that the prisoners were gone. But in fact, if anything, the boat seemed to have gotten quieter.

      “That little crack of light there,” Ronny said. “It appears to be a door. Put your ear to it and tell me what you hear, girl.”

      Stella got on her hands and knees and crept across the room, trying to avoid hitting any of the boxes on the way. As she drew near, she put her face close to the floor and tried to peer through the crack. It was maybe a quarter of an inch, so she couldn’t see much. The light shifted slightly, as if it were coming from windows. She saw a textured floor of some kind, but there were no shadows, nothing moving. She moved closer, and finally laid her ear against the door, holding her breath for a few seconds to listen.

      She heard faint noises, but nothing that sounded like people moving nearby. She shut her eyes and concentrated, trying to pick out every sound: wind blowing, the ship creaking softly, distant footsteps that seemed to be moving farther away.

      “What’s out there?” Ronny asked. “What’s on the other side of that door?”

      “Nothing,” Stella replied, “as far as I can tell. It’s another corridor, but it’s quiet.”

      She heard Ronny crawling across the room. He was a lot noisier and clumsier than her, and he even knocked over a box. It thumped on the floor, and Ronny uttered a string of curses under his breath. He came up beside Stella. She could just make out the edge of his face in the faint light.

      “We have to go out there,” he said. “It’s a risk. If they catch us again, they’ll hurt us. They won’t kill us, I don’t think. Can’t know that for certain, but they’ll certainly torture us for a while, and they’re pretty good at it.”

      That thought made Stella queasy. “Why do we have to go out there?”

      “Well, we can’t sabotage the boat from inside this weird little closet,” Ronny said.

      “Okay.” Stella tried to steady her breathing, to calm herself. She’d faced incredibly dangerous situations before. She could handle this. “Do you suppose there’s some way we could sink the ship?”

      “Not a good idea,” Ronny said. “You don’t want to sink a ship when you’re on it. That’s a good way to drown yourself.”

      “Maybe, but this is bigger than us,” Stella said.

      “Yeah, we might end up martyrs for the cause,” Ronny said, “but I’d rather not go out that way, if it can be avoided.”

      “Me either, to be honest. I almost drowned once, and it was terrifying.” She shuddered at the memory of being swept overboard.

      “So let’s avoid it,” Ronny said. “I’ve got a better idea. A little sabotage, methinks. We’ll have to find our way to the engine room.”

      She felt around for a doorknob, then slowly turned it. When she felt the bolt slide free of the mounting plate, she eased the door open. One eye to the widening crack, she saw a narrow corridor. Light came through a couple of portholes on the left, and by that light, she saw doors on the right and a set of stairs in the middle that led both up and down.

      “Okay, we’re in the clear,” Stella said. “Where do we go from here?”

      “I don’t know,” Ronny said. “Try some doors. Down. We want to go down.”

      Stella crept out into the hall, moving in an uncomfortable duck-walk and sticking close to the right-hand wall. Ronny came with her, but he was crawling. It looked a bit absurd, actually. She tried the first door and found some kind of custodian’s closet full of cleaning supplies. As she approached the second door, she heard footsteps on the nearby stairs, and she pressed herself up against the wall.

      Whoever it was, they seemed to be coming from below, heading up. Ronny pressed himself against the wall behind her. Stella fumbled around for some kind of weapon, but she had nothing. The ocean had stripped her of everything except the clothes on her back.

      She heard the footsteps reach their level, and she ducked down, trying to become as invisible as possible. Then the stranger kept going. The footsteps continued up the stairs and ascended to a higher level, and then they faded down some other corridor. Stella breathed a sighed of relief and quickly opened the second door.

      It was an even smaller closet. She saw pipes running vertically in the far corners, and a ladder attached to the wall. There were holes in both the ceiling and floor. She leaned over and looked down. The shaft went down at least a couple of decks, and she saw a faint light below.

      “You wanted to go down, Uncle Ronny,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “I think I found a way. I don’t know if it leads to the engine room or not.”

      He leaned over her shoulder. The old man reeked, and once again, Stella had to hold her breath for a few seconds as he got close.

      “Do you want me to go first?” he asked.

      “No, I’ll go,” Stella said.

      I did crawl through an air duct once, Stella thought. This shouldn’t be a big deal.

      She stepped across the gap onto the ladder. Then she began her descent, moving rung by rung. The shaft was small, and she felt the walls brushing against her back, shoulders, arms, and behind as she climbed down. It gave her a flashback of her making her way through the air duct, and her skin crawled. She glanced up and saw Ronny following her, and it was an even tighter fit for him.

      The bottom of the ladder hung out into some other dimly lit room. Stella didn’t hear anyone down there, so she kept going. When she reached the final rung, she found herself dangling a few inches above a dull floor in a featureless room. There was a bare shelf on one wall, an open cardboard box against another, and a small door. She dropped and landed on the balls of her feet as lightly as she could, then stepped to one side to make room for Ronny.

      Of course, her uncle dropped into the room with a thud and a huff. Stella resisted the urge to shush him.

      “No portholes,” Ronny said. “We’re below the water level. That’s a good sign. The engine room should be somewhere near the back of the boat.”

      “I’m actually amazed that we haven’t been caught yet,” Stella said. “When I was getting dragged through the boat by Dana, there were AILS people moving all over the place. It seemed pretty crowded, but we only ran into one guy, and that seemed to be by accident.”

      Ronny brushed himself off. The only light in the room once again came from around the door, so he was little more than a vague shape.

      “What are you suggesting, Stella?” he asked. “You think they let us go? Made it easy to escape on purpose?”

      “No, of course not,” Stella said. “They wouldn’t do that.” Would they?

      Ronny pointed at the door. “Well, we haven’t reached the engine room yet, so let’s not assume they’ve made it easy for us just yet.”

      Stella crept over to the door and put her ear against it. She could hear some kind of mechanical humming noise coming from the other side.

      “Sounds like we’re on the right track,” she said.

      “Good job,” Ronny replied. “Let’s keep going.”

      Stella slowly turned the doorknob and eased the door open, inch by inch, revealing another corridor. This one seemed to stretch toward the back of the boat. There were no people in the corridor, and other than the steady hum, no unusual noises.

      Maybe AILS is letting us escape, she thought. Is that possible?

      Of course not. She stepped through the open door and started down the corridor. There were no doors, and the corridor took a ninety-degree turn at the end. Stella stayed close to the wall. When she reached the corner, she pressed herself firmly against the wall and very slowly peeked around the edge with a single eye.

      She almost cried out in surprise, and just managed to choke it down. The corridor continued a short distance, then ended in a sturdy metal door. In fact, the door looked like it belonged on a bank vault. Yellow letters had been stenciled across it: Engine Room. However, the door latch was above a large, sturdy lock. Worse, there were chairs on either side of the big door, and AILS guards were seated in them.

      The guards were both strapping young men, and they were both visibly armed, each one holding a rifle rather casually across his lap. They had black baseball caps with the brims pulled low, and a single small lantern hanging from a hook in the ceiling cast dramatic shadows from a high angle.

      So much for our escape being easy, she thought.

      She slipped back around the corner and turned to Uncle Ronny, tapping a finger against her lips. He nodded and pointed back down the hall. They crept back the way they’d come and stepped through the door into the small, mostly bare room. Stella eased the door shut as quietly as she could.

      “Two armed guards and a massive steel door,” she said. “That seems a bit like overkill for an engine room, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah, I think maybe this Captain Tyra is a wee bit paranoid,” Ronny said. “Then again, I suppose in a post-EMP world, a working engine is worth more than gold. Maybe she’s smart to guard it like that. I don’t know.”

      “What do we do?” Stella said. “The guards have rifles. Even if we tried to rush them, they would probably get a few shots off before we reached them.”

      “And we don’t have any weapons of our own,” Ronny said. “Even if we got through the guards, who’s to say we could get through the door? I assume it’s locked, and I doubt the guards have the key. They wouldn’t be that stupid.”

      “So now what?” Stella said.

      Ronny grunted unhappily. “Now, we come up with another plan, Stella. That’s what we do.”
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      She had to bear much of John’s weight to keep him on his feet as they hurried down the island trail that led through the old camp to the new evacuation site. Curtis had disappeared ahead of them, racing as fast as he could down the winding trail.

      “How can we possibly get there before the boats?” John said, wheezing as he went.

      “They’ll be searching the shoreline,” Ruth replied. “For some of it, they’ll be moving into the wind. That should slow them down. It’s our only hope. We have to get the remaining people on the last few lifeboats and send them the other way around the island before the AILS boats can block their escape.”

      “Okay, I think I can move a little faster,” John said. “Give me a second.”

      He gently pushed off her shoulder, came to a stop, and hunched over. He took a few deep breaths, spat another gob of phlegm to one side, then rose up tall. With a sniff and a shake of his head, he resumed walking, moving a bit faster this time.

      “I can do this,” he said.

      “Maybe you should stay behind and rest some more,” Ruth said. “I’ll come back for you.”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      “I didn’t take you off that boat so you could run yourself to death on the island,” Ruth said.

      “Actually, it’s kind of invigorating,” he said, and promptly coughed. “Come on.”

      Ruth followed him as they made their way to the abandoned camp at the base of the hill, picking their way past the old campsites toward the eastern trail. Somehow, John was able to find some deeper well of strength, and he actually picked up more speed as they went. As they wound through the island forest, they began to hear noises ahead of them. Many voices, all frantic, and the sound of gear being dumped, boats sliding on sand.

      Finally, they came through the trees in sight of the smaller inlet that had become their secondary evacuation site. There were five lifeboats remaining, all packed tight with people and supplies. Two were in the water. Three were still on the sand, as people took the last steps of securing the masts and sails.

      Curtis had joined Chaunce on the beach, and they were shouting frantic instructions to the people in the boats.

      “Launch now,” Curtis said. “You have to get all of the boats on the water. Move clockwise around the island. Hurry! Hurry!”

      He grabbed a large sack of supplies, dragged it to one of the last boats, then helped the crew push the boat into the water. That left two. John started to move toward the boats, but Ruth signaled for him to follow. The best they could do was buy the people a little more time to get away, and she had an idea of what that would entail.

      As she stepped past Chaunce, the island leader said, “Aren’t you three going to get on a boat, too?”

      “Don’t worry about us,” Ruth said, waving him on. “Get out of here. Go with your people. AILS is here!”

      Chaunce actually whimpered at this, then turned and dashed off toward the remaining boats. As he did that, Ruth made her way along the rocky shore toward the mouth of the inlet. One advantage of this location was that a screen of rocks and trees shielded it somewhat from the sea. However, the line of boats leaving would give away their location immediately. If that happened, AILS would have to be somehow held off long enough to give the boats a chance to get away.

      “John, I don’t know how we’ll get off this island,” Ruth said, picking her way along the rocks and cresting the low hill at the mouth of the inlet, “but we’re going to give these people a chance to escape, if we can.”

      “They’ll come back for us when it’s safe,” John said, joining her. “Let’s do what we can.”

      Ruth found a spot on a low hill beside a palm tree where she had a good, clear view of the water to the north and northeast of the inlet. All of the lifeboats were in the water now, slowly making their way across the inlet. Curtis helped launch the last two, then rushed to join Ruth and his father. Ruth scanned the open water beyond the inlet. The water was choppy, the wind blowing fiercely.

      “There,” she said, pointing off into the distance. She spotted the sails to the north, a line of them coming around the island. Even from far away, she could tell it was the same line of vessels that had danced around their traps. “They’re here.”

      She glanced at the lifeboats. Three of them had made it out of the inlet and were turning to the south. The last two were still heading out. Chaunce was in the back of the final boat, sitting on a large crate beside the rudder. He waved at them in passing.

      “You guys hide,” he shouted. “Don’t let them take you!”

      “We’re buying you time,” Ruth said. “Don’t worry about us. Just get out of here.”

      And with that, she reached down to her hip and drew her 9mm Glock from its holster. John and Curtis noted this and drew their own guns.

      “We can’t hit them from here,” John noted.

      “We don’t need to hit them,” Ruth replied. “We just need to scare them.”

      The AILS ships were moving swiftly. Though it was a crosswind coming in from their port side, they apparently had skilled pilots who knew how to tack into the wind and use it to boost their speed. The lifeboats didn’t stand a chance. Not unless Ruth, John, and Curtis did something to slow AILS down.

      She nodded at John, then at Curtis, and beckoned them to follow her. She stepped past the tree, picking her way down to the water’s edge on the seaward side of the inlet. The line of lifeboats with their makeshift sails and rudders looked like guppies being chased by a line of barracuda. The lead AILS boat was still a few hundred yards away, but she raised her gun anyway and took careful aim.

      “I’ve got more bullets in my backpack,” Ruth said, “but try to make them last. A slow, steady barrage should do. Enough so they realize they’re under fire.”

      She braced the gun with her left hand, but her arms were shaking. John leaned against the nearby tree, and Curtis knelt on the rocks. Though the lead AILS boats was still hundreds of yards away, Ruth aimed as best she could for the hull and squeezed the trigger. The gunshot was loud and echoed across the inlet, but she couldn’t tell if she hit the boat. She waited a couple of seconds and fired again.

      Then Curtis opened fire. His arm was steadier, at least, and Ruth thought she saw a distant puff of something rising from around the ship’s cabin. Then John began to fire. They spaced out their shots, intentionally not firing at the same time, so that there was a steady stream of bullets. It was like a relentless, ear-straining drumbeat.

      People began to dash about on the deck. Panic had set in. She saw someone messing with the headsail. And then, after she’d fired six shots, the lead boat turned suddenly to port, cutting a broad arc that took them back to the north. She shifted her aim to the second boat in the line, but it was already turning to follow the leader. The whole line of boats went with them.

      “That’s right,” Ruth shouted. “Run away. Run away while you can.”

      She took a couple more shots, but all of the AILS boats were moving away now, heading back the way they’d come. Ruth lowered the gun, and Curtis and John followed her lead. She knelt and dumped her backpack on the ground, then opened the big pocket.

      “Worked like a charm,” John said. “Even cultists hate getting shot.”

      “I just hope I hit somebody,” Curtis said. “That’s my priority.”

      As Ruth dug out the box of 9mm bullets, she glanced toward the lifeboats. They were all out of the inlet now and heading off at a good clip along the shoreline to the south. In a few more minutes, they would be around a big curve and out of sight. Ruth opened the box and proceeded to reload the magazine of her gun. John and Curtis did the same.

      When they were done, she looked up and saw that the broad arc of the AILS boats was becoming a big circle. They had turned away, possibly caught off guard, but they were turning back around now.

      “Apparently, they didn’t get the message,” Ruth said. “Let’s repeat ourselves for emphasis.”

      She waited a few minutes until the lead AILS boat was pointed south again, and then she opened fire. John and Curtis did the same. She dared another glance at the lifeboats and saw them disappearing around the bend. Just then, a rock to her left exploded, and bits of debris bounced off her leg. Then a leaf of the palm tree above her shredded and fell. The sound of the guns followed a second later.

      “They’re returning fire,” she said, lowering the gun. “Head for cover.”

      She grabbed a strap of her backpack and dashed up the rocks toward the trees. She hooked John’s arm in passing and helped him get moving. As they fled back into the inlet, she heard the crack of more guns from the AILS boat. The three of them headed for cover in the trees beyond the mouth of the inlet. When Ruth glanced back out to sea, she realized the AILS boats had changed direction slightly. Instead of moving due south, as if to chase the lifeboats, they had turned directly toward the mouth of the inlet.

      “They’re coming for us,” she said.

      Curtis took a couple more shots toward the AILS boats, but Ruth laid a restraining hand on his forearm.

      “It’s time for us to go,” she said. “We bought the islanders the time they need. Come on.”

      She holstered her handgun. It was so hot, she could feel it against her hip. Then she slung the backpack over her shoulders. She’d worn the backpack for so long without removing it that she scarcely noticed it was there anymore. It had simply become another piece of clothing. She heard the crack of gunfire coming from the AILS boats as she headed away from the inlet. Curtis took a final shot before following her.

      “But where do we go?” John said.

      “I don’t know,” Ruth replied. “The other side of the island, I guess. Maybe from there, we can see if the lifeboats made it around the south side. Either way, it’ll put the most possible distance between us and the people on those AILS boats.”

      “I think we pissed them off,” Curtis said with a harsh laugh. “I sure hope so.”

      They made their way toward the cleared trail and then headed back to the empty camp. From there, they continued westward across the island. John was suffering, Ruth could tell, but he was also fighting hard to hide it and push through the pain. When she suggested taking a short break, he refused and kept going.

      They headed through the empty camp and took another trail that seemed to head west. It wound through some of the densest undergrowth, passing another one of Matthew’s white-staked mounds. Finally, they came out on a rocky shoreline on the west side of the island. Ruth found a wide outcropping of rock that leaned out over the water and made her way toward it. From there, they had a broad view of the water looking in the direction of the mainland.

      Ruth moved to the very edge of the rock and knelt, bracing herself against the rocks. As she peered out across the water, John dropped down beside her with a huff and proceeded to cough until he was dark red. Ruth patted him on the back, but there was little she could do. Curtis offered his father a bottle of water, but he waved it off.

      “I’m sorry we pushed you so hard,” Ruth said. “That wasn’t my intention.”

      John spat into the ocean, then sat back on the rocks. “We had no choice,” he said. “If we hadn’t gotten off the Blue Diamond, we wouldn’t have been able to help the last of the evacuees. It worked out for the best.” He pointed out across the water. “Look there.”

      Ruth turned to see what he was pointing at. Off to the south, a line of lifeboats was rounding the island, heading west. The last of the islanders heading to freedom. But as Ruth tracked their movement, another object drew her gaze to the southwest. A larger ship heading toward the island. Even from a distance, she recognized the shape of the sails, the blue of the hull.

      “Well, that’s the Blue Diamond right there,” she said. “Why are they coming back to the island? We told them to leave.”

      “I guess they wanted to make sure the last of the lifeboats got away,” John said.

      “Kay is playing a dangerous game,” Ruth said. “AILS is circling the island right now. She knows that.”

      As they watched, the Blue Diamond moved close to the lifeboats, passing down the line. Ruth could see people standing on the foredeck, gesturing toward the lifeboats, as if they were communicating with the people on board. Seeing the lifeboats escape, at least, was a beautiful sight, though they had a long way to go to reach the new camp.

      “What do we do now?” John asked.

      “We go back and fight AILS,” Curtis said. “That’s what we do. We wage a guerrilla campaign against them on the island and keep them busy so they don’t go after the islanders on the lifeboats.”

      But Ruth saw the Blue Diamond turning away from the line of lifeboats. She expected them to keep turning until they were pointed back toward the mainland. Instead, the boat headed straight for the island. Someone was standing at the bow of the ship, just behind the anchor box, and seemed to be pointing the way. She was pretty sure it was Midori.

      “Why are they coming back to the island?” John said, suppressing another coughing fit.

      “I think they’re coming for us,” Ruth said. “It seems we’ve been spotted. Curtis, I know you really wanted to become a guerrilla fighter, but I hope you can accept being rescued.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      Stella and Ronny had made their way back up the ladder to a small, empty room that seemed out of the way. Here, they huddled for a while. Whatever adrenaline had driven Ronny seemed to have faded. He was clearly in a lot of pain now, and he kept moaning and groaning. Stella sat with her back to the wall, staring at the little crack of light at the bottom of the door across from her, and listening to him suffer.

      “So we can’t get into the engine room, then?” she asked. “There’s no other way?”

      “I don’t know how we’d manage it,” Ronny replied, then gasped in pain. “We can’t rush armed guards, and I doubt there’s some other unguarded way into that room.”

      “Those two guards are the only people we’ve seen since we climbed out of that storage room,” Stella said.

      “You mentioned that before,” Ronny said. She heard him shift position and groan. “I could really use a Percocet right about now. I wonder if they’ve got a med room on the boat that we could raid?”

      “Uncle Ronny,” Stella said, “isn’t it weird how empty the boat has become since our escape? I saw people all over the place when I was first brought here. There’s hardly anyone now. No one’s raised an alarm or noticed our escape. There weren’t guards posted outside our room, and we’ve seen so many empty rooms and corridors.”

      “You mentioned that before, too,” Ronny said. “What are you getting at? Sorry, Stella, it’s getting hard to pay attention. Tussling with that guy really awoke all of my injuries.”

      Stella had thought hard about this, and the more time passed, the more certain she became. “I think it’s possible we were allowed to escape,” she said. “That’s the only explanation for how easy it’s been to move around the boat.”

      “After all of the effort they made to capture and imprison us,” Ronny said, “why would they simply let us go? It makes no sense.”

      But Stella didn’t want to share what she was really thinking. In fact, she’d already said too much.

      “I don’t know, Uncle Ronny,” she said with a sigh. “You’re probably right. It makes no sense. Maybe I’m just losing my mind. Forget what I said.”

      Captain Tyra had allowed them to escape. That was what Stella thought. In fact, she was convinced of it. And why would Tyra let them escape? So she could listen to them, track their movements, and see if they would inadvertently give up any additional information about the Mako or the people guarding it. Of course. Surely there was an intercom system in the yacht, which meant Tyra could speak to people in any room or listen to people in any room.

      We’re being tracked, Stella thought. She’s been listening to us from the time we were in the prison cell. She drew the guards away from our room, and she’s kept people away from us ever since. Of course, she still can’t let us into the engine room, so it remains guarded. But she’s cleared all of the other corridors around us.

      “Just give me a few minutes, kiddo,” Ronny said. “Let me rest. My head, my neck, my eye, my face, everything hurts so bad.”

      “Yeah, just rest,” Stella replied. “Take all the time you need.”

      If Tyra is listening, then we should give her what she wants, Stella thought. A little truth mixed with some dangerous lies.

      She considered this for a while. Ronny seemed content to lay in the corner and nurse his wounds.

      “They think we don’t know what they’re going to do when they get inside the Mako, but we do,” Stella said. “They’ll head right to the control room and try to get the systems up and running.”

      “Of course,” Ronny replied. “I gave the company access to every damned system on the Mako in that control room. The guy in charge there, Clark Ives, his eyeballs practically fell out of his head when he saw how easy it was to run operations on board the Mako.”

      “Yeah, well, we rigged the control room with explosives,” Stella said. “The last time they attacked, we had booby traps everywhere, but we learned our lesson. They were obsessed with getting into the control room, so that’s where we focused all of our efforts. There are no other traps or bombs on the oil platform. No need. Tyra will try to get in that control room, and the minute she opens that door—Boom! That’ll be the end of AILS.”

      “There are other ways into that control room, you know,” Ronny said. “Not just the single door.”

      “I know that, but they don’t,” Stella replied. “The door is locked, so they’ll have to force their way in. And as soon as they do, that trap will be sprung. The end.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Ronny said. “They don’t have to use the control room. Assuming they have power, they could access the systems directly from most anywhere on the Mako, but the convenience of a centralized control center will be very tempting.”

      “Exactly,” Stella said.

      And now the lie was out there in the atmosphere. She could only cross her fingers and hope that Captain Tyra was indeed listening to them. She hadn’t completely lied. Yes, they had set explosives in and around the control room, but Stella fully expected that her people had trapped the whole damned building by now. If she could convince Tyra that the rest of the oil platform was safe, maybe she would be bold enough to send people all over the Mako. Then it was just a matter of hoping and trusting that her grandmother, Curtis, and the others were ready for them.

      Gran wanted to take the whole place down, she thought. The more AILS people we get on board, the better.

      Her thoughts were interrupted suddenly by the sound of voices and footsteps coming through the wall. It was so much noise, and it happened so suddenly, that Stella lurched up off the floor. She heard Ronny struggling to get up as well.

      “Damn, I think they’re looking for us now,” Ronny said. “So much for letting us escape, eh?”

      “Yeah, I guess they found the empty prison cell, finally,” Stella said.

      But that wasn’t it, and she knew it. Captain Tyra was listening, and she’d just gotten the information she needed from Stella. There was no further need to let them run free. She went to the door, but Ronny came up beside her and gently but insistently nudged her aside.

      “Let me go first,” he said. “Stay right behind me. Don’t engage with any guards.”

      And with that, he flung the door open and boldly stepped into the corridor. With the door open, Stella heard people coming from multiple directions. She couldn’t tell if they were on the same level, above, or below. She peeked around the open door into the corridor. There were more doors, and then a set of stairs near the end.

      Ronny didn’t hesitate. He started down the corridor toward the stairs. He was limping, had a pained grimace on his face, and some of his worst wounds had reopened so that a few trails of blood ran down his face and neck. Even so, he moved with purpose, hands raised and clenched into fists.

      “Wait, Uncle. Wait,” Stella said, hurrying after him. “I think they’re coming for us. They know we escaped.”

      He turned back and pressed a finger to his lips. Then he kept moving toward the stairs. But Stella could hear people coming down the stairs. She grabbed the back of Ronny’s shirt, but he pulled her hand off and motioned for her to stay back.

      “What are you…?”

      She didn’t get the question out before two AILS men appeared at the bottom of the stairs. Ronny unleashed a guttural cry that startled Stella and made her stumble backward. It seemed to startle the guards as well. They flinched, and Ronny flung himself at the nearest one. He grabbed the man’s shirt in both hands and shoved him against the wall.

      They grappled back and forth for a few seconds, and then the second guard wrapped an arm around Ronny’s throat. Stella started toward them, but Ronny managed to turn in her direction, despite the arms trying to pull him down. He flung something at her, and she, by sheer instinct, caught it out of the air, a small plastic object with a long strap. She met his wide eyes, and he managed to mouth a single word. “Run!”

      And then the two guards pulled him down onto the stairs. Stella spun around and fled down the corridor. She had multiple doors to choose from, but in her panic, she couldn’t think of where to go. As she drew the plastic object in against her belly, she realized it was a pair of small black binoculars. Ronny had apparently stolen them from the guard in mid-fight. She could hear the men wrestling furiously behind her, cursing and shouting.

      Poor Uncle Ronny is already in so much pain, she thought.

      She chose a door at random, flung it open, and slipped through. As the fighting continued around the stairs, she pulled the door shut. There was a lock on the door, so she turned it. Light shone brightly around her, and she realized she was in a narrow corridor lined with portholes on the right side. As she stumbled down the corridor, chased by the sounds of fighting, she leaned down and gazed out the tiny round windows.

      Her breath caught in her throat. The Mako! She could see it in the distance, beyond an array of boats. It was just standing there against the horizon, a concrete-and-steel edifice making a dramatic silhouette against a pale blue sky. Stella dared to stop for a moment and raise the binoculars.

      Are my family and friends still on board? she wondered. I sure hope they got out of here a long time ago.

      It took a moment to focus on the tiny image in the binocular eyepieces. She saw the lower deck with its missing handrails. Then she scanned to the upper deck and saw the broken crane looming over the main building. No signs of people. Finally, she shifted the binoculars down to the northeast corner. The boat lift was down near the water, and the Blue Diamond was gone. That was a very good sign.

      But she’d lingered too long. Stella no longer heard sounds of fighting coming from behind her. She slipped the strap of the binoculars over her neck and hurried down the corridor to the next door. As she reached for the doorknob, she heard footsteps tromping above her head. She pulled open the door, revealing a small cabin with a cot, a bare shelf, and a single folding metal chair. She slipped inside and pulled the door shut, plunging herself into darkness.

      And as she huddled there, one thought pounded in her head: What now?

      She couldn’t hide forever, she couldn’t get off the boat, and she no longer had Ronny’s help. What was she supposed to do? She backed into a corner of the room and hunkered down. Escape seemed like her only option. She’d fed Tyra false information. There wasn’t much more that needed to be done. But how could she get out of here? She tried to envision some way of breaking through the hull around the portholes, but that seemed impossible.

      Suddenly, the door flew open and light flooded into the room. Stella gasped, rose, and pressed herself flat against the wall. But there was nowhere to hide. A woman stepped into the room and turned a flashlight in her direction. Stella saw blonde hair pulled into a tight ponytail, a sharply angled face, cold eyes. Dana.

      “Now, where do you think you’re going, Stella Garber?” she said, a contemptuous and self-satisfied edge in her voice. The flashlight was in her left hand, a gun in her right.

      “Don’t hurt my uncle,” Stella said. “You’ve done enough to him. Leave him alone. He doesn’t know anything.”

      “Oh, but Stella,” Dana said, taking a step toward her, “we no longer need anything from that smelly, disgusting old man. You’ve told us all we need to know.” She gave Stella a pitying smile. “Yes, we know all about the explosives planted in the control room. Thanks for the information. Now, let’s put you back in a cell where you belong, okay?”

      She holstered the gun and drew a radio from a clip on her belt. As she raised the radio to her mouth, Stella’s panic became desperation—she would not go back into a cell—and she lunged at Dana. She heard the bark of the radio as Dana pressed the talk button, but then she grabbed the radio and pulled it to one side. At the same time, her right forearm slammed into the woman’s shoulder and shoved her back against the doorframe.

      Dana tried to force her back, but Stella managed to rip the radio out of her hand.

      “I need help,” Dana shouted over her shoulder. “I need help in here!”

      Wanting to shut her up, Stella drove her forehead into Dana’s mouth. The impact hurt a lot. Stella was in no condition for a fight, and her sore and stiff muscles cried out in agony. Dana sputtered and cursed, and finally shoved Stella away with both hands. Stella stumbled backward and turned, accidentally swinging the radio into the edge of the bare shelf on the wall. It cracked and came apart in her hand, and she found herself clutching one broken half, the other hanging down by a few wires.

      When she turned back to Dana, the other woman was gingerly touching her lower lip and glaring at Stella. They faced off for a few tense seconds, neither speaking. Then Dana went for her gun, and Stella lunged at her again. This time, she just charged forward, head down. She slammed into Dana, the top of her head hitting right between her collarbones, and drove her out of the room. They flew across the corridor and slammed into the wall between portholes. Then they fell into a tangled heap together.

      When they hit the floor, Stella felt the radio crack and crumble more in her hand, but she held on tightly. Dana struggled fiercely to get out from under her, but Stella grabbed her face with her free hand and pressed it to the hard floor.

      “Get off me, you luddite pig,” Dana snarled.

      Stella tried to headbutt her again, even though it had given her a ferocious headache. But suddenly, hands seized her from behind. They clamped down on both arms, on the back of her jacket, the belt of her pants, and she was hoisted off Dana as if she weighed nothing. Then she was pulled backward and pressed up against a wall beside the cabin door. Only then did she see the four burly AILS men surrounding her.

      Dana sat up, sniffed loudly, and rose. She ran her hands down the sides of her shirt, as if brushing off dust. Then she sniffed again and faced Stella.

      I didn’t split her lip, Stella thought. Pity.

      The radio had broken into pieces, and most of them were on the floor. All Stella had left in her hand were a few wires, but she shoved them into her jacket pocket. Dana stood regarding her for a few seconds, eyes narrowed, nostrils flaring.

      “Like I said, you already told us what we need to know,” Dana said. And then to the guards, “Get her out of here.”
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      John actually tried to take the helm, despite the fact that he was flushed and suffering. Ruth finally had to march him to the passenger seat at the back of the cabin and make him sit down.

      “Didn’t I already sleep before?” he said, then proceeded to cough and moan.

      “Hours ago,” Ruth said, easing him down onto his side. “Curtis, Kay, and I have got control of the boat. Let us handle it, my dear.” She bent down and kissed one burning-hot cheek.

      This seemed to settle him, and Ruth rose. Curtis was standing beside the mast, with Kay at the starboard window, gazing back behind them. The rest of their passengers were huddled together on the aft deck, and they were also staring back behind the boat. The Blue Diamond was still anchored beside the overhanging rock. Fortunately, the lifeboats had continued off to the west and were quickly disappearing into the distance.

      “Is it safe to raise anchor and follow them?” Ruth asked. But even as she asked it, she turned around to see what everyone was staring at.

      “Definitely not safe,” Kay said.

      An AILS ship. It had come around the northern side of the island, from the direction of the big fleet. It was some kind of retrofitted trawler, the hull painted black and gray, with makeshift sails guiding it. The sails were enormous.

      “Do we try to outrun them?” Kay said. “Do we have a gunfight right here on the open water?”

      But Ruth had another idea. She glanced at Curtis, and he nodded at her. He apparently had the same thought.

      “Kay, we have to get John to the new camp,” Ruth said. “That’s all we can do for him. I know the journey will be rough, but it can’t be helped, and he can’t stay here on the island. That was a mistake on my part.”

      “So full sail, then?” Kay said.

      “Yes, but I’m going back ashore,” Ruth said. “AILS wants the island. I think they’ll prioritize clearing the island of interlopers over chasing boats. Anyway, I’ll do what I can to make sure that happens. I’ll bait them and force their attention upon me.”

      She heard John trying to get up, trying to protest, but Curtis came toward her. “I’m staying with you, too,” he said. “Kay, you’ve got the helm. Get my dad to the camp as fast as you can. Ruth and I will keep AILS focused on us.”

      “You’re just going to stay here indefinitely?” Kay said.

      “No, come back for us tonight,” Ruth said. “We’ll meet you right here under cover of darkness.”

      Kay and John were still trying to protest when Ruth hopped the gap onto the rocky shelf. Curtis followed her. By the time she turned around, Kay was already directing Midori to raise anchor. John stared at her with wide, terrified eyes from the back seat, but he didn’t get up. She signaled for him to stay, then watched as the Blue Diamond headed off to the west.

      “It was the right thing to do,” Curtis said, drawing his handgun. “I’d rather stay and fight these people anyway than run off and lick our wounds at some camp.”

      “We’re not trying to get ourselves killed here,” Ruth said. “Remember that. Anyway, someone has to be close enough to set off the bombs.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. To be honest, I’m not all that concerned about self-preservation. Since we lost Stella, I’m mostly just focused on getting revenge. And if I can’t have revenge, what’s the point of anything?”

      Ruth glanced at him and saw the deep wells of darkness in his eyes. “Hey, now, you still have your father to think about. He’d hate to lose you.”

      “He’d hate to lose you, too,” he replied.

      Ruth couldn’t argue with that. The AILS boats were turning to starboard, as if to pursue the Blue Diamond. Exactly what they did not want to happen. She raised her Glock and took careful aim at the trawler.

      “This is a strange way to say, ‘Notice me,’” she muttered. And with that, she squeezed off a few shots. They crackled out over the water.

      Curtis went to one knee, took aim, and began to fire. It didn’t take long for the trawler to change course. They turned to port and headed for the rocky shoreline, exactly where Ruth and Curtis were standing.

      “They took the bait,” Ruth said.

      “They can’t resist,” Curtis said, and then he shouted, “Yeah, we’re on your island! Come and get us!” And he fired a few more shots.

      The boat was definitely headed right for them now, and the Blue Diamond was heading due west at full sail, boosted by the nice, strong Caribbean wind. The enemy hadn’t returned fire yet, but Ruth was aware that she was standing out in the open. Crouching, she backed down the rocks toward the trees, taking another couple of shots toward the boat. Curtis came with her.

      She could see people hunkered down on deck now, trying to find cover while also keeping their eyes on the shore. Once she reached the trees, she found cover of her own and kept firing at the AILS boat until the magazine was empty. Then she dug bullets out of her backpack and proceeded to reload.

      “We have to make sure they stay focused on us,” she said.

      “You think they’ll come ashore and give chase?” Curtis asked. He fired his last two shots and ejected the magazine.

      “I guess we’ll see,” she replied.

      The trawler was moving very close to the rocky shoreline now. Ruth had just pushed the magazine back into her Glock when she saw flashes of light along the starboard gunwale. She ducked behind the tree just as bullets began to hammer the trees above and around her. Curtis ducked back as well, fishing bullets out of the box to reload. Ruth stuck her arm around the trunk and took a couple more shots toward the boat.

      She waited until the enemy stopped firing, then she dared to peek around the tree. The trawler had parked itself right beside the big rock outcropping, and it looked like they were pulling in the sails.

      “Well, I think we were successful at keeping their focus,” she said, “but we’d better get out of here. Come on.”

      She rose and headed off into the trees, but she took another shot at the trawler first. Curtis came with her, firing over his shoulder. They’d gone maybe twenty yards, heading up a slope, when the enemy opened fire again.

      “I think we made them really mad,” Curtis said, unleashing a deep belly laugh.

      Ruth ran a short distance to a clearing near the base of the big hill that dominated the center of the island. She turned, breathing hard, and leaned against a tree. Aiming her gun back the way they’d come, she strained to hear any sound. After a moment, she thought she caught faint voices, some distant, angry shouting.

      “They’re coming,” she said. “We just have to keep them busy and make sure we’re not caught until the Blue Diamond can come back and pick us up tonight.”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem,” Curtis replied. He turned, cupped a hand beside his mouth, and shouted, “Pick up the pace, weirdos! We’re getting bored!” And then he punctuated his words by taking a shot into the air.

      It was answered by a barrage of gunfire that sounded a bit too close for comfort. Ruth beckoned Curtis and took off again, heading around the big hill toward the south side of the island. Of course, she didn’t want an endless chase across the island. She just needed to delay them long enough so the other boats could get away. But at some point, she would have to ditch her pursuers so she could meet up with the Blue Diamond again.

      “Dad won’t stay at the camp,” Curtis said, as they headed south into a shallow gulley. “He won’t rest as long as he knows you’re here. If that boat comes back tonight, he’ll be at the helm. Mark my words.”

      “If he keeps pushing himself, we’re going to lose him,” Ruth said. “Why won’t he listen?”

      “Because he cares too much about us and not enough about himself.”

      And after losing Stella, the thought of losing John was such a terrible thing that they just stopped talking. They headed south through the densest and most difficult terrain, taking occasional potshots to keep AILS pursuing them. From time to time, Ruth heard the sounds of their pursuers, but they were far behind them somewhere.

      The gully eventually opened up onto a small clearing that was filled with debris, tree limbs, and even a couple of large fallen logs. The island’s central hill was off to their left now, and the trees were thinning out. Ruth waved Curtis to a stop so they could catch their breath. They’d crossed the island so many times today that she felt like she’d run a marathon. Her thighs were on fire, and her back was killing her.

      “We really need to shake them somehow,” Ruth said.

      “Not sure we’ll be able to,” Curtis replied. “We might have to ambush them and kill the entire group.”

      Ruth glanced at him. By the steely look on his face, she could tell he was serious. “We’re vastly outnumbered and outgunned. Remember, we’re just buying time.”

      He frowned at this but nodded. Ruth led him across the clearing. As best she could tell, the gully was drainage during the rainy season, and it all washed out here in this clearing. That made the ground beneath her feet very uneven and somewhat treacherous. She tried to pick her way carefully, but then the heel of her right boot came down on a log that was hidden under the debris. It shifted, which caused her foot to roll off and sink down.

      Curtis reached for her, but he missed, and she fell, landing on her hands and knees. She felt a sharp stab of pain in her ankle. She gasped and rolled onto her back. Not wanting to be slowed down, she tried to rise, but when she put weight on the foot, the pain shot up her leg. She went right back down.

      “Oh, great,” she muttered. “I think I sprained it. Perfect timing.”

      Curtis stood over her for a second, clearly frustrated. Finally, he holstered his gun and bent down. “Come on. We’ll find a place to hide. If they get close, we can always defend ourselves.”

      And with that, he hoisted her up. Curtis, like his father, was strong and had very well-developed shoulders and arms. He cradled Ruth like she was a child and bore her with ease, making his way across the clearing.

      “Well, you may get your ambush, after all,” Ruth said with a sigh. “If they catch up to us, I won’t be able to run away, and you’ll have to put me down so you can shoot back.”

      “That’s just fine with me,” he said. “I’ve been holding back long enough. We owe them blood for blood. Ricardo, Jorge, Stella. I’ll make them pay for it. I swear I will.”

      “Okay, but don’t do anything crazy,” Ruth said.

      “The crazy people are the cultists,” he said. “Not me. I’m as clear-thinking as I’ve ever been.”

      At the end of the clearing, they passed through another line of trees and entered a large field of broken rocks. The sea was in sight now. Ruth could see the glint of brown-blue water in the distance. The rocks here looked like enormous boulders that had tumbled down the central hill at some time in the past and broken into large pieces. That had created many shadowy spaces and crevices.

      “Let’s hide among the rocks,” she said. “It’s our best bet.”

      Curtis picked his way across the field of broken boulders until he found a wide crevice between two large rocks that had deep shadows. He slipped inside and gently set Ruth down on the ground beside him. From there, they could see all the way across the field of rocks to the open water. Ruth positioned her leg where her ankle hurt the least. Then she drew her Glock, resting her forearm on her knee, and listened.

      She couldn’t hear their pursuers now. No gunshots, no voices. The island seemed to have gone quiet except for a constant sigh of wind blowing from east to west. She cursed her sprained ankle. That was going to make everything so much harder.

      We have a few hours until sunset, she thought. Maybe it will heal enough by then that I can walk on it. Even if it pains me, I may have to walk on it anyway.

      They waited in silence, both straining to hear. Minutes passed, and they heard no sound of their pursuers.

      “Maybe we lost them,” Ruth suggested.

      “Or they got lost on the island,” Curtis replied.

      Minutes eventually became an hour, and still they heard nothing. Then Ruth spotted a boat on the water. It was circling around the island, sailing past a large finger of land on the southwest corner. They were tacking into the wind, moving at angles. It was the trawler. After a minute, she saw other boats coming from the east. A line of retrofitted black-and-gray fishing vessels.

      “Seems like they’re circling the island,” Curtis said. “Looking for us. I guess they gave up the foot chase. Pity.”

      “So long as we keep them here, close to the island,” Ruth said, “that’s what matters.”
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      Ruth watched as the trawler met up with the first of the AILS fishing vessels. They moved close to each other and came to a stop, and people on the decks seemed to be shouting back and forth. The other boats gradually arrayed around them. After a few minutes, Curtis rose and drew his gun, aiming toward the boats, but Ruth reached up and grabbed his arm, pulling it back down.

      “Wait,” she said. “Let’s see what they’re going to do.”

      “But we want them to come after us,” Curtis said.

      “Yes, but if all of those boats land here and deboard, we’re in trouble.”

      Finally, the fishing boats began to move again. They turned and headed back to the east the way they’d come, once again forming a long line. The trawler stayed anchored where it was for a while. And then the trawler raised anchor and began to move again, but it cut a tight turn and headed west.

      “Where are they going?” Curtis said. “Have they given up the chase?”

      “Possibly,” Ruth replied. “Let’s draw their attention again.”

      She fired into the air a few times. Curtis aimed toward the boat, though it was an impossible distance away, and unloaded the rest of his magazine toward them.

      “Come on, you losers,” he snarled. “Turn around. Get back here and fight!”

      But the trawler kept going, even picked up speed as it caught the strong wind. However, as they watched, it seemed like it wasn’t curving around the island but heading due west, as if to chase after the others.

      “Damn it, they’re onto us,” Ruth said. She flung her backpack to the ground and unzipped the big pocket. “Curtis, reload your gun and chase after them as best you can. Try to get their attention. I’ll follow, but I have to hobble. I won’t be able to keep up.”

      She passed him the box of ammo, and he reloaded his gun’s magazine with furious, trembling hands. Once done, he gave her the box, rose, and stepped out of the crevice. He glanced back at Ruth, but she waved him on. With the gun thrust out in front of him, he went running across the field of broken rocks as fast as he could, heading southwest toward the shoreline. He began shooting almost immediately, taking shots at regular intervals directly at the boat.

      Ruth picked herself up and tested her weight on her ankle. It still hurt. She couldn’t quite put her full weight on it, but she managed to limp out of the crevice. She put her backpack over her shoulders again and drew her Glock, then made her very slow progress across the rocky field. The AILS trawler finally took a slight turn to starboard and disappeared around the west side of the island. Curtis raced after them, and soon he was gone, leaving Ruth in the dust.

      She dared to pick up the pace a little bit, fighting through the jolts of pain every time she stepped on her right foot. She heard gunshots in the distance for a while until Curtis finally ran out of bullets. She made her way back into the trees and then came in sight of the western shore. Here she found Curtis standing right at the water’s edge, his gun still pointed at the retreating boat. Ruth finally caught up to him, but then she had to drop down on the rocky shore to give her ankle a rest.

      “The trawler is headed after Dad’s boat,” Curtis said. “And they’ve got much bigger sails and probably a lighter load. They’ll catch up, and there’s nothing we can do about it.”

      “Maybe we thinned out their ranks a bit,” Ruth said.

      “At this distance? Unlikely.”

      Ruth aimed her gun at the retreating trawler and took a shot, but it was moving away fast now, leaving the island, and heading for the mainland. Curtis was right. At that speed, it would catch up to John’s boat and the islanders in no time.

      “There has to be something we can do,” Curtis said.

      He was a bundle of nerves and a quaking ball of energy. Ruth didn’t doubt that he would have swum after the trawler if he’d thought it would do any good.

      “We can’t help them,” Ruth said. “John and Kay and the others will have to deal with the trawler, and we’ll have to trust that they can handle it. Let’s return to our drop-off point and wait for the Blue Diamond to return.”

      “And if they don’t? It’s not like they can avoid the trawler in open water to get back to us.”

      “No, but not all the lifeboats were used. We might be able to cobble one together enough to get us out of here,” Ruth said.

      Curtis holstered his gun, then threw a few punches in the air. Cursing loudly, he turned away from the water. “I can’t tell you how much I hate this. Hate them.”

      Ruth understood the feeling. They’d bought John and the others some time, but it wouldn’t be enough. They wouldn’t reach the new campsite before the fast-moving trawler caught up with them. She felt helpless, even as she rose again and holstered her gun.

      She took a few steps, but Curtis came up behind her and swept her off her feet. “You’ll make the ankle worse,” he said. “I’ve got you.”

      And with that, he carried her along the shore, headed north. By the time they found their drop-off point again, the sun was setting. It was a lovely sight, though Ruth couldn’t enjoy it at all, under the circumstances. Curtis set her down, and she hobbled over to a nearby tree, where she could watch the water and wait. He stood beside her, holding the gun, so tense she felt it thrumming in the air around him.

      “You know, there is one thing we can do to draw AILS attention away from the islanders for good,” Ruth said after a moment. “Something that will shake the whole organization.”

      Curtis seemed to know what she was going to say. He nodded and reached into the inner pocket of his jacket. After fishing around for a moment, he pulled out the handheld radio.

      “I think it may be time to blow the platform,” Ruth said.
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      Ruth wasn’t on the boat to stop him, and he just couldn’t help himself. John simply couldn’t lie still and rest. His lungs were full of phlegm, and he felt feverish and achy, but he boosted himself up off the seat and joined Kay at the helm. She had a map and compass bearings to guide her, but she lacked piloting experience. Midori and some other islanders were working the sails, but John could tell they didn’t really know what they were doing.

      “Do you need me to take over?” John asked Kay, as he stumbled up beside her and caught himself against the dashboard.

      “Hey, pal, you’re supposed to be resting,” Kay said. “The boss said so.”

      “I know she did,” he replied. “I can’t rest. Too much going on. I rested long enough. What’s happening?”

      “Well, it’s been smooth sailing for a while now,” Kay said. “I’m pretty sure we’re headed in the right direction, but if you want to take a good look behind us and make sure we’re not being pursued, that would be good. I thought they were after us at first, but then there were a lot of gunshots, and they went somewhere else.”

      “Okay, I can do that,” John said.

      He made his way to the aft deck, coughing all the way. Most of their passengers were gathered there, sitting quietly. Some of them had fallen asleep. Others were chatting. John stumbled past them all and stood at the stern of the boat. They had a strong tailwind, so they were moving at an impressive speed.

      John fixed his gaze on the horizon, looking for any sign of pursuers. It didn’t take long to spot them. He saw the point of a mast and the edges of two big sails directly to the east. It was a single vessel, and it was moving fast. John’s hand went instinctively to the holster at his hip. Heart racing, but not wanting to alarm the passengers, he made his way back to the cabin.

      “We’ve got someone on our tail, but they’re still far off,” he said. “I’m pretty sure it’s that trawler we saw coming around the island.”

      Kay looked back at him, then gazed over his shoulder, eyes wide. “Great. What are we supposed to do? Is there any way we can pick up more speed?”

      John leaned forward to gaze through the windshield at their sails. They were already full sail. Some distance ahead of them, he saw the line of lifeboats.

      “The only way to pick up any speed would be to lose weight,” he said. “But we’re not carrying much other than the passengers.”

      He looked behind them again, and already he could tell that the trawler was gaining. He checked the compass to ensure they were moving due west with the wind. And he felt a sinking feeling.

      There’s no way we’re getting away.

      When he traded a glance with Kay, she must have read this in his expression. She grimaced and said, “You’re armed. Maybe you could take a few shots at them and scare them off?”

      “Not yet,” he replied. “They’re still too far off and I’d waste what little ammo we have. I’ll have to wait for them to get closer and at the speed they’re moving, they’ll be on us soon.”

      John returned to the aft deck. By now, the passengers were aware of the pursuer. Many of them were standing and watching the big sails grow in the distance behind them. He cast about again for anything that might lighten the load, but everything they had on board was necessary. Looking up at the sail, he grimaced. It was already tight to the wind. Any adjustments he tried to make now would slow them down.

      One of the passengers cried out. “They’re getting closer!”

      John drew his handgun and took aim, but another deep, lung-searing coughing fit took him. When it finally passed, he looked up again and realized the trawler was so close, he could see people on deck now. He took aim as best he could and squeezed off a shot at them.

      The people on deck flinched, but then he saw a flash of light near the trawler’s bow. The bullet smacked into the top edge of the cabin roof behind him. The sound followed a second later. The passengers cried out and dove for cover. More shots soon followed, forcing John to drop down as well. He returned fire, but his aim went wild.

      The trawler was only a couple of hundred yards away now and closing in fast. John felt a trembling desperation. He glanced around and saw the islanders pressing themselves flat against the deck, hugging each other. Some were crying. Another bullet smacked into the back of the boat and kicked up sparks from the useless engine cover.

      “Please, do something,” a passenger cried. “They’ll kill us all.”

      John crawled back toward the cabin. As he did, he heard another bullet ping off the mast. Kay was still holding the steering wheel, but she’d hunched down, trying to make herself a smaller target.

      “Are we going to have to surrender?” she said. “We’re not bulletproof.”

      “No. Give me the wheel,” John said. When she let go of the wheel, he took her place.

      “What are you going to do?” Kay said, even as another bullet hit the back of the boat.

      “Something desperate,” John replied. And then, to Midori on the foredeck, he said, “We’re about to change direction. Get ready to follow my instructions for tacking into the wind.”

      Midori was staring back at him with a look of anxious horror, but she nodded. And then John spun the wheel. As he called out instructions, the passengers began to cry out.

      “What the heck are you doing?” Kay cried, as the Blue Diamond took a hard turn to starboard.

      “We’re taking the fight to them,” John shouted. “Everyone, grab whatever weapon you’ve got! A pocketknife, a tool of some kind, a big piece of debris, or just your own fists. Either we fight back now, or we’re all dead. Do you hear me?”

      It was madness, but he didn’t know what else to do. At first, the passengers just continued to cry out, even as the boat came all the way around. John pointed the bow directly at the trawler as Midori and her team readjusted the sails. Based on what he could see, the trawler had been stripped of most of its gear to make it light and fast. That meant the Blue Diamond was a heavier vehicle, and he could only hope that would be to their advantage.

      There had been four or five AILS people on the bow of the trawler, but when they realized what John intended, they scattered back toward the cabin. It put a stop to the gunfire, at least.

      “Are you going to hit them?” Kay said, her voice climbing an octave.

      “Midori, get your people off the foredeck,” he shouted. “Grab whatever weapon you can find and brace yourselves.”

      As Midori and her team hurried back along the starboard walkway, John held the wheel steady. He saw people through the windshield of the trawler’s cabin. One man in particular was waving his hands about wildly and shouting at others. Clearly, the enemy crew had not expected this maneuver.

      “Be ready, folks,” John shouted over his shoulder. “We’re taking the fight to them. We’re the aggressors now!”

      The trawler tried to turn, but that only exposed their starboard deck to the bow of the Blue Diamond. The two ships were only a few yards apart and still approaching each other at a dangerous speed. John saw additional crew scrambling for cover or bracing themselves for impact.

      “This is it,” John cried.

      The bow of the Blue Diamond hit the side of the trawler just in front of the cabin with a violent jolt and an ear-straining crunch. He was thrown forward against the wheel and lost his grip. This knocked something loose in his lungs, and he went into another violent coughing fit. He heard others tumbling and falling behind him, and people began to shout on both ships.

      Still coughing, he pushed off the wheel, stumbled to one side, and drew his gun. He managed to spit a huge gob into the ocean, then he shouted, “Charge!”

      The bow of the ship had crushed into the hull of the enemy ship, damaging both and fusing them together in a bent tangle of metal. It didn’t look like either boat was damaged beyond repair or in danger of sinking, but the damage was significant. The trawler had been pushed slightly to port, and the crew there still seemed to be recovering from the crash.

      John rushed as fast as he could along the starboard walkway and across the foredeck. At first, he thought he was charging alone. It would not have stopped him. But as he moved past the mast, he heard the rush of others behind him. He glanced back and saw Kay leading the charge, a heavy wrench clutched in her right hand. Midori was directly behind her, brandishing a small silver pocketknife, and then the rest of the passengers.

      As John hopped over the damaged anchor box, AILS crew began to appear, pulling themselves out of the cabin. The first person who appeared was armed, clutching a rifle in his arms. John immediately opened fire on the man, and he fell backward. There was a spatter of blood, and the rifle dropped from his hands, clattering across the crooked deck. The other AILS crew scattered again, even as John hopped onto the trawler’s deck. Kay and Midori stepped up beside him, and they rushed at the cabin together. Midori picked up the rifle in passing. The other passengers stepped onto the trawler and fanned out.

      John fired a few shots as he rushed through the open cabin door, providing cover. He found a small cabin dominated by a large wheel and a raised pilot’s chair. He found four AILS crewmembers huddled here, including a gray-haired older man in a black captain’s hat. The captain was grasping his right arm, clearly nursing a wound. Another rifle was on the floor at his feet.

      “Grab that gun,” John said to Kay.

      She rushed forward and picked up the rifle, then returned to John’s side. Slowly, the captain raised his hands over his head, and the other crew members followed his lead.

      “Ahoy, ye cultists, your ship has been seized,” John said. He couldn’t help doing just a bit of a pirate accent in that moment, as absurd as it was. “It’s now the property of One-Gun John, king of the pirates and lord of the high seas. Do you surrender?”

      “Yes, yes,” the captain replied, baring his teeth. “Do whatever you want. Make us martyrs for the cause. It doesn’t matter. The island is ours.”

      He started to say more, but he heard a loud creak of metal, and the trawler suddenly swung back the other way, righting itself. Kay leaned back and looked outside of the cabin.

      “What is it?” John asked.

      “The bow of the Blue Diamond just popped loose of the trawler,” she said, “but I’m afraid it’s sinking fast. Nose-down and headed for the deep.”
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      After discussing it, Ruth and Curtis decided to make their way back to the big inlet on the northern side of the island. They figured it was unlikely that AILS would try to take it, especially since they knew about the traps. They found one of the old islander paths and followed it back toward the northern shore.

      “You don’t have to keep carrying me,” Ruth said. “I can walk a bit.”

      “I’ve got you,” he replied.

      Before they reached the old camp, they cut north off the trail and worked their way past trees and hills. It took at least half an hour before they came out on the northern shoreline, a good distance from the inlet. Ruth could no longer see the AILS fleet in the distance, but the inlet itself and its small strip of beach were bare. A single lifeboat had been left behind. The sail was installed, but the boat was tipped on its side.

      “Do you suppose that boat there is sailable?” Curtis asked. “The water north of the island is clear now. The fleet has gone off somewhere. If we could sail a little closer to the Mako, we could ensure that the radio signal would carry. We could also make sure that plenty of AILS people are on board when I hit the button.”

      “It’s worth a try,” Ruth replied, “but if we encounter an AILS ship, we’ll be caught, sunk, or killed outright.”

      Curtis nodded. “Yeah, that’s true.” He paused, then added, “Is that acceptable to you?”

      Ruth waved him off. It didn’t matter if it was acceptable. It was their best option for destroying the Mako, and that made it worth the risk. They headed down to the beach and checked on the lifeboat. It had been repaired, but she could see why the islanders had left it. It was in rough shape. Beat up, badly scratched, the mast only crudely attached.

      Curtis dragged it down the beach and over the rocks to the water outside of the inlet. Then he helped Ruth board, raised the small sail, and grabbed the rudder. Soon, they were on their way, heading north, away from the island.

      “Where do you suppose the fleet went?” Curtis asked.

      “Not sure,” Ruth replied. “Maybe to the other side of the island. Maybe to the Mako. Maybe to the mainland. As soon as we’re in sight of the Mako, and we know we’ve got AILS leadership on board, hit that switch. And then, whatever happens to us, happens.”

      As they headed north, Ruth looked around the small plastic boat. She found a small box that had been left under a bench near the back of the boat. Opening it, she found a few old rusty tools, and then a small pair of green binoculars. She tested them and found that they weren’t great. Still, they might be better than nothing.

      The reality of the decision they’d made hit home once night fell and they were out of sight of the island. They each had flashlights, but it didn’t seem wise to use them. That meant sailing in utter darkness, which was disconcerting.

      “Never fear,” Curtis said. “I’ve done this before. Sailing the open sea at night without any lights, I mean. More than once. I use the stars for navigation. It’s a clear night, and the North Star is particularly bright. We shouldn’t have a problem.”

      They kept going for what felt like a long, miserable amount of time, and eventually a faint light appeared in the distance. It was artificial light, and a lot of it.

      “You don’t suppose they got the power turned on inside the Mako, do you?” Curtis asked.

      “Doubtful,” Ruth replied. “But not impossible.”

      She waited until they got closer. Then she raised the binoculars and looked in the direction of the light. It took a moment to pick out the shape of large boats against the water. An enormous yacht dominated them all. The artificial lights were coming from the boats, some kind of floodlights all being aimed in the same direction. When she shifted the binoculars, she realized the lights were pointed at the Mako.

      “We’re there,” she said. “It’s the Mako, and AILS has got about a dozen ships parked in front of it. Big ships.”

      “I’ll try to get a little closer,” Curtis said. “Let me know if there are people on the Mako. I want to know for sure AILS leaders are on board before I hit the switch.”

      He turned them to starboard so he could approach the south side of the Mako, where long shadows from the floodlights would keep them hidden. As he did, Ruth kept the binoculars pointed at the Mako’s upper and lower decks. She saw people moving around on the upper deck, but they were still too far away to make them out.

      Another half an hour brought them about as close as Ruth wanted to get.

      “Stop here,” she said. “Any closer, and we might be caught in the blast.”

      Curtis brought the sails down and dropped the lifeboat’s crude anchor, which was little more than half a cinder block attached to a nylon rope. They came to a stop in the deep shadows south of the Mako, and Ruth raised the binoculars again. She set her gaze on the upper deck. She saw a few AILS people moving about in the light.

      And then her heart dropped right out of her chest. A strangled cry got caught in her throat. There was a figure standing on the helicopter pad, a line of black-clad AILS members in front of her. She wore a light blue jacket, but the hood was down, revealing long honey-blonde hair that had gone wild.

      “Oh my God,” Ruth said, tears springing into her eyes. “Curtis, it’s Stella. I swear to God, it’s Stella!”

      He gasped. When she handed him the binoculars, he practically ripped them out of her hands. He stared at the upper deck for a long time, breathing fast and loud.

      “She survived,” he said, his voice quivering. “I can’t believe it. How did she survive?” His hands shook so badly that he almost dropped the binoculars. Ruth had to swoop in and grab them to keep them from falling in the ocean. “I can’t believe it! How did AILS get her?” He brushed away tears and bowed his head.

      “I have no idea,” Ruth said, raising the binoculars. She studied the distant figure of her granddaughter. “She’s been through a nightmare, from the look of it, but she’s alive.”

      “How long has she been their prisoner?” Curtis wondered aloud, his head in his hands. “If they’ve hurt her, tortured her, I’ll…I’ll…” He left the threat hanging.

      Ruth spotted a second person being dragged over to stand beside Stella. It was an old man with a pronounced limp. He wore a long, filthy coat and had greasy gray hair. His face was mostly hidden under a dirty, unkempt beard, but she didn’t need to make out his facial features to know who it was. His body posture, the way he carried himself, and the way he walked all gave him away.

      “They’ve got my brother too,” she said. “It’s Ronny. He was never dead. They’ve had him this whole time.”

      She lowered the binoculars and turned to Curtis. He was fighting emotion, clearly on the verge of sobbing but not wanting to.

      “Curtis, we can’t set off the explosives,” she said. “Not as long as Stella and Ronny are on board.”

      “Of course not,” he replied, wiping away a fresh wave of tears. “We have to rescue her. And your brother too.”

      “With Ronny as their prisoner, they’ll be able to bypass any damage we’ve done, find and dismantle any traps we’ve set, and get any of the Mako’s systems up and running again,” Ruth said. “My brother is an insufferable misanthrope, but he’s also a genius, and the Mako is his baby.”

      Curtis was quiet for a moment, still struggling to get his emotions under control. Finally, he sniffed, wiped his eyes on his sleeve, and lifted his gaze to Ruth.

      “We’re going to rescue Stella. That’s all there is to it,” he said. “I already thought I lost her before. We’ll rescue them both, and then blow up the Mako. We can do it. We have to do it.”

      Ruth understood the feeling. Stella was like a daughter to her. But she couldn’t help being a realist, especially now. “Curtis, I want to save them too, but that place is crawling with AILS members. Don’t get me wrong, I’m going with you, but there’s a very good chance this is a suicide run,” Ruth said.

      He bowed his head again, chewed his lip, then said, “It’s like she came back from the dead. I’m not giving up on her now.”
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      Stella braced herself against the fierce wind that was blowing over the helicopter landing pad of the Mako. When they dragged poor Uncle Ronny over beside her, she could scarcely look at him. He’d been beaten to an absolute pulp, and he could barely stand. His face was swollen even worse, and he was oozing blood from a bunch of reopened wounds.

      “Uncle Ronny, are you okay?” she asked.

      He stood beside her, hunched over and moaning, but he managed to raise a hand and give her a frail thumbs-up. A line of AILS people from the yacht were standing in front of him. Dana was in the middle of them, her hands on her hips. Her lower lip was noticeably swollen in the bright floodlights, and her eyes were angrier and more hateful than ever.

      “Look at the two of you,” she said with a derisive, forced laugh. “You really thought you were so clever, outsmarting our entire crew and sneaking your way around the boat. And really, you just played right into our hands. Pathetic.”

      She made a little hand gesture at the people on either side of her, and they strode forward. Stella flinched, anticipating strong hands, and indeed, they grabbed her shoulders and arms with little regard for her many bruises. Ronny groaned loudly as they took hold of him.

      “The next time you try to escape, we’ll pull all of your teeth and fingernails out with pliers,” Dana said.

      “I’ve got a bridge and partial denture,” Ronny said. “You won’t find many teeth to pull.”

      “You look and sound half dead already, you mouth-breathing old fart,” Dana said.

      And with that, she turned and headed across the deck toward the main building. Stella and Ronny were forced to follow her. Stella’s arms were yanked behind her. One guard grabbed a fistful of her hair and pulled her head back.

      When they stepped through the door into the familiar entry hall, Stella spotted a group of people gathered down the hallway in the direction of the control room. But before she could tell what they were doing, the guard pushed her down the other corridor and eventually to a large closet near Clark’s old office. As she was shoved inside, she stumbled a few steps and went down on her knees. Then Ronny was shoved in after her, and he collapsed on his chest, slamming into a janitor’s mop bucket on the way down.

      “No more escapes,” Dana said from the doorway.

      And with that, the door was slammed shut, plunging them once again into utter darkness. Ronny moaned and whimpered. Yes, they’d hurt him very badly, and Stella was worried about his survival. He had injuries upon injuries.

      If my people blow this place up, we’ll die with them, she thought. The idea of being caught in a massive explosion made her skin crawl. It would probably be an instantaneous death, but somehow that didn’t make her feel better about it.

      “What do we do now?” she asked.

      Ronny groaned, took a deep breath, and replied, “Nothing. We can’t do anything at this point. Just sit here and endure and wait for something to happen.”

      “Okay.” It wasn’t reassuring.

      And so they waited. Stella crawled to the nearest wall, sat up, and leaned against it. A few minutes passed. Suddenly, the closet door opened again, and she saw Dana standing there in a flashlight beam, guards on either side of her.

      “I just wanted to let you two know,” she said, “that we found all of the explosives you planted in the control room, and we managed to disarm them. Your pathetic plan to take out Captain Tyra has failed.”

      She let the words sink in for a minute. Ronny was curled up on the ground, his head resting on his arm. One eye was swollen completely shut, the other closed. Stella couldn’t tell if he was asleep or unconscious, but he was still breathing loudly. Stella really wanted to taunt Dana. The woman was so smug and hateful. But she also didn’t want to invite more torture. Ronny might not survive it.

      “Well, congratulations, then, I guess,” Stella said finally. “I guess the Mako is all yours. Enjoy it.”

      But that only made Dana laugh. “You people really thought you could oppose the AI-Led Society, but you were never more than the lowest and saddest of luddites. You burned our boats, and you felt so good about yourself, didn’t you? You burned and drowned our people, and you felt so proud.”

      She took a step into the room and squatted. The big smile on her face had a violent hate in it. Despite herself, Stella shuddered at the woman’s contempt.

      “You got lucky one time because we didn’t know the layout of this place,” Dana said. “Lucky, that’s all. You were never anything more than luddites destined for the garbage heap of history. We write history now. How does it feel to know that?”

      Stella was tempted to shut her eyes and pretend to ignore the woman, but she thought that, too, might lead to more torture.

      “It feels fine,” she said. “Write your history. I don’t care anymore.”

      “The second Tyra gives me permission, I’m going to kill you myself,” Dana said, her voice little more than a whisper now. “I’ll really make it hurt. I want to watch you die, Stella Garber. I want to watch the life go out of your eyes. What do you think about that?”

      How in the world was Stella supposed to respond to that? It was sick and disturbing. She dropped her gaze. She couldn’t look into the icy eyes any longer. Dana was clearly a disturbed individual.

      “I don’t have anything to say about it,” Stella said softly.

      “You know what might make your death a little easier?” Dana said. “What might buy you some mercy? Just one thing.” She rose then and motioned to the guys behind her. They slipped past her, entering the small closet. “Answers.”

      “Answers to what?” Stella said. “Ronny’s the one who knows the most, and you guys have beaten him so badly, he can’t speak or think clearly now.”

      “Irrelevant,” Dana said, swiping a hand in the air. “I’m talking to you right now, Stella Garber. You hold your life and his in your hands at the moment. Now, I want to know what other tricks your people have up their sleeves regarding the Mako.”

      But Stella decided to play her ace in the hole. She had seen this face before, after all, long before she’d been taken aboard an AILS vessel. Indeed, the first time she’d seen Dana’s face had been a framed photograph in a footlocker.

      “You keep calling me by my full name,” Stella said. “Should I call you Dana Jamison, then? I knew your father, of course. He was around when we first started making plans. He was part of it.”

      To her surprise, Dana actually flinched at the mention of her father’s name, drawing back as if Stella had lunged at her. She recovered quickly and planted her hands on her hips. “You knew my father. So what? He was working for us the whole time.”

      “He did what he had to do to keep you safe,” Stella said. “He loved you, and it got him killed.”

      Dana bowed her head, but her lips were pressed together so tightly that they turned white. Stella knew it was a dangerous game, but she decided to press the issue.

      “Everything your father did, everything he risked, was for your sake,” Stella said. “He gave his life for you. Do you know how much it hurt him to see you enslaved to this cult? Do you know how sad it made him?”

      “Shut up about my father,” Dana said, in a low and threatening voice. “That’s not…” She shook her head, and for a few seconds, she said nothing. The guards behind her stared at her with confused looks. Finally, Dana blew her breath out and said, “No. I won’t listen to this.”

      And with that, she turned, motioned the guards out of the room, and left. She slammed the closet door shut behind her, and Stella heard her boots tromping down the hall into the distance. Stella felt practically giddy. She’d found the woman’s soft spot, a chink in her armor.

      “Ronny, did you hear all of that?” she said.

      “Oh, yeah,” he replied with a gentle laugh. “She didn’t expect you to pull out the ‘daddy’ card. It got to her. We might pay for it later, though.”

      “Maybe,” Stella replied. She dug into the inner pocket of her jacket. “By the way, I’ve got a bundle of wires here that I ripped out of a radio. I don’t know what good it will do us, but at least AILS has one less radio to communicate with.”

      “I know this place like the back of my hand,” Ronny said. “If we could get out of this closet, we could lose them easy. I know of places they’ll never find.”

      “If we want to end AILS for good, all we have to do is keep them on the Mako,” Stella said. “Our people were planning to rig this whole place to blow, and when I got a good look at the Mako through a porthole, I could see places where they messed with stuff. I think the bombs are planted. I’m betting on it.”

      “So what you’re telling me, kiddo, is that there’s a very good chance we’re going to get blown up along with the Mako?” Ronny said.

      She’d thought it, but hearing him say it so bluntly really drove it home. For a moment, Stella couldn’t catch her breath. She’d cheated death once, but for what? Just to die again a day later.

      “We have a chance to stop AILS right here,” she said, “but yeah, we might have to sacrifice everything. I’m willing. Are you?”

      He was quiet for a second and then, “Yeah, I am.”

      “Okay, so let’s make a plan before Dana cools off and comes back to pull our teeth out.”

      “She can have the dentures,” he said. “They’re uncomfortable anyway.”
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      Ruth kept her gaze fixed through the binoculars, as Curtis kept the boat in the shadows on the south side of the Mako. She watched AILS operatives march Stella and her brother Ronny across the deck toward the building, but then Ruth lost sight of them. Still, she continued to watch. AILS members were moving about the deck, using the lift to get down to the enormous yacht that was parked in the water below.

      “It galls me to see them using the lift that we built,” Ruth muttered.

      But Curtis was still focused on one thing, and he kept coming back to it, no matter what else Ruth mentioned or talked about.

      “I just can’t believe she survived being washed overboard,” Curtis said. “It’s like a miracle. It’s like God gave her back to me…to us. We have to get her out of there, Ruth. We have to save her from AILS. I can’t lose her a second time.”

      “Believe me, I’m right there with you,” Ruth said. “What if we could sneak on board and set off just the explosives in the control room? Is that possible? That’s where the leaders will mostly likely be.”

      “I don’t know,” Curtis said. “Maybe. It’s risky.”

      Ruth saw a group of black-clad AILS members appear on deck, moving away from the building. They bore a large duffel bag between them, and they were lugging it delicately, as if it contained something very fragile or dangerous. When they reached the edge of the deck, where no handrail existed anymore, one of the operatives tied something to the handle of the duffel bag. Another unzipped the bag, opened it, and pulled out a familiar object.

      A green tube. He held it up, examining it in the many bright floodlight beams that illuminated the deck, then placed it gingerly back into the duffel bag. He zipped the bag again, then made a little gesture at the people around him. They cast the duffel bag over the side. As it tumbled down toward the water, Ruth spotted a short nylon rope tied to the handle, a large piece of scrap metal attached to the other end. It hit the water with a splash and then quickly sank beneath the surface, dragged down by the weight.

      “I think they found some of our bombs,” Ruth said. “They just got tossed overboard.”

      “There’s no way they found the explosives we planted under the Mako,” Curtis said. “We almost died putting them in place.”

      “Well, they at least found the ones we planted in the control room, then,” Ruth said. “And if that’s the case, then we can’t set off a smaller explosion to take out the AILS leadership.”

      “If we don’t set off these explosives while AILS leaders are on board the Mako, then we lose our chance to put an end to the whole organization,” Curtis said. “This is it, Ruth. This is our one chance. Somehow, we have to get Stella out of there and set the thing off before they leave.”

      “Worse,” Ruth said. “If we get caught or killed, they’ll take the radio, and we’ll have no way to set off the charges. Under no circumstances can we allow ourselves to be caught, captured, or sunk before we set off the charges. Curtis, you…you might have to set off the bombs before we’re safely away from there. Are you willing and able to do that?”

      Curtis gave her a hard look. “There’s got to be an alternative to blowing us all up. Poor Stella won’t even know what happened or why she died.”

      “I believe she’ll know exactly what happened. Setting off those charges will take out most of the AILS fleet and their leaders. It’ll probably be the end of their whole organization, and it might be the first step to rebuilding some semblance of civilization. Stella knows we’d do the right thing.”

      Curtis nodded gravely. “Yeah, yeah, I get it, Ruth. I get it.” He groaned. “Okay, if it comes to that and we have no alternatives, I’ll press the damned button, and we’ll all die together. It’s what Stella would want. But, for heaven’s sake, can we agree that the suicide option is only a last-ditch desperation move?”

      Ruth nodded. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      She raised the binoculars again and studied the Mako. AILS operatives had mostly moved inside the building, but there were a few people still standing on the upper deck, on the western side, keeping guard.

      “Can we get inside? That’s the real question,” Ruth said.

      “Yeah, I think so,” Curtis replied. “We’ll approach in the darkness and move between the support posts. Come on.”

      He pulled up the anchor rope, unfurled the sails, and aimed them toward the southeast corner of the platform, which was dark and unguarded. AILS seemed to be keeping their eyes pointed toward the mainland. As Curtis guided them to the Mako, Ruth pulled her backpack onto her lap and rooted inside. She made sure her gun was fully loaded. However, as she shifted position, she heard and felt water splashing around her feet.

      She reached down and felt along the bottom of the boat. There was about an inch of water around her heels. She found that disconcerting. The water hadn’t been especially rough on the way here. However, it didn’t seem like it mattered much. They were almost to the Mako. Curtis kept them in the darkness as they moved toward the big post on the southeast corner of the oil platform.

      As they drew near, Ruth reached down and felt around her feet again. The water was deeper now. It had grown in only a matter of minutes.

      “Curtis, I think we’re taking on water,” she said.

      He reached down and splashed his hand in it. “Damn it. I guess we shouldn’t be surprised. They left this lifeboat behind for a reason.”

      Suddenly, a flashlight beam swept across the southern edge of the upper deck, and someone up there said something loudly. Ruth signaled Curtis to silence. The tiny boat was drawing near to the support post, which was also where the shadows were deepest and darkest. Ruth raised the binoculars again and saw a young man step up to the edge of the upper deck on the south side. He shone his light out toward the open sea, but he was aiming too high. At first, Ruth raised the gun, but then she lowered it again. A gunshot would give away their presence, and that would be the end of any rescue attempt.

      After a moment, the guard turned and stepped back out of sight.

      “Did he spot us?” Curtis asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Ruth replied, “but we can’t be sure.” She reached down and felt the water. It was almost up to her ankles now. “At the rate we’re taking on water, it won’t matter if we were spotted or not.”

      “The support posts have steel beams on the inside,” Curtis said. “We can climb onto the beams so we don’t go down with the ship.”

      “And then what?” Ruth replied. She gazed upward. The underside of the Mako was a network of beams, but it was a good thirty feet above and seemed impossible to reach.

      “I don’t know, but we don’t have much choice,” Curtis said.

      Ruth felt the boat foundering beneath her, tipping forward as it took on more water. Within minutes, it would be underwater. They were moving past the big concrete-and-steel support post, which towered over them on the lefthand side. Curtis adjusted the rudder to keep them close. On the backside of the post, the big painted steel beams came close to the water.

      Ruth tossed the anchor overboard, but even that small amount of momentum caused the bow of the boat to dip underwater. She turned to see Curtis pulling himself up onto the nearest steel beam. She cinched her backpack straps and reached out, even as the boat took its last plunge. Suddenly, she was sinking into the sea itself. Desperate, she grabbed the mast, but her weight pulled it to one side, tipping the boat and making it sink faster.

      Curtis swooped down and grabbed her under the arm. She let go of the mast as he pulled her onto the horizontal beam beside himself. Ruth grabbed onto the edge of the beam and dropped down onto her knees. When she looked back, she saw the stern of the boat and the tip of the mast making their final appearance before the retrofitted lifeboat disappeared beneath the water.

      “Well, that didn’t quite go to plan, did it?” Curtis said.

      “This might be a one-way trip, after all,” Ruth said.

      The painted steel beam was enormous and quite cold, positioned above the concrete about three feet above the water. As Ruth looked around, she saw the vastness of the Mako’s underside stretched out before her, the many posts rising up like giant sentinels. From this position, she could see the enormous yacht parked on the far corner near the lift, as well as numerous other smaller boats. Some of the boats were moving.

      She looked up. Most of the steel beams in the support post were either vertical or steeply angled. The next horizontal beam was about fifteen feet above them. Making matters worse, the beams were wet and slick. They were coated with some kind of thick, waterproof paint, but it had very little texture. It felt slippery.

      “How do we get inside?” she wondered. “This feels dangerous.”

      “Yeah, Kay and I clambered around up there,” Curtis said. “It’s risky. Easy to fall off. By the way, you might want to see this.”

      He leaned over and reached down into a narrow gap between the beam they were on and the concrete on the other side, gesturing at something. Ruth moved closer to him and gazed down into the gap, where she saw some small mass wedged into the gap near the bottom.

      “Explosives,” Curtis said. “Jamal and Sadie planted more of them on every post just beneath the water.”

      “Well, at least if they go off, we probably won’t feel anything,” Ruth said. She was looking around, trying to find some other way up. “I’m afraid we’ll just have to try to shimmy up the beam here.”

      Curtis nodded and approached the nearest vertical beam. It was angled at a little more than forty-five degrees, and Ruth could see water glistening along the edge. Curtis got his arms and legs around it and began trying to pull himself up. The first time, he made it about five feet before sliding back down. The second time, he got to seven or eight. The third time, he got high enough to reach up and touch the next horizontal beam, but he slid down again.

      He kept trying over the course of about half an hour, but he never reached the horizontal beam again. Finally, exhausted and out of breath, he collapsed on the beam beside Ruth.

      “It’s just too steep and too damp,” he said. “Did we bring some rope with us? Maybe we could toss it over the beam and climb up.”

      “I don’t have any rope,” Ruth said. “There was plenty on the Blue Diamond, but I didn’t think to bring it with us.”

      She glanced around. Smaller boats were now moving around the Mako, as if they were setting up a perimeter or searching for something.

      Even if we had a boat, we couldn’t leave now, she thought.

      Curtis finally rose, out of breath, and looked at her. In the backwash of distant spotlights, she could see fear etched on his face.

      “Oh, God, am I going to have to press that button?” he said. “Tell me we’re not at a dead end, please, Ruth.”

      “Not yet.” She pointed.

      As boats fanned out around the Mako, a small fishing boat was moving close to their support post. It was tiny, a little two-seater, but the engine in the back seemed to be working. There were two people on board, one guiding the engine, the other holding a small flashlight in one hand and a radio in the other. Ruth leaned in close to Curtis.

      “We have to make a sound,” she said. “Something that will make them come closer without radioing an emergency.”

      Curtis shifted his hand, going to an outer pocket of his jacket instead. He produced his pocketknife, turned it handle down, and slammed it against the steel beam three times. It made a deep ringing sound. Ruth backed into the shadows, but she heard one of the men on the boat say something quietly to the other. Their flashlight beam swept toward the inner spaces beneath the Mako.

      Ruth was tempted to draw her gun. Two bullets, fast and easy, and the boat would be theirs. But she had no idea how loud it would be. Surely the sound would carry. Indeed, the space beneath the Mako might act as a kind of resonating chamber, carrying the sound even farther. Curtis saw her reaching for the holster and shook his head. He gave the steel beam a couple more taps with the knife handle. Then he rose and braced himself against the edge of the beam.

      Slowly, the small boat approached the corner of the support post, the flashlight beam playing along the concrete beneath them. Ruth could hear the two men clearly now.

      “It’s something broken, maybe,” one of them said. “A loose cable or something tapping against beams.”

      “Or an animal,” said the other. “Probably a bird’s nest up there. But we have to be sure.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I got it,” said the first. “We’ll take a quick look. I don’t know why it matters. We took the Mako. It’s ours. The trap is dismantled, and Captain Tyra is in full control.”

      The boat came around the corner of the post, bringing the light with it. Ruth edged back into the shadows. But Curtis stayed where he was a second longer. The man in the front seat below was shining the flashlight along the base of the support post. The radio was now in his lap. As he began to raise the light, lifting his gaze toward the beams, Curtis leapt.

      He pushed off the edge of the beam with his boot, making no cry, no shout, hardly a sound at all. It reminded Ruth of a pouncing cat. He landed right on top of the lead man, driving his boots against his back. This shoved the man forward, slamming him onto his own knees. The man in the back of the boat was startled, and he cried out, flinging himself backward. Curtis didn’t wait for them to recover. He dropped onto the deck behind the lead man, wrapped an arm around his neck, and hoisted him off his seat.

      “What are you? What’re you doing?” the man cried in a strangled voice.

      Curtis turned, pulling the man around and slamming him on top of the guy in the rear seat. Ruth saw her chance. She slid to the edge of the beam, then dropped down onto the empty front seat. As she did, she spotted the flashlight and the radio at her feet. The lead guy had dropped them both. As she bent down to retrieve them, she heard a splash of water.

      She rose, the flashlight in one hand, radio in the other, and turned. The lead guy was in the water now, sputtering and flailing. Curtis was locked in a fierce wrestling match with the other guy. The lead guy managed to reach up and grab the side of the boat, which tipped them dangerously to one side. Ruth cocked her arm back and swung the metal flashlight at him. It hit him on the side of the head with a thud, and then the light went out. In the shadows, Curtis and the other guy continued to wrestle, snarling and cursing at one another.

      Ruth struck again and again. Finally, she felt the man let go of the side of the boat. She heard punching, someone landing solid blows, someone else slamming into the bottom of the boat. And then everything went quiet. For a few seconds, she just sat there, waiting in the darkness. The flashlight was still in her hand, but it no longer worked. She had the radio in the other.

      “He’s out cold,” Curtis said. He rose from the back of the boat, hoisting the limp form of the other guard. He rooted through the man’s pockets for a second, then laid the body in the gap between the seats. “Where’s the other guy?”

      Ruth drew her own small flashlight out of a pocket and turned it on, holding her hand over the light to dampen it. When she shone it across the water, she saw no sign of the first guy.

      “I think I knocked him out,” Ruth said. “And I think he went under.”

      She shut the light off and pocketed it again. Through all of this, the boat’s small engine had been gently puttering away at the back of the boat. Curtis sat down on the rear seat and took the rudder.

      “This guy was armed, by the way,” Curtis said, holding up a small object in the darkness. “Looks like a revolver of some kind, black, maybe a .38. So, what do we do now? Do we toss this guy overboard with the other one?”

      Ruth considered their options. She could see other boats moving in the distance, flashlights shining back and forth.

      “Well, we need to get on board the Mako,” Ruth said. “I don’t think the lift is an option. It’s too close to the yacht. Too many eyes. Our only other option, as far as I can tell, is to get someone to drop a rope ladder.”

      Curtis nodded and reached down, grabbing the back of the AILS guy’s jacket. “I’ll bet we can get this guy to talk them into it. What do you say?”

      “It’s risky,” Ruth said.

      “All I’ve got to do is reach into my jacket, and I can end things in a second,” Curtis said, “if the situation goes south.”

      He said it so casually, but Ruth felt a shiver go down her spine. “Okay, here.” She held up the radio. “See if you can make him talk, but be really careful.”

      “I’ve got this,” Curtis said. There was a low and dangerous quality to his voice.

      He wrenched their captive’s head back, and the man groaned. Curtis tipped his head back even farther and forced his eyes open with his fingers. He was edging toward real cruelty, and Ruth was tempted to tell him to restrain himself. However, the mission was more pressing.

      “Listen to me, buddy,” Curtis said. The captive thrashed, and Curtis wrapped an arm around his neck. He was rail thin, with big eyes and messy hair, a big nose, and sunken cheeks. “If you want to get out of this situation alive, you’re going to keep your voice down and do whatever I tell you to do. Got it?”

      “How did you get up there?” the man whimpered.

      “We’re like spiders,” Curtis said. “We’re hiding under every rock.” With his free hand, he pulled out his pocketknife, opened the blade with his thumb, and laid it against the man’s throat. “Your friend is dead. He’s sinking to the bottom of the Gulf of Mexico at this very moment. If you want to get out of this alive, then you’re going to get on the radio there and you’re going to request that someone on the lower deck throw us a rope ladder. Got it? And if you try to give us away, or raise the alarm, or say anything weird, this blade is going to slide right into your throat.”

      The captive whimpered and thrashed, but Curtis tightened his grip. Ruth turned on the radio. Immediately, they heard chatter from AILS people. Mostly, it sounded like people were giving reports as they searched the buildings. Others were reporting their position out on the water.

      “Wh-what do I say?” the captive asked in a strangled voice.

      “Rope ladder. Lower deck,” Curtis replied. “Tell them your little boat is taking on water. Tell them whatever you have to tell them.” As if to emphasize the point, he tapped the tip of the blade against the man’s throat.

      “Yeah, yeah, okay,” the man said. “I’ll do it!”

      Ruth moved the radio close to his mouth. “Be very careful what you say,” Ruth said. And with that, she pressed the talk button.

      The man looked around wild-eyed for a moment and then began to speak haltingly into the radio. “This is…this is Freebird and…and Eastman at the southeast corner. Ch-checking out some noise. Found a…a bird’s nest…” His voice was shaking badly. “Need a rope ladder, please…off the lower deck at the southeast corner…please.”

      When Ruth let go of the talk button, Curtis patted the man on the chest. “Good job,” Curtis said. “Just like that.”

      After a second, a voice responded on the radio. A woman’s voice. Ruth didn’t recognize it. “Rope ladder off the lower deck? Why’s that? What’s happening down there?”

      Ruth pressed the talk button again and wagged the radio in front of the captive’s face.

      “It’s, uh…we took on some water,” he said. “Boat took on water. Sorry. Just toss a ladder. We’ll take it from there.” He cleared his throat, went really still for a second, then suddenly shouted, “Help me! Help!”

      Ruth let go of the talk button as fast as she could. The captive tried to turn, as if to get away from the blade. Instead of stabbing him, Curtis tightened his arm around his throat. He strained hard, grunting from the effort, and the captive thrashed, kicking his legs. The voice on the other end of the radio spoke again.

      “What was that? What did you say? Freebird?”

      Ruth held the radio up again. “Curtis, you have to talk to them. Pretend to be his friend. Quickly!”

      Curtis snarled, jammed the knife into a pocket, and fished out the small black revolver. Ruth was just about to remind him not to pull the trigger when he slammed the handle of the gun into the side of the captive’s head. The man went instantly limp. Curtis pocketed the gun and dragged the body past him, dumping the man at the back of the boat. Then he swiped the radio and pulled it close.

      “Sorry about that,” he said, affecting a little laugh. “This is Eastman down here. The boat wobbled on us, and Freebird almost dropped his radio in the water. Anyway, we’re taking on a lot of water. Could we get that rope ladder, please? Southeast corner. Thanks.” He released the button and gave Ruth a wide-eyed anxious look.

      The response came a few seconds later. “Okay, your ladder’s on the way. You guys can help in the drill room when you get up here.”

      “Thanks…uh, boss.” Curtis shrugged again and handed the phone to Ruth.

      “It seems to have worked,” Ruth said, turning the radio volume down and slipping it into her jacket. “We’d better get over there.”

      “Well, they’re going to see that we’re not in uniform,” Curtis said. “This guy is a bit too small for me, but let’s see what I can do.”

      He turned and pulled the man’s black jacket off. When he tried it on himself, it didn’t fit. It didn’t come close to fitting. Curtis was a strapping young man, and the AILS captive was much thinner and smaller. Finally, Curtis tossed the jacket to Ruth. She took her own jacket off and tried the all-black AILS jacket. It fit okay, not perfectly, but she was able to zip it shut. Then she transferred the items from her old pockets to the new pockets.

      “I can’t imagine pulling this off,” she said. “It’s madness.”

      “Well, there’s always the button,” Curtis said, patting his pocket.

      He heaved the body of their captive over the side of the boat. The man landed on his back, his face out of the water, but he proceeded to drift away, headed east out from under the platform to the open sea. Not much they could do about it now. Ruth signaled for Curtis to get going. He turned the rudder and headed back around the support column.

      As they puttered the small boat back out from under the deck, Ruth looked up with the binoculars. She sensed other boats moving in the distance, flashlight beams moving back and forth. A few of the beams even passed over their boat, and she could only hope that her black jacket served as sufficient camouflage.

      She watched the lower deck right at the southeast corner of the platform, as Curtis positioned the boat directly underneath.

      This is crazy, she thought. How did we ever think this would work?

      A face peered over the edge of the lower deck, waved at them, then disappeared again. Suddenly, a long rope ladder dropped over the side, unrolling as it came. It was long enough to reach all the way to the boat, landing in the gap between Ruth and Curtis. Ruth put her backpack over her shoulders, stood up, and grabbed the nearest rung. Her sprained ankle still hurt, but the surge of adrenaline somehow made it a lot more bearable.

      Into the devil’s den, she thought. This is a ridiculous game we’re playing here.

      But they were in it now, and there was no backing out. Ruth began to climb.
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      Stella was feeling along the walls, working her way behind some enormous containers of cleaning supplies. She could smell all kinds of pungent chemicals, and she fumbled past a mop and bucket, a couple of brooms, and a shelf stacked with plastic bottles. She passed an enormous floor sink and felt a metal drain hole in the concrete floor.

      “I’m not finding it,” she said. “Are you sure it’s back here?”

      “It’s on the back wall somewhere,” Ronny said. “Trust me. Just don’t let them catch you feeling around when they return. I don’t want you getting hurt anymore.”

      “You’re hurt a lot worse than me, Uncle Ronny,” Stella said.

      “Yeah, but I’m just a bitter old cuss anyway,” he said.

      Stella felt another standing rack of shelves. She worked her hands in behind it, and her fingertips slid through thick dust. Beneath the dust, she felt the parallel lines of a metal vent cover. Sure enough, she’d found access to the big air conditioning system. The system was mostly designed to cool the control room, but it was connected to a number of other rooms along the way.

      “I found it,” she said. “Access to the ductwork.”

      Digging through the dust, she located four small screws.

      “Yeah, all of the equipment in the control room requires extra cooling, so the vent system runs from the control room right through the middle of the building,” Ronny said. “You can get to a lot of places from there, but how are you going to open it? I’m afraid they stole my multi-tool and my pocketknife.”

      “I’ll figure something out,” Stella replied.

      She thought about it for a minute. Reaching into a pocket, she pulled out the ripped wires. They were stripped on both ends. She twisted the wires together from end to end, then bent the twisted stripped ends. It wasn’t especially sturdy, but it was better than trying to work the screws out with her fingernails.

      She worked the bent metal end into the indentation on a screwhead, then twisted the wire around. At first, it resisted, but she kept trying, and suddenly, slowly, the screw began to turn. It took a while to get the first screw out, but she refined her technique along the way. She promptly went to work on the second screw.

      “This is taking a while,” Ronny said. “I really don’t want you to get caught. Do you want me to try?”

      “No, I’ve got this,” Stella said, casting the second screw aside. She went to work on the third screw. “Uncle, I’m afraid there’s no other way out of here. You’ll have to follow me into the ductwork. You’re a bit bigger than me, so you might need to remove your coat. It’ll be a tight fit.” She got the third screw loose and set it on a nearby shelf. “You’re not claustrophobic, are you?”

      Ronny laughed. “You’ve never seen the inside of my house or my barn. If you had, you’d know the answer to that question.” She wasn’t sure what he meant, and after a moment, he explained himself, “I’ve got really tight quarters. No, I’m not claustrophobic.”

      “That’s good, because I’m not either, and this freaked me out the first time I did it.” She pulled the fourth and final screw out, then she popped the vent out of its frame and set it aside. Beyond, she saw the gray walls of the oversized duct coated in thick dust, and it produced such an uncomfortable flashback that she had to collect herself for a moment before continuing.

      She looked back and saw the faint shape of Ronny in the darkness as he approached.

      “Just follow me,” she said, jamming her makeshift tool back into her pocket. She moved some bottles and boxes aside, exposing the entire opening. Then she got on her hands and knees and promptly crawled into the uninviting space.

      It was as she remembered: a tight fit and a disgusting sensation of rubbing against inch-thick dust. But she had learned to tolerate it, so she pulled herself forward despite the unease that she felt with the walls of the duct rubbing against her hips, her back, her shoulders, her arms. She had no flashlight, but she sensed a faint light somewhere ahead of her.

      She’d gone a few meters into the hole when she stopped to wait for Ronny. She heard him struggling behind her, banging against the walls of the duct.

      “I’m sorry, Stella,” he said finally. “I’m too big. I can’t squeeze myself in there. It’s no use. I guess I should’ve designed it to be just a few inches wider.”

      She tried to look over her shoulder, but the duct was too small. “Are you sure, Uncle Ronny? I know it’s a tight fit.”

      “I’m just a little too husky, I’m afraid,” he said. “If I’d known I would be crawling into air conditioning ducts, I would have gone on a diet.”

      “Okay, put the vent cover back on for me,” Stella said. “I’ll find a way to get you out of there. I’ll sneak around and open the door or something.”

      “Hurry, before they realize you’re gone,” Ronny said.

      “Which way should I go?” she asked.

      “Go to the end,” Ronny said, “and take a right. There should be fewer people in that direction.”

      Stella resumed pulling herself forward. As she approached a T-intersection, she heard Ronny put the vent cover back in place. Despite her familiarity with the duct, being shut in caused her to shudder. She took a deep breath, fighting to stay calm, as she approached the corner. The light was coming from the right, so she moved in that direction. Navigating the turn was a challenge. She had to roll onto her side, bend at the waist, and push off the duct wall behind her with her heels.

      A short distance ahead, faint light was shining through another vent. She made her way toward it. When she got there, she peered through the gaps and saw a small worker’s sleeping quarters on the other side. She saw a twin bed with a gray blanket, a desk with a folding metal chair, and a dresser. Not much else would fit in the room. The light was coming from what appeared to be a small battery-operated lamp on a corner of the desk, but she didn’t see anyone in the room at the moment. The vent appeared to be located low on the wall at the foot of the bed.

      She reached up and felt for the backs of the screws. Slowly, methodically, she worked them loose. They dropped to the other side with a soft plinking sound. Then she popped the vent free and pulled herself out of the duct. She landed on the hard floor in a gush of dust and grime, like some unnatural thing being born.

      Voices came from the corridor outside the room. Footsteps moved from left to right. Stella hopped to her feet and looked for some kind of weapon. She found a black backpack tucked partway under the bed, and she hastily unzipped the big pocket. Inside, she found AILS clothes. The footsteps were getting closer to her door. Thrusting her hand deep into the backpack, she finally felt some solid object near the bottom and pulled it out. It was a black police baton. Not nearly as effective in her hands as a gun, but it would have to do.

      Curtis could really do some damage with this, she thought, swinging the baton in front of her.

      She raised the baton and positioned herself behind the door, but the footsteps kept going. She caught a snatch of a conversation as two people passed by.

      “Yeah, he said they tipped the boat and almost fell into the water,” one woman said. “Apparently, they were trying to remove a bird’s nest or something.”

      “We really need to prune this organization of some of its lesser people,” said a second woman.

      “Don’t worry. Captain Tyra knows what she’s doing. Despite a few setbacks, and a bit of incompetence, everything is going according to plan.”

      The two continued down the hallway. Stella listened to them fading into the distance. A thought occurred to her then, and she went back to the bed. She dumped the backpack’s contents onto the bed. A long-sleeve shirt, pants, belt, and hat, all in the typical AILS black. It looked a couple of sizes too big for her, but she proceeded to change clothes anyway. She jammed her filthy sea-soaked rags under the bed and pulled on the AILS suit. It all hung loosely, but otherwise felt comfortable.

      Then she went to the door, baton clutched tightly in her right hand, and turned the knob. Instead of skulking into the corridor, she stepped out boldly, hoping that it would make her AILS disguise more effective. Doors to the crew quarters stretched off to the left and right. She could hear numerous people in the distance, but at the moment, the hallway was clear. She turned to her right and moved fast to the far corner.

      Peeking around the corner, she saw a single AILS guard standing outside of the closet door near Clark’s old office. He was a big guy, but it was both fat and muscle straining the buttons of his black shirt. He seemed restless and bored, unable to stand still, and he kept sighing. It looked like he wanted to be anywhere else but here. Surely, guarding a closet wasn’t the most interesting task when there was a whole new headquarters to search and explore. He had a flashlight in one hand, and he kept swinging it around, creating shifting shadows.

      About twenty feet stood between Stella and the guard, but he kept moving. He’d step away from the closet door, tap his foot, turn another direction, take another couple of steps. It was like a weird, slow, aimless dance. Stella waited until the moment he was turned away from the corner. Then she strode swiftly toward him, raising the baton over her head. The shadows gave her some additional cover, but she was practically running, and he heard her coming. He spun around, eyes going wide, and fumbled for his radio. Their eyes locked for a second. And then she brought the baton down as hard as she could. Adrenaline added a bit to her strength, and she hit him right above the left eye.

      He made a weird huffing sound and stumbled backward. She’d split his forehead open, and blood ran into his eye. When he reached up to wipe it away, she hit him again. This time, the slightly bulbous end of the baton hit him right on top of the head. He groaned loudly, took another step back, then collapsed, folding in half and flopping down in a way that looked painful and awkward.

      Stella looked behind herself. She was still alone in the corridor, but she could hear people moving around. Possibly headed this way. Looking at the big unconscious man on the ground, she knew there was no way she would be able to drag him into a room. He was simply going to lay there until someone found him. However, she stooped down and quickly searched him. She found a small snub-nosed revolver in a pocket and took it. Then she took the flashlight as well.

      Finally, she turned, unlocked the closet door, and pulled it open. Ronny was standing just on the other side, hunkered down with his hands raised. He looked really bad in the flashlight beam. She beckoned him, then turned, but she didn’t know which way to go.

      “The manager’s office,” Ronny said, pointing to Clark’s old office down the hall. “That’s our way out.”

      Stella didn’t understand the comment. Their way out? It was a small office. A dead end. But she decided to trust Ronny, so she headed down the hall. The door to the office was ajar. She slipped inside and shut it behind them.

      “Well, you handled that wonderfully, kiddo,” Ronny said, speaking softly. He stumbled over to Clark’s desk and leaned against it. “I like the disguise. That was a smart move.”

      Stella could still smell all of the scented candles Clark had left behind. Vanilla mixed with lavender mixed with various fruit smells. It wasn’t pleasant, especially under the circumstances.

      “It won’t be long until they find their man on the hallway floor,” Stella said. “We have to get to the lower deck. From there, we can either take the lift or, if that’s not safe, leap over the side. It’s a thirty-foot drop from the lower deck to the water. We could survive that, right?”

      “I’m willing to find out,” Ronny replied. “But that leaves AILS alive and in charge of the Mako.”

      “My friends are going to blow this place up,” Stella said. “We have to trust them and get out of here. This office is just another dead end.”

      “No, no, kid,” Ronny said. “I pointed you this way for a reason. Come on. Trust your crazy Uncle Ronny.” He walked over to a large set of shelves that contained numerous folders, stacks of paper, and scented candles. “Help me move this thing away from the wall.”

      Stella went over and began dragging stuff off the shelves and dumping them on the nearby desk. Once it was mostly empty, the two of them pulled the shelves away from the wall.

      “Shine your light there,” Ronny said, pointing at the floor.

      When she moved the flashlight beam to the floor where the shelves had been, she saw a small steel hatch embedded into the floor.

      “This is my Mako, not theirs,” Ronny said. With a grunt of pain, he squatted beside the hatch. “They’re playing on my field, those bloodsucking freaks.” He grabbed a recessed handle and pulled the hatch open, revealing a dark tunnel with an attached ladder heading down. “This will take us straight down to the lower deck. Come on.”

      He went first, pulling himself onto the ladder with obvious discomfort. Then he climbed down. Stella tucked the baton under her belt, tucked the flashlight into her armpit, and climbed after him. She pulled the hatch shut behind her as she went.

      “It’s a straight shot, kiddo,” he said from below.

      But his words were interrupted by a sharp series of bangs from somewhere below. Stella knew that sound all too well. Gunshots. A bunch of them.
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      Ruth half expected to be discovered the second she stepped onto the lower deck, but the person who had tossed the rope ladder at them was already walking away to join a group of others a short distance away. The ladder was attached to some recessed hooks on the floor. As soon as Curtis reached the lower deck, she unhooked the ladder and pulled it up.

      “We should stash this ladder somewhere,” Ruth said. We’ll need it to get off the Mako again if we manage to rescue Stella and Ronny.”

      Once they’d pulled it up, Curtis took the ladder from her and rolled it into a tight bundle. “We’ll stash it behind a post nearby, somewhere that’s really dark.”

      Ruth rose and looked around. The lower deck of the Mako was like a forest of angled support beams, with a building positioned in the center like the trunk of a big tree. Light came from the far northeast corner, but with so many posts in the way, it produced dozens of long, dark shadows. Plenty of places to hide the rope ladder. Curtis rose beside her, the bundle in his arms.

      As she headed for the nearest pillar, the group of AILS people appeared again. The man who had thrown them the rope ladder led the way. He was a big guy with a thick neck and short, curly black hair. His fleshy face was covered in a patchy beard. Behind him, four other people followed. Ruth froze in her tracks. They had already seen her, so it was no use trying to hide. And Curtis was standing right beside her.

      “Yep, you were right,” the big guy said to one of the people behind him. “That’s not Freebird and Eastman. Those are some luddites.”

      And his hand went immediately to a holster at his belt. Ruth ran toward the nearest pillar, fumbling to grab her gun. Curtis rushed past her, reaching into his own pocket. The big guy opened fire. She saw flashes of light, heard the explosive sounds, like enormous firecrackers echoing across the lower deck. A bullet hit a corner of the post, casting a shower of sparks.

      Ruth flung herself to the ground behind the pillar. Curtis came up behind her, squatting. He had the .38 in his left hand, and he thrust it around the edge of the pillar, firing blindly toward their attackers. Ruth finally got the Glock out of its holster.

      “They’re not going anywhere,” the big AILS guy shouted. “Flank them. Kill them. We’ll present the corpses to Tyra.”

      Ruth heard the group of attackers moving now in two directions, some footsteps to the left, others to the right. The post in front of them was at roughly a forty-five-degree angle, just big enough to provide cover, but they really didn’t have anywhere else to go without moving out into the open.

      “We have to drive them back somehow,” she said to Curtis. “You fire left. I’ll fire right. If one of us gets hit, we may have to blow the whole place. Can you handle that?” She pressed herself up against the post and thrust her right hand around the corner.

      “I told you I’d do it if I have to,” he replied. “We’re not giving up on Stella and Ronny yet.”

      She fired blindly at the group moving around her side. She heard them scrambling, dancing out of the way. They returned fire with a cacophony of multiple shots. Bullets pinged off the post and ricocheted off the metal floor to her right. Curtis moved to the other side of the post and aimed his gun through the narrow gap where the angled post met the floor. He fired in a slow and steady rhythm, moving the gun from left to right.

      “We need help on the lower deck!” It was the big guy. He had a harsh voice. “More people! More guns!” It sounded as if he was shouting into his radio.

      Ruth dared to peek around the edge of the post. She saw at least three silhouettes gathered behind another post off to her right. One of them was clearly the big guy. The second group was somewhere to the left, out of her line of sight.

      “We have to rush her,” the big guy said.

      Though he was half-hidden behind the post, he made a big target. She took a shot at him. He cried out and ducked out of sight. The people with him returned fire. Ruth rolled back behind the post. Curtis drew his gun back.

      “Out of ammo,” he said, “but I’ve got a second gun.” He tossed the revolver to the floor and pulled out his 9mm pistol.

      Ruth looked behind them. There was nowhere to go. They were pinned down.

      “Charge them now,” the big guy shouted. He sounded as if he was in pain. “All of you. We have the numbers! Take the risk. Don’t be luddites. Go now and charge them!”

      Ruth dared to peek around the post again, opening fire immediately. As she did, she saw three figures move out from behind the post. The big guy was among them. They took off running, heading right for her. She opened fire again. They scattered but kept coming. And suddenly, Ruth pulled the trigger and heard the hammer click. She’d emptied her magazine.

      Had she hit any of them? If so, it hadn’t stopped them. They rushed to a closer pillar and ducked behind it. Ruth ducked back and frantically pulled her backpack off her shoulder, dropping it into her lap. Curtis was still firing at the group on his left.

      “I think I hit one of them,” he said. “The others took cover.”

      “Same here, I think,” Ruth replied. “Curtis, we’re not getting out of this.” She unzipped the big pocket and fished around inside. But she heard the group coming again, making a mad dash for her position. There was no way she was going to be able to reload the gun. “This is it. Grab the detonator. If we’re killed, we’ll lose our chance.”

      Curtis unloaded his gun in a furious salvo toward the lefthand group. Bullets crashed into the posts with an almost melodic series of metallic thuds. He emptied the magazine within seconds, then dropped the gun, and cursed.

      “Hit another one,” he said.

      “Grab the detonator,” Ruth said. “We’re not getting out of this!”

      Curtis thrust a hand into his jacket. “Okay, okay,” he replied, his voice shaking badly. “God help us.”

      Ruth looked up just as a large shadowy shape stepped in front of her. He raised a flashlight, revealing a big, fleshy face, patchy beard, hateful brown eyes. He raised a gun and pointed it at her, smiling.

      “Got you, luddite,” he said.

      Curtis pulled the radio out of his inner pocket, fumbling for the power button. “Do I press it now?! Ruth, do I press it now?”

      Ruth tensed. A series of gunshots thundered across the lower deck. As she watched, the big guy’s head erupted. A spray of blood and flesh burst from his temple, and he immediately fell backward, slamming into the floor with such force that it made the lower deck tremble. The other two in his group were standing behind him, but Ruth watched them fall, as well. One of them turned and managed a stumbling step before he collapsed. The third guy hunched over, grabbing his stomach, then fell on his face.

      Ruth peeked around the edge again and saw two figures moving across the lower deck. One of them had a pistol thrust out in front of her as she came. She was dressed all in black, but the man behind her was not. And she knew him from his shape alone.

      “Curtis, don’t do it.” Ruth swung back around. Curtis had the radio detonator in one hand. He’d turned on the power, and his thumb was poised over the talk button. Ruth batted his hand away. “No, don’t! It’s them! It’s Stella and Ronny.”

      Curtis gasped and lost his grip on the radio. It fell into his lap, and Ruth flinched.

      “Gran, is that you?” Stella asked.

      “Yes, it’s me!”

      Ruth moved out from behind the pillar. The big guy’s flashlight had landed on the floor, and the beam was pointed right at them. Stella and Ronny were both in rough shape. He looked like he’d been beaten to within an inch of his life, and Stella was bruised and filthy. Even so, Ruth picked herself up and rushed toward them. She caught her granddaughter in a massive embrace.

      “They’re dead,” Ronny said. “Stella shot them all from behind, but there’s a heck of a lot more on the way. We have to get out of here.”

      Ruth stepped back from Stella, and it was a good thing. Curtis rushed past her just then and swept Stella up in his arms. That left Ruth facing her brother, a man she had not seen in years. It was a strange reunion, awkward and wonderful at the same time, and she had no idea what to do next. A hug was too much, so she settled on a handshake.

      “Good to see you, sis,” he said. “It’s been a little while, hasn’t it?”

      “Just a little while,” Ruth replied. “We have a boat and a ladder. Come on. Curtis, get the rope ladder!”

      He seemed unhappy to let go of Stella, but he did it anyway. Rushing back, he scooped up the bundle of rope and ran toward the edge of the lower deck. As Ruth and the others got there, she heard distant footsteps and shouting. Reinforcements had apparently arrived.

      Curtis quickly reconnected the ladder and tossed it overboard.

      “Go. Go. Climb,” he said, waving everyone on.

      Ruth motioned Ronny and Stella ahead of her, and they promptly climbed down. Stella handed her the gun in passing, but when Ruth checked the barrel, there were no bullets left. Still, she aimed it across the great forest of shadows that was the lower deck.

      We’re still not out of this, she thought, and then to Curtis, she said, “Be ready on that button.”

      He nodded, then proceeded to climb down after Ronny. Ruth was just about to join them when she spotted a big group of AILS people moving out from behind the building. However, instead of heading straight for the southeast corner, they moved to the western edge of the platform. Something else had drawn their attention. She had a vague sense of light shining over there on the water.

      Ruth had no idea what it was, but there was no time to waste. She started down the ladder. Once she got beneath the deck, she looked into the distance and saw light shining on the foredeck of an approaching boat. It distracted her enough that she didn’t see what was directly beneath her until she reached the small two-seater.

      Curtis, Ronny, and Stella were all standing together in the boat, facing the same direction. When Ruth turned, she realized why. A second boat, a large fishing vessel, had come up beside them, sailing through the darkness beneath the Mako to park itself by the little two-seater. It turned on a bright floodlight, blinding them for a moment.

      When Ruth’s vision returned, she saw Captain Tyra standing right there, the heel of her left boot planted on the gunwale of the larger boat. Her little blonde sidekick, Dana, stood beside her, arms crossed, a smug smile on her face. A half dozen other AILS guards were arrayed behind them.

      “What a happy little rescue,” Tyra said. “I’m glad I got to witness it.”
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      Tyra had a gun in her hand. Many of the people behind her did as well. For a second, they all stood regarding each other. In the chaos of the gun battle, Curtis had dropped both of his guns, but it didn’t matter. They were both empty. In fact, all of their guns were empty now, and there was no way to reload, not now. Ruth glanced to her left down the line of people on the two-seater. Ronny was barely able to stay on his feet, and the wobbling of the boat didn’t help. Curtis and Stella were pressed up against each other, as if seeking comfort. Ruth’s own right ankle was throbbing furiously.

      “How did you get down here?” Ruth asked Tyra. “How did you know this was our escape route?”

      Tyra laughed. It was a genuine, bemused chuckle. For such a severe-looking woman, the laugh was a mismatch. “Freeman shouted for help on the open channel, and then a different voice asked for a rope ladder instead of using the lift. On an open channel! You people aren’t as smart as you think you are.”

      “Lady, you’re about two seconds away from the end of your whole world,” Curtis said. “Then we’ll see how smart we are.” He glanced at Ruth, and she nodded at him. His left hand slipped into his jacket pocket.

      “Oh, am I?” Tyra replied. For some reason, this made Dana laugh, but it was the forced giggle of a sycophant. “Let’s see it, boy.”

      Curtis pulled out the radio, but Tyra immediately fired her gun. Despite herself, Ruth instinctively thrust an arm out in front of Stella, as if she could shield her from the bullet. Ronny finally lost his balance and dropped to his knees at the back of the boat, and Curtis doubled over. But Ruth saw little pieces flying into the air. Some of them hit the side of Tyra’s boat and bounced off. Little black plastic pieces. Curtis raised his hand, revealing the shattered remains of the radio dangling from his fingers.

      “I’m so sorry,” Tyra said. “Was that your detonator?” When no one answered, she nodded and said, “Are we still two seconds away from the end of the whole world? No?” She shrugged. “Sorry, but it’s our world now. We tore the old one down, and we’re building a new one, a better one. And there’s no place for people like you.” She shifted the gun, pointing it at Curtis. “You people have been such pests, and why do you fight us? You have no cause. You have nothing but luddite desires, base desires, but we’re fighting to make a new world. An incorruptible world run not by fragile men but a pure technocracy. We’re so close now, and yet we have these insects crawling out of the cracks to annoy us.”

      “We liked things the way they were,” Curtis said. “That’s our cause.”

      “Well, now you get to die for our cause,” Tyra said with a sneer. “Congratulations.”

      Sudden gunfire drew her attention. It drew everyone’s attention. Ruth looked to her left. The strange light she’d seen earlier at the southwest corner of the Mako was a boat, and it was approaching fast. A large trawler, it appeared to be on a collision course with the big support post at the far southwest corner. A lone figure on the aft deck was firing a rifle into the air.

      “What is that?” Tyra said. She grabbed a radio off a belt clip and raised it to her mouth. She shouted into it. “What is that boat doing? Why aren’t you stopping it?”

      There were numerous smaller AILS boats speeding toward it, but there was no way they would intercept it in time. The sails were full, and the rudder was set. The lone figure fired a few more shots into the air, then he turned and leapt off the boat. Just before he hit the water, Ruth thought she recognized him.

      Is that John? she wondered. How did he get on the trawler? Why is he doing this?

      Tyra turned to Dana and grabbed her by the collar. “Get us away from here. Now! Quickly!”

      Dana seemed confused, but Tyra flung her toward the cabin of the boat.

      “I said get us away from here, you idiot,” she screamed.

      “Oh my God,” Curtis said. “He’s going to hit right where Sadie and…”

      The trawler slammed into the post at full speed on its south side. The bow of the boat crumpled inward, the crack and snap of it carrying far and wide. Curtis wrapped an arm around Stella and pulled her close. On Tyra’s boat, the AILS leader seemed stunned and confused, as Dana stumbled toward the helm and grabbed for the wheel.

      And then the explosives went off. Ruth assumed the bow hit the explosives planted beneath the water line, and that was all it took. The massive blast of water and concrete rose into the air. The shockwave hit a second later, driving Ruth down onto one knee. She saw the trawler rise up into the air and break into pieces before disappearing in the blast.

      On the other boat, the AILS crew scrambled. Their engine revved, and Tyra dropped out of sight behind the starboard gunwale. Then Ruth heard another engine revving and felt the small two-seater lurch beneath her. She just managed to look past Stella and Curtis, where she saw Ronny holding the rudder, guiding them away from the Mako. Then water and debris began to rain down all around them.

      She heard a massive creak and snap as the southwest pillar fell, taking down a section of the lower deck. Then a second explosion went off. It came from under the deck somewhere, an enormous blast of heat followed by a deafening boom. Ronny had the engine going full blast, as he steered them south away from the Mako.

      “John is back there somewhere,” Ruth shouted, though she could barely hear herself. “He’s in the water! We have to find him!”

      Curtis dropped into the back seat, and Stella landed on his lap. Ruth climbed onto the front seat and grabbed the sides of the boat. Water and debris were falling all around them. She saw chunks of concrete, pieces of the boat. The mangled mast from the trawler slammed into the water just to her right, close enough to splash her with water.

      “Hold on tight,” Ronny cried. “This could get worse!”

      Ronny adjusted course again, heading southwest. Ruth glanced over her shoulder just in time to see more explosions on the underside of the Mako going off. She felt the shockwaves wash over them. They made her teeth tremble, her ribs hurt. Tyra’s boat had turned away from the Mako and seemed like it was going to give chase, but Dana’s hesitation had put them very close to the oil platform as the explosions went off.

      As Ruth watched, the charges on a central pillar went off, and a large piece of concrete tumbled onto the aft deck of Tyra’s boat. Guards tried to leap out of the way. Some went overboard. Others didn’t get out of the way in time, and the concrete rolled right over them. Tyra was leaning against the starboard gunwale, her arms over her head. Dana was at the wheel.

      When the big piece of concrete hit the back of the cabin, it rocked the boat forward, making the bow dip under the water. Then a big wave caused by the explosion swept under them and pushed the bow deeper. The engine whirred in the open air for a second. Ruth heard Tyra shouting just before she lost her grip and fell into the water. Dana slid past the wheel and slammed into the windshield.

      And then the support post on the southeast corner of the Mako, the very one that Ruth and Curtis had climbed onto earlier, exploded with the heart-shaking boom. It pushed the boat upside down, and then the water and debris crashed down on top of the boat, Tyra, Dana, and all of the guards.

      “Duck,” Ronny shouted.

      Ruth put her head down and felt a large piece of something fly just over the top of them, then skitter across the water before sinking below. Their tiny two-seater was moving west now, skirting dangerously close to the explosions. However, Ruth saw why. Straight ahead, a figure was bobbing in the water. Ronny pulled up alongside him and came to a stop, even as more explosions rocked the underside of the Mako.

      John was floating on his back, hands clutching a life jacket. It took Ruth, Stella, and Curtis working together to get him into the boat, and then he had to cram into the small space in front of Ruth’s seat. He was panting, clearly in pain.

      “John, that was the craziest thing I’ve ever seen,” Ruth said, leaning down to give him an awkwardly positioned hug.

      “I dropped my passengers off with the lifeboats and came back to find you,” he said. “When you weren’t at the rendezvous point, I just had a bad feeling. Instinct told me you’d decided to detonate. I came looking for you, and then I turned on an AILS radio and heard what was going on. I had to do something to save you!”

      “How did you know where to hit the post?” Ruth asked.

      “Curtis told me the bombs were planted on the outside of the posts beneath the water,” John said. “I took a gamble. I was desperate.”

      His voice was drowned out by additional explosions. Ruth looked back again. Ronny had them moving due west now at full speed. In the growing distance, the Mako collapsed into the ocean, the remaining supports breaking, both decks coming apart with a thousand screams of twisting metal. AILS boats were caught in the chaos, disappearing behind screens of water and flying debris. The big yacht had tipped onto its side. Ruth caught a glimpse of people jumping overboard before more explosions swept over it.

      Ruth saw more people, tiny silhouettes in the light of the flames, flinging themselves from the top deck, from the crumbling building, flailing in the open air as they fell. A group leapt from the helicopter landing pad just before it snapped and fell on top of them. Some people hit the water. Others landed on the broken, jagged tops of support pillars before bouncing away. And then more explosions went off, and soon the whole Mako was crumbling into the water. The enormous crane was the last thing to disappear into the water, rising up like a desperate, grasping hand.

      “Dear God, look at what we’ve done,” Ruth said, her words lost in the cacophony.

      Ronny had control of the rudder, but he looked behind them and cried out, “Goodbye, my dear! Sorry you had to die for us! You deserved better! Take them to the bottom of the sea and give them to the devil, would you?”

      The rain of debris and water chased them as they fled west into the night.
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      They were miles away, and the night was very dark now. The final echoes of the explosions were gone, leaving them in a deep, dense silence that Ruth could almost feel. Of course, the silence was exacerbated by a temporary partial loss of hearing caused by all the noise. John was sitting up now, and she had her arms around him. Curtis and Stella were holding each other. And Ronny kept them moving at a good speed.

      It was a long time before anyone spoke again. Finally, John cleared his throat, coughed a bit, and said, “We overpowered the AILS boat that was chasing us. I rammed the Blue Diamond into her side, and then we boarded the trawler like a pirate crew. It was exhilarating, I must say. We got their radios, their guns, even some supplies, medicine, and food.”

      From the back, Ronny said, “These AILS guys and gals were not a trained military force. Just fanatics with access to more technology and weapons than they knew what to do with. Fanaticism gives people a false sense of competence, but real smarts will win out every time. And that’s what we’ve got, even if we’re luddites.”

      “Where are the others?” Ruth asked.

      “I put them on the lifeboats, along with all of the loot,” John said. “They should have reached the new camp by now.” And then, as if it had just occurred to him, he rose, looked past Ruth, and said, “So, by the way, Stella, how in the world are you alive?”

      Stella laughed at this and said, “Oh, you just noticed?”

      “Well, I was distracted by the whole world blowing up,” he replied.

      “Not the whole world,” Ruth said. “Just some bad people. The world is ahead of us, and it’s waiting to be rebuilt.”

      “I survived by sheer luck and force of will,” Stella said.

      It was enough. Nothing more needed to be said. John settled down again, nestling himself into Ruth’s embrace, and they headed off into the darkness again.
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        * * *

      

      Ruth drifted off at some point, leaning so far forward that her cheek was resting on John’s back. He, in turn, was resting against the bow of the small boat. When she finally opened her eyes, she saw the first light of morning shining across the water. Someone was humming quietly. Ruth rose, rubbed her eyes, and looked behind herself.

      Ronny was still guiding the boat, wide awake. The swelling in his face had gone down somewhat, but he had a very black eye, as well as large bruises and scrapes all over his face. Even so, he tipped an imaginary hat to Ruth.

      “Good morning, sis,” he said. “Would you do me a favor and wake up that boyfriend of yours? I need some direction to lead us to your camp.”

      Ruth shook John awake. As she did, she also woke up Curtis and Stella, who had fallen asleep in an awkward embrace around the back seat.

      “I can’t believe we got out of there alive,” Stella said, stretching her arms over her head.

      “It was closer than you realize,” Curtis said. “I was about one second away from blowing us all to kingdom come. Tyra actually bought us a little time and saved the day.”

      “I love a beautiful irony,” Ronny said. “I really do.”

      The mainland was already in sight. Burned-out buildings dotted the landscape. John guided them north, and then northeast, along the coastline throughout the morning. They were all hungry and thirsty. Ruth had a small amount of water and a few energy bars in her backpack, and they divided them up. It wasn’t much, but it helped them get through those long hours.

      Eventually, Ruth fell into a kind of half-doze. It felt like everything was finally catching up to her, and she thought she might be able to sleep for days, if given the chance. And then she felt John gently shaking her shoulders, and she came out of her near-sleep. Blinking, she looked around. They were puttering into some kind of a lovely green cove or bay.

      “We’re almost home,” John said.

      “And almost out of gas,” Ronny added. “We cut it very close.”

      Curtis and Stella were still all tangled together, calmly watching the scenery pass. John guided them across the bay until they finally approached a small wooden dock beside a quaint little boathouse. There were a couple of people working around the boathouse, and they spotted the small boat as it pulled up alongside the dock. When they turned and began walking down the dock, Ruth realized who they were. A short, stocky woman with short hair and dark eyes beside a young man with messy black hair and a round face.

      “Kay and Ignacio,” she said.

      Ronny killed the engine, and Ruth stepped up onto the dock. Her ankle felt better. There was only a slight twinge when she put her weight on it. She helped John. Then Curtis and Stella helped Ronny. By the time they tied off the boat, Kay and Ignacio had reached them.

      “Well, look at who it is,” Kay said. “I wondered if we would ever see you people again. And yet, here you are. And somehow you also brought Stella back from the dead? Did you sail into Hades or something?”

      “Something like that. But the Mako is gone,” Ruth said. “And AILS leaders went down with it.”

      Kay nodded gravely and said, “Well, I guess I’ll have to find another job when this is all over.”

      That made them all laugh. Some of the laughter was the result of relief and post-adrenaline exhaustion, but Ruth went with it. It felt safe to laugh finally.

      “Well, my good friends,” Ignacio said, “we were just scavenging the boathouse there, but our camp is coming along very nicely. You will be impressed at what we’ve already built.”

      “Yeah, those island leaders, especially Daniel and Chaunce, are pretty good at coordinating work groups,” Kay said. “Come on.”

      She beckoned them and started back down to the dock. Ruth and the others fell in line behind her. John moved up beside her and took her hand.

      “It’s strange that the Mako is gone,” Ruth said. “Not bad. Not sad. Just strange.”

      “Feels like a new beginning to me,” John said.

      As they approached the boathouse, Ruth turned to wait for Ronny, who was moving slower than the others, clearly still in quite a bit of pain. His face was very swollen.

      “We need to get you some medical attention as soon as we reach camp,” Ruth said.

      Ronny waved her off. “Oh, I’ll live. Thanks for thinking of me, though, little sis.” And then, with a wry smile, he added, “Ain’t it nice talking to each other like this? Feels like old times.”

      “It’s nice,” Ruth said.

      “I don’t really know why families drift apart,” he said, shrugging one shoulder. “It just sort of happens, doesn’t it? Almost twenty years without speaking. Let’s not do that again. What do you say?”

      “That sounds good to me.” Ruth patted him gently on the back.

      Kay and Ignacio led them around the boathouse and up a grassy hill. Here they found the new camp. One hundred people were hard at work in teams, building houses, planting gardens, digging trenches, and more. It was a breathtaking sight. Ruth saw Daniel and Chaunce directing the teams. Her young trap-setting team, led by Midori, was working together to plow a small field. A few campfires were already burning, and she smelled cooking food. Bestie was roaming the camp, getting petted by anyone who would give the gentle dog a moment’s attention. She also got some scraps of food along the way. It was paradise for the dog. She no longer had a reason to hide.

      Ruth pointed at a large tent with a red cross stitched into the side. “Ronny, I think we need to head there first.”

      “Oh, very well,” he replied, heading toward the camp. “I suppose I should take better care of myself. These people might need the know-how of an overeducated old cuss.”

      Ruth waited a moment as Ronny got ahead of her. Curtis and Stella were holding each other as they headed into camp. She turned to John, squeezing his hand.

      “With AILS gone, there will be no more EMPs,” she said. “Maybe this time we can start to rebuild for real.”

      He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. Drawing back, he suppressed another cough and said, “Seems like the rebuilding has already begun.”

      “But you need to rebuild your health first,” Ruth said, tugging gently on his hand. “Come on. You’re joining Ronny in the medical tent for some much-needed medicine and rest.”

      “I won’t refuse,” he added, smiling at her.

      And, hand in hand, they headed into the growing camp.
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      The reunion with the islanders and the rest of the Mako crew was a happy affair. Ruth shook hands with each of the island leaders who were beyond thrilled with their new home and the end of AILS. She couldn’t deny what they had accomplished, and their happiness was definitely infectious. Enough so that they decided they would throw a feast to celebrate all that had happened.

      “Granted, feast is a bit of hyperbole…” Stella said as she looked down at the cans of food they were eating.

      “Well, it’s definitely better than starving.” Kay shoved a forkful of canned peaches into her mouth. “And honestly? This is better than all those protein and granola bars we’ve been living on.”

      “Fair enough!”

      “We should make this a regular holiday.” Curtis grabbed a second can and popped it open. “Sort of like Thanksgiving. Except we can call it… landing day, maybe?”

      Ignacio leaned back and patted his stomach. “Landing Day has a nice ring to it.”

      Bestie barked at him, begging for food, a big grin on her face.”

      “Well, if nothing else, at least we made things better for Bestie,” John said. “Never seen that dog so happy before.”

      Bestie had been running around since she’d gotten there. Chewing on sticks, visiting with all the new people she was going to befriend, digging holes, and generally living a very good doggy life.

      “Truth be told, I’m not sure she ever liked being on the Mako.” Kay rubbed her ears, and then Bestie ran off to get a snack from one of the islanders. “I’m willing to bet that she’ll be happy if she never has to see the sea or another wave in her life,”

      “I’m confident we made a better life for ourselves, too.” Ruth took John’s hand and gave it a little squeeze. “It took us a lot to get here. And we’ll still have difficulties to overcome. But for the first time in a long time… I feel hopeful. And maybe that’s what Landing Day can celebrate. The return of hope.”

      They clinked water bottles at that little speech.

      Ronny belched and then leaned back in his chair. “Well, for what it’s worth, after I’ve had some time to recuperate, I’d like to head back to my ranch. Gather up a few things. Assuming AILS didn’t, like, burn it down or anything.”

      “No, it was still there when John and I visited.” Ruth frowned and studied her brother. “But why would you want to go back? I’m sorry to say, Ronny, that your house should probably be condemned. It’s packed full of junk.”

      “Junk to you, maybe! But a treasure trove for me! Anyway, you’re welcome to come with me if you’d like. I’ve got a plan to make sure that something like this never happens again.”

      Ruth raised her brow at that cryptic message. But she knew Ronny. Knew that what he really wanted was someone to ask what he meant, and Ruth was too old to play those sorts of games with him anymore. Stella, however, clearly wasn’t.

      “What does that mean, Uncle Ronny?”

      He grinned and it almost looked a little feral to Ruth. “What? Did you think the Mako was my only project?”

      Ronny laughed loudly and all they could do was shake their heads. And then as evening came, they trickled away from the table, in small groups or pairs to find where they would be sleeping in their new home. John walked beside Ruth on one side, and she glanced over her shoulder to see Stella and Curtis laughing together. She took a deep breath and exhaled.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Just thinking about all the things we lost.” She took his hand and smiled. “But also all the things we gained, too. Life is good at that sort of thing.”

      “Yeah.” He smiled down at her. “Sure seems like, anyway.”

      They walked to their tent, finally safe together.
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      A storm like no other plunges the world into chaos…

      When an egotistical billionaire’s plan to solve climate change goes horribly wrong, it unleashes a catastrophe with devastating consequences. Waters are rising. People are dying. Widowed librarian, Kelly Walker, is determined to escape from Florida with her family before the flood waters rise and life as she knows it disappears.

      But when disaster strikes, Kelly’s son, Jackson, is missing. She’ll do anything to find him. But as brutal winds and power failures accompany the floodwaters, she fears she may already be too late.

      Her landscaper brother-in-law, Eddie, must also brave the maelstrom to find his daughter—promising to meet back up with Kelly at a bug-out location. But the rising water is not the only danger. Vicious gangs revel in the chaos, ready to take advantage of anyone unfortunate enough to cross their path.

      Kelly’s dreams of a haven high up at her parents’ retired service dog sanctuary in the Smoky Mountains are dashed, as a deadly plague sweeps the world. And she quickly realizes that their ordeal is only just beginning. A new storm is coming.

      Can the two of them reunite their family, as the world descends into madness?
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      Chapter One

      The Cooks weren’t buying. Kelly knew the signs. They’d lost their smiles at the threshold. Stopped asking questions two steps inside. Now they’d started The Shuffle, that awkward retreat toward the front door.

      “I didn’t show you the windows,” said Kelly, still going through the motions. “These are multi-layer, laminated, with aluminum frames. They’ll withstand winds to one seventy, impact to—”

      “What’s this film? These bubbles?” Mrs. Cook tapped the glass like a kid at a fish tank.

      “That’s shatterproof vinyl. It holds the pieces together if the window does break.”

      Mr. Cook frowned. “Isn’t the glass shatterproof already?”

      “It is,” said Kelly. “But this is one more layer, one more line of defense. And did you see the hurricane shutters? Those are galvanized steel, top of the line.”

      “A bit clunky, aren’t they?” Mrs. Cook edged past Kelly, into the last steps of The Shuffle—circle left, swing your partner, do-si-do out the door. Kelly moved to intercept her.

      “You have kids, right?” She covered her desperation with a wide, brittle smile. “My boy grew up in this house. Took his first steps by that couch. He used to bring me flowers from the garden out back, roses and pentas and... And see that sunbeam? He’d fall asleep right there, when he was small.”

      Mrs. Cook stared at her, then looked away. Mr. Cook cleared his throat. “About that roof,” he said. “I thought I saw—” Outside, the wind picked up, whistling in the eaves. A car alarm whooped in sympathy. Kelly cupped her ear.

      “What?”

      “I said, are those asphalt shingles?”

      “No, fiberglass.”

      “Huh?”

      Kelly sucked in a deep breath and roared in his face, “Fiberglass! Wind-resistant! Warranty good till twenty thirty-two!” The alarm cut out at fiberglass. Mr. Cook jerked back. He wiped his face—had she spit on him?—and glanced at his wife.

      “You have a beautiful home,” said Mrs. Cook. “We’ll let you know.”

      “If you have any questions...” Kelly trailed off. The Shuffle was done, and so was she. Would a new roof have clinched it, or dug her deeper in debt? She plopped down on the stairs and hid her face in her hands. Selling cut deep, straight to the bone. But the constant rejection, those puckered-prune frowns—was her home not good enough? The home she’d made with Zach? Resentment rose like acid, sour in her throat.

      “Next time,” she muttered. “Tomorrow, next week…”

      The wind sighed and gusted. Feet scuffed on the stoop. Kelly sprang to attention, expecting the Cooks, but the boot that pushed in was dusty and worn. Her brother-in-law’s boot, soon followed by his elbow.

      “Kelly? You in there? I could use a hand, if you are.” Eddie lurched in sideways, a garden of potted plants spilling from his arms. He caught one with his chin and charged the hall table. “Aw, man! Aw—” His hip caught the edge and his cargo went flying, a clatter of pots and a wild spray of dirt, a riot of blossoms up in the air.

      “Nice one,” said Kelly. “You couldn’t have taken two trips?”

      “I could. But I didn’t.”

      “Story of your life.” Kelly crouched down to help with the mess. “These are pretty,” she said. “Zoe’s birthday surprise?”

      Eddie squatted next to her and reached for one of the plants. He dusted it carefully and blew soil off its leaves. “Primula auricula, Lady Zoe,” he said. “You think she’ll like them?”

      “You picked them for the name?” Kelly flicked a blossom and watched it bob on its stem. “I think she’ll love them. They’re cheerful, just like her.”

      “They’re her favorite color, that deep, rich purple. At least, I think she likes that. She’s always wearing that hoodie, the one with the...” Eddie made a vague gesture. His lips twitched and drew into a thin, worried line.

      Kelly touched his arm. “She’ll love them, okay?”

      “Come help me plant them?”

      “Of course.” Kelly patted the last plant back into its pot. “Where were you thinking? Out by the shed?”

      “By the rock wall, where they’re out of the wind.” Eddie peered outside. “What’s with that wind today? It’s out of control.”

      “Worse than usual, you think?”

      “You tell me.” Eddie held the back door to let Kelly out first. She paused at the threshold and raised her face to the sky—that weird, washed-out sky, like old, faded denim. Kids born today wouldn’t remember blue skies, real blue, bright blue, the kind from a postcard. “Sky blue” would mean this to them, slate, not cerulean. The clouds scudding by were ragged and gray.

      “It’s pretty windy,” she said. “But no worse than last week.”

      “I saw one of those smart cars blowing up the road.” Eddie let the door go and it slammed at his back. “It kept drifting left, then the guy’d swerve it right.”

      “Who’d even drive that on a day like today?” Kelly set down her plant pots along the rock wall. “Shouldn’t you wait and plant these when Zoe’s home from school?”

      “Nah. I want her to come out and get the full effect.” Eddie went to the shed and came back with two trowels. “Hey, Kelly?”

      “Yeah?”

      “When Jackson was Zoe’s age, when he was thirteen...” He paused a moment, then sat on the wall. “He had friends, right? Kids he brought home from school?”

      “Well, he had Ray. Those two are like this.” She held up crossed fingers. “And he had his Scout friends, and the kids from next door. But, Eddie—”

      “I knew it. Something’s wrong.” He picked at the pink scar across his left palm. “I talked to her teacher and he swears she’s fine, but she needs friends, right? She’s been here six months now, so where are her friends?”

      Kelly dug in the dirt—something to do while she gathered her thoughts. The rich, wormy smell brought a prick of nostalgia, a half-buried memory she couldn’t quite place. Planting tomatoes with Jackson when he was just six? Or something more distant, from her own salad days? Summers at Grandma’s, fishing in the creek? Crickets, cicadas, that rich summer hum? A worm on her hook, grubbed up from the field, the sun at her back, the sky blue as—

      “Kelly?”

      “She’s twelve in ninth grade,” she said. “Well, thirteen today, but that’s still young. Most of those kids are fourteen, fifteen. Riding the edge between kids and adults. They’re getting their learner’s permits, experimenting with...” Kelly cleared her throat. “And it’s got to be weird for her, going from homeschooled to this.” She eased a plant from its pot and snugged it into the earth. “Give her a chance. She’ll make friends, you’ll see.”

      Eddie made a huh sound and lowered himself to the ground. “I just wish she’d talk to me. Let me be her dad.”

      Kelly tried not to laugh, but a harsh bark broke loose. Eddie shot her a pained look.

      “What? What’s so funny?”

      “Just, welcome to parenthood. To the terrible teens. I ask Jackson how his day went, and you know what he says?”

      “I don’t know. ‘Fine’?”

      “That’d be a good day. Most times, he just grunts. Then he grabs a sandwich and goes to his room, and I don’t see him again till I call him for dinner.” Her hair blew in her face and she brushed it away. “You missed the easy part. The part where they’re tiny and you’re their whole world. When you ask how their day went and they can’t shut up—and the teacher said this, and my best friend did that, and Mom, did I tell you... Man, I miss that.” She brushed at her face again. Her throat had gone tight.

      “So, what you’re saying is, I’m starting my ski career on the black diamond slope.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Only, I skipped the bunny hill, so...what do I do?”

      Kelly blew out a harsh breath. “You’re asking me?”

      “You did a great job with Jackson.”

      Her frown deepened. Had she? Just six months more, and he’d be old enough to vote. A man, fully cooked, and how could that be? Ready to work, to pay rent, to serve his country. A sharp snort escaped her. “He’s been skipping class,” she said. “Him and Ray both, running off God knows where. When I ask where he’s been, he says ‘you know. Around.’”

      “Oh, yeah.” Eddie chuckled. “I know around. Round back of the Kwik Stop smoking a jay. Sneaking in nightclubs with my fake ID. Me and Pam Gregson behind the—”

      Kelly smacked him a good one upside his head. “Jackson does not smoke. Or go to clubs.”

      “’Course not. I’m just saying—”

      “I’ve got some stakes in the shed.” Kelly jumped up and hurried inside. She dug out the garden stakes and stood clutching them to her chest. Was Jackson in trouble? Drinking? Smoking? She hadn’t smelled it on him, but that didn’t mean much. He came home black with motor oil more nights than not, from working on Ray’s car, at the Leons’ auto shop. That thick garage stink could hide all kinds of sins.

      Uh-uh. Don’t go there.

      She flicked on the radio. Hunted for the weather. WFLA was out again, but she caught Ned and Jim on Laff 108, squeezing in their report at the top of the hour.

      “Now, your update on Tropical Storm Barker—”

      “Barker? That’s a weird one. Who names their storm Barker?” Ned made a barking sound, or maybe that was Jim. Canned laughter brayed, and a canned ba-dum-tss.

      “Well, Jim, till this year, nobody at all. Did you know there’s a list, what to name your pet storm? Yeah, they’ve got this whole list, the World Meteorological Organization—and then there’s a backup list, if they run out of names. Well, they ran through their list, then they ran through their backup, and here’s where we’re at—Tropical Storm Barker blowing up our caboose. We’ve got winds gusting sixty, no, seventy miles an hour, close to hurricane speeds—”

      “But stay cool, Orlando. We’ll see some rain, along with that wind, but the worst of the storm’s set to pass us by. Just a regular Snow day, so let’s thank our—”

      Kelly thumbed off the radio. Outside, the sky was clear, that dull, vacant blue. But the clouds blew in fast these days, since the Snowstorm hit. She grabbed an old tarp and shook it free of cobwebs. Eddie cocked a brow at her.

      “What’s with the shroud? Got a body to bury?”

      “Ha.” She dropped the tarp on the grass. “It’s to keep the rain off the flowers. We don’t want them flattened before Zoe gets home.”

      “More rain. Perfect. Is it too much to ask, just one nice, clear day?”

      Kelly crouched next to Eddie, and for a while, they worked in silence. He’d been to McDonald’s—she smelled it on his breath. That meant he was either broke or upset, in search of a cheap meal or cheap comfort food. She nudged him in the ribs.

      “Hey, about Zoe—”

      “I didn’t mean that, about Jackson.” Eddie turned to look at her, his brow creased with worry. “I meant me—you know that, right? The crap I got up to when I was his age.”

      “I know,” said Kelly. “I wasn’t worried.” She had been, still was, but no sense in dwelling. She nudged Eddie again, and plucked out a blues theme on a trowel-guitar. “Ba-na-na-na.”

      Eddie laughed. “Are you serious?”

      “Ba-na-na-na!”

      “Well, my little girl ain’t so little no more...”

      “Ba-na-na-na-nah!”

      “Too smart by half; I just don’t—” Eddie broke off so sharply his throat went click.

      “Eddie?”

      He grabbed her by the collar and jerked her back hard. Kelly choked and flailed. Her feet went out from under her and she landed flat in the grass. Her head hit a rock and she drew breath to scream—and then she saw it creeping out past the shed, a globe of blue light so bright her eyes streamed. It quested like a live thing, darting left and right. Sniffing toward her, like—

      “Gah! Get back.” Eddie clutched her arm. “What—what the—?”

      “Ball lightning, I think.” She scrambled back crabwise, churning up dirt. The ball followed, unhurried, spitting blue fire. It dipped past the rock wall and her hair stood on end. A high-voltage shiver crawled up her scalp. She clenched her teeth and her fillings thrummed, and she tasted hot metal.

      “Zoe’s flowers!” Eddie lunged for the garden hose, but Kelly snatched it away.

      “It’s lightning, not fire. You can’t put it out.”

      “But—”

      The ball hissed and dove, straight into the flowers. It blew apart with a crack and a vile waft of sulfur. Sparks rose and scattered, and Eddie dropped to his knees.

      “No way. No way.” His voice caught and broke. “Zoe’s flowers. They’re all ruined. They’re burned to dust.” He reached for the ashen remains of his plants. His thumb brushed the black blooms and they crumbled away.

      “Oh, Eddie...”

      “Tell me I’m dreaming.” He scooped a handful of ash and let it drain between his fingers. “How does this happen? Just tell me how.”

      “The Snowstorm, that’s how.” Kelly scowled at the gray sky. “This is Donn Snow.”

      Eddie threw back his head and let out a bellow, a raw, wounded sound that died without an echo. Kelly stood and watched him, sick with dismay.

      Why’d you do it, Donn Snow? Why’d you go and do it?
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      They must adapt in order to survive when the lights go out.

      After leaving college, Elna Pasqualee is determined to bring her family’s California vineyard into the twenty-first century. She hopes her diligent efforts will finally earn her father’s respect and keep visitors safe and comfortable.

      But all her hopes for the future are dashed with the EMP attack.

      Broadcasts offer only a brief warning before missile strikes wipe out all power and communications across North America. The idyllic setting on the private island quickly sours as food and water to sustain the Pasqualees and their guests grow scarce and life becomes a fight for survival. A fight further complicated when they are cut off from the mainland – and an unexpected assailant threatens their lives.

      Someone is stalking one of the guests, hiding out on the island and sabotaging Elna’s desperate efforts to sustain their source of fresh water. When her father goes missing and another guest is gravely injured, remaining on the island isn’t an option.

      But even if they reach the mainland, there are no longer guarantees of safety in a world where science and reason have descended into post-apocalyptic anarchy.

      And survival of the fittest reigns supreme.
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      Chapter One

      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. If not for the rather harsh glint in his eye, he would have seemed like a folksy fellow. At the moment, however, he was clearly annoyed at being interrupted by his daughter.

      “Pardon us,” he said.

      “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 glared at her like Elna’s inadvertent intrusion on her father’s wine tasting ritual was an attack. 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. Selene’s profession alone went against everything Elna believed in, but under the “peace and love” vibe, there was a deep anxiety or unhappiness 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, because his annoyance melted into a gape-mouthed look of alarm. 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 held her dog a little tighter. The Bichon Frise 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? What has the CIA been doing? Twiddling their greasy thumbs?”

      “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 get him to calm 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 stupid phone and get a handle on this situation.

      “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. “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. “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 flinch.

      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.
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