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      The world is ending. But for the survivors, their ordeal has just begun…

      Ruth Garber survived the sabotage of the Mako oil platform as the first wave of EMP attacks crippled the southern United States. Now, she’s stranded on the platform with a handful of people. And violent terrorists are closing in…

      A desperate mission.

      The EMP strikes keep coming as Ruth and the others leave the platform, embarking on a dangerous voyage across the sea. Their mission: to reach safety on an island and find a way to survive. But when they land on what seems to be a tropical paradise, they soon learn they are not alone. And all is not what it seems.

      A world gone dark.

      Meanwhile, Ruth’s brother, Ronny, may have discovered the key to stopping AILS, the shadowy organization behind the EMP strikes. Ruth and fisherman John decide to seek him out on the mainland, leaving her granddaughter Stella and the rest of the crew to prepare for an impending attack.

      But as civilization decays around them, they quickly learn they’re not the only ones who are fighting to survive…
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      Ronny Garber didn’t mind being a tough old cuss. His reputation kept people from bothering him, and most of the time, that was exactly what he wanted. However, under the circumstances, it had become quite inconvenient that no one in town thought to visit his ranch to check on him during a time of widespread chaos.

      If they thought of me as a sweet old man, townsfolk would be out here with baskets of bread and water, he thought. At least a preacher or two would come to pray with me, and I could put them to work for a little while.

      As it was, a few days had passed, and he’d heard not a peep. He stepped outside onto his porch and gazed in the direction of town. From here, he could only see his broad, rutted driveway winding through about two acres of grass and dirt, and then the single-lane road that marked the boundary of his property. Five miles west on that road, over the low hills on the horizon, would take him to the small Texas town of Monroe City. Before the EMP, he’d driven into town at least a few times a week, and there were a few people that he had almost friendly interactions with. None of those people had thought to check on him, though.

      “Well, and why would they?” he muttered. “They lost power, too. Every man for himself. That’s the way I’ve lived.”

      Ronny wasn’t afraid to admit he was cleverer than the average Texas redneck, and his gaze shifted from the road and the unseeable town to the big red barn that sat near the barbed wire fence on the east side of his property. It was so full of junk that he couldn’t close the door all the way. But this was no hoarder’s nest. Far from it. In Ronny’s estimation, every single item he’d stashed in the barn, the yard, and every room and corridor of his house was a fully useful object just waiting to discover its purpose.

      He pulled his cowboy hat low—a faded black vintage Stetson—shading his eyes from the low-lying afternoon sun. No clouds today. Maybe the government’s cloud-producing machine had lost power in the EMP, too. Ronny chuckled at his own amusing thought as he made his way across the yard toward the barn. A length of nylon rope kept the barn door in place, connecting the hand to a U-bolt screwed into the exterior wall. Ronny undid one of the knots, and the door immediately swung outward, causing him to stumble backward.

      I wonder how Ruth is handling all of this, he thought, as sunlight revealed a narrow path through the stacks of junk in the barn. She should be out there on the Mako right about now. That ought to be fun, especially if they lost power too. She probably hasn’t given me a second thought. Probably doesn’t think I’ve given her a second thought either.

      He kept plenty of flashlights, matches, lighters, and candles on a metal shelf near the barn door. The shelf was actually the door from an old wood-burning stove that he’d attached to the wall. He had to reach through a gap in some large pieces of salvaged equipment to get to it, but he was so familiar with the nooks and crannies in the barn, he could have navigated it blindfolded. Grabbing the nearest flashlight—a heavy, black metal monstrosity—he clicked on the light and stepped into the labyrinth.

      Picking his way past salvaged appliances, furniture that needed work, barrels full of scraps, and other assorted junk, he made his way to an open space near the back of the barn. Here, he had managed to keep the junk at bay just enough to create a five-foot-by-five-foot workspace with a table in the middle. A large upright toolbox sat at the end of the table.

      At the moment, the project that dominated the table consisted of a motorcycle battery and the pieces of a few different shortwave radios that he’d Frankensteined together. He’d been working on the damn things for days, but the previous night he’d had a breakthrough when he’d found some line fuses in a box of junk parts that weren’t burnt out.

      Well, I don’t need anyone from town checking on me, he thought. He connected clamps to the leads on the battery. A light turned on, indicating that the battery had power. I don’t need Ruth’s help either. I don’t need anyone, and I never did. I’ve got this.

      The liquid crystal screen lit up, illuminating a piece of paper jammed under the edge of the radio. Ronny had scribbled a couple of frequencies, along with some names. He dialed in to the first frequency, listening to the crackle and hiss of the radio.

      Come on, Bill. Tell me you’ve got your radio working, he thought. You’re an engineer, for Pete’s sake.

      He leaned into the receiver. “Come in, Billy Bird. Billy Bird, this is Ronny the Wrangler. Come in.” He listened for a few minutes but got no response. Irritating. He tried the next frequency, dialing it in carefully. “Hey there, Mighty Mike. Come in, Doc. Are you there? Let me know you’ve got your radio up and running again. Hey, man, it’s that time of the day. Time to chat! Come in, Doc.” He waited again. No response.

      He tried both frequencies for at least half an hour, switching back and forth, repeating their stupid nicknames and call signs, until the frustration finally reached a boiling point. He smacked the edge of the table with the palm of his hand and leaned back in his chair.

      “Come on, you guys,” he shouted, his voice muffled by the walls of junk closing in around him. “We’ve talked about this. If something knocks out power across the region, the first thing you do is try to reestablish communication, and this is the way we do it.”

      He dug his old silver pocket watch out of a coat pocket. No EMP could knock out a purely mechanical device. As he flipped open the watch to check the time, he felt a little thrill. Terrorism defeated by antique engineering.

      “Three o’clock,” he muttered. Exactly when the guys were supposed to be parked at their radios. There was no way they wouldn’t be at their radios unless something was wrong. “Hey there, Billy. Billy Bird. Come on, man. Let me hear you.” He leaned in close to the receiver, just in case the mic wasn’t quite picking him up. “You know the plan, buddy. Talk to me. Where are you?”

      Nothing. Radio silence from the whole group. Ronny’s little gang of ornery engineers. What was he supposed to do without his regular chats with the guys? They were his only real social outlet these days. Ronny switched off the shortwave and disconnected the battery. With a huff, he pushed back his chair and stood up.

      Ronny looked around the dusty stacks around him. Plenty of salvaged electronics, mechanical parts, and appliances, but nothing that could help him in this situation. Billy and Michael were both unreachable at the appointed time. Unlike most people, Ronny and his friends had perceived the real danger of the AI-Led Society group in advance. They’d spent long hours discussing it. AILS had deep pockets and plenty of funding from people with a vested interest in their ultimate aim: to overthrow society and rebuild it to their own liking.

      They want a civilization run by artificial intelligence, he thought. What diseased thinking!

      “AILS got them,” he muttered. “They got Billy and Mike.”

      It was a disturbing possibility. What if AILS had targeted them specifically? Ronny and his gang had been discussing AILS pretty openly over the open radio in the weeks leading up to the EMP. Was it possible that the extremist leaders had become aware of these conversations and decided to track the engineers down?

      Oh, no, what if they’ve taken Billy and Mike out?

      Ronny felt a little shiver run down his spine. His hand dropped to his hip, feeling for the holster clipped to his belt. He kept a small .22 pistol there most of the time. When his fingers brushed cold gun metal, he felt reassured. He grabbed the piece of paper on the table and flipped it over.

      “Okay, you AI obsessives,” he muttered, “Ronny Garber’s got a few tricks up his sleeve. We know where you are, and we know what you’re saying.”

      On the back side of the paper, he’d scribbled a few frequencies that he believed AILS operatives had used in the past. He switched on the radio again. Then he reached for the tuner knob and began running through the frequencies listed there. No speaking this time, just listening, waiting to hear their voices. It seemed like AILS would be even more active than usual. They’d taken the first big step in their insane plan. Surely, they would be chatting somewhere, and shortwave radio was about their only option for communication now that the internet, phone lines, and electricity were all down.

      He heard nothing at the first frequency, so he kept going. On the second, he picked up some strange static. It seemed like something was trying to bubble up to the surface. Ronny leaned in close, tweaking the tuner. The antenna was good. He’d mounted it near the roof of the barn and run the wires through the ceiling and along the floor. If there was a signal out there, he should be catching it.

      “Come on, whoever you are,” he said. “Let’s hear what you suckers have to say.”

      The voices just wouldn’t come in clearly, so finally he switched to the next frequency on the list. And here, at last, he hit the jackpot. Two voices going back and forth, still weak but clear enough to make out most of what was being said.

      “Captain says phase three,” said the first voice. A young woman, by the sound of it. “Phase three. That’s Captain’s orders, Lieutenant.”

      “Roger,” said the second. An older man. “Phase three.”

      If phase one had been the EMP, what was phase two? Probably some moves they’d made in the immediate aftermath of the EMP, while the country was still at maximum chaos. But what was phase three? His heart was pounding hard. Part of him wanted to grab the receiver and snarl angrily, “Bring it on, you lunatics,” but another part was terrified.

      “Captain wants the remaining loose ends tied up,” the woman said. She had more static surrounding her voice. It seemed like her signal was getting worse, as if she were moving into a bad storm.

      “Two of the loose ends have already been clipped,” said the older man. “No more open chatter from them.”

      Ronny’s blood froze. Open chatter. Two loose ends clipped. Bill and Mike.

      “Good,” said the woman. “Clip the last one, Lieutenant Kyron. We can’t have people with too much inside knowledge speaking on open channels during phase three.”

      “You got it,” said the older man. “It’ll be taken care of shortly. I’ll send my best team.”

      “Also, he’s got some information we need,” the woman added. “Design specs for the platform. Find them and bring them back.”

      Ronny’s hand went to the holster at his hip for comfort again, but this time, he drew the pistol and held it at his side.

      Am I the final loose end that needs clipping? he wondered. Could be. What outsiders know more about AILS than me, Mike, and Bill? And we didn’t exactly keep our information secret. And they want design specs on the platform. Must mean the Mako. Well, they’ll never find those papers. This old pirate buried them long ago.

      “Get your team together, Lieutenant,” the woman said. “You understand? Phase three is a go. Captain is ready to flip the switch. Can I trust you to see this through without direct oversight? I have too many teams to attend to.”

      “Of course,” the older man replied. “We took care of the others with no problems. The last one will be no different. Go ahead and flip the switch. My team will be ready to move within the hour.”

      “Roger,” the woman said. “Home base out.”

      And with that, the voices stopped. Ronny heard only static now. He waited a few minutes to be sure. Then he reached to the knob to change to the next AILS frequency. Maybe another conversation was going on elsewhere between different operatives. AILS was a bigger group than most people realized. They had a lot of moving pieces to coordinate. His hand trembled as he touched the knob.

      Loose ends clipped, he thought. They’d said it so casually, as if they weren’t talking about murder. But if they were coming after Ronny, by God, he’d be ready. They’d get a harder fight than they expected.

      Suddenly, he heard a faint pop from somewhere in the guts of the radio. At the same time, there was a faint crackle from up on the roof of the barn. The screen on the radio went dark, and the little red power light faded out. Startled, Ronny leaned back in his chair and fumbled with his free hand for the flashlight.

      Leaning forward, he shone the light into the exposed guts of the shortwave radio. It didn’t take long to see small char marks where the battery wires connected to the motherboard. The radio was fried. Ronny was confident enough about his own work that he knew this wasn’t the result of bad wiring or some mistake with voltage. And the crackling sound from the roof? Sparks off the antenna, perhaps.

      “Another EMP,” he muttered. “Those suckers set off another EMP to fry any electronics they missed the first time!”

      Now, his fear was tempered by a sense of awe. Oh, yes, one could be impressed with one’s own enemies. These AI-worshippers knew what they were doing. Phase three, indeed. Ronny kicked his chair back and shone the light toward the exit tunnel. The radio was truly dead now. No sense wasting time with it. AILS operatives were coming to clip the final loose end, so he had to get ready for them.

      As he made his way out of the barn, he wondered if they would kill him outright or torture him for information first. He couldn’t tell which would be worse. But they knew he was the engineer who’d designed the Mako. If they couldn’t find the design documents, they might want to squeeze the inside knowledge out of him before they offed him. A sick, twisted part of Ronny hoped they would try. Maybe they would find that he didn’t crack so easily under pressure.

      “It won’t come to that,” he said, as he stepped into the warm, late afternoon sunlight. “This place will be a fortress. I’ll give them hell before I let them inside, and the papers that they want are tucked into a hiding place so deep that the devil himself couldn’t find them.”

      And with that thought in his mind, he stashed the flashlight back onto its shelf, raised the pistol in front of him, and set off across his property toward the house, ready to begin reinforcing the building until it was practically Fort Knox.
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      Ruth Garber eased the door open and stepped out onto the upper deck of the Mako oil platform. It was late afternoon, and a fierce wind was blowing in from the west, kicking up rough waters. Her granddaughter was standing near the handrail, surprisingly unafraid of the sheer drop into the ocean before her. Stella’s hood was down, the wind catching her straight, honey blonde hair and sweeping it back behind her.

      “I would enjoy this view a lot more if I didn’t have to see it every day,” Ruth said, stepping up beside her granddaughter. “It wears out its welcome after a while. The same endless expanse of water.”

      “It’s still lovely to me, especially at this time of day,” Stella said. “But I can’t wait to get off this platform. Especially the inside part. We’ve been here a week and everything is really beginning to smell bad.”

      “It’s not just old food,” Stella said. She waved a hand in front of her nose. “People aren’t bathing.”

      “I think some are squeamish about using non-potable water,” Ruth said. “Even for washing themselves.”

      Indeed, they had an enormous amount of non-potable water in a storage tank above the drill room. It was used to cool the drill and remove mud and debris. It wasn’t safe to drink, but there really wasn’t any reason why they couldn’t bathe with it. Still, Ruth just couldn’t get worked up about the lack of showers.

      “Everyone is just kinda filthy and smelly,” Stella said. “Every room stinks. That’s why I stand out here so often.”

      “Well, we’ll have to leave this place soon anyway,” Ruth said. “Food and supplies won’t last much longer, and we really don’t want to stick around to face a terrorist organization. With the amount of damage AILS was able to inflict, I’d rather not see what they’re like in a direct confrontation.”

      “We’re lucky they haven’t shown up yet,” Stella said, glancing at her grandmother. “I hope we’ll have enough time to get the boat ready before they arrive.”

      “Speaking of which,” Ruth replied, “let’s go down and check on their progress. Maybe they could use our help.”

      Stella stepped away from the handrail, though she seemed somewhat reluctant. Ruth led her back along the deck and in among the support beams. In a shadowy space between concrete posts, there was a wide ramp that led down to a lower deck. As Ruth started down, she could hear the others at work below. She soon came in sight of them. John and Curtis Baron, a bit bedraggled like all of them, were in an intense debate, standing together and gesturing. Nearby, stacks of raw materials marked the boundaries of a workspace.

      Kay Coates, the deck supervisor, was kneeling beside a large T-shaped object made from metal poles that had been lashed together. Not far from her, Jorge Vargas, a motorman and driller on the Mako, was seated on the deck, a large, unfolded tarp laid across his lap.

      As Ruth and Stella approached, John and Curtis ceased their debate and turned to face her. She thought they’d been fighting, but they actually looked energized by the project. John came toward her, pulling the baseball cap off his head and fanning his face with it.

      “How’s it coming along?” Ruth asked.

      “Well, we’ve been trying to figure out exactly how to make it work,” John said. “Building a mast and sail aren’t so tough, but making them sturdy enough that they won’t fall apart in a strong wind…well, that’s the real trick.”

      “And it’s not just that,” Curtis added. The young man was strong like his father, broad shouldered, but he had shorter hair and a patchy beard. Stella quickly went to his side. “We’re also trying to figure out how big the mainsail needs to be. Can we use a single sheet of this heavy-duty tarp from the lifeboat, or do we need to stitch a couple of them together?”

      “Stitch them together,” Jorge said, holding up an edge of the tarp in his lap, as if to show off his work. He’d been using some kind of heavy-duty thread to connect two large pieces.

      “I’m afraid the stitching will tear,” John said.

      “The stitching won’t tear,” Jorge said. “Not the way I’m doing it. We need a big sail, man! A big sail to catch big wind, so we move fast.”

      “Someone just needs to make a decision,” Kay said with a shake of her head. “Whatever we’re going to do, let’s do it.”

      John held up his hands at Ruth. “What do you think, Ruth? You’re still the boss around here.”

      Ruth approached the workspace, looking at the work that had already been done. The long metal pole was clearly meant to be a mast for the new sail, with a crossbar lashed in place using a huge amount of nylon rope. It looked like they’d also welded the poles together. So they’d managed to get the acetylene torch to work. The rope was clearly intended as reinforcement in case the welds didn’t hold.

      “Jorge’s got the right idea,” Ruth said. “Make the mainsail bigger. And while you’re at it, make sure we have a large headsail, too. We might encounter all kinds of weather out there. We have to be able to deal with it.”

      “Oh, wow,” Stella said. “Then there’s still a lot of work to do, which means we won’t be leaving here anytime soon.”

      “I’m afraid so,” Ruth said.

      Ruth stepped past the workspace and approached the handrail. They were still using the lift they’d created when John and Curtis had first crashed into the Mako after the EMP, and while it was usable for their needs, getting the sail and mast down to the boat was going to be difficult. They’d added to the lift and placed additional ropes to make the whole thing sturdier and more stable when being raised and lowered. Even so, it was risky.

      She leaned over the handrail and looked down at the boat. The Blue Diamond had lost her anchor when they’d lost power, but Ricardo had ingeniously fashioned a new one out of spare parts on the Mako. Currently, the boat was chained in place to one of the Mako’s support posts, with some plastic boat bumpers protecting the hull. From this height the boat looked small. Ruth realized that getting all of the workers on board was also going to be a challenge. But before they figured out how to do that, they had to figure out how to get the sails installed. Clearly, they were struggling.

      “I hate to add to the stress of the situation,” Ruth said, “but how soon do you folks think we can get this boat ready for launch? I know you’re still trying to work through some design issues, but every hour we delay, we risk giving our attackers the time and opportunity to make their move against the Mako.”

      She turned to face the group. Despite the challenges, they seemed to be fairly upbeat. Nobody was scowling or glaring at her. Working together to solve a problem seemed to be good for them. Two more workers, Ricardo and Ignacio Lobos, appeared then, pushing a handcart piled high with more supplies, including additional folded tarps and plastic sheets. As they approached, they seemed to be having a happy conversation. They were both smiling, as if they’d just shared a joke.

      “Well, now we’ve got enough material to make about twenty sails,” Kay said with a laugh. “Good job, boys. Now, if you could just build a few boats to go along with them.”

      “Building boats is not our department,” Ricardo said, parking the handcart. “The union will complain.”

      “Oh, gee, the union,” Kay said. “Well, let’s not offend the union. We couldn’t afford a strike under these apocalyptic circumstances.”

      And they all laughed. They were clearly feeling good about the plan and confident it would actually work. Ruth was more cautious than they were, but at least they made a good team.

      “Okay, guys, let’s lay out some more material,” John said, directing the unloading of the cart. He was still recovering from being stabbed in the back, and was under strict orders from Ruth not to do any heavy lifting or work while he still healed. “We need to make the mainsail a lot bigger, and we’re going to start creating a headsail.”

      “Always more work,” Jorge said. “And never any bonus pay.”

      “Our bonus will be getting away from a terrorist group,” Kay said. “And maybe a few days basking on a deserted Caribbean island.”

      “I’d rather have the money,” Jorge said.

      “Money’s no good these days,” Kay said. “It’ll be the barter system if you hope to get what you need.”

      Ruth watched them working together for a few minutes. Yes, they’d become a good team. They clearly liked each other, and not just as coworkers, but as friends. Those friendships had been earned through some very difficult and disturbing days. However, as she watched them, Ruth lamented that she couldn’t quite join in. Her closest friend on the Mako oil platform had turned out to be an AILS operative, and that shocking betrayal—not to mention his gruesome death—still hung heavily on her.

      Still, she thought, our chances of getting off this platform are a lot better with good teamwork. Maybe, just maybe, we’ll get everyone out of here before all hell breaks loose.
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      It was almost all hands on deck, with the exception of Andy and Steph, who were down below monitoring the equipment. They’d managed to figure out what was going on with the drill pressure and using the generator and the new system, were able to engage shutdown procedures and it appeared to be holding. But given everything that’d happened, Ruth still wanted regular checks of all equipment. To risk an oil leak now would be an environmental disaster that could destroy the ecosystem for hundreds of miles or more. Everyone else was here, contributing to the effort of building sails. Once they were done, the equally challenging task of installing the sails onto the small fishing boat awaited them.

      Ultimately, they decided to build a second pulley system so they could lower both people and sail equipment at the same time. It was while Curtis and John were building the second pulley system that Ruth felt the wind change and knew what it meant.. It had been coming in gently from the west, but suddenly it began to gust from the northwest, colder and stronger. She turned to gaze out across the ocean and spotted dark clouds lying low toward the mainland.

      “I don’t know how much time we have to get the sails installed,” she said. “We don’t want to get caught out here on deck when that storm arrives.”

      “But we can’t leave all of this gear and the sails out here on deck,” John said. “It’ll likely get blown all over the place. Do we have to carry all of it back inside, including the mast?”

      Ruth considered this. The mast that they’d welded together was quite big and unwieldy. The sails were enormous, even when folded.

      “Okay, we’ll risk a bit more time,” she said after a moment. “Let’s lower the sails to the boat and lash them in place temporarily. I think we have enough time for that before the storm gets here. Just be extra careful on the lift. The wind is getting stronger.”

      John was helping Curtis put the finishing touches on the second pulley system, using another handcart as a lift. Kay worked with Jorge and the cousins to stack the unused materials on a third handcart, so they could be moved back inside. Once the second lift was done, it took the combined efforts of Curtis, Ruth, Stella, Kay, and Jorge to lift the sails and mast and get them positioned on the lift and secured in place while John directed.

      They almost immediately encountered a problem. The wind caught the folded sail and tried to unfold it, whipping it against Curtis and Stella and pushing them down. Ruth rushed over to help them regain control of the lift. Ultimately, they had to wrap a rope around the folded sail to keep it from catching the wind.

      “Well, we know for sure the sails will work,” Curtis said, readjusting his hat as he picked himself up. He offered a hand to Stella as she rose. “They catch the wind real easily.”

      They loaded the long mast onto the second lift, tying it down. It stuck out both ends quite far. Then Andy, who’d just returned from checking on the drill, and Curtis stepped into the other lift to follow the sail down. Ruth watched anxiously from the handrail as wind blew fiercely against the lift, pushing it off-center. Andy and Curtis were holding ropes for the second lift, but at the same time, they had to brace themselves against the wind.

      John made a concerned grumble next to Ruth as he watched his son struggle. She knew he was wishing he could help out.

      “This is all taking too long,” Kay said, moving up beside her. “And it’s not going to be enough.”

      “It’ll have to be enough,” Ruth replied.

      “With all of our people and supplies,” Kay said, “that boat is going to be riding heavy. We won’t make it far, not in this storm.”

      Ruth looked in the direction of the storm. The clouds were dark, and they seemed to be moving fast, quickly filling the sky to the west. Another weather-related delay was truly unfortunate. They had to get off this platform while they still could. Parker had been attempting to make contact with his AILS leadership before he’d died. Surely, AILS would wonder why they hadn’t heard any more from their inside man. An attack could come at any moment.

      Andy and Curtis were at the boat now, carefully untying and unloading the long mast. John shouted some advice down to Curtis. They laid the mast and the folded sails lengthwise across the deck, from fore to aft, then tied it all down in place. A cold dampness filled the air now. And indeed, Kay was right. How would they fit everyone onto the boat without sinking it? She had considered towing the remaining lifeboat behind the fishing boat, but the logistics of that might prove problematic.

      “Maybe there’s a way,” she said.

      “Well, I’m not prepared to swim,” Kay replied.

      “It won’t come to that,” Ruth said, sharing a brief smile with the woman.

      By the time Andy and Curtis ascended to the lower deck, the clouds had grown to fill half the sky, big billowing dark-gray monstrosities promising a merciless lashing of cold rain and wind. Ruth glanced down at the boat. It was firmly chained in place, and there were boat bumpers to prevent it from smashing hard against the post. Still, a strong enough storm could sink it, and that would be the end of their escape plans. She didn’t relish the idea of waiting around to face AILS in a direct confrontation.

      “That should hold,” Curtis said, stepping over the handrail onto the deck. “As long as we’re not looking at a tropical storm.”

      “We might be,” Ruth said, eyeing the growing dark. “But let’s hope for the best. We’d better get back inside before it hits.”

      She led the way, grabbing the handcart. John moved to help her, keeping the pushcart aligned as they began to guide it up the ramp. The other workers fell in behind them. Ruth heard Curtis and Stella quietly chatting as they walked, worrying about the weather, as they all were now. They headed back to the upper deck. By the time they reached the door, the first drops of rain had already begun to fall. Ruth felt them against the backs of her hands, against the nape of her neck. Jorge rushed ahead and opened the door. They pushed the handcart into the small entry room and set it against the row of lockers on one side.

      Bestie was waiting for them here, curled up in a corner near the door. The chocolate lab rose and padded over to the group, and Stella stooped down to pet her. When Ruth turned to the door, she saw a sheet of rain closing in, moving across the deck. Curtis got the door shut just as it hit the exterior wall and window. Soon, the roar of fierce rain and wind filled the hallways. She stood regarding the small window near the door. It was all gray out there now, a haze filling the air, as rain lashed the double-paned glass.

      “I don’t know how that boat is going to survive,” she muttered. “If it flounders, then our only hope is the remaining lifeboat, and I don’t know how we make that thing sail.”

      “Hey, my boat survived the last big storm,” John said. “And that was on the open sea with both me and my son on board.”

      “Fair point,” Ruth said, trying to give him a reassuring look. The worst thing about being in charge, she’d decided, was the need to constantly avoid abject pessimism. That meant governing her tongue and not always saying what she felt. “I’m sure it’ll be okay. Let’s hope it’s a quick storm. Maybe we’ll be able to leave in the morning.”

      “It’ll slow down AILS as much as it’ll slow us down,” John said. It was a good point.

      The others were gathered now in the entry room, most of them were watching the rain against the window. For the time being, they were still in a good mood, still feeling the effect of all of the healthy teamwork.

      “Folks, I don’t think there’s much more to be done this afternoon,” Ruth said. “We need to eat dinner, and then we should just retire for the day. If the storm is gone in the morning, we’ll finish our work on the boat and make plans to depart.”

      The wind was so fierce now that she had to raise her voice to be heard.

      “Oh, man, all of our work is going to be undone,” Curtis said.

      “Yeah, I can’t eat while I’m worrying about the boat,” Jorge added.

      “Maybe we should have tried to raise it on the lift,” Ricardo said.

      “The boat is better off in the water,” John said and Ruth agreed.

      “Trying to raise it onto the platform without the use of the big, motorized crane would be a much bigger risk than leaving it where it is. Come on. Let’s relax for the evening. There’s nothing else we can do, and you’ll all need your strength in the morning,” Ruth told them.

      “I can’t wait until I’m lying on that beach,” Stella said. “I hope there are palm trees and plenty of coconuts.”

      “Let’s not make any assumptions about what we’re going to find or where we’re going to land,” Ruth said. “Remember, our primary goal here is to escape safely before AILS makes their move against the Mako.”

      “Well, any old island will be fine, but coconuts would be an added bonus,” Stella said with a sheepish grin.

      They were still in a good mood from working together and getting along. Ruth didn’t want to burst their bubble, but at the same time, she needed to temper certain expectations. The goal wasn’t to sail to a tropical island paradise. The goal was to get away from AILS.

      Before she could say anything else, she heard an echoing bang coming from elsewhere in the building. It sounded like a door slamming against a wall. Even though it came from far away, it startled everyone just as if she’d fired a gun in the room. Bestie jumped, letting out a bark. She froze in place, nothing moving except for her nose, which twitched, as she scented the air. Then her ears flattened against her head and she took off running. Ruth caught a glimpse of her racing down the dark hallway, heading past the control room. Ricardo and Ignacio turned and followed her down the hallway. Curtis instinctively put an arm around Stella.

      “Has it begun?” Stella said. “Are they here?”

      “That was most likely a door,” Ruth said. “Maybe the wind blew it open. We’d better take a look.”

      She beckoned to John and Kay. “You two, come with me. The rest of you head to the cafeteria and wait there. Just in case.”

      Ruth had her trusty metal flashlight in one hand, and she thrust it before her as she headed down the back hallway. John came with her, drawing a knife from a sheath at his belt. The black-handled blade had once belonged to Parker Jamison and Ruth had been surprised when John had held onto the weapon that had literally stabbed him in the back. Kay brought up the rear, and Ruth saw that the stocky woman had grabbed a hammer from the tools on the handcart.

      They passed through a door, turned a corner, and headed past the dim opening that led to Clark Ives’s office. The rig manager of the Mako had been Parker’s first victim, tossed overboard for seeing too much or hearing too much. His desk was just visible in the backwash of the flashlight beam, a row of unlit but half-melted scented candles lined up along the edge like a memorial.

      “Would they attack so openly, though?” John said. “Just kicking down a door and barging in?” He spoke quietly, but Ruth held up a hand anyway to motion him to silence.

      As they approached the end of the hall, where it turned to the left and passed by the crew quarters, she heard the howling of wind. A deep creaking sound seemed to move through the entire building, rising up through the floor and shaking the walls.

      “Wow, that was intense,” Kay said. “Did the whole platform just tremble? That poor little boat is doomed.”

      “I don’t suppose there’s any way this whole platform could break apart and fall into the ocean, is there?” John asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Kay replied with a shrug. “I never heard of such a thing happening. It’s anchored to the sea floor.”

      By the time she reached the far corner, Ruth could feel cold, wet air blasting down the hall. Gray outside light cast a shifting beam across the floor and up the wall. She stepped around the corner, raising the flashlight. An exterior door that led to a high bridge was wide open, swaying back and forth as the fierce storm wind blew it. Rain poured into the hallway, creating a spreading puddle on the floor.

      She saw no indication that people had entered through the door. No wet footprints or other signs of passage. It was unlikely that they would’ve come from the direction of the bridge anyway.

      “We need to close that door,” Ruth said. “Come on.”

      She rushed ahead, turning off the flashlight and sliding it into her jacket pocket. The wind fought against her, stinging her face with cold rain. John and Kay moved with her. She grabbed the edge of the door just as it swung toward her, but the force of the wind pushed her back. John steadied her with a hand against her shoulder. Then Kay came in low, head down, and grabbed the door. Working together, the three of them managed to shut it.

      “That wind is crazy,” John said, swiping water out of his eyes. “Hope it’s no hurricane.”

      “We can’t be sure of anything,” Ruth said, leaning against the door, “but generally speaking, hurricanes don’t blow in from the northwest across land. That’s technically impossible.” She could feel the rumble of wind through the metal door. “Still, it would be nice to get a weather report from someone. We have no idea of what’s coming or how bad it’s going to be. For all we know, it’s the storm of the century.”

      Come on, Ruth, she thought, scolding herself. Keep some thoughts to yourself!

      “Storm of the century. That’s a comforting thought,” Kay said sarcastically. She wiped a film of rainwater off her face and out of her short black hair. “Are we sure it was just wind blowing the door open? There are a lot of dark places to hide in this facility.”

      “Surely intruders coming out of the rain would have left wet footprints,” Ruth said. “No, I think it was just the wind.”

      But even as she said it, she heard the distinct sound of someone running down the hallway. Heavy boots on the metal floor. She raised her flashlight, clicked it on, and shone it ahead of her, past the living quarters doors, past the room that had formerly belonged to Parker. At the end, the hall curved to the left. Someone was coming from that direction, moving fast.

      Kay raised the hammer over her shoulder, as if preparing to strike. Suddenly, a lean, wiry figure appeared in the distance, bearing a small flashlight of his own. He was out of breath. He also appeared to be soaking wet.

      “Jorge,” Ruth said, moving toward him. The floor was slippery, and she almost fell. Steadying herself against the wall, she continued forward. “What’s going on? Are you all right?”

      The bowl of black hair on his head, cut evenly all the way around, was plastered against his skull like he’d just taken a shower and forgot to dry off. “The cafeteria is flooding,” he said. “I mean, flooding real bad!”

      “What? How?” Ruth said.

      “Some kind of leak in the ceiling above the kitchen,” he said. “Part of the ceiling crashed down, and water just started pouring in like Niagara Falls. I don’t think it’s just rain. Maybe a water pipe or something.”

      Ruth traded a worried look with John. He sheathed his knife.

      “If it’s a pipe, we can seal the leak,” he said, “but we’ll have to get the water shut off first.”

      “Seal the leak!” Jorge echoed, rolling his eyes as if John had said something absurd. “Just wait until you see it!”

      They followed Jorge back down the hall and through the rec room. A few of the workers were gathered there, anxiously huddled together. It didn’t take long to see why. Water was already visible on the floor in the hallway beyond the rec room. Ruth felt a shudder of fear. This was bad. Worse than she’d expected.

      As Ruth left the rec room, Stella and Curtis appeared, backing down the hallway.

      “How bad is it?” Ruth asked, approaching them.

      Stella gave her a wide-eyed look of fear. As Ruth stepped into the hall beyond the rec room, she heard water splashing beneath her bootheels. When she rounded the corner and shone the flashlight in the direction of the cafeteria door, she saw water standing in the hall all the way down. It was flowing out of the wide cafeteria door.

      “I don’t know what happened,” Stella said. “We heard water trickling. Then there was a loud groaning noise, and suddenly part of the ceiling crashed down in the kitchen.”

      “It’s a big pipe of some kind,” Curtis explained. “I saw it before the surge forced me back.”

      Ruth made her way down the hall, shocked at just how fast the water was flowing out of the cafeteria. It was already nearly up to her ankles. When she reached the cafeteria door, she shone the light inside and saw water flowing across the room. Some bags and boxes were floating, and a plastic trash can was on its side crossing the room like a tiny ship.

      Light shone on a massive spray of water coming from the ceiling inside the kitchen, and something else: outside light! A gray beam was shining down from above the kitchen.

      “What in the world could have caused this?” she said, wading into the kitchen. “How can any water pipe be this big or have this much pressure?”

      “It’s them,” Stella said. She reached the doorway but wouldn’t go any farther. “They did this. Some kind of sabotage meant to drive us away!”

      As Ruth drew near the kitchen, she spotted a strange object on the floor of the kitchen. It was clearly a large piece of machinery, but she didn’t recognize it. The fall and landing had twisted it up, and there was a large piece of the ceiling bent beneath it.

      John followed her across the kitchen. By now, the water was up to mid-calf, and it was cold. Ruth’s teeth were chattering, but she pressed on. Even up close, however, she couldn’t tell what the metal object was. Of course, it didn’t help that a massive waterfall was pouring down onto it.

      “What is that?” she asked.

      “A piece of machinery,” John said. “I don’t know what’s above the kitchen. Ruth, we’d better get out of here.”

      The moving water was making it hard to keep her balance. Ruth could feel it pushing against her legs, trying to sweep her feet out from under her. Jorge appeared then. He was so soaking wet that he must have tried to get into the kitchen.

      “It’s a piece of the big crane,” he said. “It’s mounted at a corner of the platform. The storm must have spun it and broken a piece of it off. I think it just came down through the ceiling.”

      “And snapped a water pipe at the same time,” Ruth said.

      “Can we get this turned off?”

      “It’s not potable water,” Jorge said. “It’s for the drill, desalinated and mixed with rainwater, but not filtered for drinking. It flows through a pipe that runs along the rooftop. There’s a huge tank up there. We can shut it off from a workstation below the rec room.”

      “Get to it,” Ruth said. “As fast as you can.”

      Jorge nodded, swiped his wet hair off his forehead, and started back across the cafeteria. Ruth turned to John.

      “We need the manual pumps,” she said. “We have to get as much water out of the building as possible.”

      “The pumps are with the rest of our supplies in the control room,” he replied. “The control room door seals, so water shouldn’t be able to get in. But if we open it, the force of it might prevent us from closing the door again.”

      “We need those pumps,” Ruth said. “Even if Jorge gets the water shut off, it’s going to be a lake in here.”

      Ruth’s feet finally slipped out from under her. As she went down, she managed to grab the edge of a nearby table, and she pulled herself close. She hit the bench on her knees. John grabbed for her, as if to help her, but he slipped and fell to the floor. It looked like he might sink beneath the water, but Ruth grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the bench. He hissed in pain from his wound, holding his arm close to his side.

      “Let’s get out of here,” he said. “We’ll drown before he gets the water shut off.”

      Ruth slowly rose to her feet, arms thrust out to either side for balance. She grabbed John’s hand, and they supported each other as they made their way to the door. By now, the water in the cafeteria was up to her knees, pouring out into the hallway in either direction. Above the roar, she heard workers shouting to each other to get to safety.

      She fell again as she tried to pass through the door, her heel catching the slightly raised threshold and sliding out from under her. This time, she pulled John down with her. As she hit the floor, water poured over her face, into her nose, into her eyes and mouth. Ruth sputtered, pushing herself into a seated position. John sat up beside her, coughing and retching.

      Ruth saw water flowing in either direction down the hallway, past the control room door and to the entry room, around the corner toward the rec room. Curtis and Stella were standing near the corner, supporting each other, and Kay was hugging the wall nearby.

      “Jorge went tearing out of here,” Kay shouted. “I’ve never seen the man move so fast.”

      Ruth got onto her hands and knees and picked herself up. She was drenched. Soaked through by the cold water, and she was shivering badly. She helped John to his feet. And just then, the roar of the waterfall from the kitchen ceiling died down, became little more than a trickle, and stopped.

      “That’s it,” she said. “Jorge got the water shut off.”

      John ran his fingers through his hair. He’d lost his baseball cap in the fall. Ruth saw it now, floating down the hallway toward the rec room, as if it wanted to play its own little game of Monopoly.

      All of the food stored in the kitchen is probably ruined now, she thought. It’ll take forever to get all of this water out of the building, even with the pumps. There’s a drain in the entry room, but it’s small.

      She looked at John, and he gave her a helpless, one shouldered shrug. Outside, the wind continued to roar, and rain was still falling through the hole in the ceiling.

      “Now, that’s something we did not need,” he said.

      “Thank goodness we all moved back to our own rooms, but still. This place is falling apart,” Ruth replied. “It’s crashing down around us. Look at this mess!”

      The water was still up to her calves and flowing down the hallway. After all of the hard work they’d done to keep the drill pressure down and survive on this monstrosity, this felt like an especially cruel turn of events.

      “Did anyone happen to see where Bestie went?” she asked. “The last time I saw the dog, she was racing down the hall.”

      “She’s hiding around here somewhere,” Stella said. “Andy went to go find her.”

      “Fair enough. Well, no sense standing here feeling sorry for ourselves,” she muttered. “We have to clean this up somehow.”

      “Don’t you want to dry off first?” he said.

      “No. Not much point in drying off when I’m only going to get wet again working on this mess. As frustrating as it is, John, we just have to deal with it. That’s how it goes.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I get it.”

      Stella and Curtis made their way toward her, sloshing through the water.

      “If that water gets into my bedroom, I’m going to scream,” Kay said, still hugging the wall at the corner. “I’ve got blankets and clothes and stuff on the floor.” And then, in a furious voice, she added, “I’m so sick of this place! I don’t want to be here any longer!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      John had taken his clothes off, thoroughly towel-dried, and put on all new clothes. He checked the stitches in his back, sure that some had popped, but surprisingly they were all still in place. The clothes didn’t belong to him, though. They’d been left behind by one of the workers who had taken the lifeboat: a blue long-sleeve shirt, a pair of gray sweatpants, off-white crew socks, and a pair of sneakers. It was a comfortable ensemble, just one size too big. Even so, he still somehow felt damp.

      And it wasn’t just him. The hallways and most of the rooms felt damp. Moisture lingered in the stale air, and there were still puddles everywhere. They’d used manual pumps to clear the standing water. The drains in the entry room and kitchen had done their part as well, but there was still just so much water everywhere. Tables and chairs were damp, and all kinds of random items had been swept down the hall by the water.

      As John stepped out of the apartment he’d borrowed, he shivered from all the cold air.. He made his way down the hall, intending to go outside and check on the boat. As he neared the corner, he heard Ruth and Stella talking to each other somewhere beyond.

      “Well, I wanted everyone to take a bath,” Stella said, with a sour laugh, “but I didn’t want it to happen this way. At least they’ll smell like stale water now instead of BO.”

      John had to smile at this, despite all of the trouble. Some of the workers had gotten a bit smelly, it was true. Bathing hadn’t exactly been a priority.

      He caught up to Ruth and Stella after rounding the corner. Bestie was with them, sticking very close to Stella. The dog even paused to lap water from one of the puddles in the hallway. They were close to Clark’s office. John called after them, and they paused to wait for him to catch up. Ironically, everyone looked clean and refreshed, and they were all in new clothes. Ruth had pinned her hair up, and it looked quite lovely.

      “Well, it seems like the storm has passed,” John said. “What a night. Did either of you sleep a wink?”

      Ruth shook her head. “Not even close. In fact, I kept stepping into the hallway to make sure we weren’t flooding again. I guess the tarp over that hole in the kitchen ceiling has held for now.”

      As they passed Clark’s old office, John caught a whiff of vanilla cupcake and felt an odd twinge of remorse about his absence, although he hadn’t known the man. He stepped through a door into the front hallway and straight into one of many puddles.

      “I don’t know how to create a more permanent solution for that hole in the roof,” he said. “The tarp might not survive the next big storm. What do we replace it with?”

      “We don’t,” Ruth replied. “Assuming the boat survived, we’re going to finish getting the sails installed, and then we’re going to leave this place before it all crashes down around us.”

      “That sounds like a good plan to me,” John said.

      “I want to live in a hut on a hill overlooking a beach,” Stella said, “and I never want to leave it.”

      “Well, temper your expectations,” Ruth said. “All we know for sure is that there are some small islands within a day or two of the Mako. They’re on the map. But we have no idea what we’ll find there.”

      “I can dream, can’t I?”

      “I suppose so,” Ruth said. “Just don’t be sad if we find little more than a few big floating rocks.”

      “I can still build a hut overlooking the ocean on a big floating rock.”

      In the entry room, they found Kay standing in the open doorway, gazing outside. She was dressed in a new long-sleeve T-shirt and jeans and had a towel flung over her right shoulder, as if she’d spent all night trying to dry off.

      “Well, no more storm,” she said as the others approached. “I keep trying to psych myself up to check on the boat.”

      “We’ll take a look together,” Ruth said. “Let’s go.”

      Kay moved aside to let Ruth and Stella pass. John followed, stepping outside in the cool morning air. Bestie didn’t follow, lingering in the entry room. The sky was still cloudy, and the air still felt damp, but no more rain fell. John zipped up his jacket and flipped up his hood as they crossed the deck, and headed toward the ramp. Looking up, he gazed at the tall crane that was mounted in a corner of the oil platform. Indeed, the storm had spun it until it hung over the building, and it looked like a section of the crane near the end had broken off. Part of it was hanging over the edge of the roof.

      “It could have been a lot worse last night,” he noted, “if that whole crane had come down on top of us.”

      “We’re not going to wait around for the next storm to finish the job,” Ruth said.

      They headed down to the lower deck and approached the lifts. The rope and pulley systems appeared to be intact, at least. As he stepped up to the handrail, John leaned over the edge and peered down at his boat. It was still in its place, pressed up against the support post, and the sails were still lashed to the deck. That was a good sign, but he couldn’t tell from here if any damage had been done.

      “I need to go down there and make sure the hull is intact,” he said.

      “Do you want me to go down there with you?” Ruth asked.

      He shook his head. “No need. I’ll take a quick look and report what I find. Stay up here and cross every finger.”

      “Okay, well, make sure you don’t pop your stitches.”

      John pushed the lift over the handrail, climbed down the ladder, and stepped onto the lift, lowering himself to a seated position. Holding a rope in one hand, he unlocked the winch and began to lower it toward the boat. He felt a tug in his back, but his wound didn’t hurt as much today. Maybe he was finally on the mend. The ocean was still a bit rough this morning, as if recovering from the storm. The faces of Ruth, Stella, and Kay gazed down at him intensely, clearly hoping for a good report.

      Once he reached the boat, he pulled himself onto the deck, stepped over the long metal mast, and approached the port side near the front of the boat. The boat bumpers were still in place, but when he looked closer, he realized one of them was crushed and broken. Using a long fishing hook, he pushed the boat away from the platform’s enormous support post as far as the anchor chain would let it go.

      His heart sank. The damage to the hull was bad. The relentless waves and wind must have slammed it against the boat bumpers so much that they had knocked a hole into the side. It looked to be about seven inches wide, roughly football shaped, but at least it was above the water line. John inspected for more damage and found none, but he spent a few minutes walking the decks to make sure.

      Finally, he headed back up. As he ascended, he grimaced at Ruth, Kay, and Stella.

      “Is it bad?” Ruth asked when he reached the platform.

      “She’s still seaworthy,” he replied, “but she didn’t go unscathed.”

      “Seaworthy,” Ruth said with a sigh. “That’s all I need to hear. Can you patch it?”

      “I believe so. I’ll find Curtis, and we’ll get to work on it right away.”

      They headed back inside. Curtis had left their living quarters earlier that morning, while it was still dark, unable to sleep. John expected to find him in the rec room, so he followed Ruth down the front hall. Puddles everywhere. The control room door was open. They’d been forced to access the room in order to get the water pumps from the supplies. They’d lifted the generator and console onto the table with some effort, but not before water had inundated the room. It was a mess, and a lot of supplies were absolutely saturated.

      It was heartbreaking to see. Not that it mattered all that much. The new console worked, but most of the electronics throughout the building had already been fried by the EMP. They’d left the door open to air the room out, though the stacks of boxes and bags retained quite a bit of water.

      “This whole place is wrecked,” Kay grumbled. “It’ll take months for these rooms to get dry, if they ever do, and we’ll have mildew everywhere.”

      “Then it’s a good thing we’re leaving as soon as possible,” Ruth said. “Let’s round everyone up and meet in the rec room. Kay and Stella, go knock on doors and bring anyone who’s still trying to sleep.”

      Kay and Stella headed off at a brisk pace down the hall and around the corner. Once John and Ruth were alone in the hallway, she unleashed a deep-seated sigh and hung her head.

      “How am I supposed to get all of these people safely off this platform?” she said.

      “They’ll fit on the boat,” he replied. “It can handle the weight. Trust me. We’ve loaded her down with a ton of fish before. We’ll just have to be very careful not to tip it over. It’ll be top heavy, especially if we bring additional supplies. But it’s possible. That’s what I’m saying.”

      They found a few workers huddled in the rec room. The cousins were trying to play a card game, while Bestie laid under the table with her head resting on her paws, but most were just anxiously waiting. Soon, the others arrived with Kay and Stella. Once everyone was present, Ruth cleared her throat to draw their attention. John stood beside her in case she needed help being heard.

      “The boat took some damage,” she explained, “but it’s still seaworthy. We can still leave, and that’s what we’re going to do.”

      This caused many audible sighs of relief.

      “Boss, the water got everywhere,” Jorge said. He was sitting on a folding chair in the back corner, arms crossed. When his hair had dried, it had turned frizzy from the crust of salt. “Our remaining food supplies are mostly ruined. Water got into the living quarters. It got downstairs in all of the workspaces. It’s bad.”

      “It’s bad,” Ruth agreed, “but we’re getting out of here, so it doesn’t matter. This morning, we’ll be boarding the fishing boat and leaving the Mako.”

      “Are we heading ashore?” Ricardo asked. “To the mainland? Where all the fires were burning?”

      “No, no,” Ruth replied. “We’ll be heading to a nearby island, where we’re pretty sure that passing cruise ship was headed. If we’re lucky, the cruise ship will have anchored there. They’ll have plenty of supplies to share. If not, at least we’ll be on solid ground.”

      “Will AILS follow us?” Ignacio asked. He was anxiously bouncing one leg up and down in his chair. “If they get here and find that we left, will they try to track us down?”

      “I don’t think so,” Ruth replied. “They want the Mako. Well, they can have it, such as it is. We’ll let them deal with all of the repairs. Now, we’re taking an absolute minimum of supplies, folks, so only bring essential items. We’ll load up some drinking water, a bit of food, important tools, but that’s it.”

      “When do we leave?” Jorge asked.

      “We’re going to install the sails right now, do a small bit of repair work to the boat, and then we leave,” Ruth said. “Ideally, within the hour.” She clapped her hands. “Let’s go. Grab what you need and meet us on the lower deck beside the lifts. We’re getting out of here.”

      This caused a murmur of excitement, and even a couple of enthusiastic whoops. People rose and scattered, most of them headed to their rooms to grab their stuff. Ruth turned to John.

      “Get the sails installed and the hull repaired as quick as you can,” she said. “We want to set sail while the ocean is relatively calm. There’s no telling when the next storm will arise.”

      John made eye contact with his son. Curtis was sitting at the card table playing an intense game of gin rummy with Andy. John beckoned him.
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      It was ugly. There was no getting around that simple fact. The mast was ugly: two long poles essentially welded together in a T shape, the bond strengthened with duct tape, and then a long strip of waterproof canvas. They’d installed the mast at the front of the cabin, fastening it with some large U-bolts to the front wall of the cabin as best they could. It could be turned freely, though that required someone actually twisting the pole by hand, and it could be fastened in place using ropes. The whole thing felt sturdy, but only time would tell if it could survive the wind. The mainsail and headsail were both in place now. John considered their handiwork, as Curtis operated the lift to bring the workers down two at a time.

      Ruth was being lowered at the moment, and she had her arms firmly wrapped around Bestie. The anxious dog had been tied to the lift by her harness so she couldn’t jump off. Clearly, she did not enjoy the experience. Ruth was petting her and trying to soothe her, but the dog was shaking terribly. When they reached the boat, Curtis untied the harness, and the dog practically leapt onto the boat and into Stella’s arms.

      “You’re just fine, girl,” Stella said to the dog, helping the big lab to the cabin. “We won’t let anything happen to you. Come on. You sit with me.”

      Ruth brushed the stray dog hair off her jacket and stepped up beside John.

      “It only has to get us as far as that island,” Ruth said. She stood on the starboard side beside him, staring up at the mast. “According to the map, the nearest island is a few miles from here, just beyond the horizon. It shouldn’t take long.”

      “She’ll hold together,” John replied. “I think. I hope.”

      The sails were certainly big enough to catch the wind, but John wasn’t sure if they would hold up.

      “I think that’s the last of them,” Ruth said, as Ricardo and Ignacio stepped on board, each man carried a small backpack full of their most important possessions.

      All of the workers were on board now. Curtis had directed them each to specific places on the decks, trying to balance out the weight so the boat wouldn’t be unstable. A few were in the cabin, a few more on the aft deck, others to port and starboard. All of the supplies they’d taken with them, which didn’t amount to much, had been placed in the forward hold.

      “Okay,” John said, turning to survey the passengers. Everyone was settling down, trying to get comfortable. “I guess we’re ready to disconnect the chain, raise our new anchor, and unfurl the sails.”

      “Well, you’re the captain of this ship, John,” Ruth said. “Curtis is the first mate. I’ll leave it to you gentlemen. You tell us what to do.”

      “How would you like to me by bosun?” John said.

      “What does a bosun do?” Ruth asked.

      “Supervise the deck crew,” John explained. “Or, in this case, keep an eye on the workers and make sure everyone stays in their place to keep her balanced.”

      “You got it, Captain.” Ruth gave him a little salute. It made him smile. The woman was rarely playful, so when she did something slightly silly, he found it especially endearing. John beckoned his son, as Ruth went back to stand among the workers.

      “We’re really about to attempt this,” Curtis said quietly, as they worked to unhook the anchor chain. “We’ve got handmade sails and a welded mast, too many passengers, and a hole in the hull, and we’re about to set sail for some island we’ve never been to with only a mechanical compass to guide the way.”

      John pulled in the loose anchor chain. “Yeah, son, that’s about the size of it. And it’s up to you and me to exude confidence. Can you do that?”

      Curtis reseated his baseball cap and pulled it low. “Yeah, sure, why not?” He gave his dad a smirk. “I can pretend like we’re not doomed, if I have to.”

      “Good,” John replied. “Then go open the sails and get them turned in the right direction. I’ll take the helm as soon as I’m done here.”

      As Curtis set off to do that, John pulled the boat bumpers in. He stashed them along with the chain and the anchor in a forward compartment, then made his way to the cabin. He passed Kay and Jorge on the way. They were seated together on the port bow. Kay was bundled up tight in a thick, rainproof coat, but Jorge wore only a thin rain jacket.

      Already freed from the anchor chain, the boat was drifting away from the post. The wind was on their side. As Curtis worked to open and adjust the sails, John stepped into the cabin and assumed the helm. Stella was sitting on the passenger seat, hugging her backpack tightly, with Bestie curled up beside her.

      “Okay, Ms. Garber,” he said to her. “Hold on tight. We’re setting sail.” And just then, as if on cue, the headsail caught the wind and billowed. He heard Stella speaking softly to the dog.

      “Don’t worry, Bestie. You’ll be able to run free on the sandy beach. You’ll love it.”
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      Ruth looked back over her shoulder again and felt a little quaver of fear in her belly. The Mako had finally disappeared beyond the horizon, and the Blue Diamond was now on the open sea. Rough waters surrounded them on all sides. They had no GPS to guide them, only the compass embedded into the dashboard and a bearing from the map.

      “Well, we’ve had our first casualty,” Curtis said, popping his head into the cabin. He had been sitting with Stella on the foredeck, Bestie curled up tightly between them. His job was to occasionally get up and adjust the sails, which had to be done directly by either turning the mast or adjusting the ropes. At the moment, however, he was motioning toward the port deck, where Andy was bent over the railing and heaving his guts into the ocean.

      “As long as he aims for the water, it’s fine,” John said. “I don’t want puke sloshing around on my deck.”

      Ruth was standing just behind John, who had the wheel in his hands. She turned her gaze to the ocean in front of them. The wind was steady now, at least, and it kept them moving at a brisk pace. The makeshift sails seemed to be holding up well.

      “And there goes our second casualty,” Curtis said, pointing to the starboard deck.

      It was Ignacio. He was leaning over the railing, clutching his stomach and moaning. His cousin, Ricardo, was patting him on the back, trying to comfort him.

      “Some of these people never earned their sea legs,” John said. “I hope they make it to the island.”

      Ruth fixed her gaze on the water ahead. “It shouldn’t be much farther,” she said, “assuming we’re headed in the right direction.”

      “We’ve kept our bearing,” John said. “If the map is accurate, we should see it soon. Keep your eyes peeled.”

      As for Ruth, she had spent enough time on seagoing vessels of many kinds. The constant swaying of the deck beneath her feet didn’t bother her much, except in the worst conditions. Poor Bestie was panting hard, occasionally whimpering. The dog had been rescued from an unmanned boat by the oil platform workers. Her owners and fellow passengers had vanished, leaving her alone for at least a couple of days. She was no doubt traumatized to be back on another boat. Stella was doing her best to keep the dog calm, hugging her and speaking softly to her.

      A dog like that has no place on an oil platform or on a boat on the ocean, Ruth thought. She deserves to be in a nice single-family home somewhere, playing catch with children and sleeping on the couch.

      Ruth was gazing straight ahead, the sun slipping past its noon position, when she saw the faintest shape emerge through the distant haze. At first, it was like a small, low-lying cloud, but it quickly took on a solid shape. She leaned in close to John.

      “Do you see that there?” she said softly. No use getting everyone’s hopes up if she was wrong. “Could that be our destination?”

      “I believe so, bosun,” John said, giving her a big smile. “You want to announce it to our passengers? The proper term would be ‘Land ho.’”

      “You got it,” Ruth replied. And then, turning to face the aft deck, she announced loudly, “Land ho! The island is in sight!”

      A few people immediately tried to stand up, and she had to motion them to remain seated. No sense throwing off their balance.

      “Hey, I see it,” Kay shouted, clapping. She was sitting cross-legged on the port bow. “A lush tropical paradise. We’re like the Swiss Family Robinson. We can build a giant treehouse.”

      “Temper your expectations, folks,” Ruth said. “It’ll be solid ground, at least. That’s enough.”

      As they approached the island, the shape resolved itself into two distinct objects. The largest one was clearly the island, a big, humped hill rising from the ocean. The second shape was much smaller but standing in front of the island, a boxy object parked at an angle. The cruise ship.

      “You were right about where the cruise ship was going,” John said. “Looks like they got as close as they could to shore, maybe ran aground there.”

      “I believe it was actually Parker who first mentioned the island,” Ruth replied. She hated to say his name. The whole situation with her former friend just made her sick. It had only been a week since he’d been killed. “He was right, it seems.”

      Everyone on the boat was murmuring excitedly now. Bestie seemed to pick up on the change of mood, and she was wagging her tail and looking about.

      “Can you tell if there are trees?” Stella said. “Palm trees? Forested hills? Maybe a beach?”

      “No, dear, we’re not close enough yet,” Ruth said.

      Andy managed to stop heaving, pulling himself onto the port deck. He leaned against a nearby cleat, still gripping his belly, and looked in the direction of the island. Clearly, he was yearning for solid, unmoving ground beneath his feet. Ruth didn’t really know the young man. He’d been among the workers from the beginning, but she hadn’t exchanged more than maybe three words with him.

      “Should I approach the island directly?” John asked. “Is there any reason to avoid being seen by the cruise ship people?”

      “I wouldn’t think so,” Ruth replied. “We run a bigger risk of startling them if we try to sneak onto the island. It’s better to approach openly and introduce ourselves. Recent events might have made them jumpy.”

      “You got it,” John said.

      As they drew near, Ruth realized the cruise ship was parked in some kind of narrow inlet, almost certainly run aground. A thin strip of beach ringed the inlet, with dense forest beyond. There were, as Stella had hoped, many, many palm trees beyond the beach. There were also forested hills in the distance. It seemed Stella’s wishes had all come to pass.

      “Oh, gosh, it’s everything I hoped for,” Stella said, hugging Bestie tightly. “I want to live here forever.”

      They sailed into the inlet. Curtis pulled the sails in partway, slowing them down, as John steered them well clear of the cruise ship. Ruth could now see a small group of people milling on the beach. Numerous lifeboats were lined up on the beach, enough to have emptied the entire cruise ship.

      What kind of situation are we going to find here? Ruth wondered.

      The people on the beach saw the fishing boat approaching and they moved toward the water’s edge, standing in the surf to watch. Ruth tried to gauge their attitude. They appeared friendly enough. A few even waved at the boat. John and Curtis finally brought the sails down and let the waves bring them in the rest of the way.

      Finally, Curtis tossed their makeshift anchor overboard, and the fishing boat came to a stop a few yards from the beach. The cruise ship people were all clustered together on the sand. Men, women, and children, dressed in tourist clothes. They looked haggard and weary, but not unfriendly. Ruth counted thirteen of them. Farther up the beach, some suitcases and plastic coolers were stacked neatly in rows beneath a tarp that had been affixed to some wooden poles.

      “I think we’ll have to wade ashore from here,” John said. “If I get any closer, we might scrape bottom, and I don’t know what’s down there.”

      “Fair enough,” Ruth said. She unzipped her jacket and pulled it off. Then she turned to address the passengers. They were beginning to stand up now, clearly anxious to get off the boat as soon as possible. Stella left Bestie on the deck and went to stand beside Curtis. The nervous dog quickly padded after her.

      “We’ll have to hop overboard and wade ashore,” Ruth said. “Be very careful. Stick close together.”

      John and Curtis unloaded a few flotation devices for those who weren’t confident about their swimming. Ruth wasn’t one of them. She’d always been a decent swimmer. She decided to lead the way, so she went to the bow, took off her boots and socks, beckoned the others, and jumped overboard. As she hit the water, the cold took her breath away, but she touched a sandy bottom with the soles of her feet. It was as deep as her stomach, so she was able to wade toward the beach holding her boots over her head to keep them dry.

      John came next, leaping overboard with no hesitation. Then Kay and Jorge. Soon a line of people was wading through the water behind her. Stella had a bit more trouble because Bestie didn’t want to make the leap. Finally, she had to lower the dog to Curtis, but the poor animal whimpered and thrashed when she entered the water.

      By now, Ruth was in shallow water, splashing through the surf as it washed over her boots. A few of the strangers on the beach moved toward her. Others moved back. One of them, an obese gentleman in a striped polo shirt and cargo shorts, stretched out his hand to her. She shook his hand, felt a firm handshake. His receding hair was in disarray, his face covered in about a week’s worth of salt-and-pepper beard growth.

      “Where did you people come from?” he asked. There was a glint of something in his eyes, a bit of fear mingled with a whole lot of exhaustion. “You’re not with the cruise ship company, I take it.”

      “No, we’ve come from the Mako oil platform,” she said, taking the time to put her socks and boots back on.

      At this, most of the people on the beach gasped and looked at one another.

      “We passed by that place,” the man said. The handshake lingered just a second too long for comfort before he finally let go and lowered his hand to his side. “You were those people standing on the deck staring at us.”

      “Yes, I’m afraid so,” Ruth replied. “I’m sorry we couldn’t do anything to help you at the time, but trust me, you wouldn’t have been any better off if you’d boarded the oil platform.”

      “We just wanted off that ship,” the man said. “Being stuck in there with all of these people, no electricity, clogged toilets, crowded halls—it was terrible. Now, the ship is foundered in the bay here. The lower decks are flooded. And we’re not going anywhere.” He shrugged. “Anyway, my name’s Grover Bowers. Nice to meet you, ma’am, though probably not under these circumstances.”

      “Ruth,” she replied. “Ruth Garber.”

      John came up beside her, shook the man’s hand, and introduced himself. Curtis and Stella came next, but they kept going up onto the beach. As soon as Stella released the hold she had on Bestie’s harness, the dog trotted off to release all of her pent-up energy and anxiety by dashing about in the sand. The other workers from the Mako sloshed up onto the beach then, gathered on the sand and gazed around.

      “This place is so beautiful,” Stella said, laughing loudly as she chased Bestie across the beach.

      Grover turned and walked up onto the beach where the rest of his people were standing. The poor cruise ship people didn’t seem particularly happy to be lounging on a lush and beautiful beach. Ruth saw dour looks, sad and tired faces, couples clinging to each other as if for comfort.

      “Yes, this place is beautiful, I suppose,” Grover said. He was walking barefoot. Most of them were, and Ruth could see tracks moving back and forth across the beach, centered around the stacks of luggage. Beyond the tracks and the tarp, it looked like a path had been carved into the brush, as if the group had trekked deeper into the island.

      “Are there more of you?” Ruth said. “A cruise ship like that holds a couple thousand people, and there are only about two dozen of you here on the beach.”

      “Y-yeah,” Grover replied, hesitating a second before answering. “The main camp is set up near a cave about a mile from here. That’s where most of the people are. We take turns coming down to the beach…just to keep an eye on things, you know.”

      “Got it,” Ruth said. “Well, to answer your question, we left the oil platform because it was running out of supplies. A burst pipe ruined most of what we had. This was sort of a desperation move. Additionally, there was an…impending safety issue. I don’t want to take anything away from you people, but we had to leave.” She decided not to tell him about AILS, not yet. No reason to give these people more to worry about than they already had.

      Grover began scratching at his whiskery chin, an anxious gesture. Ruth could tell there was something behind it. She made her way up the beach, approaching the stacks of luggage. Most of the others stayed near the water’s edge. Some of the cruise ship people had joined Stella and Curtis, running with Bestie, as others chatted with the platform workers. They all seemed to be getting along.

      “I’m going to be honest with you, Ruth Garber,” Grover said. The tenor of his voice changed, grew deeper and more serious. “I hope it doesn’t alarm you when I say this, but you probably don’t want to stay here. This island isn’t the paradise it appears to be.”

      He stopped in front of the luggage, standing half in the shade of the tarp. Slowly, he turned to face her, a grimace on his face.

      “What’s the problem, Grover?” Ruth asked. John stepped closer to her, as if getting ready to protect her from a threat. Clearly, he’d heard the change in the man’s voice.

      “Well…when everything went to pot,” Grover said, fidgeting as he spoke, “the captain of the ship tried to take control of things, but then the man had a heart attack. He just dropped dead right before bedtime one night, and we couldn’t do anything for him. Had to toss the body overboard. After that, this other guy kind of took over. He was just a passenger, some high-roller, kind of a type-A guy, a CEO in the real world. Matthew Henry. I guess it was his forceful personality. There wasn’t an election or anything. He just started giving orders, and everyone let him take charge. And it’s been that way ever since.”

      “Type-A CEO with a forceful personality,” Ruth replied. She could think of plenty of guys she’d known in her life who fit that description.

      “Yeah, look,” Grover said, gesturing at the luggage, “this is just a fraction of the stuff we unloaded from the cruise ship. There’s a ton of stuff, but Matthew had the people drag it all to the main camp, and he’s obsessively guarding it there now, even personal belongings from the other survivors. He’s got cronies who have sworn loyalty to him, and they help him maintain control.”

      Ruth glanced at John, who gave her a troubled look. John crossed his arms over his chest, which showed off the muscles in his forearms.

      “It’s worse,” Grover added, and now his voice had a slight tremor in it. “There was another passing ship, a small merchant marine vessel. Matthew had our people loot it before setting the crew adrift again. It’s like we’re pirates or something. It’s crazy.”

      “So, what are you doing on the beach?” Ruth said. “Does Matthew allow people to roam the island freely?”

      “It’s our turn to keep watch for passing ships,” Grover said. “Just like yours. We’re kind of like bait, I guess. But…” He shook his head, as if dislodging bad memories. “After what we did to the last ship, I don’t want to be part of it. I’m supposed to send someone to inform Matthew, but I don’t want to do it.” And then, more firmly, he added, “I won’t do it.”

      Ruth looked back at the beach, where her people were mingling with the cruise ship people. Bestie was chasing sticks and having a great time. They were all chatting and laughing. No one had gone running off to the main camp yet, as far as she could tell.

      “I didn’t come here to deal with another maniac,” Ruth said. “We had one of those on board the Mako. He was of the sneakier variety, but he managed to kill a couple of people before we stopped him.”

      “We’d better get back on the boat and leave,” John said. “We can’t do any good here. What’s the point of jumping out of the frying pan into the fire?”

      But Ruth turned to Grover. His arms were crossed, and he was frowning deeply. “If things are so bad here, Grover, why don’t some of the people leave? You’ve left all of these lifeboats on the beach.”

      “The lifeboats were all sabotaged,” Grover said. “Matthew had people chop holes in the bottoms. He said we had to really commit to this place if we wanted to survive.”

      Ruth sighed. Out of the frying pan into the fire, indeed. But they couldn’t just turn back. Nothing good was waiting for them on the oil platform. “Okay, we won’t stay, but I’d like to grab at least a few supplies before we leave. I don’t know how I can pay for them. I know you said Matthew is forceful, but would he be willing to barter, at least?”

      Instead of answering, Grover beckoned her and stepped around the stacks of luggage, past the tarp, and headed toward the cleared path, which trailed off into a dense tropical forest. John gave Ruth a warning look, but she followed him.

      “Are you taking me to your leader now?” she asked.

      “Oh, no,” Grover replied. “Like I said, I’m not willing to turn you in. I don’t know if he’d barter with you, but I know what he’s capable of.”

      He walked about five steps down the path, dense trees and bushes on either side, and came to a stop. When Ruth caught up to him, he pointed down what she realized was a narrower side path. John stuck close, but he seemed jumpy, casting furtive glances in all directions. Once Ruth was beside Grover, she could see down the narrow side path. It seemed to lead to a small clearing, where a big mound of sand and dirt was visible. Dozens of small painted white sticks had been jammed into the ground in a ring around the bottom of the mound.

      They weren’t crosses, just simple white sticks, but Ruth didn’t need to be told what they represented, or what might be hidden beneath that mound of dirt and sand.

      “He’s not above killing people,” Grover said. “Just being on this island puts you in danger. The fact that I haven’t reported you yet puts me in danger. Someone will do it soon enough. They’re distracted by the dog. There were a few service animals on board the cruise ship, but they’re all dead now. Some of them are buried here, along with a few sick and injured people, and some people who posed a threat to Matthew. You don’t want to stay on this island. Trust me.”

      Ruth turned to John. They had to leave, that was clear. But where would they go? Returning to the Mako wasn’t an option. The mainland had burned. Briefly, she found herself entertaining the notion of trying to depose Matthew and liberate the islanders. John must have read some of this on her face, as he gave her a wide-eyed, anxious stare and shook his head.

      “Grover, I appreciate your warning,” Ruth said. “You could have handed us over to your leader. It certainly would have been the safest course of action for you. The fact that you didn’t do it speaks to your character. Would you mind giving me and John a moment of privacy to discuss our next steps?”

      Grover hesitated, glancing over his shoulder. “Well…just a couple of minutes,” he said. “Someone’s going to run off to the camp soon. They all know the danger of not doing so. Go in there.” He pointed toward the clearing. “Nobody will bother you in there, but speak quickly. You don’t want to linger here much longer.”
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      Ruth listened to the soft padding of Grover’s bare feet on the sand as he walked back to the luggage and headed off across the beach. Maybe he was going to join the others, try to delay them a little bit. She could only hope. She led John down the narrow side path, the overgrown plants brushing against her arms. When she got close to the mound, she did indeed detect a faint rotten smell in the area. The smell of dead bodies. She approached the circle of white sticks, then stepped to one side so she was out of sight of anyone else on the trail. John joined her.

      “You’re thinking about staying here,” he said. “There’s a glint in your eyes, Ruth. I know what that means. Despite his warning, you’re thinking about staying.”

      “Not staying,” she replied. “Well, I confess I did briefly consider what it would take to overthrow the little self-appointed dictator on the island. We’d be doing these people a big favor.”

      “You said yourself a cruise ship like that holds two thousand people,” John replied. “For Matthew to hold sway over all of them, he must have quite a few who are extremely loyal to him. Hundreds, maybe more. We’re not going to touch this guy, okay? It’s like Lord of the Flies, but with cruise ship people instead of kids. You ever read that book? I don’t want to end up like that.”

      She couldn’t meet his gaze. “I’ve read it. Look, I only entertained the thought briefly. Yes, I realize we probably can’t touch the guy. He’s sure to be surrounded by bodyguards, and they’re clearly killers. But we can’t return to the Mako empty-handed. We’re out of food. Most of it got ruined in the flood.”

      “So you want to steal some food and leave, then?” John said. “Is that what you’re suggesting?”

      “Not steal, necessarily,” she said. “Maybe trade somehow. I don’t know.” Her gaze went to the big mound. “I must say, I hate the thought of leaving all these poor people enslaved to a maniac. There were children on that ship. Service animals were killed. Can you imagine what they’re going through? Do we really have to leave all these people to their fate?”

      John bowed his head for a moment. Then he reached out and gently put his hands on her shoulders. At first, she thought he was going to draw her into an embrace, and to her surprise, she realized she wouldn’t resist it. In fact, she was a bit disappointed when he just briefly patted her before lowering his hands again.

      “You care about people,” he said. “I get that. And you hate injustice. I admire your qualities, Ruth. I really do. But…”

      She cut him off before he could say more. “I know the best and safest thing we can do right now is take care of our own, but how will you feel if we all climb back on that boat and sail away from here? Will you think about these islanders at all?”

      “Of course, I’ll think about them,” John said. “It’ll bother me day and night. They’re killing people on this island. We’re standing right next to a mass grave.”

      “Exactly,” Ruth said, her gaze dropping to the crudely painted stick nearest to her feet. It represented a life. Some man or woman, maybe a child, possibly murdered by Matthew. “I don’t want to put our people in danger. I don’t want to put my granddaughter in danger. But Grover risked his life to warn us.” She shook her head. The guilt was weighing on her terribly. “We watched the mainland burn, and I hardened myself because there was nothing we could do about it. We watched the cruise ship drift by the Mako, and I hardened myself because there was nothing we could do about it. And I guess there’s nothing we can do about this either. It’s just the way of the world. If we ever get in touch with people from the mainland, we can send proper authorities to the island to deal with Matthew, assuming proper authorities still exist.”

      John turned to look at the mound, but he didn’t say anything. And really, what else was there to say? It was crazy to think they could help these islanders.

      “Come on,” Ruth said finally, stepping past John. “There’s just nothing we can do. We’re vastly outnumbered. It’s time to leave this island and keep our people safe.”

      But John reached out and snagged her arm. She allowed herself to be pulled to a stop. When she turned back, she realized he was staring at the mound. It rose five feet and was maybe ten feet across. Again, Ruth caught a whiff of a rotting smell. She tasted it at the back of her throat and gagged.

      “He placed the mass grave right here for a reason,” John said. “A warning to his people every time they come and go from the beach. ‘This could be you, too.’”

      “I know, John,” Ruth replied. “Men like him live by fear and intimidation. They think they’re devious, cunning, clever, but they’re really just morally ill-formed and emotionally underdeveloped. However, in this instance, I think you’re right.”

      “I won’t be able to live with myself,” he said tightly. “That’s the answer to your question. How will I feel if we climb back on the boat and sail away from here? I won’t be able to live with myself. Yes, we might eventually be able to alert the authorities. Maybe. Assuming we ever find proper authorities again, and assuming they can do anything about it. But how many more mounds will be dug before anyone puts a stop to Matthew? I just…I don’t want anything to happen to you, Stella or to my son. That’s all.”

      “Well, let’s not talk about it like we have a choice,” Ruth said. “Like I said before, I entertained the idea of taking this guy down briefly, but that doesn’t mean I think we can do it. Maybe keeping each other safe is all we can do.”

      “No, you were right in the beginning,” John said. “Your gut instinct was right. Keeping each other safe isn’t worth anything if it’s at the expense of innocent people.”

      His facial expression had changed, hardened. Clearly, his mind was settled now, and he was determined. And she found that she didn’t mind. In fact, she appreciated that he’d pulled her back to her original feeling instead of letting her take the easier, safer, and more selfish course of action. Could they really see the suffering of these people and walk away as if they hadn’t?

      “But we’re so vastly outnumbered,” she said, “I’m just not sure what we can do. Maybe we’re being idealistic.”

      “I’d rather be idealistic than wrong.” John said. “You didn’t flee the oil platform when we had a saboteur and people were dying. You stuck around, despite the danger, and confronted the problem. I know if we put our heads together now, with your leadership, we’ll be able to come up with some kind of plan for dealing with this island tyrant.”

      Yes, she liked this version of John, the one that gently pushed her to do the right thing instead of the safe or selfish thing. It was a perspective that she needed—that she craved.

      “We should gather the rest of our people and tell them what’s going on,” Ruth said. “They deserve to have a voice in this. We’re not going to make anyone put their life in danger against their will.”

      “Fair enough,” John said. “But do you have even the least little bit of a plan for how we might deal with this guy? We can’t just charge into camp. We’ll get smashed like bugs.”

      “I’m working on it,” Ruth replied. And indeed, the pieces of a plan were already beginning to come together in her mind. She headed back down the narrow trail and found Grover standing with the luggage beneath the tarp.

      The people on the beach had drifted apart. The islanders were no longer playing with Bestie. Instead, they stood together and seemed to be deep in discussion. The workers from the Mako were gathered a few yards away, lounging around a large driftwood log.

      “It’s not too late to get out of here,” Grover said softly, as Ruth approached. “No one has gone running to the camp yet. That’s a good sign. My people like you. They don’t want to turn you in. Even so, it’s only a matter of time.”

      The islanders were slowly making their way up the beach. Ruth didn’t have much time. She moved close to Grover.

      “Listen to me,” she said. “We’re heading out now. Or, at least, that’s the way it will seem. Are there are any islanders who feel the way you do, any islanders we could trust not to run off to Matthew?”

      “No one here on the beach has run off to Matthew,” Grover pointed out. “They had plenty of opportunity to do so, and it would have earned them brownie points with the boss. But eventually, others from the camp will come to relieve us or check on us. That’s why you have to go.”

      “John and I are going to walk over to our group now,” Ruth said. “It’ll look like we’re leaving. If there’s anyone in this island group that you don’t completely trust, send them back to the camp. Once they’re gone, I want the rest of you to come down to the water and meet us at the boat.”

      Grover grimaced and lurched back, as if she’d tried to strike him. “No, no, you don’t understand. We can’t leave. We’ll die out there on the open water. The mainland is a war zone. It’s horrible under Matthew’s leadership, but the camp is our only reliable source of food, water, and medicine. I might wind up under a mound here sooner or later, but what’s the alternative?”

      John cleared his throat and spoke then. “The alternative is to meet us at the boat and not leave the island.”

      Grover looked at him with narrowed eyes. “What are you suggesting?”

      “Grover, bring only those you completely trust,” Ruth said, laying a hand on his shoulder. “Send the others back to camp. Wait a few minutes, then meet us at the boat. That’s all I’m saying right now. You can fill in the blanks. You took a big risk showing us the mass grave and telling us about your leader. If you’re unwilling to take another big risk, then just leave the beach, and we’ll leave you alone.”

      And with that, she turned and walked away. As she passed the group of islanders, she gave them a friendly nod. A few returned the nod, though none returned the friendly smile. They seemed like a downtrodden group. Mostly men and women in their thirties and forties, all dressed like cruise ship tourists, but their eyes were haunted, full of fear and sadness.

      Ruth kept going to her own group. Stella was sitting on the sand with Bestie in her lap. Kay was pacing. Most of the others were sitting on and around the log. Their initial excitement about landing on the island seemed to have diminished.

      “Okay, there is something really wrong with those people,” Kay said, whipping around to face Ruth. “I mean, of course, they’re traumatized after everything that’s happened, but it’s more than that. It felt like talking to people in a cult, people who can’t say what they really think so they plead for help with their eyes. One of the women almost started crying when I asked how she liked it on the island.”

      “Yeah, they were afraid to talk,” Curtis said. He was seated at the end of the log closest to Stella. “Our friendly questions scared them. Something’s really wrong here. What do you know, Pop?”

      “We know enough,” John said. “The situation is real bad here.”

      “It seems we’ve got a little wannabe dictator who has taken control of the cruise ship survivors,” Ruth said. “He’s had quite a few people killed. We were shown a mass grave. Of course, the islanders are afraid. But John and I talked about it, and we’re going to do something about it.”

      “What does that mean?” Kay said, her eyebrows climbing her forehead.

      “Come with me.”

      Ruth glanced back toward the tarp and saw that the islanders had surrounded Grover. He was saying something to them, though she couldn’t make it out. After a moment, he gestured over his shoulder, and a few people in the group headed up the path, disappearing into the trees.

      Ruth beckoned her own group and started down the beach toward the boat. They followed, though some seemed confused or reluctant.

      “Wait, wait,” Kay said, rushing to her side. “After telling us about a mass grave, we’re just getting on the boat and leaving? That’s your solution?”

      “No,” Ruth replied. “I said we’re going to do something about it. I intend to liberate these people from their little cult leader.” She stepped into the surf at the edge of the beach, waited for the rest of her group to catch up to her, then turned to face them. “If any of you feel uncomfortable participating, let me know now. What I’m about to suggest comes with some unavoidable risks. You are free to stay on the boat, and there won’t be any hard feelings, I promise.”

      They were all standing close, clearly comforted by each other’s presence. A handful of oil workers, two fishermen, and a college student. Ruth could see that they were disturbed by what she’d told them. Ricardo was furiously chewing a thumbnail, Curtis twisting his baseball cap in his hands, Jorge biting his lip.

      “Look, if we free these people, we might also gain access to vital supplies,” she added. There was nothing wrong with a bit of self-interest, after all. “We can’t go back to the Mako empty-handed. It’s not safe there anyway. John and I think our best bet is to stay and fight.”

      “Gran, what do you mean by fight?” Stella asked. “Are we going to attack this guy? With what? Crowbars, hammers, and knives? Our bare hands?”

      “I’m working on a plan,” she replied. “But first, let’s wait for our co-conspirators to join us. Now, is there anyone who doesn’t feel comfortable participating? Please don’t be afraid to speak up. I promise I won’t hold it against you.”

      A few of the workers looked at each other. Andy was still ashen-faced and sickly, not fully recovered from his earlier bout of seasickness. Ruth thought he might bow out. He certainly had a valid excuse for doing so, but he just stood there.

      “We came this far as a group,” Jorge said, after a moment. “We might as well stick together. I don’t think anyone wants to be left behind, even for safety.”

      “Okay, that’s fine, then,” Ruth said.

      Grover was approaching now, leading a group of eight islanders. Nine altogether. Three had been sent back to the camp. Hopefully, they wouldn’t report the events on the beach before Ruth had a chance to put her plan into action. Ruth waited for them, the cold surf lapping at her feet and legs. The boat had been pushed closer to shore, though the crude anchor kept it from running aground.

      “We came here to get food,” Ricardo said, in a breathless voice. “Now, we’re talking about fighting some weird cult guy? I don’t know, man. I’m sort of having second thoughts, to be honest.”

      “I’m having third and fourth thoughts,” his cousin Ignacio added. “But I don’t want to go back to the Mako, not like this. If we don’t starve to death, we’ll get attacked and killed by those terroristas.”

      Grover stepped up to Ruth. He seemed jumpy, anxious, constantly fidgeting. “Everyone here you can trust,” he said. He pointed to a young African American couple, early thirties, in Hawaiian print shirts and jeans. “This is Jamal and Sadie Baird. They’re the most enthusiastic about your plan.”

      The couple stepped forward. They were holding hands, but instead of fear, they seemed angry.

      “We’ve got to stop that man,” Sadie said. She was a large woman with a broad, expressive face, her hair mostly hidden beneath a brimless hat. “I’ve just been waiting for someone to kick things off. We need to take control from him, so we’re in charge. It’s the only way we’ll survive.”

      “Matthew’s got a lot of people around him,” Jamal said. He was paunchy but handsome, with a stern gaze and a straw hat perched on his head. “Boot lickers. You can’t just take him in a straight fight.”

      Ruth shook their hands. Then John did the same. Both groups now were crowded around her, and Ruth felt the gravity of what they were about to attempt. She had the major pieces of a plan now, and if it succeeded, the cruise ship survivors would be safer and the Mako survivors would walk away with what they needed. They had a little more than twenty people to pull this off.

      “Okay, the first thing we need to do is get on board our ship,” she said. “We’ll be riding heavy, so we might have to unload some of our supplies here on the beach to offset the additional weight. It’s late afternoon now. We’ll wait for the cover of night, and then we’ll spring the trap.”
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      “Matthew’s going to be pissed when he finds out we’re not on the beach,” Grover said, leaning against the cabin wall and gazing out at the passing land. “I’d suggest we just keep sailing if not for the fact that we’ve still got friends and family in the camp.”

      “My cousin’s wife is still there,” Sadie said. “I’m not leaving her, and I’m not leaving Matthew on his throne, if I can help it. He and his buddies are dangerous.”

      Ruth stood on the starboard deck, squinting into the moonlight to track their progress along the shoreline. By now, Matthew and his people must’ve been alerted to the disappearance of his lookout team and the mysterious strangers. Ruth hoped the local leader would assume his people had been kidnapped or killed.

      “It’s dangerous sailing with so little light,” John said from the helm. “If we hit a rock and tear the hull open, we’re going to have a bad time. Please keep those lights aimed at the water ahead.”

      Kay and Curtis were positioned at the bow of the ship, just behind the anchor box. Each of them had a flashlight, which they’d aimed at the water in front of the boat. It wasn’t much light. They were taking an awful risk for these people, and Ruth began to have an internal debate with herself. Had she let a moment of compassion overwhelm reason?

      There’s no going back now, she thought. We’ve dumped some of our supplies on shore, loaded up these strangers, and we’re on our way. We have to see this through to the end.

      They’d been sailing around the shore, taking a clockwise circuit around the island, when Grover suddenly leaned out of the opening in the side of the cabin and pointed. “There. That’s where we need to land. That small inlet there. It should be deep enough in the center to anchor the ship without scraping the bottom.”

      The islanders had given Ruth a clear sense of Matthew’s leadership structure. It turned out he was maintaining control with the help of about twenty strongmen who enforced his will. More than anything, he was guarding all of the supplies—what they’d taken from the cruise ship as well as what they’d looted from others. That alone made the other survivors follow his lead, and even endure his cruelty.

      “Okay, I’m turning toward the inlet,” John said. “Navigators, keep your eyes locked on the water. If you see ground, warn me immediately.”

      “You got it, Cap,” Kay said.

      The boat turned to starboard, aiming for the inlet, pushed by a strong wind. Ruth was practically trembling with anxiety. She lowered her hand to her side, feeling for the cold metal crowbar that was hooked to the hem of her jacket. Of course, they had Parker’s gun as well, but it only had a few bullets left. She wanted to use them sparingly, and that meant not firing a shot unless it was absolutely necessary. At the moment, the gun was in John’s possession. He had it tucked under his belt with the safety on.

      We could really use a lot more firearms, Ruth thought. Sadly, guns aren’t allowed on the Mako, or I would have brought my Ruger with me from home.

      Too late for that now. She steadied herself against the metal box that held the fried lift motor for the fishing net. The inlet was a small divot in the land surrounded on three sides by a thin strip of beach and low forested hills. But the mast was tall enough that it would be visible from a good distance. She intended to make them even more visible somehow. The ship was bait for the hook. And what bait was best? Fish liked worms, shrimp, and crickets, but pirates preferred helpless ships.

      They sailed into the inlet and anchored the ship as close to the shore as they dared. The surrounding hills were low. The ship’s tall mast would gleam above the surrounding landscape as soon as the sun rose. Ruth studied the area.

      “This is a very dangerous place to be,” Grover noted. “As soon as one of Matthew’s loyalists see this boat, they’ll come with an armed band to seize and loot it.”

      “Actually, that’s what we’re hoping for,” Ruth replied.

      “So we wait for Matthew’s men to come for the boat, and then we attack them,” Sadie said. “Is that the plan? Because, if so, I’m telling you right now, we don’t have the weapons for that.”

      “No, we’re going to split into two groups,” Ruth explained. “John and Curtis will stay with the boat and make sure to draw as much attention as possible in this direction.”

      At this, Stella gasped and stood up. She’d been sitting next to Bestie in the cabin, but she came out onto the foredeck now to stand near Curtis. He gave her a reassuring nod.

      “Will anyone else be with them?” Stella asked.

      “No, it’s better if they’re alone,” Ruth said. “We need the boat as light as possible. I want them to be able to move out of the inlet as soon as Matthew and his men make their move. If they give chase in some kind of raft or canoe, John and Curtis have to be able to outrun them.”

      “With these big sails, she’ll move fast,” John said from the helm. “Especially with most of the people and gear unloaded.”

      “What about the rest of us?” Kay asked. She was still crouched at the very front of the ship, though she’d clicked off her flashlight.

      “The second party will come with me,” Ruth said. “We’re going to circle around and approach the camp while Matthew is distracted by the ship. Then, while John and Curtis goad Matthew into a pursuit, we’re going to get into his personal supplies and take what weapons we can. We may even be able to free some of the people. Grover, does this sound like a reasonable plan to you?”

      The man considered it for a moment, running his hands over his thinning hair. “Well, Matthew is bound to bring most of his toughest men with him to loot the ship. He’s not especially cunning. He mostly wins by overwhelming his opponents, and that’s what he’s likely to do here. That should make it easier to get into his big tent at the center of the camp, yes, and I don’t think many of the regular islanders will fight us.”

      “We don’t know that for sure,” Sadie said sharply. The woman had a definite edge to her. “A lot of those people are scared of him. They may try to protect his stuff just to avoid getting killed by him later. This ain’t no peace mission, this is a coup. We better be ready to fight against anyone.”

      “We’ll be ready,” Ruth said, patting the crowbar at her side. “Come on. We have to jump overboard and wade ashore. John, Curtis, are you two comfortable with this?”

      She looked first at John, then at his son. They both nodded. “We’ll keep him busy,” John said. “He’ll be chasing us up and down the shore. A little taunting can go a long way with a guy like that.”

      “You have the gun,” she reminded him. “If it comes down to it, and it looks like they might get onto the boat, don’t be afraid to use the rest of the bullets.”

      “Matthew has a few guns,” Grover said. “They originally belonged to cruise ship security. They’re among his most treasured possessions, and there’s not a lot of ammo. I don’t know if he’ll bring them or not.”

      “Either way, I’ll be ready,” John said, patting the gun at his hip. “I’m an experienced hunter. My aim’s pretty good.”

      “But what about Bestie?” Stella asked, gesturing at the dog, who was standing anxiously in the cabin.

      “She can stay here with us,” John said. He stooped down and petted the dog on top of the head. “Don’t worry, we’ll keep her safe.”

      As if she’d heard and understood, Bestie panted loudly and licked John’s hand.

      “Okay…well…” Ruth wanted to say something else to reassure them all, to reassure herself, that this wasn’t a harebrained scheme, but the words wouldn’t come. Finally, all she could say was, “Okay, let’s get this done.”
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      Grover and the other cruise ship survivors led them along the coast and then turned inward toward a deep gulley. Before stepping into the gulley, Ruth glanced back in the direction of the inlet and saw the ship standing tall in the moonlight. The metal mast seemed to attract light, glinting brightly and swaying in a way that made it easy to spot from a distance. It was also rocking and making creaking sounds. John and Curtis had positioned themselves prominently on the foredeck: father at the mast, ready to raise the sails, and son at the anchor box, ready to hoist the anchor.

      If anything happens to them because of this scheme, I’ll never forgive myself, Ruth thought. But John is committed to helping these people. He wouldn’t go back to the Mako, even if I tried to talk him into it.

      And it was too late to go back anyway.

      She followed Grover into the gulley, Stella at her side, and lost sight of the inlet. They kept moving until they found a spot where a large overhanging rock created a well of utter darkness in the gulley. Here they huddled. Ruth made a mental count of everyone in their group: Ruth, Stella, Kay, Jorge, Ricardo, Ignacio, Andy, and Steph; the last two she did not know well. Then there was Grover, Sadie, Jamal, and eight islanders.

      The group was just big enough that it would be difficult to coordinate them once things got intense, so Ruth spent some time, as they huddled in the dark, whispering instructions to them. By the time the first pink light of morning appeared through the trees, they were as ready as they could be. And it didn’t take long to hear their signal. Voices in the distance, men shouting, the clang of metal, loud footsteps through brush.

      Grover leaned in close to Ruth. “That’ll be Matthew and his men. His voice is the sharpest one.”

      And indeed, one of the distant voices was fierce and fiery, shouting instructions to his men. Ruth only made out some of what was said. “…encircle the inlet…get that raft in the water…they’re pulling anchor!”

      Stella sucked in her breath, clearly worried about John and Curtis. Ruth patted her on the back. “They’ll handle this. Don’t worry. They are very competent men. Trust the plan.” And then, to the others gathered in the shadows around her, she said, “Let’s go. We need to do this quickly, while Matthew and his men are distracted.”

      “He will not want to let a nice fishing boat like that get away,” Grover said. “Chasing it up and down the shore will keep them busy for a while.”

      With Ruth and Grover leading the way, the group of nineteen made their way down the gulley, trying to move fast without making too much noise. The shouting around the inlet was only getting louder. Ruth thought she heard John’s voice in the cacophony, as if he were taunting his attackers.

      Move fast, John, she thought, trying to will her thoughts in his direction somehow. Stay ahead of them. Please, don’t get hurt.

      The gulley eventually opened into a small clearing. A platform had been built high in a tree at the edge of the clearing, with a rope ladder leading up. Grover explained that it was a lookout tower for the inlet. Nearby, a well-cleared trail led into the forest, climbing a rise toward the big hill that dominated the island.

      “The main camp is that way,” Grover said, pointing. “Let’s hope Matthew took most of his bodyguards to the inlet.”

      Ruth drew the crowbar out of the loop on her jacket and put her flashlight in its place. She heard others drawing makeshift weapons behind her. Stella had a hammer. Sadie and Jamal had grabbed fallen tree branches. Kay had taken Parker’s old knife from John. Jorge had a massive pipe wrench. Ricardo and Ignacio had large screwdrivers.

      “How many guns are in the camp?” Ruth asked.

      “Like I said, there are a few handguns that were taken from cruise ship security,” Grover replied, leading her toward the path on the far side of the clearing. “Not many bullets, though, so they’re treated like they’re worth more than gold. Matthew hasn’t fired a single bullet because he knows when he’s out, he’s out. All of the violence thus far has been of the crude variety.”

      “Crude and cruel,” Sadie added, with obvious bitterness in her voice. “And unnecessary. He doesn’t just kill people. He humiliates them publicly first. Even if you want to play pirate, you don’t have to debase the people who are supposed to be supporting you.”

      The trail took big looping curves through the forest. This seemed intentional, a way to make it harder to rush the camp. Along the way, they passed another side trail that led to another big mound encircled by white sticks. Ruth felt a shudder of unease as she passed it. Just how many people had Matthew killed?

      Soon, she began to hear the quiet noises of camp: the crackle of fires, hushed voices, the clink of metal pots and pans, wood being chopped. Even without seeing it, she could tell the island camp was a dour place, filled with traumatized and troubled people. Finally, she rounded a curve in the trail and saw it spread out before her. The huts were crudely made, framed with local wood and covered in whatever they could get their hands on: blankets, shower curtains, towels, clothing, palm branches. Firepits dotted the landscape. It was all rather primitive. Men, women, and children were moving about, but they seemed lethargic, underfed, and unhappy. As Grover and Ruth stepped out into the open, a few looked in their direction, and some retreated back into their huts, but no one approached or said anything.

      The huts were set in semicircular rows, close together, and all facing an elevated rocky shelf, where a much larger and more well-constructed building dominated the camp. It had an actual slanted roof that was covered in tarps. The walls were sturdy, with no gaps between, and a heavy pair of doors made from what looked like dining room tables sat in front. Just outside of the building, a large wooden chair like a crude throne sat at the edge of the rocky shelf, with a dozen or so smaller chairs flanking it on either side. Behind the large building, a natural rock wall rose up, eventually leveling out and becoming the grassy slope of the island’s dominating hill.

      “I don’t see any guards at the moment,” Grover said. “There might be some inside the cave where he stores most of the supplies. If you’re going to do this, you’d better do it fast, while the people are still confused.”

      Ruth looked over her shoulder and made eye contact with Stella, then Kay, then Jorge in turn. She nodded at each of them, held up her makeshift weapon, and set off into the camp. She made a beeline for the throne and the big log cabin beyond, moving past the nearest huts without even acknowledging the locals. The rest of her group moved in a big cluster behind her. The islanders, in particular, advanced with trepidation, except for Sadie. The young woman seemed to get angrier as they approached the slope up to the throne.

      Finally, a pair of men stepped out from between two tents and approached. They were big, beefy guys, the kind that might have been gym rats in their former lives. They were dressed in short-sleeve shirts, and each had a red strip of cloth tied around his upper right arm. They bore makeshift spears fashioned from knives attached to the end of long poles. The poles looked an awful lot like shower curtain rods.

      “Who are you people?” one of the guards said, gesturing with his spear toward Ruth. The blade, it seemed, had been a large steak knife in its former life. “What are you doing here?”

      The second guard, the bigger of the two, pointed his spear at Grover. “You’re the one who disappeared last night. All of you! We searched the whole island looking for you!” There was tension in the man’s voice, in his mannerisms, a tightness in his voice. Ready for violence at all times. “ You’re in big frickin trouble now!”

      Ruth glanced to her left and right. Grover on one side, Sadie on the other. “Fight through,” she said.

      Sadie moved before Ruth was even done speaking. In a lightning flash, with a sudden cry, she flung her tree branch at the bigger guard. His gaze was fixed on Ruth, so he didn’t see it coming in time, and the blunt end of the branch smacked him between the eyes. He stumbled backward, sputtering and cursing, and almost lost his spear.

      The second guard was initially startled but then shouted, “What do you think you’re doing!” He aimed his spear at Sadie and charged. Ruth stepped to one side to avoid the charge, then brought the crowbar around in a broad arc. She didn’t have a lot of upper body strength, but her aim was decent. The curve of the crowbar hit the guard just behind the right ear. He grunted and stumbled. As he fell, Sadie grabbed the shaft of the spear and yanked it out of his hand. Then her husband hit the guard in the back of the head with his tree branch.

      “Move,” Ruth shouted at her group. “Quickly. Don’t wait.”

      The bigger guard was dazed, holding his forehead. The other was out stone-cold on the ground. Ruth ran past them and headed up the slope. Grover moved with her. Kay and Stella soon caught up. Then the others. It was all a bit chaotic.

      When she got close to the throne, Ruth spotted what appeared to be a large, dried bloodstain on the rocky ground just in front of it. As she passed through the row of chairs, one of the big doors of the log cabin swung open, and two more guards stepped through. One was a tall, wiry guy with wild eyes and a mop of messy black hair. The other was a barrel-shaped fellow with a head like a cinder block. Both of them had red armbands.

      “What’s going on out here?” the wiry guy snarled, branding another steak-knife-tipped spear.

      “Intruders,” said the barrel-shaped man, swinging his own spear back and forth. “You’re dead! Matthew will have you impaled for this!”

      The guards rushed at the group. Sadie rushed to meet them, and that inspired others to follow her lead. Grover, Jamal, and Kay came next. Then Jorge, Ignacio, and Ricardo. Ruth’s shoulder was sore from the last strike, and she hesitated a moment to check Stella’s position. The rest of the group rushed ahead now.

      When the guards saw more than twenty people armed with clubs and tools rushing at them, they both stumbled to a stop. The wiry fellow looked about frantically, as if seeking help. But that brief delay gave Grover the opportunity he needed to drive his club into the man’s forehead, which sent him reeling. Then Jorge swooped in and pulled the spear from his hands.

      The barrel-shaped guard took a swipe at Sadie. She tried to dodge, but the tip of his spear dragged across her forearm. She yelped in pain, bright blood beading along the skin. Jorge rushed at the guard and slammed the wrench against his face. The guard sputtered and fell, slamming onto the rocks just behind the row of chairs, blood bursting from both nostrils and a split lip.

      As Ruth stepped past the guards and approached the open door, she heard other thumps and thuds. The islanders were dispatching the fallen guards. She glanced back and saw people coming out of their huts all over the camp. Most of them seemed confused. A few looked scared. But some were gaping in wide-eyed wonder, as if the most amazing thing in the world was happening before their eyes.

      “Into the cabin,” Ruth shouted at her group as she stepped through the door. “Don’t linger out in the open.”

      The inside of the cabin was quite an impressive achievement considering their circumstances and the short amount of time they were here. They’d laid down a floor of wood planks and covered most of it with a rug made of what appeared to be bed quilts. They’d brought chairs and tables and beds from the cruise ship, lined shelves with bottles of alcohol, bottles of water, and all kinds of packaged food. A row of doors in the back led to bedrooms, and an archway in the middle of the back wall led to some kind of poorly lit tunnel.

      Ruth stepped to one side to let the others flow into the building. As the workers and islanders piled into the room, Ruth saw that they’d picked up a few more locals. The revolution had begun!

      “Down that tunnel,” Grover said, pointing across the room. “It leads into the storehouse where Matthew keeps all of the supplies he’s stolen.”

      As Ruth headed that way, most of the others followed, but she noted a few of the islanders rushing to the shelves and grabbing the liquor bottles. Surely, they’d earned a drink after all Matthew had put them through. The tunnel led to a pair of locked doors, which she forced open with the crowbar. Beyond, she found a large natural cave that was filled almost to overflowing with supplies looted from the cruise ship. Food, beverages, clothing, tools, raw materials of various kinds, bedding, towels, all kinds of toiletries, medical supplies, feminine hygiene products, diapers, and in the back, a few large metal trunks.

      “The guns should be in here somewhere,” Grover said. “Matthew takes them out and waves them around occasionally. He likes to remind us that he holds all the power, you know?”

      “An unfired bullet is a promise,” Sadie said. “And he’s always promising death to the disobedient.”

      Ruth exchanged her crowbar for the flashlight, turned on the light, and shone it along the tall stacks of supplies. Her gaze settled on the metal trunks at the back. She made her way toward them. There were three of them, all clearly locked. She used the crowbar to begin forcing them open. In the end, however, she needed help from Stella, Jorge, and Kay. Working together, they managed to snap the locks and force open the lids.

      The first trunk contained money, stacks of pristine bills that looked like they’d come straight out of a bank vault. Islanders began crowding around and grabbing the money. Then some of the workers joined in. Ruth didn’t stop them. These people had as much right to the money as Matthew, after all. The second trunk contained jewelry that appeared to have been taken from people: wedding rings, class rings, earrings, bracelets, necklaces, all sorts of things.

      “Yeah, Matthew took every piece of jewelry from the survivors,” Grover explained. “These will need to be returned to the owners, assuming they’re still alive.”

      “I’ll have to leave that to you and your people,” Ruth replied.

      They forced open the third trunk and found a smaller plastic box inside. When Ruth opened it, she found three 9mm pistols packed in a shaped foam interior, with a single box of bullets.

      “That’s it,” Grover said. “Matthew’s WMDs. His guards use spears and clubs, but the guns are always there as a looming threat in the background.”

      “Are these all of them?”

      Sadie looked at Grover, then she nodded. “Yep. Just these.”

      Ruth grabbed one of the guns, checked to make sure it was loaded, and handed a second gun to Kay. She started to hand the third gun to Grover, but he waved it off.

      “No guns on the island,” he replied. “I want you to take them all. We’ll be safer without them.”

      So she handed the gun to Jorge instead. Then she shoved the box of bullets into her jacket pocket and rose.

      “Ruth, take whatever supplies your people need,” Grover said, beckoning to the stacks around them. “There’s more than enough to last us here.”

      And so Ruth directed the Mako survivors to dump the third trunk and load it with food supplies, mostly ingredients that would last a long time. Ricardo and Ignacio volunteered to carry the trunk. The other workers grabbed some bags and boxes of additional food supplies. Once they’d grabbed everything they wanted, they’d barely made a dent in what the cave contained.

      Ruth was leading them back down the tunnel when she heard a commotion coming from the log cabin. Suddenly, the double doors flew open, and guards poured into the building. The one in the middle seemed to be the leader. He was tall and fit, a man who clearly hit the gym regularly in his previous life. His face was lean, with a prominent forehead beneath a slicked-back hairdo. He had some kind of ridiculous thin headband made of woven leather bands with gemstones and feathers in it. Ruth assumed this was Matthew. He certainly had the bearings of an aggressive, type-A, take-charge CEO.

      Guards with red armbands fanned out to the left and right around him, beefy men with spears and other weapons.

      Matthew raised a hand, revealing fingers dripping in gold rings. “There they are,” he shouted. “Looters working with traitors. Kill every single person in this cave. Right now. Without mercy. We don’t need a trial.”

      Ruth counted at least a dozen guards. With furious cries, they charged through the doors and rushed into the tunnel. Ruth was standing in front of her group, and she had little time to react. Stumbling backward, she raised the gun and pulled the trigger. The safety was on!

      “I want them all eviscerated,” Matthew shrieked from the cabin. “I want their dead bodies dragged through the street!”

      The first two guards raised their spears and pointed them at her, clearly intending to impale her during their charge. As she backed away, Ruth bumped up against other people who were crowded into the tunnel behind her. She had nowhere to go.

      And then Kay stepped past her, gun thrust out before her, and opened fire. She had good aim. The nearest guard took a bullet to the face and dropped like a rag doll. The second tried to turn away, but his feet got twisted up, and he fell. As he dropped, he got one bullet in the middle of his back and another in the back of his head. He hit the hard rocks and rolled up against Ruth’s legs.

      “They stole the guns!” Matthew said, his voice a shrill cry. “It’s an inside job. I want them dead! I want them in a mound! Rush those people. They can’t shoot everyone!”

      “We’ll see about that,” Kay muttered.

      Despite facing armed opponents, the remaining guards rushed down the tunnel, as dutiful as automatons. Ruth, practically trembling with adrenaline, struggled to flick the safety on her pistol. However, Kay and Jorge took a step past her and began to unload their weapons in the direction of the guards. Because they were being funneled into a narrow space, it was like shooting fish in a barrel. Ruth’s nostrils burned with the smell of gunpowder, hot metal, and blood.

      Finally, Ruth got the safety off. By then, at least half a dozen guards were on the ground, dead or dying. The rest has retreated into the building, using various pieces of furniture for cover. Matthew had ducked down behind a table.

      “Charge them,” Ruth muttered. “Otherwise, they may get out of the cabin and regroup.”

      And with that, taking her own advice, she rushed down the tunnel. She dared to glance over her shoulder as she did so. Most of the workers and islanders had scattered throughout the cave, seeking cover. Kay and Jorge were right with her, as were Sadie, Jamal, and Grover. They rushed together toward the archway. Sadie gave a huge, guttural snarl, and Ruth couldn’t help but think that the woman seemed more alive amidst all this violence.

      Ruth raced into the cabin. As soon as she did, a guard who had been hiding to one side hurled his spear at her. If the thing had been more aerodynamic in its design, it might have struck her. Instead, it flew crooked and hit the wall just in front of her face.

      “Kill them! Rush them together and kill them,” Matthew shouted from where he hid. “What’s the matter with you cowards?”

      Ruth turned to her right and opened fire on the guard who’d tried to strike her. Her aim wasn’t great. The first shot missed, and he lunged to his right. The second shot hit him in the leg. He stumbled and went down to his knees. Then Jorge reached past her and fired the killing shot to the side of his head.

      “Do as I say,” Matthew shouted, his voice cracking from the strain. “Rush them together, you cowards!”

      “They’ve got the guns,” one of the guards replied. “What can we do?”

      “You can charge like men instead of cowards,” Matthew said.

      At that, several guards rose from hiding and tried to charge. Ruth felt bad for them. They’d obeyed Matthew to the end, and now it had made them easy targets, even for a mediocre shot. Kay took out three in quick succession. Jorge shot two. And Ruth shot the last of them. They dropped, some moaning or gasping, writhing on the wood floor, others dead as soon as they hit.

      That left Matthew, and he was crouched behind a table near the door where he’d been the entire time rather than leading the assault. Ruth wouldn’t give him a chance to escape. She strode across the room, stepping over and around bodies of the dead and dying.

      “Don’t shoot. Don’t shoot,” Matthew said. “You need me alive to negotiate with the locals. You need me alive.” The tenor of his voice had changed dramatically. All of the fire had gone out of him. Ruth could see the tips of his hair, the heel of his boot.

      “Stand up right now and surrender,” she said, “and neither I nor my two friends here will shoot you.”

      “You swear?”

      “Yes,” Ruth said tightly. “We don’t kill unarmed people. We’re not like you.”

      And slowly, hands held out to his sides, Matthew rose from behind the table. Ruth lowered her gun, and she motioned for Kay and Jorge to do the same. They did so, but with obvious reluctance. Matthew stood there before them, sweating profusely, his ridiculous headband cocked at an angle.

      “Did you kill civilians?” Ruth asked. “Did you bury men, women, and children in those big mounds of dirt?”

      “Of course,” he replied, giving her a forced, and not entirely convincing, smile. “I had to. We had to. The only reason we survived is because we got rid of the troublemakers and the lone wolves. We needed order.”

      Sadie shouldered past Ruth then. “My cousin was not a troublemaker or a lone wolf. You killed him because he wouldn’t give you his wedding ring. You made him kneel in front of your throne, and your guard put a spear in his back. Then you took the ring from his finger after he bled to death.”

      “We needed leadership,” Matthew said, cowering at her approach. “We needed order.”

      And Sadie, without another comment, drove the big steak knife at the end of the makeshift spear right into Matthew’s chest. She did it quickly, smoothly, without hesitation. Matthew grabbed at the spear, but she pulled it out. A massive amount of blood gushed out of the wound as he stumbled backward. Gurgling, eyes wide, he slammed into the door, then slowly slid down to the floor in a fast-growing puddle of his own blood.

      “Right in the heart,” Kay said, whistling.

      Sadie was breathing heavily, her eyes wide and glassy, but she had a smile on her lips, too. Ruth shook her head. Wouldn’t want to be on her bad side, that’s for sure.

      For a few minutes, they just stood there, listening to the last sounds of dying Matthew and his dying guards. The shock of it all was like ice in Ruth’s veins. She set the safety on the gun and slid it into her jacket pocket. Then she turned around. Grover, Jamal, and a bunch of other islanders were slowly entering the room, looking around in amazement. Ricardo and Ignacio came next, lugging the trunk between them. Then Stella and the other workers.

      “This wouldn’t have been possible without your help,” Grover said, stretching out his hand toward Ruth. “We owe you so much.”

      She accepted the handshake. “What will happen now? Who will be the leader of this place?”

      “There won’t be any leader,” Sadie said sharply. “We’ll lead democratically here. There will be an elected council to make decisions for people. I won’t accept another Matthew.”

      “I agree,” her husband said.

      “Me, too,” Grover added. He glanced around. “But first, we’ll have to break the news to the others in the camp and clean up this mess. Things are going to be different now. Better.”

      “Better,” Sadie agreed. “For sure. No matter what it takes.”
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      In the end, they filled up two large trunks full of supplies plus whatever else the locals helped carry, mostly food that wouldn’t spoil, and lugged it back to the inlet. Here, they found the fishing boat waiting for them. John and Curtis had sailed out to sea to avoid Matthew, but when Ruth and the others appeared on the beach, they sailed back in. They’d said their farewells to the islanders, and Ruth was confident that things would, in fact, be better for Grover, Sadie, Jamal, and all of the other cruise ship survivors.

      Once the trunks, people and Bestie had been loaded back onto the fishing boat, they set sail again. There had been some brief debate about staying on the island, but Ruth didn’t want to add to the burdens of the many people who were already trying to make it here. It was a small island, and the locals had enough to deal with already.

      “So, either we look for another island,” John said, standing at the helm, “or we head to the mainland and hope it’s not as bad there as we fear.”

      “Or we return to the Mako,” Ruth said. This got her a few sharp looks from the others, as she knew it would.

      “What about AILS?” Stella said. As with so many things, the dog had been freaked out by all of the shouting from Matthew and his guards, so Stella was doing her best to calm her down, petting her gently and feeding her little pieces of dog biscuits from the supplies they’d gotten from the island.

      “An AILS attack is a risk we just might have to take,” Ruth said. “It’s possible they won’t come to the Mako since they never got the all-clear from Parker. Folks, I know this seems like a sudden change of plans, but at least the Mako is a known entity. We won’t encounter another unknown local crisis there.”

      The group regarded her silently for a few seconds, but nobody put up a fight. Indeed, some of them probably preferred the idea of returning to the Mako, even with the threat of AILS. If the island had shown them anything, it was that the world was full of undiscovered threats now. Nowhere felt safe anymore.

      “Okay, screw it, let’s go back,” Kay said. “We’re armed now, at least. If AILS sails close to the Mako, we can pick them off from the lower deck with our new guns.”

      “At least I know I have a place to lay my head at night,” Jorge added. “My own bed, not some island hut full of people I don’t know or trust. Yes, let’s go back.”

      “Plus, we have a few months’ worth of food now,” Ricardo said. “We won’t starve. And we even have some good alcohol. I saw a bottle of Hennessy Black in there, man! That alone makes the trip worthwhile to me. Let’s return.”

      “This was a failed experiment,” his cousin Ignacio added. “It was science, right? Testing a hypothesis, and we got our answer. Let’s go back.”

      A few more nodded. Nobody refused. Ruth took that as a good sign.

      “Very well,” Ruth replied. “It’s settled then. Let’s go back.”

      And so they hoisted the sails and sailed out of the inlet, heading back north to the Mako oil platform. It felt strange to return. Actually, Ruth felt a bit defeated. Her mission to find a better place had ultimately failed, at least in part. It had become a successful supply run, but nothing more. The battle on the island had made them all cautious, that was clear, and she wasn’t sure what to do about that. The adventurous spirit that had inspired them to set off for the island was gone, and she didn’t think they could get it back.

      Ruth spent most of the trip back in a daze, seeing the images of blood and bodies in her mind. She hadn’t slept at all in the last twenty-four hours, and she couldn’t bring herself to do it now. Even as others found places to curl up and snooze, she found herself sitting on the starboard deck in a mental fog, staring out at the water. Plenty of food and supplies, three handguns, and a box of 9mm bullets. That’s what all of their careful planning, hard work, and risk had bought them.

      And you freed over one hundred people from a tyrannical maniac, she reminded herself.

      By the time the Mako appeared on the horizon, the sun was setting. It arose in the distance like a recovered memory, its huge steel and concrete supports rising from the ocean, bearing the great nest of decks, buildings, and equipment on their shoulders. There was no evidence of AILS. Certainly, no strange ships were parked in the area.

      Though most people had slept, she awakened them now as the Mako drew near. They needed to discuss their next steps. Kay sat up beside Jorge, rubbing her eyes. Her short hair was in disarray, sticking up at strange angles. His bowl cut was a dusty fright wig.

      “Did we really have a gunfight on a tropical island?” Kay said. “Feels like a dream. Maybe we were right here at the Mako all along. We ate some bad soup and had a collective nightmare. I always thought that powdered potato soup from the pantry was a bit suspect.”

      “It wasn’t a dream,” Jorge said. “I’ve still got blood splashed on my boots.”

      “Bestie’s still shaking,” Stella said, hugging the dog. “This girl deserves a nice, safe home.”

      Once everyone was awake, Ruth stood near the cabin, where most of them could see her and began sharing her plans. “We still don’t know if AILS is going to be a problem, so we’ll have to prepare for them. In the meantime, we have repairs to make from all the flooding, especially to the control room. If we can dry out the console and fix any damage, we can get some of the systems working again. The generator and the new console are still functional.”

      “Parker’s paperwork said AILS wants to use the Mako as a base of operations,” Kay pointed out. “I read it with my own eyes. Many of us did. They’ll be coming for us sooner or later. We have to expect that.”

      Curtis had been sleeping in a corner of the cabin. He looked bleary-eyed as he sat up and adjusted his baseball cap. “We should blow up the platform so they can’t use it,” he said. “Maybe we could even wait until they’re all on board and blow them up with it. We’d have to sail somewhere else after that, I guess, but anything we can do to hinder the goals of this terrorist organization seems like a good idea to me.”

      This caused some murmuring, and Ruth thought maybe some agreed with the idea. It was a wild idea and not the best option if they’re planning to stay on board, but they might have to consider it if it looked like they were going to lose the platform.

      “Hey, I know we rushed back here because it’s a familiar place to most of you,” Curtis continued. “But that’s just fear talking. When you run from trauma, you go to a comfortable place, right? But honestly, there are plenty of other places we could go, and if we can kick AILS in the seat of their pants on our way out, isn’t that the right thing to do?”

      They were pulling up beside the lift now. Curtis pulled in the sails, and Ricardo and Ignacio put out the boat bumpers. As soon as they reached the support post, Curtis dropped anchor, and then Ruth helped him tie the anchor chain back in place.

      It doesn’t feel like coming home, she thought. It feels like defeat. Curtis is right. We retreated to a familiar place, but we can’t stay here.

      The unloading was a slow and difficult process requiring both lifts. Once everyone was back inside the building, with the supplies set in the rec room, she gave people a couple of hours to rest. As for herself, she could neither rest nor settle her mind, so she paced from room to room, chased by terrible images of blood pouring from head wounds, bodies dropping like rag dolls, even Matthew’s last desperate pleas.

      You did what was necessary, she reminded herself. It didn’t seem to help.

      Eventually, she roused everyone and called a group meeting. She would have used the cafeteria, but the room was still saturated with water. The rec room was a bit better, so they gathered enough chairs for everyone and set them up in rows there. As people filed into the room, she noted that many of them had changed clothes, especially those who had been directly involved in the fighting.

      Stella, Curtis, and John sat in the front row with Bestie. Kay, Jorge, and Steph sat in the middle row. The cousins—Ricardo, Ignacio—and Andy wound up in the back. Everyone looked bleary-eyed and exhausted.

      “We’ll eat soon,” Ruth said. “We’ll dip into the new rations, but first we need to figure out what we’re doing next. The conversation that began on the boat needs to continue. Curtis, I’ve been thinking about what you said quite a bit.”

      “About blowing up the Mako?” Curtis said, petting Bestie. “It’s the best way to frustrate AILS and all of their evil plans. That’s for sure.”

      “This platform is a beast,” Kay said. “It won’t be easy to bring down. I can’t think of anything at our disposal that could bring down the whole platform, especially without working electricity.”

      “It would take a lot of explosives,” Jorge added. “I don’t know where we’d get them. We might be able to mix some raw ingredients to make something that’ll explode, but it wouldn’t be nearly enough.”

      “You’re both right,” Ruth said. She was standing at the front of the room, but she didn’t know how much longer her wobbling legs would continue to hold her up. “We’d have to strap some pretty big bombs to the supports to destroy them, and I doubt we have the materials for that.”

      Curtis held up his hands. “Fine. Scrap my plan, then. I just thought it would strike a blow against AILS. They want this place, but they can’t have it. That sort of thing.”

      Ruth took a deep breath and let it out slowly. There was an answer, though it made her tired beyond bearing just to think about it. “I’m not saying we have to scrap your plan. Actually, bringing down the Mako is probably the best thing we can do. It’ll throw AILS off their plans, and it’ll force us to find a better place. We’ll no longer be able to retreat to a familiar or comfortable place. We just can’t do it with the materials we have here.”

      She felt her right leg almost give out, so she leaned back against the wall to brace herself. John started to rise and come toward her, but she waved him back. He sat down again.

      “It just so happens I know where we might be able to get both the raw materials and the know-how to create some pretty strong explosives,” Ruth continued. “Additionally, we would gain access to all of the technical information about the oil platform that we’d need. However, it would require sailing to the mainland and making a potentially dangerous trip.”

      Stella perked up suddenly. Did she realize who Ruth was referring to? If so, then she understood how reluctant Ruth was to suggest this solution.

      “My brother, Ronny,” Ruth said. “He lives on a farm near a small town about thirty or forty miles from the coast. Most of you don’t know this, but Ronny’s the engineer who originally designed this platform and others like it. He also knows how to decommission them, so he’d have the clearest idea about how to bring it down. And, to put it mildly, he keeps an unhealthy number of supplies and materials on his property.”

      “You don’t seem particularly excited about this plan,” Kay said, arms crossed. “What’s the deal with you and your brother?”

      “Ronny and I haven’t spoken in years,” she said. “He’s gotten really eccentric over the years, but he might be exactly who we need right now.”

      “Okay, so let’s go get him,” Curtis said.

      “I’m not taking a big group of people to the mainland,” Ruth said. “There’s no telling what danger we will encounter there. After the EMP and widespread fires, there’s liable to be chaos. I’ll go with a very small group, move fast, and bring Ronny back as soon as possible. It’ll be safer that way. You guys have food here, and with the guns, you should be able to fend off AILS if they show up before I return.”

      “Am I going?” Stella asked. She was petting Bestie.

      “No, Stella, I’d rather you stayed here,” Ruth said. “You and Curtis need to stay here and take care of Bestie.” Stella nodded. Ruth wasn’t sure if she was upset about not going or relieved. “John, I think you should come with me, if you’re willing. Just the two of us, maybe. We could move really fast that way, keep hidden, and get to Ronny’s in a day or two at most. Plus, my brother might not pitch a fit if I show up with a single guest.”

      “Of course,” John said, grabbing the brim of his hat. “I’ll go wherever you go, Ruth.”

      There was a surprising amount of emotion behind that last comment, and it warmed Ruth’s heart, despite everything else. She smiled at John and nodded.

      “What about the rest of us?” Kay asked.

      “The rest of you prepare for a possible AILS arrival,” Ruth said. “They’re not getting on the Mako. It will never be their base of operations if we have anything to say about it.”
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      John stood at the helm, gazing at the growing haze before them with increasing alarm. A blanket of smoke still lay upon the mainland, the product of a vast landscape of smoldering ruins. Ruth had fallen asleep in the late morning. She was curled up on the padded bench, her hands tucked beneath her cheek. She looked quite adorable, actually, though John knew she bore a terrible weight of responsibility.

      He let her sleep as long as possible, but eventually, charred hills along the coast became visible. He saw the burned hull of boats lying on their sides in the shallow water. Homes and other buildings had been reduced to blackened splinters and piles of ash and bricks. Even so, as they drew close, he saw people moving about the burned city. They seemed to cluster together in packs, like wild animals looking for food.

      Looters, he thought, digging out anything that might have survived the fire.

      Finally, he went and pulled in the sails a bit to slow their progress. Then he gently shook Ruth awake. She opened one red-rimmed eye and looked up at him.

      “We’re approaching the coast,” he said. “You probably need to take a look at this.”

      “Is it bad?” she replied.

      He nodded. “A bit worse than we expected. Everything burned, and it looks like a lawless wasteland out there.”

      Ruth rubbed her face and sat up, yawning. She blinked a few times and peered out through the cabin. After gazing at the smoking ruins and the wandering bands, she shook her head and said, “We can’t come ashore openly like this. We’re sure to get attacked and robbed. We need to sail somewhere that provides cover, so we can hide the boat.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out,” John said. “I don’t know how much luck we’re going to have.”

      He turned the wheel so they were moving parallel with the coastline. As he did that, Ruth grabbed the radio, which was attached to the dashboard. It had formerly belonged to Parker, and indeed, the traitor had attempted to contact AILS with it. It was one of the only working pieces of electronics that Ruth had seen since the EMP, and she would need it to contact Ronny. As they sailed along the coast, she switched the radio on and turned the dial, trying to pick up anyone else in the vicinity. However, she mostly got white noise.

      The farther they went, the more burned buildings they saw, the more roving bands of people. John was astonished at how far and wide the damage was spread in so short a time. The blackened shells of vehicles littered the roads. Looters picked through smoldering piles. The land here was open, and the boat was highly visible. Indeed, a few people stopped to watch the boat passing by, and though John couldn’t make out their faces from this distance, he imagined they were like predators trying to gauge if this was prey.

      Eventually, they left the city and began to pass a series of overgrown hills. John spotted a small cove with a narrow, rocky entrance, and he aimed for it. There had been a small pier or dock in the cove, but it was burned down to its support posts, and a small building nearby was charred to its foundation.

      “The EMP must have sparked fires,” John said. “Is that possible?”

      “I assume so,” Ruth said. “Though some of the fires might have been set by people during the chaos.”

      The cove seemed relatively undisturbed, and there were no people here. They sailed to a shady spot near some overhanging trees and dropped anchor. They then took the additional step of removing the mast from its U-bolts and laying it on the deck. With a bit of luck, nobody would spot it and steal it while they were gone. They used a long piece of wood from storage as a gangplank and crossed onto land. Each of them had a backpack full of supplies to last them at least a couple of days, but Ruth had said she intended to move fast. John didn’t expect many breaks.

      Ruth held the radio above the water until she got on dry land. As she went to turn it off, they caught a brief, static-filled report.

      “…avoid the stretch of highway 124 between High Island Beach and Stowell. Big gang war…moving back and forth…many dead bodies…”

      And then the voice faded into the static. Ruth glanced at John before turning the radio off and putting it in her jacket pocket.

      “Well, that’s good to know,” John replied. “Were you planning to take Highway 124?”

      “It would make sense,” Ruth replied. “Ronny’s near Monroe City, which is due west of Stowell, but we can cut across land once we cross High Island Bridge. I’ll need a map, if we can find one, a big map that includes all the small local roads.”

      “Maybe we can find a gas station that hasn’t completely burned to the ground,” John said. “They might have a state map or maybe a rest area, those often have maps too.”

      She nodded, glanced at the sun’s position, and set off to the northwest. The sleep seemed to have invigorated her a little bit, at least. John was glad about that, but he knew they had a long walk ahead of them. He’d been so cooped up over the last few weeks that he didn’t really mind.

      They’d brought weapons. Ruth had the crowbar looped in her jacket, and John had brought both a knife and a hammer. There had been some discussion about bringing one of the guns, but Ruth had ultimately said that she thought the people on the Mako would need all the guns they could get their hands on if AILS showed up. However, as John gazed ahead at the wild lands before them, he wondered if this hadn’t been a mistake.

      Gang wars on the highway, he thought. It’s even worse on the mainland than we feared. We’ve got a thirty-mile hike ahead of us, but it feels like we’re passing through a war zone.

      John had the compass from the boat. He pulled it out now and held it up where she could see it. They set off. At first, they walked along the hills above the cove, then they dropped down on the other side into open grasslands that stretched out as far as the eye could see. John could see a tendril of dark smoke off to their right, and the whole landscape smelled of burnt wood and charred brick. Fortunately, he didn’t see any other people in their immediate vicinity.

      They set off across a field at a brisk pace. John spent a lot of time in the outdoors, and he enjoyed hiking. A couple of frustrating weeks on the Mako hadn’t taken all of his strength away. After half an hour or so, they came upon what he assumed was a state highway. A few vehicles had been abandoned here. They littered the lanes and shoulders. One pickup truck had wound up in the grass, tipped on its side. John noticed that most of the vehicles had opened doors and trunks, and he didn’t doubt that they’d been looted.

      Their destination took them across the road, but Ruth turned suddenly and pointed at a distant object rising up into the sky.

      “That looks like a truck stop sign,” she said. “The sign’s intact. Do you suppose the store survived?”

      “Unlikely,” John replied. “Looters have probably picked it clean by now, but it doesn’t look like it burned.”

      “Well, looters will probably be after the food and drinks,” Ruth said. “They might not have taken all of the road maps. Let’s take a look. Keep your eyes open for people. Trust nobody.”

      “Nobody but you,” he said with a grin.

      She returned the smile, though somewhat awkwardly, and set off down the road. They stuck to the shoulder in case they had to flee into the high grass. The dead vehicles were numerous. It looked like all newer vehicles had died in the EMP. He wondered if some older vehicles had survived. Eventually, they came in sight of the gas station. Even from a distance, they could tell that the building was heavily damaged, but it hadn’t burned to the ground. That made it a rare jewel in a charred land.

      “I don’t see anybody there,” John said, “but they could be hiding inside.”

      “We’re not out here to make friends,” Ruth said. “Or enemies. We’ll avoid people as best we can.”

      The parking lot was full of dead cars and trucks. The place had been busy when the EMP struck. At some point, most of the windows in the front of the building had been shattered. As they crossed the parking lot, John caught a whiff of some sickly odor that seemed familiar.

      “I know that smell,” he said.

      “Rotting animal carcasses,” Ruth said. “I know it, too. Growing up on a ranch near the Oklahoma border had its downsides.”

      “Only, I assume it’s not animals this time,” John said.

      It didn’t take long to spot the source of the smell. Two bodies lying just inside the gas station, sprawled facedown as if they’d been entering the building when they were killed. As John had suspected, the convenience store was picked clean of almost everything. Shelves and freezers were bare, with a few broken items, stomped food, and empty containers littering the floor. As they approached one of the big, broken windows in front, he spotted another body slumped over the counter beside the cash register. The cash register had been busted open.

      “Well, something unpleasant certainly happened here recently,” John said, pinching his nose shut with one hand and brandishing his knife with the other.

      “Look there,” Ruth said, pointing toward a small metal rack in a corner near the cash register. It was tipped on its side, but there were still numerous maps stuck in the bins. “Looters left some maps behind.”

      She drew the crowbar out of its loop as she stepped inside the building. Ruth picked her way carefully to avoid the broken glass and other debris. John moved a bit less carefully, kicking things out of his way in passing. There was yet another body sitting slumped in one of the aisles.

      “So, is there absolutely no law enforcement or National Guard around here?” John asked. “Are things completely lawless?”

      “I’m sure they have plenty of problems to deal with,” Ruth replied. “Little places like this aren’t exactly a priority when there are nuclear power plants, banks, and armories to protect.”

      And just then, a shrill cry arose from somewhere at the back of the store. A figure stepped out of the alcove that led to the bathrooms. He wore an absolutely filthy pea coat with about a million stains on it, a felt cowboy hat that looked like it had been run over by a truck, and jeans that had turned a shade of dark brown. He stood there a moment, shouting at the top of his lungs, then charged. As he came down the aisle, he raised his hands, revealing, of all things, a long silver katana. He began swinging it back and forth as he came, making that throat-rending wordless cry.

      John stepped to one side, intending to place himself between Ruth and the charging man. But Ruth cocked her arm back and threw the crowbar with all of her might at their attacker. He swung the sword at it, but he missed. The sharp end of the crowbar hit him in the mouth. The impact killed his shrill sound as suddenly as if someone had pulled a plug, and the man’s feet flew out from under him. His teeth, shattered, scattered onto the floor. He hit the ground, bounced, and slid. In the process, he dropped the sword, which clattered down the aisle and came to a stop at John’s feet.

      “Grab the map,” John said. “Let’s get out of here. It’s become a nest of crazy people.”

      The man was on his back, staring up at the ceiling and breathing heavily. His lips were split, blood running down his cheeks and chin. The crowbar had rebounded and wound up near the end of the aisle. As Ruth ran for the rack of maps, John quickly picked up the sword and the crowbar. Their attacker seemed dazed.

      Stooping down, Ruth grabbed a paper map of the state of Texas. She slid it into the inner pocket of her jacket and made for the nearest shattered window. John caught up to her and handed her the crowbar as they moved outside.

      “You have really good aim,” John said as they hurried across the parking lot. “I’m impressed.”

      “Thanks,” she replied. “I played a bit of softball when I was a girl, but it’s been a long time. Chalk it up to adrenaline and luck.”

      John took one last look over his shoulder to make sure the crazy man wasn’t following them. Then he set off across the nearest field. They walked for a while, just putting more distance between them and the gas station. Eventually, they came across a large, flat rock that served as a bench, and they sat down to look at the map together. They marked out what appeared to be the easiest and safest route to Ruth’s brother’s house. By then, it was getting late in the day, and the shadows were long.

      They set off again, moving in a new direction toward a country road that would take them through some rough terrain. There were sparse trees here and there, as well as some areas that were overgrown with brush. But most of the land was limited to flat and open grasslands. Eventually, they came in sight of the country road, a single lane cutting through the grass like a scar.

      “This isn’t the stretch of highway they were warning about on the radio, is it?” John asked.

      “No, that’s a few miles to the east,” Ruth replied. “Still, let’s be as jumpy as wild rabbits, okay?”

      “That won’t be hard,” he said, with an uncomfortable laugh.

      They approached the road. As they did, John heard a faint sound rising in the distance. At first, it was little more than a rumbling, but after a few seconds, it grew, changed, and became something all too familiar. Ruth must have heard it, too, for she stopped in her tracks, still a few yards from the road, and glanced at John. He gave her an anxious look. They were standing out in the open. The nearest cover was a stand of trees back behind them.

      They didn’t have long to consider the wisest course of action. Dust arose to the east, and the vehicles appeared within seconds. The motorcycles came fast, blasting down the small road at an alarming speed. Ruth turned, signaled for John to do the same, and made for the stand of trees. He followed, but he kept gazing over his shoulder to track the approach. There were at least a dozen motorcycles of various makes and models being ridden by a rough-looking group of men and women.

      Unfortunately, it was clear that they would not reach the trees before the group passed by, so she stopped and crouched down in the grass. John squatted beside her, taking the sword handle in both hands.

      “If we keep running after they’ve spotted us,” she said, “we’re likely to induce a predatory chase instinct in them.”

      “Could this be the group they warned about on the radio?” he asked

      “I don’t know,” she replied. “Try not to do anything that will draw their interest.”

      The wild grass grew to their shoulders when they crouched, so they were not completely hidden. The first motorcycles, however, roared on by without the riders even looking at them. Then a couple of riders glanced in their direction. The final motorcycle in the line was a massive Indian Thunder Stroke 116, a crimson-colored beast that looked like it had only recently been stolen from the dealer’s lot. The man riding it was enormous, draped in a long leather coat and black boots. His helmet had a flaming skull on the side and a row of spikes along the top.

      As he drew parallel with their spot in the grass, he slowed down, and his big head swiveled in their direction. Ruth saw a long black beard flecked with gray poking out from under the visor.

      “You’re in our territory, you rats,” he roared, his voice so deep and so loud that it cut through even the cacophony of engine noise. “We eat interlopers for supper!”

      Apparently, that was enough for Ruth. She tapped John on the shoulder, rose, and ran for the stand of trees. As she did, John heard the man cackle with laughter, but he didn’t look back until they were safely hidden in the deep shadows beneath the boughs.
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      Dana ran out on deck, chased by the shouting of the captain. On the lower deck, people were moving back and forth. Some were manning the firehoses. Others had guns, but the enemy boats were still too far away. Three mismatched boats racing along off their port bow. They were speedboats, but it looked like someone had mounted armor and weapons to them. She could hear their engines. Small but powerful, cutting through the waves.

      She moved to the top of the steps at the edge of the upper deck, leaning against the handrail, and raised her binoculars. Maybe a dozen men on each of the boats, some in uniforms, others in civilian clothes. A few National Guard, some Coast Guard, and plenty of wannabe civilian heroes. Some of what she’d thought were mounted guns proved to be water cannons. However, a few of the men had rifles.

      She lowered the binoculars. On the lower deck, an AILS agent named Maksat raised his own rifle, a retrofitted AK-47, and took aim at the distant ships.

      “Don’t shoot at them yet,” Dana shouted. “Captain wants all rifles on the forward deck. These guys think were pirates. They don’t realize who they’re dealing with, but we’re about to show them.”

      Cheers went up, and the rifle bearers practically danced up the promenade deck toward the main deck at the bow. The main deck was the largest one on the yacht, and they’d reinforced it with bullet resistant panels in the gaps along the handrail. The rifle bearers took up positions along the handrail, some on the port side, some on the starboard.

      Only the women manning the firehoses remained on the aft deck. Dana clambered down the steps and made her way along the promenade toward them. As she did, she raised the binoculars and gazed at their attackers again. The three speedboats were coming in at an angle, clearly intending to intercept the AILS flagship. Since they were civilians and “luddites,” they probably wouldn’t open fire first. They would attempt to disable the boat or convince them to stop.

      They don’t realize we can’t be bargained with, Dana thought, and felt a little shiver of glee. There was nothing quite as thrilling as exceeding the expectations of their enemies.

      As soon as she reached the main deck, she heard a distinct whistle coming from the bridge. She knelt and grabbed the handrail with her free hand, still gazing in the direction of their enemies. The boats were in firing range, but they weren’t firing upon the yacht. Some had their rifles pointed in their directions, others did not. The water cannons were pointed at them, but all of the people looked nervous to Dana. Anxious.

      And you should be, she thought. She lowered the binoculars and grabbed the handrail with her other hand. You’re less than insects to us.

      “Brace yourselves, soldiers,” Dana shouted. “Maneuvers.”

      She saw the soldiers on the deck in front of her reaching out to steady themselves, but they kept their rifles at the ready. Suddenly, the yacht took a sharp turn to port. The force of it pulled her away from the handrail, but she clamped down tightly. The soldiers along the main deck braced themselves. Most rode the turn, but a couple of them went down, though they quickly recovered.

      Captain Tyra was turning the flagship toward their attackers. That should catch them off guard. The yacht turned in such a way that it was now positioned to intercept the speedboats instead of the other way around. Dana looked through the binoculars and saw their attackers scrambling. They seemed to be shouting at each other. The gap was closing fast.

      “Open fire,” Dana shouted. “Now’s the moment! Drive them away!”

      The attackers on the main deck rose above the handrail, braced themselves, and began to fire upon the speedboats. These luddites were going to learn that AILS operatives were well-trained and well-stocked with ammunition. They wouldn’t be the first to try to take their ship or the last. The yacht completed its turn, aiming its bow directly at the oncoming boats.

      The men on the speedboats didn’t have much cover. As Dana watched, they began to drop. One man even flopped over the starboard gunwale and dropped into the ocean. It took a few seconds before they managed to return fire, and by then, they’d already lost seven men. She heard return fire plinking against the armor plates along the front of the yacht. At first, the speedboats maintained their course, as if they thought the AILS flagship was bluffing, but the yacht only picked up speed.

      “Keep firing,” Dana shouted. “Aim well. No wasted bullets.”

      She watched through the binoculars as more men fell on the speedboats. The pilot of the nearest boat was hit, and he stumbled to one side, clutching his chest. Someone else rushed to take his place. However, it became clear to all three speedboat crews that the yacht fully intended to ram into them. Dana watched the pilots change course, turning to port to avoid the impact. Many of their men, though armed, had dropped down, seeking cover, and no longer returned fire.

      She couldn’t help but laugh, and it was a wild laugh. The AILS soldiers continued to shoot at them, even as the boats turned away. Unfortunately, the speedboats were faster, so once they were turning away from the yacht, they quickly gained distance. The luddites were now mostly lying flat, trying to avoid getting hit at all costs. AILS soldiers had picked off almost two dozen of them at this point. One of the men who had fallen into the ocean hit the bow of the yacht, and that made Dana laugh again.

      “Okay, okay, stop shooting,” she called, as the smaller boats sped away. “They’re leaving. Don’t waste bullets. Let them go.”

      The soldiers took a few more shots before heeding her command. Then they rose above the handrail, as if to survey their handiwork. Mind Maiden 1, flagship of AILS, had once again won the day.

      “That took care of the problem,” Dana said. “They won’t come back any time soon.”

      As the soldiers stood there, gazing ahead of the ship, Dana turned and made her way back to the bridge to report to the captain. She found their fearless leader standing at the helm, her closest attendants gathered around her. Tyra was an intimidating figure, tall and muscular, with dark hair pulled into a tight bun against her skull. She had sharp eyes that could cut right through a person, lips that were usually pressed together into a line, and angular facial features that seemed to have been chipped out of stone. She wore a self-designed uniform of gray and black, with padded shoulders, shiny buttons, straight pant legs, well-polished boots. She looked more like a relic from the past than a modern captain.

      As Dana entered the room, Captain Tyra acknowledged her with the merest twitch of her head. The other attendants looked at Dana expectantly.

      “As you can see, Captain, we overwhelmed the attackers,” Dana said, saluting her. “None of our people were injured. Bullets hit the armor plates, but that’s it. No casualties on our side.”

      Tyra motioned for one of her lieutenants to take the helm. Then she turned to face Dana. The captain was hard to read. She had a severe expression on her face at all times, whether she was happy or furious, so Dana could never tell if she was going to get praised or chastised. However, under the circumstances, it seemed a bit of celebration was in order.

      “They didn’t last more than a few seconds, Captain,” Dana said. “I doubt they’ll come back for a second round. I’m sure it took them by surprise.”

      Tyra just stared at her for a moment, then nodded once. “You seem rather pleased with this outcome, Dana.”

      It wasn’t quite what Dana had expected, and she sputtered for a second, trying to think of how to respond. “Well, um, uh, I’m just happy with our ability to respond to threats from the mainland, Captain. That’s all. It’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

      Tyra turned without comment and resumed control of the helm, pushing her lieutenant aside. After a few tense seconds, she replied, “It never should have come to this in the first place. We’re still roaming the open sea like two-bit pirates when we should be settled in our new command center. We are behind on our timeline, Dana. We should be on the Mako by now, taking control of it at the very least, if not fully in control.”

      “Yes, Captain,” Dana said. “Losing Parker was a big setback. Without a man on the inside, we couldn’t prepare the Mako for our arrival. It’s not all bad news, though, is it?”

      “No, of course not,” the captain replied. “I simply want you to check your excitement. We have a lot of work to do. Driving away a few small boats is but a very small success.” She cocked her head at an angle. “Still, some things are going well. Both of the EMPs were a success, and we have essentially taken down the entire mainland. The cities are in utter chaos. That is the best possible outcome.”

      This got a number of proud smiles and head nods from the surrounding attendants. Even Dana dared to beam proudly at this. Yes, the EMPs had been a huge success, achieving as much as they’d dared to hope.

      “Also, we’ve been taking out the specialists and experts who know about our society and pose a threat to us,” Captain Tyra continued. “The last of the loose ends will soon by tied up into a neat bow. So, yes, Dana, there are reasons to celebrate.” She turned and gave Dana another sharp, unreadable look.

      “Yes, Captain, you’re right,” Dana said, but only because she didn’t know what else to say and that sharp look demanded a response.

      “Nevertheless, we’re struggling to achieve some of our most important strategic goals,” the captain continued, turning back around. “Parker failed us completely. A short blip from his radio is all we ever got. He provided no intel, and we have no idea if he laid any groundwork for our arrival. Even if we hadn’t been delayed in a dozen different ways, we really have no idea what’s waiting for us on the Mako, so we can’t make concrete plans. This…frustrates me greatly.” She said the last part tightly, between her clenched teeth. The sheer ferocity contained in those softly spoken words sent a shiver down Dana’s spine.

      “Is there anything I can do to speed up the timeline, Captain?” Dana asked.

      Tyra turned from the helm again. Though she didn’t beckon a lieutenant this time, the same high-ranking attendant—a rather rotund gentleman named Nelson, who had a broad face and a shiny bald head—stepped into her place at the wheel. The captain turned and took a step toward Dana, who resisted the urge to back away and cower. Was there a hint of a smile on Tyra’s face?

      “I appreciate when soldiers volunteer for hard work,” she said. “Yes, Dana, there is something you can do to speed up the timeline, and if you pull it off, you will have my gratitude.”

      Even a crumb of gratitude from the captain meant everything. “Whatever you ask of me, Captain, I’ll get it done.”

      “Of course you will,” Tyra said, with a stiff nod. “Dana, I can’t operate with this lack of information. When we lack information, we lack control, and it’s never wise to charge into battle without advance knowledge of the battlefield. I need to be able to control everything at all times if we’re going to see our grand plans through to completion, and that means I need you to reestablish communication with the Mako somehow. If Parker is lurking on board somewhere, I need to know about it. Maybe he was injured. Maybe they learned of his true mission, and they’ve got him locked up somewhere. Or maybe he’s dead. I want to know.”

      Dana saluted her. “I’ll send an advance team to check it out, Captain. Would that work?”

      Tyra laid a hand on her shoulder and gradually clamped down. She had a firm grip, but Dana resisted the urge to flinch. “I’m trusting you to get things back on track again. However you do it is up to you, but I expect success. Is that clear?”

      “It’s clear,” Dana said, and despite herself, her voice quavered a bit. “I won’t let you down, Captain Tyra.”

      “If you encounter any luddites who think to delay us further,” the captain said, “you know what to do.”

      “Yes, as always. Luddites are not fit to live, sir.”
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      Ruth and John hunkered down in the stand of trees until the sounds of the motorcycles had faded into the distance. By then, it was drifting toward evening, and light had shifted into shades of blue and purple. Still, they waited a bit longer.

      “If we leave their territory right now, there won’t be any problems,” John said. He was leaning against the trunk of a fat live oak tree, gazing out at the road.

      “But we have to cross their territory to get to Ronny’s,” Ruth replied. “It’s on the other side of that road.”

      “We could divert to the east, circle well around them, and then approach your brother’s ranch from farther to the northeast,” John said. “It would take a bit longer, but we would avoid this gang.”

      “And we might run into another gang,” Ruth replied. “I want to spend as little time on land as possible. There are dangers everywhere. We’ll cross the road, stick to the fields, and avoid these people at the same time.”

      “Okay, I trust your judgment.”

      Ruth nodded, rose, and stepped out of hiding. Even though it was getting dark, she rushed toward the road, listening carefully for any indication of the returning motorcycles. She dashed to the road, looked in either direction, then crossed to the overgrown field on the other side. She would have preferred to follow the road. It would have made the journey easier, but it seemed unsafe, especially now. Instead, they moved through the field but stayed in sight of the road so they could follow its course.

      After perhaps an hour of walking, when evening had fully fallen, she spotted lights in the distance. Flashlight beams sweeping back and forth. Ruth diverted farther from the road, heading toward a line of trees to the north. She moved low, trying to keep her body beneath the level of the wild grass. As she got closer to the trees, it became clear that the flashlights were moving in their direction, shining in the wild grass and bushes.

      She traded an anxious look with John. They wouldn’t reach the trees in time, and she was afraid to get caught in one of the beams of light. So finally, she came to a stop and dropped down onto her hands and knees. John lowered himself beside her, clutching the sword in both hands. A few minutes passed, and she began to hear voices in the distance.

      “…around here somewhere.” A deep voice, booming out over the field. “Yeah, we drove past them. It was just a couple of people. They couldn’t have gone far.”

      As soon as the speaker stopped talking, there was a bark and hiss of static. It sounded like a radio. They had working radios? That was surprising. Working motorcycles and working radios. This was a cutting-edge gang.

      “We’re making a sweep,” the deep voice said. “Overturn every rock, reach into every hole. Root them out. I want to see what they’ve got and who they’re with. It was a mistake to let them go.”

      Ruth began crawling through the field, headed for the line of trees. However, she had to move slowly in order to avoid making too much noise. John came with her, though crawling with the sword seemed especially awkward. She heard murmuring voices directly behind her, and the backwash of flashlight beams illuminated the grass around her.

      Another bark and hiss from the radio, followed by, “No, we’re not going to give up. They couldn’t have gone far.”

      As they got close to the trees, Ruth realized there was a housing development on the other side. Many of the homes had burned all the way to their foundations, and many others were charred husks. However, she spotted a few that were still standing, damaged but not destroyed. The searchers in the field were some distance behind them now, moving east.

      “Spread out,” the man behind them cried. “Some of you go across the road. The rest move toward them trees.”

      Ruth was drawing near the line of trees, and she dared a little more speed. It was difficult to gauge how close the searchers were without looking. All she could do was continue to crawl forward, as the booming voice occasionally spoke from somewhere behind her. Finally, she reached the trees, where the underbrush was thick and provided more cover. She dared to rise as she slipped between two trunks. Looking back over her shoulder, she saw men moving in the field and along the line of trees some distance to the east. However, it looked like they were circling back.

      Beckoning John, she hurried through the tree line and stepped out into the residential neighborhood, but there were flashlights moving here, too. She saw a broad beam move across a nearby cul-de-sac and reveal a pile of blackened beams.

      “These guys are persistent,” John whispered. “Why are they so desperate to find us after they passed us by the first time?”

      “Sounds like someone sent them back,” Ruth replied. “Whoever’s on the other end of that radio.”

      She dashed across a backyard, where a swing set lay tipped on its side, toward a house that was mostly intact. It had taken some fire damage to the back wall, and a sliding glass door was shattered, but it was still standing. She slipped inside. As John followed, he banged the sword handle on the doorframe, and the sound echoed out over the neighborhood.

      “Dang it,” he muttered, drawing the sword against his body. “Sorry. Clumsy move on my part.”

      Ruth moved through a dark dining room and into the living room. The whole building reeked of smoke, and she saw the shapes of damaged furniture before her. Light swept across the living room window, and she dropped down behind a couch.

      “I think someone came through here.” Shouting, echoing, near the tree line. “Look at the brush between those trees. They’re in the neighborhood somewhere.”

      “Stop talking and start finding.” The booming voice came from the direction of the cul-de-sac.

      “My gosh, who are these people?” John muttered. “Why do they want us so badly?”

      “Let’s not find out,” Ruth replied.

      She rose from the couch and headed toward an archway into the kitchen, looking for some secure place to hide. The kitchen table was knocked over, the cupboard open. Glasses and plates were scattered across the counters and floor, many of them broken. Against the wall on her left, she spotted a heavy door, and she moved toward it. As she did, another light shone into the living room.

      Opening the door, she saw wooden steps leading down into some kind of root cellar or basement. She descended, picking her way carefully. John followed, shutting the door behind them, which cast them into absolute darkness. Ruth fished out her flashlight and dared to turn it on. She pressed the end of the flashlight against her hip so most of it was dampened. Just that tiny bit of light revealed a cluttered space with scrap wood, crates, cleaning supplies, and an old washer and drier. Cobwebs hung from beams on the ceiling.

      “Well, this is nightmare fuel,” John said. “Good thing I’m not an arachnophobe.”

      “It’s the lesser of two nightmares,” Ruth said, reaching the bottom of the stairs. “Better than being taken captive by those people up there.”

      She picked her way across the basement toward the back corner, where a short alcove was formed by a supporting wall. Here, she hunkered down, thoroughly hidden from the door by all of the junk in the basement. John worked his way in beside her, and she turned off the flashlight. The darkness was so complete that it almost felt solid, but she found John’s proximity comforting.

      “How long do we hide here?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” she replied. “Depends on how persistent these people prove to be.”

      They huddled in the dark, listening to occasional noises coming from above. She couldn’t tell if they were close to the house or not, but they didn’t seem to be inside. After a while, it got quieter. She and John were practically embracing in the cramped space. She could hear his breathing, the occasional soft tink of the blade as it brushed against something. An hour, then two, passed slowly.

      “I think we’re safe for the time being,” she said finally. “It sounds like they’ve mostly moved off. Still, we might stay here for the night, just to be sure.”

      “Well, it’s a dump, but I could think of worse places to be stuck overnight,” John said, with what sounded like an embarrassed laugh.

      “Oh, can you? Worse than a bug-infested basement beneath a burned-out house?” Ruth replied. “Not too long ago, you called it nightmare fuel.”

      “Yes, but I’m trying not to think about the bugs or the charred building directly above us,” he said. “Mostly, I’m just appreciating the company.”

      “Ah.” It was a lame response, but she felt awkward. Actually, she felt the same as he did. She had come to enjoy John’s company very much and liked having him close, but expressing such feelings had never come easy for her. Finally, she just decided to speak her mind. “Well, if I have to be stuck in a basement with a criminal gang trying to find and kill me, I suppose I’d rather it be with you than anyone else. The company is nice, of course, but also, I know you’ll always try to do the right thing.”

      “And I appreciate your leadership,” John said. “You know, it’s funny. You’re not the person I thought you were when we first met.”

      “What do you mean?” Ruth asked. “Who did you think I was?”

      “Well, when I first met you, I thought you were aloof and standoffish, but I realize now that you just like to think carefully about what’s happening so you know how to respond. But it’s about more than that. I don’t just admire your qualities, Ruth. I like you as a person, as a friend.”

      That warmed her heart, and it took a moment to gather her thoughts. “Well, same here, John. I like you as a friend. A good friend. Yes.” The awkwardness of her own words made her squirm, but that, in turn, only made her more aware of her comforting proximity to John. And then, because she couldn’t help herself, she added, “By the way, aloof and standoffish mean practically the same thing.”

      “And you’re neither of them,” he said. “You’re warm-hearted and sincere.”

      That, in turn, led to a few minutes of self-conscious silence, but Ruth didn’t mind. It was better to just appreciate the moment than to try to articulate it with fumbling words. Finally, when the world had been quiet for a long time, John cleared his throat and spoke again.

      “So, how close do you estimate we are to your brother’s ranch?” he asked.

      “From looking at the map, about twelve miles,” she replied. “To be honest, I’m worried about what we’ll find there. John, my brother and I have been estranged for quite a few years. He lives a kind of lifestyle that I just never felt comfortable with. Isolated, hoarding all kinds of stuff, withdrawing from the world.”

      “Are you worried about the condition you’ll find him in?” John replied. “Maybe his mental health has gotten a lot worse. Is that your fear?”

      “Actually, I’m worried that we won’t be welcome on his property,” she said, “that he won’t want to help us, that his resentment toward me and toward the whole world will have grown so much that he will see us both as intruders.”

      “Is that really a possibility?” John asked.

      “I just don’t know,” she said with a sigh. “We’ll have to approach the farm carefully.”

      John started to say something else, but suddenly the cellar door flew open. Ruth couldn’t see it from her position in the back corner behind the wall, but she heard the shriek of the hinges. Light shone into the room, and she heard a step creak as someone put their weight on it.

      “I’m telling you,” someone said, “those were footprints in the ashes. They came into this house, and they moved into the kitchen.”

      “Well, go on down, then,” said a second person. “Let’s see if they’re down in the basement.”

      She heard a second footstep on the stairs, and a metallic clatter that might have been a gun rattling in someone’s hand.
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      Ruth looked to her right at John. He returned the glance, eyes wide. They were trapped. There was no other way out of the cellar. The intruders made no effort to be quiet, so Ruth could track them as they descended the stairs and reached the concrete floor. They seemed to split apart at that point, one going to the left, the other continuing straight ahead.

      Ruth and John were pretty thoroughly hidden behind a mountain of scrap wood and piles of boxes, but if the men were determined to search the whole room, they would eventually reach the little alcove at the back. And then what? Ruth grabbed the crowbar and slowly began easing it out of the loop on her jacket.

      The man who had gone straight from the stairs also appeared to be the one bearing the flashlight, and the beam got brighter against the back wall as he drew closer. He was breathing hard, taking heavy steps, as if he were deliberately trying to create more noise to drive them out of hiding. Ruth was still trying to pull the crowbar out, but it scraped the wall beside her and made a soft sound. The two men stopped in their tracks and held their breath for a moment.

      “A mouse?” one of them said.

      “Not sure,” said the other, barely above a whisper. “Check it out. Shoot anything that moves. Kill them. That’s the order.”

      John shook his head at Ruth again. Then he rose, moving slowly, achingly, to his feet. As he did, he raised the katana in both hands. Ruth could see what he was about to do, and her instinct was to stop him. Instead, she decided to trust his judgment. He stepped out from the alcove, moving on the balls of his feet, and as he did, he lifted the sword above his shoulder.

      Ruth had to lean around the short wall to keep her eye on him. He moved along the back of a big pile of scrap wood, stepping into the flashlight beam. She held her breath. Suddenly, one of the intruders appeared, moving around the other side of the pile. He was tall, thick-limbed, and dressed in a battered leather jacket, with a revolver in his right hand and a Maglite in his left.

      John gave him no time to react. He brought the sword down in a swift arc that whistled through the dust-choked air and shook the cobwebs. Ruth knew John was strong. Years of fishing the open sea had given him muscular arms and shoulders, but the ferocity of the blow shocked her. He buried the sword at the base of the man’s neck, just above the collar of his leather jacket, and the blade sank deep. Judging by its trajectory, it severed both jugular and carotid, and partially severed the man’s windpipe. The intruder made a hideous gurgling sound and dropped, his legs collapsing beneath him.

      “What? What was that? What?” the other man cried. He had worked his way into the opposite corner of the room from the sound of it, and he crashed into some boxes as he tried to come to his friend’s rescue.

      Ruth rushed out of hiding, finally pulling the crowbar free. She intended to help John, but he had already swooped down and grabbed both the flashlight and revolver from the dying man. He had to set the sword down to do it, but the gun was an improvement anyway. As Ruth came up behind him, the intruder was still gurgling, shaking, blood quickly pooling around him and flowing under the wood pile.

      Talk about nightmare fuel, Ruth thought, disgusted at the sight.

      But John rushed ahead, the gun thrust out in front of him. Ruth followed. They walked along the outer concrete wall, then turned near the stairs, where a narrow aisle ran between stacks of wooden crates. And here they found the other intruder. He had fallen against a stack, and he was currently trying to pick himself up. John stopped and pointed the gun at him.

      “Surrender, or you can join your friend,” he said, breathless.

      The other intruder opened his right hand and let his own revolver fall to the floor. “I surrender. I surrender. Don’t shoot.”

      “On your knees,” John said.

      The man rose to his knees, lacing his hands behind his head. He was much scrawnier than the first guy, his brown leather jacket hanging loosely from bony shoulders. He had a long face, thin lips, a thin nose, and his hair was a shaggy mop of reddish-brown hair.

      “What’s your name?” John asked.

      “Billy,” he said. John shined the light in his face, so he shut his eyes and turned his head.

      Ruth stepped up beside John. “Why are you hunting us, Billy? Why did you threaten to kill us? We are travelers minding our own business. What sin did we commit?”

      “You’re walking in our territory,” the man replied, as if it were the most reasonable answer in the world. “We can’t just let people cross over our borders. They’ll take advantage of us.”

      “How is anyone supposed to know where your territory is?” Ruth said. “There are no signs, no borders markers, no boundaries. You’re attacking unsuspecting travelers.”

      The man had no response to this. He just knelt there with his head turned. John finally stepped toward him, reached down, and snagged something out of his jacket pocket. He held it up. A radio.

      “How did you guys get these radios?” he asked, nudging the guy in the cheek with the barrel of the gun. “Who are you working with?”

      It looked like the guy still wasn’t going to answer, but John gave him a good thump on the back of the head with the handle of his gun. He grunted and fell forward, catching himself against the boxes.

      “Just dumb luck,” Billy cried. “Dumb luck. That’s all. We found the radios stored in a box by another group, and we took them. That’s all. We’re just a gang. We’re not anybody, okay? We just have to defend our territory so other gangs don’t move in. Who else is going to protect our land but us? Don’t you get it?”

      John looked at Ruth. “I think he’s telling the truth. I imagine a lot of gangs have arisen in the absence of coordinated policing. Let’s take their radios and their guns and get out of here.”

      She stooped down and grabbed the man’s revolver as John rooted through the rest of his pockets. He found a folding pocketknife, some money, a set of keys, and a couple of cigars wrapped in wax paper. John tossed the cigars aside and pocketed the rest.

      “I’ll go check the other guy,” Ruth said.

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded and went back around the corner. The other guy had leaked a shocking amount of blood, and his skin had turned a pale yellow. Ruth had to kneel on a crate to avoid stepping in the big puddle. Suppressing her gag reflex, she quickly searched his most accessible pockets and found his radio. She stuffed it into her own pocket and returned to John.

      “Are you going to kill me now?” Billy asked with a whimper.

      “That’s what you would do if our roles were reversed,” Ruth replied. “Isn’t it?”

      Billy hesitated a second before nodding. “I guess. Big Boss would make me. It’s nothing personal. I mean, if it were up to me…but it ain’t.”

      “Well, you’re in luck,” John said. “Neither of us are Big Boss.”

      Still, he glanced at Ruth. She shook her head. Instead of shooting the man, John smacked him again with the handle of the revolver. It was a hard hit, but not too hard. Billy grunted and fell forward, collapsing against the crates again and shoving them in all directions. He seemed dazed, if not entirely knocked out, but it would have to do.

      “You stay right there and take a little nap, Billy,” he said. “When we’re long gone, you can go back to Big Boss and tell them how you escaped our clutches by the skin of your teeth.”

      Ruth turned and headed out of the basement. She now had the katana in one hand, a flashlight in the other, along with a radio, crowbar, and revolver in various pockets—not to mention the backpack over her shoulders. All of this gear was starting to feel unwieldy.

      “John, do we really need to lug this sword around?” she asked. “Without a sheath, it’s a bit clunky.”

      “I guess it served its purpose,” he replied. “Leave it here for Billy. A souvenir from his near-death experience.”

      Ruth set the katana on a big pile of scrap wood. Then she grabbed an old section of a two-by-four.

      “What’s that for?” John asked.

      “Oh, I’d like to make a modification to the house,” she said, giving him a smile. “Come on. I’ll show you.”

      They left the basement, and Ruth closed the door behind them. Then she turned and set the two-by-four against the door, bracing it beneath the doorknob on one end and into a crack in the burned floor with the other. This put it securely in place.

      “Just want to buy us a little more time, in case our act of mercy comes back to bite us down the road,” she said.

      “Good idea.” He grimaced and said, “By the way, sorry you had to see that down there. With the sword, I mean. It was gruesome, but in the moment, I didn’t know what else to do. They said they were going to kill us. I couldn’t let that happen.”

      “It’ll haunt me,” Ruth replied, “but you don’t have to apologize for it. Sometimes, the prey fights back.”

      “All of this killing is grim business,” he said. “I hope we’re just about done with it.”

      “Me, too.”

      John looked like he needed reassurance, so she reached out and gently patted him on the back. It seemed to help. They worked their way out of the building. The neighborhood was deathly quiet now, but a bright full moon illuminated their surroundings. Ruth took a moment to reorient herself, then set off again in the general direction of her brother’s ranch.
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      They crested a low hill and came in sight of another road. This one was paved, at least. A tractor was parked in the middle of the eastbound lane, the driver’s door wide open, as if it had been abandoned. Closer by, an ATV had been left in the field, the ruts of its tires trailing off through the grass. Ruth took a seat on the ATV and breathed a sigh of relief. It had been many hours of walking, but they hadn’t run into the gang, or any gang, again.

      She pulled her backpack off her shoulders and set it on the ground. As John strode up beside her, he handed her a water bottle.

      “If we have to walk miles and miles across open ground,” he said, squatting beside the ATV, “at least it’s on mostly flat coastal land and not in the mountains somewhere.”

      “If not for the roaming death gangs, it would have been a nice hike,” Ruth said. She unscrewed the cap and took a long swig of water. Then she handed the bottle back to John. “Thank you.”

      “How much farther?” he said. “Do we need to pull out the map and figure it out?”

      “Nope, we’re close,” she replied. “Let’s keep going. We should get there sooner rather than later.”

      Her words turned out to be true, as they crested another hill, a ranch came into sight. “There it is.”

      She pointed down the road. As it cut across the low hills and fields, it passed a barbed wire fence that contained a large, poorly maintained piece of property. Even from this distance, she could see junk scattered across the yard, including large appliances and vehicles. A house, barn, and a few smaller storage sheds dotted the place like some kind of unseemly growths.

      “It looks rather quaint,” John said with a playful grin. “Straight out of a Norman Rockwell painting.”

      “Norman Rockwell on his worst day, perhaps,” Ruth said. She pulled the radio out of her pocket and turned it on. They had accessed the radio sparingly, not wanting to waste battery power. She quickly moved through frequencies, trying to pick up something, anything. “Ronny’s always talking to people on his shortwave. At least, he used to. Maybe we’ll catch him talking to someone.”

      She heard nothing on channel after channel, and finally she wound up on the same channel Parker Jamison had used when trying to call out from the Mako. And suddenly a voice came through the static. At first, it was too faint and muddled to make out the words. She cranked up the volume and stood up, holding the radio over her head, trying to get a better signal. Eventually, the voice came through more clearly.

      “Yes, yes, we’re heading for the Mako right now,” the voice said. “Converge! It’s time! We’re about to hit the button, so start moving in that direction now. Is that clear?”

      And another voice responded, even more faintly, “All clear, chief. Press the button.”

      After this, there was radio silence, but Ruth felt a hard knot of fear in her belly. “Headed to the Mako,” she said. “They just said it on an open channel. Boldly. They have no fear, John. They don’t believe anyone can stop them.”

      “What do we do?” he replied.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe I should get on the radio, start speaking on their channel, and try to throw them off somehow.”

      “That’s not a bad idea.”

      But suddenly, the screen on the handheld radio went dark, and the little red power light switched off. She tried turning it on and off, but it no longer worked. She stuffed it into her pocket and pulled out Billy’s radios. It wouldn’t turn on either. Ruth looked around, as if she might see some evidence of the cause—maybe a flash of light moving across the sky or sparks bursting up from the ground. But the sky and land hadn’t changed.

      “Did our electronics just die?” John said. He pulled out the other radio and checked it.

      “Crazy as it sounds, I think they just set off another EMP,” Ruth said. That must be what they meant when they talked about hitting the button. The radios are all dead.”

      “Wouldn’t we have seen something?” he asked. “Felt something?”

      “No, not necessarily,” she replied. “An EMP is a burst of electromagnetic energy that causes a power surge in electronic devices. Unless you’re close to some power lines or a big piece of equipment, there’s little to see with the naked eye, and you won’t really feel anything in your body.”

      “But why would they set off multiple EMPs?” he asked.

      “To catch all of the devices they failed to fry the first time, I suppose. For those who might have taken precaution and created some sort of Faraday cage to protect their devices, if enough time had passed, they might have thought it was safe to use them,” she said. She was so disturbed by the last radio message that she felt sick to her stomach. Headed to the Mako.

      Be ready, Stella, she thought. Fight hard.

      “We’d better grab Ronny and make our way back to the Mako as fast as we can,” she added. “Sounds like we don’t have much time.”

      As they walked along the side of the road, he reached out and patted her gently on the back.

      “I’m sure Stella and Curtis will get everyone ready,” he said. “They have the tactical advantage over AILS.”

      “I hope you’re right,” she replied. “We don’t know enough about AILS, what they’re capable of, or what weapons they have access to. We just need to get back there so we can help with the defense.”

      She saw no sign of Ronny from this distance, but that made sense. He would be inside one of the buildings. That was a good thing either way. Ronny wouldn’t take kindly to the sudden appearance of two travelers stepping onto his property, and it had been so many years since she’d seen him that she wasn’t even sure he would recognize her.

      “Let’s approach slowly,” she said, “but openly. If he catches someone, anyone, sneaking over the fence, he’s liable to shoot at us.”

      “This guy sounds dangerous,” John replied. “Are you sure he’s your brother? Is this actually the guy who designed the Mako?”

      “Yes, on both accounts,” she said. “What can I say? He’s been consumed by his eccentricities.”

      As they got closer to the driveway, her unease grew. For all she knew, Ronny was watching them through the scope of a rifle at that very moment. It made her skin crawl. It also became clearer and clearer just how much junk he had accumulated over the years. It was bursting out of the windows and doorways. She saw stacks of electronic equipment, appliances, and parts rising up behind window glass like makeshift walls.

      “So he wasn’t always like this?” John asked. “I mean, did he have these hoarding tendencies as a child?”

      “Seeds of it were there early,” she replied. “Especially the hoarding tendencies, but he had a marked decline some years ago. It’s hard to watch a loved one go off the rails, especially when they refuse all help.”

      They reached the end of the driveway. Ronny’s mailbox was encased in a concrete block and resting on top of a steel I-beam. No prankster was going to knock it over, and any car that ran into it would probably lose the fight. The front gate at the end of the driveway was open, which she found unusual. Still, she saw no one moving around the property.

      “Ronny,” she shouted. “Ronny Garber, it’s your sister. I’m here to visit. Don’t shoot!”

      She shrugged at John and started down the driveway. Ronny’s truck was parked near the porch, so it didn’t seem like he’d gone anywhere. What if he was hunkered down deep inside the walls of his junk, ready to fend off intruders? That seemed like what he would do. The EMP would have confirmed a whole host of conspiracy theories that he’d held to over the years. She imagined he would have been both giddy and horrified at the same time to discover that his paranoia was on target.

      “Ronny, are you here?” Ruth called. She was sore and tired, and her voice sounded rough. What if Ronny heard but didn’t think it was her? “It’s your sister, Ruth. We’ve come to check on you! Please show yourself!”

      Still no response, no sound. The barn door was open. She could see all of his junk in there. Some of it had actually toppled out onto the ground. What a mess. She decided to check the house first, so she headed that way. Passing the truck, she glanced through the passenger window. So much trash had accumulated inside the cab that there was only barely enough room for the driver and no one else.

      “How can anyone live like this?” John said. “It would drive me crazy.”

      “You’ve got that backward,” Ruth said. “First, you go crazy, then you start to live like this.”

      “The man needs help,” John said, a bit too loudly. “And possibly medication.”

      Ruth held a finger to her lips. Better not to risk being overheard by him. Ronny didn’t like being talked about. As she mounted the porch steps, she realized the front door was ajar. That seemed unlike him. Ruth reached out to open it farther, but she hesitated.

      “Something’s not right,” she said. “He wouldn’t leave doors open like this, especially not the front door of his house. Ronny doesn’t like to leave a window uncovered or a gate unlatched.”

      “Maybe he left the place after the EMP,” John said. “Maybe he headed into town to get help or supplies.”

      “Unlikely,” she said. “It’s possible Ronny’s changed a lot in the last few years, but I just can’t imagine him leaving his property like this, especially in an emergency.”

      She swung the front door open. The house had a small foyer, but it was stacked from floor to ceiling with boxes and junk, so much so that there was only a narrow gap to pass through. Even though it was close to noon, the interior of the house was very dim. Most of the windows were blocked with Ronny’s junk, and of course, the interior lights didn’t work. Ruth pulled the flashlight out of her jacket pocket and turned it on.

      “Ronny Garber,” she called out. “Are you in there? This is your sister, Ruth! We’re here to check on you! If you’re in here somewhere, please show yourself. We don’t want to have to search the house!”

      No response. She stepped across the foyer, her shoulders brushing the stacks of junk on either side. At least he kept most of his junk in bags, boxes, or crates. That put him a cut above most hoarders, in Ruth’s estimation. Additionally, in between the stacks, he kept it clean all the way to the floor, and the old brown linoleum was still visible. The floor creaked as she stepped on it.

      “Are you sure it’s not booby-trapped?” John asked from behind her. He had lingered on the porch. “It’d be a real shame to get ourselves blown up looking for your brother.”

      It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility, so she hesitated at the entrance to the living room. Leaning to one side, she shone the flashlight through the entrance. “Ronny Garber, if you’re in here, please say something. If you’re hurt, just make a noise, and we will come to you. It’s Ruth. I’m here to help!”

      Her voice was muffled by all of the junk, but still, he must have heard. Even if he was on the other side of the house, he must have heard. However, she got no reply. Nothing. The house was utterly still. She could just make out a sliver of the living room. She saw a big wooden rocking chair, the back of a worn-out orange couch.

      “I’m in the house,” Ruth called. “Ronny, I’m letting you know that I am inside your house.” She stepped through the archway into the living room. “Ronny, I…”

      The words caught in her throat as the flashlight beam moved across the living room. She stopped suddenly, fixing the light on a spot near a large stack of radios and televisions in the center of the room. A large puddle, dark but still glinting in the light, on the floor beside a tipped-over chair. The back of the chair was broken, as if it had been thrown.

      Ruth’s knotted stomach got even tighter, until she was practically swooning. She leaned against the nearest wall and waited for John to step up beside her.

      “Something bad happened here,” he said.

      “I’m…afraid so,” she said breathlessly.
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      Stella rose and stretched out her back. She’d been crouched beside the handrail for close to an hour, and she was getting stiff and sore. As she rose, she gazed out over the water. Nothing had changed out there. The same rough waves, the same flat horizon. No one had made an appearance yet, but her grandmother had been gone now for almost two full days. Stella had gotten so used to standing at the handrail that the forty-foot drop into the ocean no longer caused the least flutter of fear.

      Are they really coming here? Will AILS really show up one of these days? Will I see ships on the horizon, coming to attack?

      A nerve-wracking thought. She knew it was likely, but at the same time, it felt surreal.

      Curtis, Kay, and Jorge were bent over the railing, putting the finishing touches on yet another booby trap. Bestie was curled up on the ramp behind them. The dog was still skittish from her adventure to the island, and she apparently didn’t want to be alone. While she normally hid when things were tense, and she rarely went outside, something had made her crave her favorite humans. Things were tense all around. Ruth and John’s absence was definitely felt.

      “So we have to be really careful not to lean on this section of the handrail,” Kay said. Her knees popped as she stood up. They’d been working for a while, duck-walking along the handrail for close to three hours. “In fact, it might be better if nobody goes near the handrails down here until this is all over.”

      “I’d avoid the lower deck altogether,” Jorge said. “No reason to be going down here until the boat returns.”

      “How easily are the handrails going to break?” Stella asked. They had cut through most of the support posts right along the bottom of the handrail and hidden much of the damage with electrical tape. There was just a sliver of metal at the base of each post connecting them to the deck, enough to hopefully keep them upright. However, if a person put any weight on them, they were likely to break outward.

      “I’d show you how easily they can break,” Jorge said, “but then the booby trap would be ruined. These are one-time use only, but they’ll keep people from climbing on board pretty good.”

      Stella looked around the lower deck and saw other groups of workers spread out along the handrail. A few were still sawing through metal posts, making a terrible racket. Everyone looked down in the dumps. All of the supplies they’d brought with them from the island had boosted their spirits for a little while, but the impending attack and the absence of their fearless leader had deflated them. Stella saw a lot of scowls and sour looks.

      “This is a lot of work for something that might not even slow them down,” Curtis noted, rising and stepping back from the handrail. “Even if they drive a hook onto the handrail and pull it down, it’ll slow them for a few minutes at most. They can latch onto something else and still get onto the deck.”

      “Well, we’ll set up some more booby traps around the building,” Stella said.

      Curtis nodded and tried to give her a friendly look, but she could tell he was anxious. He was fidgeting more than usual, constantly adjusting his cap.

      “If they were working with Parker, they might already have plenty of information about the platform,” Kay said with a sigh, kicking the toolbox shut. “We don’t know how they will approach, or how they’ll try to get on board.”

      “So we’ll trap the heck out of the place,” Stella said. She tried to sound reassuring. She wanted to get them working together with the same enthusiasm they’d had when they’d built the sails together. “We can do it! We can make it so unsafe to get on deck that they’ll turn right around and flee.”

      Kay gave her a withering look and shook her head. Then she picked up her toolbox and moved to the next length of handrail. There was a lot of work left to do. Jorge grunted unhappily and moved to join her. Only Curtis lingered a moment.

      “When we were building the sails, there was so much teamwork,” Stella said softly, trying not to let the others overhear. “Everyone was excited to be working together, and it made things go so much easier.”

      “Yeah, but we all thought we were going to a sunny paradise then,” Curtis replied. “Of course we were excited. Then the paradise turned out to be a cult compound. Now, we’re stuck here, waiting for another cult to show up and try to kill us all. There’s not much to look forward to.”

      “Yeah, I get it,” Stella said. She looked at everyone again. Kay started sawing at another handrail support, and the sound was so sharp and close that it hurt Stella’s ears.

      Gran told me to keep morale up, she reminded herself. It’s awkward trying to be a leader, but I’m not going to fail at this.

      She looked back and forth at everyone working along the length of the deck. Then she headed to the next one in line, determined to try to rally the troops. It was Ricardo and Ignacio, the cousins who were practically joined at the hip. Stella still had trouble remembering, which was which, so she just avoided saying their names. At the moment, the stockier of the two was bent low, using a metal file to wear away the support.

      Stella stood there for a moment, trying to figure out what to say, and the cousins pointedly didn’t look at her. Neither did they speak to each other. As one cousin filed away at a post, the other held the handrail steady.

      Finally, Stella cleared her throat and said, “Hey, good job, guys. It’s kind of like a race, isn’t it? Maybe we’ll give an award to whichever team gets the most sections of the handrail done. What do you think?”

      The one who was bracing the handrail, his bowl-cut hair was getting long, hanging in his eyes. Yes, that was Ricardo. Of course. “You’re making it a competition?” he asked. “Really?”

      She wasn’t sure if he was responding negatively or not, so she almost took it back. But she thought of her grandmother. Ruth didn’t back down so easily, certainly not because someone gave her a confusing look. Stella took a deep breath and stood up straight, squaring off her shoulder in the hopes that it would make her look decisive.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” she said. “We’re making it a competition.” And as she said it, she took a step back and said it loud enough that all of the groups spread out along the eastern edge of the deck would hear her. “Hey there, folks! Hang on just a second, would you?”

      She was impressed with how she was able to make her voice carry. All of the teams stopped working and turned to look at her, though they mostly seemed annoyed. Stella avoided the unhappiest looks and pressed on.

      “We’re making it a competition,” she said. “Like a race. Whichever team cuts the most support posts by the time we finish the entire deck will win a prize.”

      The mention of a prize seemed to do the trick. She saw a lot of interested faces, and some who had been grumbling and complaining seemed to perk up.

      “What kind of prize?” Jorge said.

      “Um…” Stella thought hard for a second, not wanting to lose any momentum. “Okay, how about, the winning team gets to pick, like, five things from the supply room. It could be food, tools, whatever. Anything but the guns. How does that sound?”

      The workers looked around at each other. Their supplies were their only real treasure, and they were normally regulated fairly well. This was indeed a big prize. Stella saw eyebrows going up, people grinning and nodding.

      “Not the guns, though?” Ricardo said, smiling and elbowing his cousin. “Even if we win by a big, big margin?”

      “No guns,” Stella replied. “Food, drinks, tools, clothes, whatever. Five items. How does that sound?”

      The young worker named Andy gave her two thumbs-up and Steph had a smile on her face. Curtis was beaming at her proudly.

      “Do we need some kind of official countdown?” he asked.

      “Sure,” Stella said. “Here it is. Three, two, one, go!”

      And with that, the teams resumed their work. Only, this time, they seemed to have a lot more energy, and the mood had definitely improved. She heard them laughing, cracking jokes.

      I did it, she thought. I rallied the troops. They’ve all come together again! Will you look at that.

      She moved back toward her team, ready to participate in the game, but Kay looked up at her and shook her head. “No, no, girl,” she said. “You have to be the referee. Keep an eye on the teams and track their progress. You have to maintain your objectivity so you can declare the winner.”

      “Oh,” Stella said. “Okay. That makes sense.”

      She stepped back until she had a clear view of all of the teams. This also gave her a broad view of the ocean on the east side of the oil platform. It was quite a view, and in her excitement, she actually enjoyed it, drinking in the sight for the first time in days. Though she felt strange not helping the teams, she wished very much that her gran was there to see how she’d turned the mood around. One smart leadership decision had made all of the difference.

      “My cousin and I would just like everyone to know,” Ricardo said, even as he ground away at one of the posts, “we’re definitely going to win, and I’m sorry that all of your hard work will not get rewarded. We already know the five things we’re going to pick for our prize, and they all contain alcohol.”

      Other teams laughed at that. A few booed playfully.

      “Oh, we’ll see about that,” Jorge replied. “You work too slow, gordito. You always did. Twenty cousins couldn’t make up for it.”

      “I don’t need twenty cousins,” Ricardo said. “I have one super cousin.”

      “I get three of the items,” Ignacio said. “You get two.”

      This caused more laughter and some friendly taunting. They were all good sounds to Stella’s ears. A symphony. She was enjoying the moment so much, her gaze moving out across the sun-streaked water, that she didn’t realize at first what she was seeing. Some small moving object in the distance. It cut through the water for a few seconds before the image clicked in her mind. A boat. A small speedboat of some kind.

      She stepped to one side so she was between two working parties and approached the handrail, making sure that it was an intact portion before getting close. Even so, she didn’t lean her weight against it. Gazing out across the water, she tracked the small vessel. It was moving at an angle but in their general direction.

      “What is that?” she said, thinking out loud.

      Curtis responded first to her voice. He rose and came over to her, turning to see what she was staring at.

      “Do you see that boat there?” she said. “I’ve never seen one like it. Can you identify it?”

      “Looks like some kind of speedboat,” he said. “Actually, it reminds me of the boats the DEA and Coast Guard use when chasing drug runners. I believe they call it a ‘go-fast boat.’”

      It was coming toward the Mako. She was sure of it now. Slicing through the waves with its long, pointed bow as it came. She could hear the engine, and it sounded powerful, throaty.

      “Maybe it’s Gran and John,” she said. “Maybe they found a working speedboat and traded it for the fishing vessel so they could get back here faster. Do you think that’s possible?”

      Curtis grunted thoughtfully. “I can’t see my dad abandoning our boat unless it got destroyed somehow. He spent far too much time working on it to give it up. It seems more likely he’d swap the engine out of that speedboat and install it in ours.” He shrugged.

      Stella squinted, trying to make out more details, but the boat was still quite far away. It had no raised cabin. It was low to the water, and she thought she spotted the vague shapes of multiple people there. She felt a queasy feeling in the pit of her stomach. Something was bad about this. The boat was moving fast, almost recklessly. That didn’t seem like Gran and John.

      “Does Ruth’s brother own a boat like that?” Kay asked. She’d come up beside Stella, a large metal file still dangling from her right hand.

      “Not that I know of,” Stella replied. “He lives on a ranch away from the shore. He doesn’t sail much these days. Actually, he doesn’t leave the ranch or talk to other people very much.”

      Now the other teams had noticed, and they were all standing up to gaze at the approaching boat. A few were getting a little too close to the booby-trapped handrails.

      “Watch your step, guys,” she called. “Don’t set off your own trap and fall into the ocean.”

      This caused a few people to move back, but every eye was on the boat now. It was sleek and black, moving at an angle to intersect with the southwest corner of the Mako platform. Stella was pretty sure there were at least half a dozen people on board, all dressed in black clothes. Her hand went to the inner pocket of her jacket, fumbling for a bit before she managed to grab the cold, bulky metal object there. Slowly, she drew out the pistol.

      “Are you going to shoot at them?” Ricardo asked, his voice rising. “We don’t even know who they are.”

      “Just being cautious,” Stella said softly, holding the gun at her side. “I won’t shoot until I know who it is and what they want.”

      “Is it…them?” Ignacio asked.

      “AILS?” Stella replied. “Could be.”

      As the boat approached, she felt increasingly helpless. Could she really fend them off with a handgun? Surely a terrorist group would be armed with rifles, maybe bombs and other things. If she opened fired, would they return fire? And if so, then what?

      “Well, they’re coming right for us, whoever they are,” Kay said. She took a step back, as if preparing to flee. “Are we just going to stand here and let them see us?”

      Stella looked left and right. Indeed, all of the work crews were gathered along the edge of the lower deck, right out in the open. “Maybe it’s good if they see us,” she said. “Maybe they’ll realize there are still a number of people on the Mako.”

      “Eight people and a dog is not a good number,” Kay replied. “Nobody’s going to be intimidated by that.”

      “They don’t know if this is everyone,” Stella said. “Anyway, we don’t want to let them see us run. They’ll think we’re cowards, and that’ll make an attack more likely. Let them realize we’re going to defend ourselves.” She moved her right arm out into the open, making sure the pistol was visible to anyone looking through binoculars. Hopefully, her hand wasn’t shaking so badly that it ruined the effect.

      Curtis crossed his arms over his chest, clearly trying to look like he wasn’t afraid. A few others picked up on this and shifted into stances that made it look like they were ready for a fight—fists clenched, feet apart, heads tilted back slightly. Kay shook her head, clearly finding this display silly.

      “Doesn’t this just make us easy targets if they’ve got high-powered rifles?” she said. “It’s like picking off the wooden ducks at a carnival shooting gallery.”

      Stella didn’t have an answer to that. She could see the men on the boat more clearly now. No rifles were immediately visible, but that didn’t mean they weren’t armed. As she watched, the boat took a sudden sharp turn to port. It was remarkably maneuverable in the water. It was only a couple hundred yards from the platform now. Everything within her wanted to flee. Her whole body was tense and trembling, her legs practically electric, as her primal brain screamed, “Run away! Run!”

      But Stella held her ground. Some of the workers backed away, moving far enough from the edge that the men on the boat couldn’t see them. Others looked at Stella, as if checking to see what she would do. When she refused to budge, they held their ground.

      The boat had turned due north now, cutting a path parallel to the edge of the lower deck. Still about a hundred yards out, it roared by, leaving a sharp wake behind it. The men on board were all staring in the direction of the platform. She expected them to gesture, maybe shout something or make some other kind of noise, but the boat moved right past them. As it did, she caught sight of a small yellow banner tied to the helm. It was the only spot of color besides gray and black.

      The boat passed the platform and turned to port again, turning back in the direction they’d come. Then it moved off into the distance. As Stella watched, still cold and shaking, it sped away from the Mako at incredible speed, the engine giving a loud roar.

      “Did we do it?” she said. “Did we scare them off?”

      “Maybe we did,” Curtis replied. “They expected to see Parker standing at the lift, ready to welcome them on board. Instead, they saw strangers, and it spooked them.”

      This caused a few of the workers to laugh and cheer. Ricardo and Ignacio both clapped. But Kay stood stoically for a moment, before grunting loudly and saying, “It was a scouting party. When they lost Parker, they lost their inside informant, so the only other option is to send scouts to check the place out. They’ve seen us now, they’ve seen our numbers and our apparent strength. They’ll report back to their leaders so they can make a plan of attack. We didn’t achieve anything here.”

      This swiftly killed all of the excitement generated by Stella’s competition. She wanted to refute Kay, if only to salvage some spark of hope, but she couldn’t do it. She suspected Kay was right. AILS had sent a scouting party. The main assault was imminent.
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      The interior of the Mako still felt damp, especially the rooms connected to the front hall. It seemed the impact of the flooding would never be completely undone. That couldn’t be helped right now. Stella had all of the workers seated in rows in the rec room, except for Curtis, who stood beside her. She’d pulled a table against the wall, and all of the available weapons were lined up in careful rows on top.

      Four handguns, a single box of 9mm bullets, along with a wide variety of knives, tools, and a few random metal rods and poles. They’d set a good number of booby traps on the decks, not just the weakened handrail. If AILS terrorists still managed to get into the building, it was going to be ugly. The guns were their best weapons, of course. With them, they could pick off the attackers while they were still on the water.

      “Okay, we only have a few guns, as you can see,” Stella said, turning to face the gathered workers. “I’ve made some decisions about who’s going to wield them, and I hope nobody will take it personally if they didn’t get picked. I wish everyone had a gun, but that’s just not our situation. We’ve got Parker’s gun, plus the guns we took from the island, and that’s it.”

      She picked up one of the guns, racked the slide to make sure it was unloaded, then handed it to Curtis. He accepted it and tucked it under his belt near his hip. Nobody protested, but she thought a few workers look disgruntled. She imagined they were thinking, Of course she gave one to her boyfriend. But in reality, she knew he would stick close to her side, so she could direct his use of the weapon easily.

      The next gun went to Kay. Though Kay could be surly, Stella actually trusted her more because she spoke her mind and always tried to do what she thought was right. She wouldn’t use the gun recklessly. Kay shoved the gun into a jacket pocket.

      The third gun went to Jorge. Another man whose judgment she trusted, even though he sometimes disagreed with Stella’s opinion. She’d struggled to figure out who to give the fourth gun to, if only because she didn’t know any of the other workers quite as well. Finally, she decided to go with her gut.

      “I think I’m going to keep the final gun for myself,” she said. “I hope nobody has a problem with that.”

      She got a few more disgruntled looks, and she was preparing to defend her decision. It seemed like the one making decisions should also be armed. But no one complained, so she let it go.

      “The rest of you come up here and grab a weapon that you’ll feel comfortable using,” Stella said. “I hope it doesn’t come to hand-to-hand fighting, but just in case…everyone needs to be armed.”

      The others went forward then, some reluctantly, each grabbing a tool off the table. Then Stella beckoned them with her free hand and left the room. As she marched down the corridor, headed toward the entry room, she heard the tromp of footsteps behind her and felt like some kind of military officer leading her troops into battle. This realization caused such a mix of emotions that she almost tripped over her own feet. On the one hand, it was exhilarating to have somehow become the real leader of this group, as if she were truly, finally following in her grandmother’s footsteps. On the other hand, it was such a scary responsibility that she could scarcely think straight.

      “You okay?” Curtis asked, reaching out to steady her. “Don’t fall down.”

      She nodded. “I’m fine. For the most part.”

      When she reached the outside door, she shoved it open and stepped outside. Curtis grabbed the door and held it so the others could follow her. Andy was standing near the helicopter landing pad where she’d left him as a lookout. When he heard them coming, he turned around, saluted Stella, and gestured over his shoulder. The salute made her feel a bit embarrassed.

      “Well, I guess that scout ship made its report,” he said. “We got a whole fleet coming toward us now!”

      Stella crossed the landing pad. With a sweeping gesture, she motioned the others to stay away from the handrails. A bunch of metal trunks from worker apartments had been filled with concrete and scraps and stacked in a long line down the middle of the landing pad, creating a makeshift barricade that they could hide behind. Stella went there now. From this spot, she had a clear view of the ocean in three directions.

      As Stella knelt behind a crate, Andy came over to her and squatted down. “Do you see them there?” he asked.

      She gazed westward across the choppy waves. On either side, she heard her people taking up positions behind the makeshift wall. Two small boats, same make and model as the one that had come before, accompanied by a number of jet skis. She watched them for a few seconds, confused. Was this their entire force? Surely not. Two boats and four jet skis? She could see people on each of the vessels, men and woman dressed almost entirely in black from head to toe. Some had rifles visible.

      “Is it a small group?” Kay asked on one knee, her gun raised in front of her. “It seems small to me.”

      “It can’t be the whole attack force,” Curtis said. “Are they testing us? Seeing how we’ll respond? I don’t get it.”

      Stella considered the situation. Something about it was off, but she couldn’t waste time trying to make sense of it. They were coming fast. “Maybe the scouts’ report made them think we’re easy pickings,” she said. “Let’s prove otherwise. Let’s show them that taking the Mako is so dangerous; it’s not worth the effort.” She raised her gun, bracing her hands against the top of a metal trunk in front of her. “As soon as they’re in range, open fire. Drive them back.”

      Curtis took up a position on her left, Jorge beyond him. Kay was on her right. The others had ducked down low, hidden behind the makeshift wall.

      “What about the rest of us?” Ricardo asked. “We have wrenches and knives. What do we do?”

      “Hopefully nothing,” Stella replied. “This time. But if they get on the platform somehow, beat them back by every means at your disposal.” Yes, Stella liked the way that sounded. Sharp, forceful, just like Gran. And the others seemed to like it, too.

      Of the two speedboats, one was slightly in the lead, and the jet skis were arrayed behind them in a line. On either boat, one person seemed to stand tall over the others, directing them—captains leading their crews. As they reached about 50 yards away from the Mako, the sleek black boats went in opposite directions, one turning to port, the other to starboard, as if they intended to encircle the Mako. The line of jet skis broke apart as well, one going left, one going right, two moving down the middle.

      “Don’t let them surround us,” she said. “Open fire!”

      “They’re still pretty far,” Kay said. “Within range, technically, but how many of you are real marksmen?”

      “I am,” Curtis replied. “I’ve been to the gun range about a thousand times. I can hit the captain of that center boat right between the eyes. Want to see?”

      “Heck, yeah,” Kay said.

      Curtis aimed the gun. Stella noted that he had the two-handed grip of an expert, one wrapped around the handle, the other bracing from below. He gazed down at the sight, took a deep breath and held it. Then he pulled the trigger—once, twice, three times. Even though the lead boat was still at least a hundred yards away, Stella saw the captain suddenly drop, collapsing like she’d lost every bone in her body.

      “Ooh, good shot,” Kay said as the others behind the wall whooped and cheered. “All of those trips to the run range paid off,”

      “Kay, Jorge, open fire,” Stella said again, louder and more forcefully.

      Stella aimed as best she could—she was most decidedly not a marksman. When she pulled the trigger, she was impressed by the kick of the gun. It was loud. She did her best to copy Curtis’s grip, taking careful aim between shots. Kay and Jorge began to fire on the ships as well.

      The speedboats and jet skis altered course, weaving wildly to the left and right, as if attempting to make themselves harder targets to hit. The trick was successful. Stella was pretty sure all of her shots went into the water. Curtis was tracking the lead ship, shifting his gun left and right. Jorge fired slowly, deliberately, taking long pauses between trigger pulls, but Kay seemed somewhat reckless.

      Suddenly, Stella saw flashes of light coming from the boats. They were followed quickly by a loud ping-ping-ping, as bullets struck the platform. Sparks burst from a handrail nearby. Then the handrail wobbled from the impact and fell, the booby-trapped supports giving way. A second bullet hit one of the metal boxes to her right, making it shudder.

      “Get down,” Stella shouted. “Everyone get down. If you don’t have a gun, get completely below the boxes. If you do have a gun, take cover and keep firing until you run out of bullets.”

      The people obeyed her swiftly, without hesitation. She saw Ricardo and Ignacio drop to their hands and knees behind the makeshift wall. Andy pressed himself flat against the landing pad, even as another bullet hit the row of boxes.

      “Are you hitting them?” Ricardo asked in a breathless voice. “Are they dying?”

      Stella tracked one of the jet skis, steadying her forearms against the top edge of the box in front of her. She could see the driver clearly now, a woman in a black coat and pants, a balaclava hiding most of her face. She had a pistol in her right hand, pointing it up toward the landing pad as she continued to steer with her left hand.

      You’re mine, Stella thought, and felt a cold, hateful determination sweep through her.

      She had the advantage. The metal trunk provided great cover, and the pilot of the jet ski was out in the open. She took a shot. It missed. A fraction of a second later, she heard a bullet impact on the front edge of the box in front of her, and the edge vibrated against her forearms. But she took a deep breath, held it, and took a second shot. The woman fell backward and slid off her seat into the water, as the jet ski continued forward.

      “That’s two of them,” she said. “We’ve taken out two of them.”

      A sudden drumbeat sound startled her, as tiny bits of metal showered her face. A bullet had hit the forward edge of the box and punched through. It must have come within inches of her head. Heart racing, Stella dropped down behind the box.

      Kay soon dropped down beside her. “Out of bullets,” she snarled. “Where’s that box of ammo? We’re just taking potshots at each other. We can’t hit them all, not like this.”

      “We have to force a retreat,” Stella replied. She dug the box of bullets out of a pocket and handed it to Kay. Then she dropped the magazine from her own gun to make sure she still had bullets. A few shots left before I have to reload, she thought. “Keep firing.”

      Curtis and Jorge were still firing, but they ran out of ammo then. Jorge dropped down to reload. Stella pushed herself back above the box. As she did, she saw a second driverless jet ski making wild circles in the water.

      “I got another one,” Jorge said.

      The furthest boat, the one with the dead captain, had turned and was racing back the way it had first come. The jet skis, instead of circling around the platform, seemed to be heading north and south, putting more distance between themselves and the landing platform. That left one black speed boat, and it had slowed down considerably. However, the remaining crew were all hunkered down, making them almost impossible to hit.

      Stella raised her gun and took careful aim at the boat. She fired off one shot, two, three. Suddenly, the boat veered to starboard, then turned and headed back.

      “I think it’s working,” she said, laughing wildly. “I think we’re driving them back!”

      Indeed, all of the boats and jet skis were now headed away from the Mako, except for the two that were dead in the water. Stella felt a surge of exhilaration.

      “Lift your gaze a little bit,” Kay said. “We haven’t won a thing. We swatted a few flies, while a swarm of hornets crept up on us.” She sounded panicky, and it cut through Stella’s exhilaration like a cold knife.

      Stella lowered the gun and looked beyond the retreating boats toward the horizon. Her heart sank. There were more boats coming. Real boats. Big ones. She saw a massive white and silver yacht, two large fishing vessels, and what she thought might have been a Coast Guard cutter. Any one of those ships would have a crew larger than the entire force that they’d just driven away.

      “Oh, no,” she muttered. “They keep coming, and each wave is bigger than the one before.”

      “It makes sense. First, you send an advance guard to draw us out,” Curtis said. “Then you test our attack power with the second wave. Once you know our real numbers and weapons capabilities, you send in the real fleet. Smart strategy on their part. They know what they’re doing.”

      “It cost them three people,” Jorge noted.

      “That’s war, man,” Curtis said. “It’s called a gambit. You risk a few lives up front to gain a tactical advantage that ensures victory.”

      Stella’s heart was pounding in her throat, in her temples. She dropped the magazine from her gun and saw she only had two bullets left. When she glanced left and right, she realized most of her team was staring at her, wide eyed and waiting for some kind of command decision.

      “Well,” she said, then had to pause a moment to catch her breath. “I don’t think we have the firepower or enough bullets left to drive away the whole AILS fleet. We’ll have to rely on our backup plans.” She took a deep breath and let it out in a rush. Then she grabbed the box of bullets and said, “And let’s hope our traps are enough to stop them.”

      “The handrails won’t stop them completely,” Curtis said, “but maybe the other traps will.”
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      Stella had them retreat to a few select viewing locations that they had designated in advance. She wound up with Curtis and Andy behind a wide support post at the top of the ramp. Jorge took another team to a position near the crane operator’s office, which was at a far corner of the upper platform. Kay took the rest of the group behind the storage building near the helicopter landing pad. This put a gun at each lookout spot. They’d divvied up the remaining bullets between each of the shooters.

      Stella was very happy that she’d had the forethought to lock Bestie in the control room for safety. She would’ve been at her wit’s end if she had to deal with all of this and worry about where Bestie was and if she was safe.

      Their next best hope was the numerous booby traps they’d placed around the outer edge of the Mako. The defenders had come up with a variety of interesting traps, not just the loosened handrails, and though she was terrified of the invasion, Stella was also extremely curious to see how their traps would work. At the moment, she was bracing herself against a corner of the support post and peering down the ramp at the lower deck. Curtis stood at her shoulder, reloading his gun. She heard him breathing heavily.

      “They saw us shooting from the upper deck on the west side,” Stella noted, “so I don’t think they’ll try to board from that direction. They’ll use the lower deck or come from some other direction.”

      “Maybe,” Curtis replied, “unless they want a direct confrontation. The thing is, we don’t really have any idea what these people will do. This is a cult we’re dealing with, not a military force. Who knows how they think. One thing’s for sure, they’re willing to sacrifice a few of their own people to gain a tactical advantage.”

      “I don’t know anything about cults or how they think,” Stella said.

      Andy cleared his throat, then and spoke up. He’d been one of the quietest workers in the previous weeks. In fact, Stella hadn’t learned his name until recently because he just never put himself forward. Formerly, he’d been a roughneck working on the same drilling team as Ricardo and Ignacio. She knew that about him, and not much else.

      “Cults underestimate the intelligence of people outside the cult,” he said softly. “That’s just kind of how they operate, so I don’t think they’ll use some super brilliant strategy to get onto the platform.”

      “You may have a point,” Curtis said. “However, they did just try two frontal attacks to test our strength.”

      “They threw a few of their people into the grist mill,” Andy said. “And they’ll keep doing it, just like you said. That’s what I expect.”

      “So, what if we just kill the leader?” John asked. “If we kill them, the whole cult should just crumble, right?”

      Andy shook his head. “Often times when that happens, the cult leader just becomes a martyr. The rest of the cult will be gung-ho to rise up and get revenge.”

      Stella was gazing beyond the lower deck to the fleet of ships, which were quickly closing in. The big yacht, which looked like some billionaire’s plaything, seemed to be the flagship. It had a long yellow banner streaming from a pole on the foredeck, and it maintained a central position among the other ships. The large fishing vessels stood like bodyguards on either side of the yacht, with the Coast Guard cutter moving off to the left a bit.

      What is their strategy going to be? That was the burning question in her mind.

      “What if they just start firing on us from afar?” Curtis asked. “What if they use bigger weapons? We’ll be sitting ducks.”

      “They want the Mako,” Stella replied. “They intend to use it as a base of operations. That’s what Parker told us. They’re not going to use big weapons or do anything that will risk damaging the platform.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” Curtis said. “They have to get people on board to take it.”

      “But people in a cult also overestimate their leaders,” Andy added. “They think their big boss, whoever it is, can do no wrong, that they have an answer to every problem. That’s to our advantage.”

      Stella watched as the Coast Guard cutter picked up speed, widening the distance between it and the other ships. It seemed to be headed for the northwest corner, the place where the crude lift was installed.

      “You seem to know a lot about cults,” Curtis said to Andy.

      “Yeah, well,” Andy replied, his voice dropping in pitch. “I grew up in a cult. Their beliefs were a heck of lot different from AILS, but the mindset was pretty much the same. Every cult has their ‘just cause’ that they believe makes them special. They have a leader that they treat like a demigod. And they think the whole rest of the world is full of corrupt idiots.”

      “I take it you got out?” Curtis said.

      Andy grunted and said, “Yeah, as soon as I possibly could. Lost my family in the process. I almost feel sorry for these AILS people. They’re brainwashed, and most of them will die for the cause.”

      “Can’t say I feel sorry for them,” Curtis replied, “but I see your point.”

      Stella raised a hand to motion them to silence. Andy’s revelation was interesting. She was sure there was a lot more to his story, but this wasn’t the best time to go through it. The cutter was getting close, and she could see people moving on the deck. Some of them had long hooked poles. A few appeared to be finagling a folding ladder. As for the other vessels in the fleet, they were approaching the Mako straight on, but they were moving slower.

      “This is it,” Stella said quietly. “Curtis, are you ready?”

      She glanced at him, and he patted the breast pocket of his shirt beneath his jacket. “Oh, yeah. Just give me the word, Stella, and I’ll make them regret they ever came within a hundred miles of this place.”

      She smiled at him, even as the pounding drumbeat in her temples and throat made her slightly dizzy. The Coast Guard cutter came up alongside the northwest corner of the platform. She could see the radio tower above its pilot house rising to the level of the lower deck. Lights flashed there, white and red. People clad in black clung to the tower railing like spiders.

      Taking a deep breath to steady herself, she raised her gun and pointed it in the direction of the radio tower, but she did not shoot. Not yet. She couldn’t afford to waste anymore bullets, they’d done enough of that already. The booby traps would have to do their work. Still, she wanted to be ready.

      “Don’t lean out too far,” Curtis said at her shoulder. “We don’t want to be spotted quite yet.”

      “Good point,” she replied, easing back behind the post a bit more.

      As she watched, men on the radar tower of the cutter passed the ladder up each level. And then a pair at the top unfolded it all the way, locked it in place, and braced it against the top rail. Another pair beneath them used long poles to move the ladder toward the deck. It just barely reached the top of the ladder resting against the edge of the deck beneath the handrail. The pair below then began lashing the bottom of the ladder to the radar tower to hold it in place.

      Though it wasn’t yet secured at the top, people began scaling the ladder toward the lower deck. It was a smart place to board the platform. Stella had to give them that. They’d done at least a little bit of homework. The boat lift was on the deck just beyond the handrail, the pulleys and motor mounted nearby. If they gained access to the lift, they could use it to raise and lower men and supplies with ease. Of course, that’s why they’d intentionally left it in place.

      Let them try, she said with a smile.

      She felt Curtis’s hand resting lightly on her shoulder, trembling slightly. Andy was breathing fast behind them. The first of the AILS attackers reached the top of the ladder and pulled a coiled length of nylon rope out of a pocket. He unspooled it and reached up to the handrail. Clearly, he intended to secure the top of the ladder to the handrail.

      Go for it, buddy, Stella thought. See what happens.

      The man reached through the bars of the handrail, pulling the end of the rope around it. The damage done to the support rails was on the inside edge, not readily visible to people on the other side. Still, if his hands brushed the rail, he would surely feel the damage. Stella held her breath. The lead attacker passed the rope across the back of the handrail, then pulled it through on the other side.

      Suddenly, he yanked the rope on both ends, as if to draw it taut against the support posts. As soon as he did, the handrail gave a groan and snapped loose. It toppled onto him. The combination of his backward momentum from the pull and the handrail falling caused the attacker to lurch backward. He lost his balance and toppled from the ladder with a cry. As he fell, he slammed into the man on the ladder beneath him. This, in turn, caused the top edge of the ladder to bounce. The whole ladder swung backward, pivoting at the bottom.

      The three men who had been on the ladder slammed into the top of the radar tower and went flailing down to the pilothouse below. The other attackers on the radar tower scrambled to get out of the way. A few failed. They were hit by the ladder or the spinning handrail or other attackers. At least one man near the top of the radar tower lost his balance and fell into the ocean. It was a veritable symphony of screaming and crashing, punctuated at the end by most of the men and debris slamming into the top of the pilothouse or onto the various boat decks.

      “Well, that worked like a charm,” Curtis said. “It was beautiful to behold.”

      Stella heard much shouting from the Coast Guard cutter. However, movement off to the left drew her gaze. As the attackers had been trying and failing to brace a ladder near the lift, the other ships had finally come within range. However, she saw them spreading out now. The yacht remained at a bit of a distance, while the fishing vessels went left and right to encircle the Mako.

      One of the fishing boats was very close now, and she saw people on the foredeck fiddling with some kind of mounted machinery. The machine had a coil of sturdy rope wrapped around a wheel, a metal tube set at an angle. As one of the black-clad attackers lifted a long rod, she realized what it was: a harpoon gun. The rod was actually a harpoon with a hooked blade on the end. The rope was tied to the other end.

      “Is it time?” Curtis asked. “You want me to set off the other trap?”

      Stella held up a hand and shook her head. One of the attackers took up a position behind the harpoon gun, as others turned the wheel and tightened the rope. At a signal, the gun was fired. The harpoon flew up beyond the lower deck and arched over the upper deck. Stella had to shift position, moving to the other side of the support post, to see where it landed.

      The hooked end of the harpoon slammed into the side of the storage building with a deafening bang. Kay and her group were huddled on the other side, and the loud sound startled them out of hiding. Kay rushed to the corner of her building, then turned in the direction of the ramp. Stella made eye contact with her and held up a hand.

      Not yet. Hold your position.

      As the harpoon was pulled backward, it dragged across the upper deck. Stella fully expected it to hook against a section of the handrail and rip it loose. However, the end of the hook managed to find a drain slot on the deck, and it caught fast.

      “That’s not good,” she muttered.

      “Is it time?” Curtis said again.

      Stella looked for the other boat. It had moved to the north side of the platform, and the crew was attempting to climb onto the lower deck. She heard handrails snapping, people shouting.

      “Okay, I think it’s time,” Stella replied. She waved her hand at Kay, then motioned at Curtis. “Go for it. Move fast, but be careful.”

      “I got this,” Curtis said, giving her a wink. “Just sit back and enjoy the show.”

      He pushed off the pillar and ran up the ramp. As he did, Kay moved out from behind the storage building and rushed to meet him. Stella held her ground, though she desperately wanted to stay close to Curtis. This next step was dangerous because it put them out in the open, if only for a few seconds. She watched as Curtis produced a small silver lighter from his pocket. Kay produced a red Bic lighter.

      “I wonder if this one will work?” Andy said. “That ocean water is constantly moving, after all.”

      “The current doesn’t seem too strong today,” Stella replied. “When we checked on it earlier, everything was where it should be and the barrels are secured.”

      As they ran toward the handrail, not so far from where the harpoon had embedded itself, Kay and Curtis both pulled signal flares from their pockets. Curtis lit his two.

      Kay did the same. Then they glanced at each other, nodded, and tossed the flares across the deck and over the railing. They burned brightly as they dropped out of sight. Stella held her breath, counting in her head. Since they were on an oil rig, it was a matter of pumping in some of the raw petroleum into fifty-gallon drums they’d found in the storeroom.

      Many of those drums were now tied to support posts just beneath the surface of the water. They’d been pierced, so they’d been leaking their contents into the water for a while. Standing water would have retained the petroleum better, but Stella hoped slow leaks would keep most of it in the area. Now was the moment of truth.

      She heard a cheer that seemed to be coming from beyond the western handrail. The crew of the first fishing vessel. And then, as suddenly as the cheering began, it cut off. All at once, there rose a loud whoosh that gathered strength. Furious flames rose like an upside-down curtain in the water beyond the handrail, sweeping out to either side.

      As Stella watched, the flames swept across the bow of the nearest fishing vessel. She moved down the ramp in time to watch the flames lick against the starboard gunwale of the Coast Guard cutter. Attackers scrambled about on deck. She laughed. She couldn’t help it. It had worked. Kay and Curtis turned and ran back to their respective viewing spots.

      “They didn’t see that coming,” Curtis said, pumping a fist in the air. “Thought they were just going to stroll up and take the Mako, did they? Get burnt, you wackos!”

      The Coast Guard cutter was already backing away, engine roaring as they tried to escape the flames, which had spread far and wide along the Mako’s support posts. The yacht was backing away as well, even though it was already well clear of the fire. Then the fishing vessels headed away. In both the cutter and one of the fishing vessels, the crews were battling flames which had caught on ropes, cloth, and sails and was working its way up the sides of the boats.

      “Did we do it?” she asked. “Did we drive them away? Is it over?”

      “We certainly gave them something to think about,” Curtis replied.

      “Cultists don’t give up,” Andy said. “Not like this. Not reasonably. A little fire’s not enough to overcome years of brainwashing.”

      And then, as if to prove his point, Stella saw flashes of light coming from the retreating ships. The light was quickly followed by the sound of bullets pinging against the platform. It was like hammers hitting all over the place. She heard them striking the lower deck, knocking off sections of handrail, pounding into the side of the building, cracking windows. A lot of guns, and a hell of a lot of bullets.

      And then a bullet hit the other side of the support post, and Stella felt a vibration moving through concrete and steel. Curtis was leaning around the corner, watching the ships depart. She grabbed a fistful of his sleeve and pulled him back away from the weapons fire.

      “I think we pissed them off,” he said.

      “Seems like it,” she said.

      Stella turned and looked for the second group. Kay and the others were huddled behind the storage building. Just then, a bullet hit the side of the thin-skinned building with a shower of sparks.

      “We have to get inside,” Stella said. “It’s not safe out here while they’re shooting at us.”

      “But we have to run out in the open to get to the door,” Curtis replied.

      Another bullet hit the storage shed. It punched through the wall near the corner on the north side. It seemed like another close call. But then someone groaned loudly. A person stepped out of Kay’s group, stumbling backward, and collapsed on his back on the deck.

      “It’s Ricardo,” Stella said, gasping. “I think he got hit.”

      His cousin Ignacio rushed to his side, dropping down beside him. Then Kay joined him. Stella looked for the ships. It seemed they were moving off some distance, led by the yacht, but she doubted they were leaving altogether. The fire was still burning high and hot. They would probably wait until it burned itself out. People on the decks were still shooting at the Mako.

      “We have to get inside,” Stella said again. “I think I put Kay’s group in the wrong location. That building’s flimsier than I realized. They’re not safe. Come on, you two. Move fast. Stay low.”

      She beckoned Curtis and Andy, then took off running up the ramp. Bullets were still hammering against the platform, though the rate of fire had dropped off.

      “Get inside. Everyone get inside,” she shouted at the other group.

      Kay and Ignacio picked up Ricardo and carried him across the deck toward the main door. The rest of her group rushed after her. Though she was moving as low as she could, Stella felt terribly exposed. A bullet hit a beam somewhere just above her, and she instinctively covered her head. Ricardo left a trail of blood as they carried him. A lot of blood. The bullet appeared to have hit him low in the chest.

      I put them behind that storage building, Stella thought, her heart sinking. It wasn’t bulletproof.

      She couldn’t linger on the thought now. They were still under fire. She raced to the door and flung it open, waving the others through. Kay and Ignacio lugged Ricardo into the entry room first. Stella could hear blood dripping onto the metal floor. The others rushed in next.

      “What about Jorge and Steph inside the crane office?” Curtis said.

      “We’ll have to get them inside, too,” Stella said. “Just go.”

      She pushed Curtis through the open door and followed him inside. A bullet smacked into the side of the building somewhere nearby, just as the door swung shut behind her.
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      “He’s dead,” Kay said softly. She was staring at her hands, which were dripping with blood. “Must’ve hit an artery or something. It all happened so fast.”

      Jorge and Steph had retreated from the crane operator’s office once the shooting started, and they’d arrived a minute later. They were now crowded into the entry room with everyone else. Stella had her back to the door, watching the others circle around Ricardo in the entry room. She felt sick to her stomach, crushed by guilt. Ricardo’s eyes were half open, fixed on some invisible point in the air above him. The front of his shirt was soaked with blood. His cousin, Ignacio, was on his knees beside him, clutching his arm and sobbing.

      “Judging by the severity of the wound, it was probably a high-caliber bullet,” Curtis said, moving up behind Ignacio. “Cut through that building like butter, but I don’t think much would have stopped it.”

      Stella pushed off the door and made herself walk toward him. She knelt beside Ricardo, looking at his still face. He seemed calm, lips together, forehead uncreased. She reached out and laid a hand on his shoulder.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. “It’s my fault. I positioned your team there.”

      Ignacio immediately reared up and looked at her, cheeks wet with tears, and Stella braced for the impact. She deserved the criticism, and she knew it.

      “No, it’s not your fault,” Ignacio said through clenched teeth. “He is dead because of those maniáticos out there on the boats. It’s all their fault. All of it.”

      Stella sighed and nodded. “Still…I’m sorry. I liked Ricardo. He was nice.”

      “He was nice,” Ignacio echoed. “He was my best friend, not just my cousin.”

      Stella didn’t know what else to say to this, so she just knelt there quietly for a moment. The other people were gathered around her, a few of them crying. Kay was trying to wipe the blood from her hands using a rag from one of the entry room’s many lockers, but there was so much of it.

      “As soon as the flames die down, they’ll come back,” Curtis said. “I don’t expect them to flee. And they’ll be angrier this time. We’d better get ready.”

      Stella rose, adrenaline surging so intensely that her whole body shook with it. She clasped her hands in front of her, wrapping them around the handgun, trying to quell the trembling to no avail. Everyone was looking at her, waiting for her to say something.

      “Well, we knew they might get past the traps eventually,” she said. “They’re not going to destroy this building. We can be sure of that. They want this place. So, they’ll try to get inside and take over, and we just have to do what we can to keep them out.”

      She looked around and saw all of the discouraged faces around her. Ricardo’s death felt like defeat.

      Maybe we should just surrender the place and try to barter for our lives, she thought. At least then we might get out of this alive. She didn’t say it out loud.

      “The control room is key to the Mako’s systems, so that’s where our defense will be centered.”

      As she was speaking, she heard a strange new sound coming from outside. A kind of loud hiss. She turned toward the door. She pushed her way through the crowd and went to look through the small window. Through the dirty windowpane, she saw the Coast Guard cutter moving parallel with the edge of the upper deck. A vast jet of water arced from the foredeck into the wall of flames.

      But, of course, a Coast Guard cutter would have some means of fighting a fire.

      “They’re putting out the fire,” she said. Indeed, the cutter seemed to be erasing the flames as it moved from north to south.

      She turned to the people behind her. Curtis reached out and grabbed her arm, gently moving her to one side.

      “Best not to stand in a window like that,” he said.

      The people were still gathered around Ricardo, watching her, waiting.

      “Okay, this is it,” she said, hating the tremor in her voice. “Uh…uh…Kay and Jorge, would you quickly circle the outer hall and make sure all of the exterior doors are still closed and locked? Then turn and head back the way you came. Don’t come through the entry room. It will be trapped by then. Meet us in the control room.”

      Kay and Jorge glanced at each other, nodded in unison, then headed off down the hallway toward the cafeteria. Once they were gone, Stella motioned at Curtis and Andy.

      “Can you guys help carry Ricardo?” she said. “We can’t leave him lying out here like this.”

      “Where do we take him?” Curtis asked.

      “Let’s put him in one of the empty rooms and then we’ll all meet in the control room,” Stella replied. “That’s where we will make our stand. It’s got the sturdiest door, the generator, and the one working console. Bestie is already safe in there. The rest of you, keep your weapons handy and follow them. I’ll bring up the rear and set the final trap behind us.”

      She motioned at the group. Curtis and Andy approached Ignacio and helped him pick up the body of his cousin. A great puddle of blood marked the shape of his body on the floor. As they carried him away, the rest of the group followed. Some shook their weapons, as if readying them. Wrenches, knives, hammers, and four guns. Not much against such a large force.

      Stella watched them walking down the hall toward the control room. Then she turned and went to an open locker. Reaching inside, she pulled out a large plastic bag. She opened the top and, as she backed across the room, she poured the contents on the floor behind her. Makeshift caltrops constructed of nails and sharp bits of scrap metal. She poured them in her wake, and they bounced as they hit the metal floor, scattering in all directions. By the time she stepped into the hallway, she’d covered most of the entry room floor with the nasty little foot-stabbers.

      Rolling up the plastic bag, she gazed at the tiny window across the room. She could just make out the top of the cutter’s radio tower. The vessel seemed to have anchored itself in a spot near the helicopter landing pad. She saw no hint of fire beyond the deck anymore.

      She was breathing so fast now that she swooned. Catching herself against the nearest wall, she took a deep breath and held it for a few seconds. That seemed to help. Stella turned and started after the others.

      Are we really going to be able to drive them away? There might be hundreds of people on those boats, and we’ve already made them mad.

      It couldn’t be helped now. They had to defend the Mako. The others were moving down the hall ahead of her, slowed by the men lugging Ricardo’s body.

      Suddenly, she heard an enormous bang coming from somewhere in the building. It shook the walls, trembled in the floor beneath her. The group came to a sudden stop in the hallway, looking around. The bang was soon followed by shouting, and then the sharp report of guns.

      “Where is that coming from?” Curtis shouted. “Are they already inside?”

      Stella looked over her shoulder. The door in the entry room was still firmly shut. She’d left it unlocked, hoping to funnel the attackers through that door so they would hit the caltrops along the way. But she saw no one beyond the window, and the sound of shouting and guns was getting louder. It echoed, so it seemed to be coming from both directions.

      “Where are they?” Ignacio whimpered, struggling to maintain his grip on Ricardo’s waist. “Where do we go?”

      “Into the control room,” Stella cried, waving them off. “Get in there!”

      The control room was down the hall, maybe twenty yards away though it now felt like miles. The group resumed moving, but they were slowed by the weight of Ricardo’s body. The shouting and tromp of many boots seemed to be right on top of them now, hammering against the floor.

      “Just leave the body,” Stella said. “Set him down and run! Get in there!”

      “No,” Ignacio wailed. “I can’t leave my cousin.”

      But Curtis and Andy did as they were told. They lowered Ricardo to the floor. Ignacio held on tightly, but he couldn’t bear the weight alone and went down to the floor with him. Finally, Curtis reached down and pulled the man’s hands free, yanking him to his feet. Ignacio relented then, sobbing, and allowed himself to be drawn away from the body.

      Stella caught up to the group, but shifting shapes far down the hall caught her eye. Shadows and light danced on the floor and walls at the far corner beyond the cafeteria. Suddenly, two shapes surged around the corner. The light was mostly behind them, so at first, Stella couldn’t see who it was. She fumbled with her gun and finally raised it up, aiming over the heads of the people in front of her. Then one of the approaching figures shouted.

      “Run! Run! They’re inside!” It was Kay, screaming herself hoarse. “They got onto the bridge somehow and forced the back door! Go, go, go!”

      Kay and Jorge were sprinting full out, bumping into each other and hitting the walls as they came, barely able to maintain their balance.

      “Run,” Jorge shouted, his voice breaking.

      Curtis and Andy picked up their pace. The group followed. But bright light swept around the far corner not two seconds later. Floodlights filled the hallway. Stella squinted against the sudden light.

      Kay and Jorge were passing the cafeteria door, Curtis and Andy stepping up to the control room door, when gunfire filled the hallway. The reports were sharp, painful, shockingly loud. Stella stumbled again, went down on one knee, and picked herself up. Ahead, Andy and Ignacio ducked into the control room, but Curtis positioned himself behind the doorframe, aiming his gun down the hall. Stella aimed her gun as well, but she dared not fire. Kay and Jorge were moving in that bright light.

      As she stumbled after the rest of her group, she felt bullets whistling past her. One passed so close, she felt the heat of it against her cheek. And then Jorge fell, slamming onto his chest with a spectacular thud. His momentum caused him to continue sliding and tumbling for a few yards before he came to a stop.

      Suddenly, Stella’s right foot hit some unyielding shape, and she dropped onto her hands and knees. Bullets pinged against the walls, the ceiling, the floor. Curtis had begun to return fire, and she thought Kay was firing wildly over her shoulder as well. When Stella tried to pick herself up again, her hands came down on another unyielding shape. The one at her hands was missing half their face. Steph!

      She crawled toward the open control room door. Suddenly, someone stepped through the control room door, reached down, and grabbed her right arm. It was Andy. He hoisted Stella to her feet and pulled her toward the control room door.

      The bright light was growing, getting closer, filling the whole world. The shapes within the light began to coalesce into bodies, dozens of men and women dressed all in black. They were coming fast and firing as they approached. And then Kay appeared, lunging out of the light and throwing herself through the control room door. Curtis was still half-hidden behind the doorframe, firing back at the approaching wave of hostiles.

      “Get inside,” Andy shouted.

      He spun, swinging Stella around and tossing her through the door. As she flew backward, she caught a brief glimpse of the young worker, light dancing in his wild hair. He caught himself against the doorframe with his free hand, but before he could pull himself through, bullets struck him. They entered his body with little puffs, gentle as whispers of steam from the surface of hot tea. But they exited the other side in sprays of blood, flesh, and cloth. He was hit in the shoulder, the chest, the stomach. And finally in the face.

      He slammed against the doorframe, rolled to his left, and landed face down in the hallway. Around him, the bodies of other workers lay in a tangled heap of blood and despair. So many. Stella felt white-hot horror sweep through her body.

      And then the light was gone. Sudden darkness dropped down like a curtain, and she heard the heavy door of the control room slam shut followed by the sturdy lock clicking into place. A moment later, there was pounding on the door, then shouting. It continued for a few seconds, and then, all of sudden, the whole building went quiet. All voices stilled, the pounding ceased.

      Stella sat up. The control room door fit so snugly into its frame that no light leaked through. She was in utter darkness. The gun was still in her hand. Had she returned fire? She couldn’t remember. All she remembered were the bodies, the blood.

      “Did…did they kill everyone?” she whispered.

      A tiny light awoke in a corner of the room. A small flashlight trembled in the air. It took a second to make out the shape of Kay behind the light. Then Curtis appeared, crawling toward her. Finally, she saw Ignacio curled up on the floor, his arms wrapped around his head. There was no one else in the room, only the ceiling-high stacks of water-damaged supply boxes.

      “We’re all that’s left,” Curtis said, in a fear-choked voice. “They just killed everyone else.”

      “Gunned them all down in the hall,” Kay said, her voice hoarse from her earlier shouting. “Even with all of our careful planning, they caught us off guard. We were easy targets. We’re lucky any of us made it into the control room.”

      Curtis approached Stella and reached out with his free hand. She wasn’t sure what he was going to do, but she resisted the urge to flinch. He brushed her cheek and drew his hand back, showing her blood on his fingertips.

      “Is it mine?” she asked, reaching up to feel her own face.

      “I don’t think so,” he replied.

      Indeed, she was spattered with someone’s blood from her temple to her jawline. She wiped her face with her sleeve. Outside, attackers resumed hammering on the door.

      “We’re dead,” Ignacio whimpered. “They’re going to kill us like they killed everyone else. We’re trapped in here like rats.”

      “The door is locked,” Stella said. “It’s a strong door with a strong lock. They can’t just kick it in.” Even so, she turned to the door and aimed her gun at it, ready to expend her last bullets on the first attackers to force their way through. Her whole body was tingling and electric with the shock of what had just happened. All of their careful planning had come to nothing in the span of a few seconds. An AILS team had attacked from a direction she hadn’t expected, catching them woefully unprepared.

      “They’ll bomb the door,” Ignacio said. “Blow it off the hinges and kill us with the blast!”

      Ignacio was curled up near the console. Kay was back behind the generator, and she seemed to be struggling to catch her breath while Bestie nudged her thigh and whined. However, like Stella, she had her gun aimed at the door. In that moment, Stella felt such despair that she almost dropped the gun. Why fight now? The end was inevitable, and the hallway was littered with the bodies of the people she’d tried so hard to protect.

      Gran would’ve found a way, she thought. Somehow, she would have kept them alive and beat back AILS if she were here.

      “They’re not going to risk an explosion,” Curtis said. “I think they need this control room. They need the equipment in here if they want to run the systems on the Mako. They’ll try to find a way to get the door unlocked that keeps the room intact. That’s what I think.”

      “Yeah, I bet you’re right,” Kay added in her raspy voice. “But that won’t take too long. If they have a plasma cutter, they’ll get in, no problem. We’ve only bought ourselves a few minutes.”

      “We surrender, then,” Ignacio said, uncovering his head and flopping onto his back. The poor man’s shirt was soaked with his cousin’s blood. “Maybe they’ll let us live.”

      Stella was frozen. It took all of her strength just to keep the gun pointed at the door. The pounding on the other side had stopped again. Indeed, the hallway seemed strangely quiet now. She realized the others were looking at her, waiting for her to say something. Did they still want her to make leadership decisions after what had just happened?

      “Gran should have stayed here,” she said. “She should have sent me to get Uncle Ronny instead. Everyone would still be alive.”

      “That’s just not true,” Curtis said, crawling toward her. “We’re vastly outnumbered. It’s a miracle we lasted as long as we did, and that’s only due to your planning.”

      “My planning?” Stella said, with a mocking laugh. “We spent hours dumping petroleum into the ocean and sawing handrail supports, and it bought us…what? A few more minutes. The attackers came in through a back door. That means they got on deck before we even knew they were there. We failed. I failed.”

      “Stop that,” Curtis said. He set his gun down and reached out, laying a gentle hand on her shoulder. “The traps worked. It drove them back, didn’t it? A superior force but we drove them back, at least for a while. That’s something.”

      “Is it?” Stella said.

      Kay groaned loudly then. “Okay, for Pete’s sake, can we stop the pity party?” she said. “Stella, you made a plan, and we agreed to it. But none of us were prepared to deal with crap like this. Honestly, even if we’d realized how many people AILS was sending to the Mako, there’s not a whole lot we could’ve done to stop them. At least we tried. You played the hand you were dealt. We didn’t roll over and die, and as a result, a few of us are still alive. So just suck it up! Personally, I’m not done fighting them. I’ve got a few bullets left.”

      Kay’s harsh attitude stung, but it also had the right effect. It shook Stella out of her despair and set a spark in her. Yes, the four of them were still alive. They could still fight, at least for a little while. Even Ignacio had finally sat up, and the expression on his face had changed, hardened.

      “Okay, you’re right,” Stella said, nodding at Kay. “As long as even one of us is still alive, we can keep fighting them. Ignacio, I don’t think they’ll spare our lives, even if we surrender. If Andy was still here, he’d remind us again of how irrational cultists can be. I don’t expect them to follow Geneva Conventions when it comes to prisoners of war, so we’re not going to risk it. We’re going to do everything we can to save ourselves.”

      Kay grinned at her. Curtis nodded.

      “How do we do that?” Ignacio said.

      “Well, that’s what we’re about to figure out,” Stella replied.
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      Ruth and John spent over an hour just picking their way through Ronny’s farmhouse. To Ruth, the maze of crates, boxes, and trunks, which were filled to overflowing with all kinds of supplies, was like taking a trip through her brother’s deteriorating mental health. At the moment, they were trying to make their way down the upstairs hall, which necessitated squeezing through a few narrow gaps. When Ruth bumped a large metal trunk, she heard loose bullets rattling around inside.

      “Has he always been like this?” John asked. “I mean, has he always lived in these conditions since he got his own place? It would drive me crazy.”

      “Well, like I said before, I watched Ronny deteriorate over the years,” Ruth said. “As his mental and emotional state got worse, his living conditions became more squalid, and he isolated himself more and more. Eventually, he wanted nothing to do with his family. He was convinced the whole world was against him. But, having said that, I think someone’s been through here and tossed some of these boxes around. There was a fight.”

      She stopped in the open doorway to the master bedroom. Dresser drawers had been strewn across the floor. The closet door was open, and clothes were dumped onto the bed.

      “What do you mean?” John asked, peering over her shoulder. “Why would they toss boxes around?”

      “I believe someone came through here looking for something,” Ruth said. “Maybe the sheer volume of junk deterred them, and they left. Or maybe Ronny ran them off somehow. Or maybe they found what they were looking for.”

      She stepped into the bedroom, but there was so sign of Ronny.

      “And the blood downstairs?” John asked.

      “Either his or theirs,” she replied. She turned and motioned John back into the hallway. “I really hope it was theirs.”

      They made their way back down the hall and down the stairs. Every step was at least half-covered with stacks of folders or small boxes. Some of these had been opened and dumped. At the bottom of the stairs, they turned and went into the kitchen. More drawers were pulled open here, cupboards ransacked. Ruth saw damage to the wall above the kitchen table that looked a lot like a shotgun blast.

      The air felt heavy in every room, and Ruth sensed an oppressive darkness. The weight of her broken past with Ronny mingled with her fear about his fate to create a potent mix of emotions. Sick to her stomach, she pushed through the kitchen and the utility room beyond and exited out the back of the farmhouse. She saw what she thought were scuff marks in the dirt just outside the door. These became messy footprints that led off in a broad arc toward the big barn.

      “If someone came onto this property to rob him, Ronny would have fought to the bitter end,” she said. “No matter how many people came against him or what they threatened him with, he would have kept fighting. Even if they had him cornered in some back room with a hundred people, he would have fought to the last bullet and the last drop of blood.”

      “Well, it’s clear some kind of fight took place in the living room, at least,” John said, pulling the back door shut behind him. “I just wonder who won.”

      “Ronny’s a tough old cuss. Unless they got the drop on him, he had a pretty good chance. Plus, I know my brother, he would have been prepared.”

      Ruth headed to the barn, but the heaviness was growing inside of her.

      Come on, Ronny, she thought. Give us a sign. Show us you won. You were always a fighter. Your whole life, you had a chip on your shoulder. You fought with everyone, but this is the one fight that really mattered.

      The barn was even more daunting than the house. Ronny had collected what appeared to be decades’ worth of electronic equipment and machinery, and it was all piled in tall stacks. However, he’d arranged the stacks to allow a narrow path leading from the open door into the dark heart of the barn.

      “Do we have to go in there?” John said as they approached the open barn door. “It kind of gives me the creeps. It looks like a place where a drug cartel might hide a torture chamber.”

      “We have to go in there,” Ruth replied. “We have to make sure Ronny’s not in there somewhere.”

      Near the barn door, she spotted an iron shelf attached to the wall that had numerous flashlights, matches, lighters, and candles piled on it. She grabbed the biggest flashlight—a heavy, black metal monstrosity—clicked it on, and nothing happened. Frowning, she gave it a shake. Flipping it over, she unscrewed the bottom.

      Pointing to the shelf. “See if there’s any batteries.” John grabbed the open box sitting there and looked inside.

      “C or D?”

      “D. Two.”

      Handing her the batteries, she dropped them into the flashlight, screwed the cap back on, and turned it on. Aiming the light into the barn, she slipped through the gap, careful not to brush against the makeshift walls of greasy and dirty machine parts and electronics. John followed her, but his reluctance was clear. They followed a twisting passageway into darkness, Ruth shining the way with a flashlight. She saw barrels of supplies, half-finished furniture, and things she couldn’t even identify.

      Finally, they popped out of the narrow gap into an open space somewhere near the back of the barn. A table dominated the space, with a large upright toolbox resting at one end. One of Ronny’s projects was strewn across the table. Ruth saw a large battery wired to the guts of a radio.

      Something bad had happened here. That was immediately clear. Barrels had been tipped over, boxes and trunks smashed open. The toolbox drawers were all open, and someone had bashed the radio into bits and pieces. As Ruth shone the light around the table, she saw what appeared to be large splotches of blood on the ground around a chair. And something else. At first, she wasn’t sure what it was. A wadded-up ball of something. She moved closer and realized it was cloth. A scrap of cloth that had been hastily crumpled.

      “Be careful,” John said. “I feel like this whole place might be booby-trapped.”

      Ruth bent down and grabbed the wad of cloth. It felt stiff in her hand, hardened by some substance that had saturated the cloth, then dried.

      “Blood,” she noted. She set the flashlight on the nearby chair and unraveled the stiff wad of cloth. “This thing was soaked in blood.”

      “Someone was wounded, bleeding badly,” John suggested. “They tore off the blood-soaked piece of clothing to get access to the wound. That’s what I think.”

      She held up the unraveled bit of cloth, angling it into the flashlight beam. It was clearly a large section of a cotton shirt of some kind. It looked to have been hastily torn or cut loose.

      “Or they used this wad of cloth to try to staunch the blood,” she said. “Only, it proved to be too much.”

      Yes, wadded up and pressed to a badly bleeding wound. That’s what it looked like. As she examined it in the light, she realized there was some kind of patch. It was mostly hidden by the copious amount of dried blood, but an outline was just visible. A yellow triangle with a stylized eye in the center, and beneath it, four small letters: A-I-L-S. She showed it to John.

      “Well, that confirms it,” she said with a sigh. “AILS came here. And my brother gave them hell.”

      “So who won the fight?” John said.

      Ruth tossed the bloody scrap of cloth onto the ground. “Ronny would never have left his own property willingly. That means he was either dragged away, or they killed him and dumped the body somewhere.”

      “Which one is more likely?” John asked.

      Ruth turned and looked up at him. “I can’t imagine Ronny allowing himself to be dragged away, not unless he was unconscious. I’m afraid we must assume that he’s dead. He might have wounded a few AILS operatives in the process, but they came here to kill him, and I’m guessing they succeeded. And that’s why nobody is here anymore. Mission accomplished. Take the body as evidence and return to headquarters.”

      Her heart sank as she said it, and she bowed her head.

      “I’m so sorry, Ruth,” John said softly, squatting down beside her. “It’s not easy losing a brother like that.”

      Ruth blew her breath out. “He wasn’t much of a brother. He didn’t even like me. Still, all of our plans revolved around getting him to help us decommission the Mako. He’s the only one I know of who can do it, and so he was our best hope at stopping AILS.” She turned and looked at John. “I’m afraid our mission has failed.”
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      Though Ruth felt little hope at this point, she was obliged to leave no stone unturned. And so, they spent another couple of hours searching every outbuilding, every nook and cranny, every dip in the terrain across Ronny’s property, looking for a body—living or dead. They found no sign of him. No sign of anyone present on the property, only scuff marks, damage from guns, and blood spatters here and there.

      Whatever had taken place on Ronny’s land, it had been a brutal and protracted battle. He hadn’t gone down quietly, that was clear. After a couple of hours of searching, they found themselves standing in the lot between the barn and a smaller aluminum shed. Ruth was desperately trying to figure out what her next step should be. If they returned to the Mako like this, then they returned as failures. This whole trip was for nothing.

      “So that’s it, then?” John said, wiping a sheen of sweat off his forehead with his sleeve. “We’ve searched the entire property and found not a single person. Whatever happened, whoever won, no one stuck around. Do we go back to the Mako now?”

      “So it would seem,” Ruth said, casting her gaze to the road beyond the property fence. It was going to be a long, miserable slog back to the coast, and would they find the boat still safely hidden?

      “Can we rest here for the night and head back in the morning?” John said. “I don’t know about you, but I’m beat.”

      She didn’t respond. Something was nagging at her. All of this clutter and madness touched deep places in her memories, places where Ronny still resided. Though she’d done her best to bury her memories of the brother who had pulled so far away from her, she could still see his face if she dug deep enough. Not the rough-skinned old man with the unkempt beard, but the young and fresh-faced boy he had once been, a boy who was eccentric, strange, but not unkind.

      “Ruth?” John said softly. “Are you okay?”

      She felt his hand against her back, and she found the touch comforting. She leaned against him, turning the touch into a gentle embrace. In her mind, she’d latched onto a memory of young Ronny Garber with a plastic patch over one eye, a plastic sword in one hand, a plastic hook in the other.

      “If you feel like we need to head back right away, I’m okay with that too,” John said. “We can hike through the night. I can run on very little sleep if I have to.”

      She pulled out of his embrace and turned toward the house. A massive live oak dominated the weedy lot behind the house, towering above the rooftop with its fat limbs.

      “We haven’t searched everywhere,” she said. “Not yet.”

      “What’s left?” John said with a laugh. “We looked in every room, every closet, every crate and box and barrel. There aren’t any other buildings. Heck, we even poked our heads into that filthy attic. I’ve seen enough brown recluse spiders, house centipedes, and earwigs today to last a lifetime.”

      Ruth started walking toward the house. John hesitated, then hurried after her.

      “Is there some room in the house that we forgot about?” he asked. “Maybe a basement hidden beneath the floorboards?”

      “No, not in the house,” she said. She raised her hand to point and realized she still had the heavy flashlight in her hand. “Past the house. That big tree there.”

      “I see it. What does it mean?” he asked.

      Instead of answering, she handed him the flashlight. “Run back to the barn. Put this on its shelf, and bring a couple of shovels, would you?”

      “Sure. Can I ask why?” he said.

      She gave him a wistful smile. “There used to be this pirate who roamed the Texas prairie. He wore an eyepatch, even though both of his eyes were fine. He had a hook for a left hand, a floppy felt hat, and this old red coat. He was called One-Eyed Lafitte, and he always buried his pirate treasure in the same place.”

      “Are you referring to Jean Lafitte?” John asked. “The French pirate who was based out of Galveston?”

      “No,” Ruth said with a laugh. “I’m talking about my brother, Ronny. Now, go and get those shovels.”

      John shrugged and turned, trotting back toward the barn. As he did, Ruth made her way to the giant live oak. It was the biggest tree on the property by far, exactly the kind of place that the rascally pirate would have buried his real treasure. She was halfway between the house and the tree when John caught up to her, bearing two ancient shovels. He handed one to her.

      “It was a game Ronny played as a child,” she said, taking the shovel. The soft wooden handle felt comfortable in her hand. “He was obsessed with burying pirate treasure. If he had anything that he really wanted to keep safe, he would bury it in a secret not-so-secret location. It was almost always at the base of some enormous tree. I don’t know if it was a game or some kind of compulsive behavior, but he kept it up well into his teenage years. At first, we thought it was cute. Later, we thought it was weird. But Ronny was never deterred by our opinions.”

      “And you think he may have buried something near that old tree?” John asked.

      “I think he might have done it for old time’s sake,” Ruth replied.

      “What kind of stuff did he used to bury?”

      “Whatever was most valuable to him at the time,” she said. “Collectible coins, a stamp collection, this little set of ceramic dinosaurs he bought at a flea market. He inherited an old pocketknife from our grandfather, and he buried it in a tin box.”

      John grunted thoughtfully. “So what would his most valuable item be now?”

      “That’s what I hope to find out,” Ruth said. “Let’s see if I really do know my brother as well as I think I do.”

      As she approached the tree, she realized it was even bigger than it had seemed from a distance. The trunk was massive, its roots bulging out of the ground in places. A couple of the lower branches were so big that they bowed down to the ground.

      “That looks like the kind of place that One-Eyed Lafitte would have sat while brooding over his treasure,” she said, pointing to the biggest of the low branches. It actually dipped down at one place and rested on the ground.

      “I’ll take your word for it,” John said.

      As she drew near the branch, she thought she saw evidence that someone had sat in that spot many times. The bark was worn smooth, chipped in a few places. And on the ground in front of the branch, no grass or weeds grew, only dirt. Indeed, it appeared as if a semicircular spot had been worn in the grass around that spot.

      “Right here,” she said, jabbing the end of the shovel into the ground in the center of the dirt patch. “Doesn’t this look like the kind of place a pirate might bury his treasure?”

      John shrugged. “Well, I’ll be honest, you seem to have a lot more personal experience with One-Eyed Lafitte than I do. What do you think?”

      “I think we start digging and find out,” she said.

      They took up positions on either side of the semicircular patch and began to dig.

      “What if his treasure turns out to be government bonds, or an old silver dollar, or bottle caps, or something?” John said. “That’ll be disappointing.”

      “We won’t know unless we look,” Ruth replied.

      This is foolish, she told herself. You’re remembering the child version of Ronny, a wild boy who was fun-loving and silly, not the paranoid and spiteful old man who lost his mind. One-Eyed Lafitte died on the Texas prairie fifty years ago.

      And yet she dug. The first shovelful produced only dry dirt. Ruth dumped it to one side. John’s first shovelful produced the same. The second and third shovelfuls were also dirt, dry and dead, with no flickering childhood memories hidden inside.

      “Maybe this was just a desperation move,” she said. “We had to try.”

      “A desperation move is better than no move at all,” John said, and gave her his winningest, handsomest smile.

      And then Ruth plunged the shovel into the shallow pit they’d dug, and she felt the sudden, sharp impact of metal against metal. She gasped and stepped back.

      “I’ve hit something,” she said.

      “One-Eyed Lafitte’s treasure?” John said. He began digging and soon revealed the dented metal lid to some kind of large container.

      “I was just chasing a wild idea,” Ruth said, as she resumed digging. “I didn’t really expect to find anything.”

      “You know your brother better than you realize,” John said.

      Once uncovered, Ruth realized it wasn’t a lid but a hinged door. Further digging revealed that the hinges were attached to a much larger concrete structure. She tossed her shovel aside and laid her hands on the lid.

      “Come on, Ronny,” she whispered. “Tell me you hid something really amazing in here. One-Eyed Lafitte’s greatest treasure. Don’t let me open this up and find a bunch of bulk freeze-dried lima beans or something.”

      She worked her fingers around the edge of the door and tried to lift it, but the door proved to be quite heavy. John knelt and helped her. Together, they managed to lift it, a bit of dusty air puffing out with a whoosh. The door was hinged toward the massive tree branch, so when they flung it open, it slammed into the top edge of the trunk.

      Ruth leaned down into the opening, her heart pounding. The first thing she saw was a dusty folder of some kind. She reached in and pulled it out. It was a blue cardboard folder, old and worn, stuffed almost to overflowing with papers. When she opened it, she realized what it was right away.

      “Full design schematics for the Mako,” she said. “He hid them here under this tree. Pirate treasure, indeed. Can you believe it?”

      “Interesting,” John said, “but there’s a lot more down in there. Take a look.”

      Ruth pulled her backpack off her shoulders, unzipped the big pocket, and slid the overstuffed folder inside. Then she leaned over and looked into the open hatch again. She saw shapes stacked in neat rows below, but she couldn’t tell what they were at first. They appeared to be long plastic tubes, almost like sausage casings—some red, some yellow, some green—capped on both ends with little metal clips. Ronny had packed them in sand. Ruth grabbed one of the tubes and delicately lifted it. There was a strange fan-shaped logo and the words BME 38 printed in big, bold letters on the side.

      “Well, it looks interesting,” John said, “but I have no idea what it is.”

      “The letters B-M-E,” Ruth replied. “Actually, I think I know what they stand for.” She glanced at John, then back down at the strange tube. “Bulk mining explosive. I don’t know what the colors mean, or the numbers, but this is strong stuff. It’s designed to blast through rock to reveal ore.”

      She carefully set it back down inside the storage container. She could see dozens of tubes of varying colors, but she suspected there were a whole lot more of them under the sand.

      “That’s your real pirate treasure right there,” John said in an awed whisper. “This much explosives could blow the Mako to kingdom come.”

      “We need to find something to carry this stuff in,” she said, looking back toward the farmhouse. “We’ll pack it with the sand.”

      John hopped up. “I’ll find something. The barn has more containers than the Container Store. Surely, I can find something suitable. Hang on.”

      He rushed back toward the farmhouse. As he did, Ruth carefully pulled the explosive tubes out of the ground and began stacking them in the dirt nearby. Ten tubes became twenty. Twenty became thirty. Thirty became forty.

      “Good grief, where did he get these from?” she said. “What was he planning to do with them?”

      By the time John returned with a big plastic tub, she’d lifted a hundred of the tubes out of the container. And there was a small box beneath them. When she pulled the box out and opened it, she saw blasting caps, big coils of wire, and multiple small triggers.

      “This is crazy,” she said. “I think I just found a way to detonate the explosives. It was stashed underneath all of these tubes.”

      “So this is how we decommission the Mako, then,” John said, setting the plastic tub down beside her. “Your brother turned out to be the answer after all, just not in the way we expected.”

      For some reason, in that moment, Ruth felt strangely emotional. She started to say something, then got a hitch in her throat. Ronny hadn’t spoken to her in years. He’d withdrawn not just from the world, but from those who cared about him. She’d never expected that to change. Yet somehow, driven by a compulsion that had developed when he was a very different boy, he’d still managed to help out his sister in her time of need.

      Ronny might just save us, after all, Ruth thought.

      “Let’s pack as many of these tubes as we can and get out of here,” Ruth said.

      First, they laid down a bed of sand at the bottom of the plastic tub. Then they carefully stacked the explosive tubes on top of the sand. Ruth didn’t know much about bulk mining explosives, but she decided to treat them as if they were sticks of dynamite. That meant careful handling, slow movements, and no dropping them. Once they were all loaded, they set the lid in place. Then they each took a handle and lifted the tub. It proved to be quite heavy.

      “Lugging this all the way back to the coast is going to be tough,” John noted.

      “Let’s see if we can find some kind of cart in the barn,” Ruth replied. “We may have to stick to roads to keep from jostling the explosives too much.”

      They carried the heavy tub back to the barn and set it down just outside the door. Fortunately, it didn’t take long to find something suitable. Ronny had enough junk for almost every occasion, and just inside the barn, Ruth located a small handcart. Actually, it appeared to be a small furniture dolly to which Ronny had attached a long metal handle. There was a heavy barrel on top full of nails of various sizes. Moving the barrel, even with John’s help, proved challenging, but once it was done, she found the cart to be in good condition.

      They loaded the plastic tub onto the dolly. Then John grabbed the handle.

      “We can take turns pulling it, if you want,” Ruth said. “If you’ll pull it for a while, I’ll trade off later and let you rest.”

      “No, I think I’ve got this,” John said, wheeling the cart toward the barn door. “The dolly makes it a piece of cake. I could lug this thing to New York City and not bat an eye, I think.”

      “Fortunately, that won’t be necessary.”

      She stood at the barn door, gazing back across the property. Afternoon was giving way to evening, the quality and color of the sky changing to darker and more vibrant hues. They could use a night of rest, but she felt anxious to start back. Already, they’d been away from the Mako almost two days, and she feared to know what might be happening there.

      John must have sensed how she felt, for he said, “Ruth, if you want to start back right now, I’m okay with that. Like I said, I can go a night without sleep. It’s not a problem.”

      “I think we should,” she replied, “but maybe we should gather some supplies before we hit the road. Ronny’s got plenty of weapons. We could grab at least one handgun, plus some more clean drinking water, maybe a few tools. If Ronny ever finds out that I’ve taken his stuff, he’ll be furious, but he already hates me, so it doesn’t make much difference.”

      She gazed at the massive rundown farmhouse with its windows entirely blocked by the stacks, its porch overflowing with boxes and crates. The sheer mess of it struck her all over again.

      Why did you choose to live like this, Ronny? she thought, and felt a pang of sadness. You had a family that cared about you, but you ran away to all of this? I’ll never understand what you became.

      “Come on,” she said, beckoning John. “Bring the dolly to the house. We’ll grab a few things and set out.”

      She crossed the weedy yard, heading for the back door that led into the utility room and kitchen. As she did, her gaze went to the big tree. They’d shut the container door, but they hadn’t bothered to fill the hole again. The fact that she’d dug up his “pirate treasure” would enrage him more than anything else. She knew that, but then again, she thought it unlikely that he was alive now.

      Just before she turned toward the back door of the farmhouse, something moved in the corner of her eye. She stopped and looked for the source. Out beyond the big tree, there were shapes in the field. People. More than one. She stopped in her tracks and directed John’s gaze toward them.

      “Looks like we’ve got some visitors headed this way,” she said. “Since it’s more than one person, I doubt that’s Ronny.”

      “Those people are dressed all in black,” he noted. “I count about five of them, but my vision’s not perfect. What do you think?”

      “Yeah, at least five people,” she replied. “It’s AILS.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. The figures were moving swiftly, deliberately, cutting a straight course through the weeds and wild grass toward the back of the house. They were still a few hundred yards out.

      “Either they followed us here,” she said, “or the ones who attacked Ronny have returned. Either way, we’d better get back inside.”

      “Didn’t we see some guns in a kitchen drawer during our earlier search?” John said.

      “Yes, we did. Saw a Smith and Wesson M&P9, I believe. I’ll grab it.”

      Ruth opened the back door and slipped through, then held it open so John could drag the dolly inside. Just before she closed it, she looked in the direction of the approaching strangers. Seven or eight, she thought now, walking with purpose, draped in black from head to toe.

      They’ll find I’m as cantankerous as my brother, she thought, and twice as prepared.
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      Stella was sitting with her back against the new console, her gun arm resting on her knee. She’d kept the barrel pointed at the door for well over half an hour now, but for some reason, AILS hadn’t yet broken through. Ignacio was sitting nearby, arms crossed, scowling at the door. Curtis was kneeling beside Stella, also keeping his gun pointed at the door. Only Kay seemed restless. She was moving around the room, looking behind bags and boxes, peering behind the various desks and computer consoles, as if searching for something. Bestie panted at her side.

      Stella sighed. “It’s so quiet now. AILS has gone silent.”

      “They came in here like gangbusters,” Curtis said. “Now, we hear nothing. What are they waiting for?”

      “They could have blasted that door down a long time ago,” Ignacio said. “They just want us to suffer in fear for a while. That’s what I think. It’s a form of torture.”

      “I don’t know,” Stella said. “Maybe. I don’t hear anything out in the hall now. Could they have left for some reason? Maybe they’re waiting for us to poke our heads out, so a sniper can take us out.”

      Kay was bent over the top of one of the old computer consoles, reaching down into the narrow gap behind it. “It’s none of that, folks,” she said, straining. She rose and brushed the dust off her hands. Turning toward Curtis’s flashlight beam, she said, “They know where we are. They assume we can’t go anywhere. We’re trapped in here. So they can take their time securing the rest of the facility before they dig us out of our hovel.”

      “You think so?” Stella said.

      “Of course,” Kay replied. “If they don’t want to risk damaging the equipment in the control room, then they’ll take their sweet time forcing the door. It’s a sturdy security door. And the thing is, they can afford to take their time. Like I said, as far as they know, we’re trapped in here.”

      “Aren’t we?” Curtis said. “This is a dead end. Maybe we can take out the first ones who come through that door, but they’ll overwhelm us with sheer numbers. And then it’s all over for us.”

      Stella’s whole body felt cold, and she couldn’t stop her limbs from trembling. The sight of the bodies in the hallway was seared into her mind. One minute alive, the next minute dead. All of them. And she’d watched Andy die with her own eyes. As the shock of the slaughter subsided, the horror was beginning to set in.

      “I’m not sure that we are trapped,” Kay said. “I don’t quite know every nook and cranny of this facility, but I know quite a bit more than most people.”

      She leaned over the back of the console again and reached down into the narrow gap.

      “What are you looking for back there?” Stella asked.

      “One thing a room full of delicate electronics needs is good ventilation,” Kay said. “Warm electronic equipment gathers a lot of dust, so you have to keep the air moving, right? Curtis, come over here and help me, would you? Let’s push this away from the wall.”

      Curtis lowered his gun, handed the flashlight to Stella, then rose with a groan. When he approached Kay, she motioned for him to push the console away from the wall. He nodded and worked his way to the back corner. With a great heave, he managed to move it away from the wall, exposing the lower half of the wall behind it. The walls in the control room were metal, and where they’d been hidden by consoles, they were dusty and grimy.

      Set into the wall near the floor was a large intake vent, part of an air conditioning system, but it was so covered in dust that it was almost a solid mass. Kay knelt in front of it and swiped a bunch of the dust away with her sleeve.

      “We don’t know if they’ve seen the schematics for this place,” she said. “Even if they have, I doubt they realize just how big the ductwork is for the air conditioner. Besides the dust, all of this equipment runs hots. Needs a lot of cooling. And this right here is where all that conditioned air gets sucked out of the room. What do you guys think? Does the duct look big enough for a person to crawl through?”

      The vent didn’t seem all that big to Stella. Curtis definitely couldn’t squeeze through there, and she doubted Kay or Ignacio could fit either. However, Kay didn’t wait for an answer. She dug a screwdriver out of the supplies and proceeded to remove the vent cover. The layers of dust in the ductwork beyond were so thick, it looked diseased. The duct led straight back into impenetrable darkness.

      “Well, I definitely can’t fit in there,” Curtis said. “I doubt any of us can.”

      Kay measured the width of the opening with her hands, then nodded and said, “The smallest of us could.” She turned and looked at Stella. “That’s you, by the way, Tiny.”

      Stella’s stomach did a sudden flip-flop. Until that moment, she hadn’t realized she was claustrophobic. “Am I the smallest? I think I’m a few inches taller than you.”

      “Taller but not nearly as wide,” Kay said, lightly patting her own hips. “Face it, kid, you’re the skinniest person in the room, and this vent is just about your size. All of your aerobics and hot yoga classes have finally paid off.”

      “I’ve never done yoga, hot or otherwise,” Stella said.

      “Well, you’ve stayed thin somehow,” Kay said.

      It’s called the End of the World Anxiety Diet, Stella thought, but did not say. Her gaze was fixed on the dark entrance, the walls of thick dust on all sides. “Where does that duct lead? What do I do when I get there?”

      “You’ll take a nice little crowbar with you,” Kay said, “and you’ll use it to force open another vent cover somewhere. Then, you’ll figure out how to leave the Mako, go for help, or defeat them somehow before they get in the control room and kill every last one of us. How does that sound?”

      Stella glanced at Curtis, at Ignacio, but they were both watching her intently. Curtis came toward her and thrust the box of ammo at her.

      “Take some more ammo and make sure your gun is fully loaded,” he said. “Just in case.” And then he added, with a smile and a nod, “You can do this.”

      Stella reached out and took the box of ammo. She dropped the magazine from her gun and proceeded to load the magazine. As soon as she was done, Kay approached and handed her a small crowbar that she’d taken from the toolbox.

      “Get in there quick,” Kay said. “While there’s still time. Figure out some way to turn the tide.”

      Stella sighed. It was a way to redeem herself, after all. She’d failed to keep the workers safe, but maybe she could do something to protect these last few. As much as she hated the idea of crawling into that filthy, cramped space, she knew she had to do it. Curtis gave her a hug.

      “You can do this,” he said again. “I believe in you.”

      She nodded, tucked the gun into an inner pocket of her jacket, then slid the crowbar under her belt. Dropping onto her belly, she pulled a mask over her face, then slid herself into the open vent. The dust had a strange, overpowering burnt smell, and she could feel it sliding against her belly, her shoulders, the back of her head. So much dust. It was like a blanket.

      I have to do this, she reminded herself. I’m the only one who can save these people.

      It was a tight fit, but she was able to pull herself forward bit by bit. As soon as her feet were inside the vent, she heard Kay reattaching the vent cover. A moment later, she heard the console being slid into place. She had to fight a sudden skin-crawling sense of panic. Trapped in the darkness and dust, entombed!

      Keep moving, she told herself. Just keep moving. Don’t think about it. Don’t think about anything. Just act.

      She was crawling through the dark, but she could only inch forward slowly. The ductwork beneath her felt thin and flimsy. She felt it bowing against her weight, and she wondered if she might not suddenly crash through.

      Where does this thing lead? she wondered, fighting another bout of panic. What if it leads to a dead end?

      But as she pulled herself forward in the absolute dark, the smell of dust burning in her nostrils, she gradually became aware of a faint light ahead. Another vent, perhaps. But what if it led right out into the open, or into a nest of AILS killers? She had no way of knowing, so she just kept pulling herself forward. Maintaining a steady pace helped keep her calm, but it was a tight fit. The walls of the duct brushed against her on all sides, making her constantly hyperaware of the tight quarters.

      Suddenly, she felt a tug against her belt. Her first thought, though it made no sense, was that someone had come up behind her somehow and grabbed the belt. It actually dragged backward, and she uttered a little squeal of terror. She came to a stop, and the sense of being pulled ceased. However, when she tried to move forward again, she felt it. Something had taken hold of her belt and would not let go.

      The skin-crawling panic was strong this time, and she had to clamp her eyes shut and clench her jaw, focusing on her breathing for a while so she wouldn’t lose her mind and begin to thrash. Once she was calm, she worked her right hand down, sliding through layers of dust as thick as blankets, until she could feel her belt. The cause of the pulling soon became clear. A large screw poking into the duct had snagged through the mesh belt and gotten firmly stuck. Stella spent a few minutes trying to work it free, but the tightness of the duct made it impossible to get a good hold of either the belt or the screw. She could only fumble about with her fingertips. If anything, her efforts only seemed to make the situation worse, getting the screw more deeply stuck into the belt.

      And now, at last, the panic took hold of her. Sweating profusely, Stella began to flail and kick in the duct, making a terrible racket. Some part of her wanted to bring the whole thing crashing down, if only so she could crawl free. But finally, she had knocked so much dust loose that she began to cough violently, even through her face covering. She buried her face against the back of her left arm as she retched and heaved. She lifted her mask, trying to get some air.

      I’m going to choke to death in here, she thought. AILS won’t find my body until they start to smell the stench of human decay coming out of the air vents.

      Her struggle to breathe put an end to her thrashing, at least. Indeed, she grew very still, hoping the dust would settle so she could fill her lungs with clean air.

      Calm down. Calm down, fool, she chided herself. All of that kicking and thrashing didn’t free you. It only made things worse.

      She took slow, deliberate breaths, trying to filter the air through her sleeve. And it was in that state, lying flat, her face against her arm, that the solution came to her. She worked her hands down again, fumbling along her hem of her shirt until she felt the button of her pants. Though she couldn’t get a firm grasp of it, she was able to get a fingertip on either side. With a bit of effort and determination, she finally forced the button through its eyehole. Then she pushed down and forced the zipper down as well.

      Getting the belt unbuckled proved to be too much, but she hoped it wouldn’t be necessary. Stella slid the crowbar free and began pulling herself forward again. This time, when the screw pulled at her belt, her pants began to slowly slide down her hips. After a minute of this, she slid out of her pants completely. The sudden freedom caused such elation that she began to crawl forward at a furious pace.

      Another vent came into view. It was on the floor of the duct, and she could see light coming through the slats. When she reached the vent, she peered through one of the gaps and saw a broad countertop beneath her. She was over the kitchen behind the cafeteria. The light in the room seemed to be coming from a distant source, possibly out in the hallway. As for the kitchen itself, there didn’t appear to be anyone down there. Even so, she pressed an ear to the gap and listened for a minute. It was very quiet below.

      This is as safe as it’s going to get, she told herself. I have to get out of this duct.

      She went to work on the vent cover with the crowbar, jamming the sharp end against the edge until the vent screws on one side broke. The vent cover swung down, but she quickly grabbed it with her free hand before it could fall to the countertop below. She set it on the other side of the vent, then slowly pulled herself through the opening. In a strange way, it felt like being born, her body coming back into the world in a cocoon of sweat and dust.

      She grabbed the edge of the open vent and slowly lowered herself through the ceiling, touching down on the countertop as lightly as possible. Her whole body was coated with vile dust, so she spent a minute just trying to swipe as much of it off as possible. It didn’t do much good, so she stepped down from the countertop and began looking around.

      Getting out of the control room was the easy part, really. How was she supposed to help the people still trapped in there? AILS had taken out most of her people in a matter of seconds. What could one person do to stop them? And to top it off, she no longer had any pants, so she was standing in the kitchen in a jacket, shirt, shoes, and underwear.

      She started rooting around, opening drawers and cabinets. In one cabinet, she found a fire extinguisher. She pulled it out and set it on the countertop. Perhaps a suitable weapon once she was out of bullets? She wasn’t really sure. In a closet, she found a bunch of dirty kitchen staff uniforms in a big bin. She pulled out a pair of blue uniform pants that were almost her size and pulled them on, tying them tightly in front.

      And then, with the fire extinguisher in one hand, and the gun in the other, she crept toward the kitchen door and slipped out into the cafeteria. The tables and benches were still all in disarray from the flood. They’d been pressed up against the walls and jumbled together, and many of them were now damaged. The door on the far side was open, and there was light in the hallway.

      She aimed her gun at the open door, crouched down, and slowly crept across the room, sticking close to the wall. She approached a shallow alcove that contained trash cans, though the cans were overturned from the violent flooding. As she moved, she desperately tried to come up with some kind of plan. Nothing came to mind. However, she was so lost in thought that she didn’t see the shadow slipping out of the alcove until it was upon her.

      She spun toward her attacker, but a strong hand clamped down on her right arm, pushing the gun away. Suddenly, she was face to face with a woman dressed in black. She had an athletic build, a fierce and unfriendly face, and brown hair slicked back against her skull.

      “I thought I heard some little rodent moving around in the kitchen,” the woman said. “Where do you think you’re going?”
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      Ruth led John through the kitchen and into the living room. Here, they found a shadowy alcove formed by three huge stacks of metal trunks. Papers were leaking through the cracks of some of the trunks. Ruth couldn’t imagine what they were. Dozens of trunks full of paperwork. It boggled the mind just how much Ronny had preserved. Under the circumstances, however, she was grateful for it. This was the darkest spot in the living room, but it also gave her a clear view of the kitchen and the utility room beyond.

      She crouched in the shadows as John pulled the dolly in after her and knelt beside it. They’d taken the handgun from a drawer in the kitchen, and Ruth held it in her hands now.

      “How will we know when it’s safe to come out of hiding?” John said.

      “Can’t say,” she replied. Then she shushed him for good measure. “We don’t even know if they’ll come inside the house. I guess we wait and see.”

      After a moment, she heard distant, muffled voices. Then the back door in the utility room swung open, and people entered the house. Ruth saw a man and two women, all dressed in black, walk through the utility room, although it sounded like there were others behind them. They seemed young, energetic, and they were chatting as they walked across the room. Indeed, they made no attempt to be quiet, which suggested to Ruth that they didn’t expect to find anyone alive in the house.

      They know Ronny’s dead, she thought. They’ve come back to find something else.

      And indeed, one of the women said, “The information is here. It has to be here. I’m telling you it’s in here somewhere.” She had long blonde hair pulled back into a tight, uncomfortable-looking ponytail.

      “Anything could be in this place, Miri,” said the man behind her. He was a big man, a generous layer of fat wrapped around a lot of muscle. “He could have the whole entire Library of Congress stashed in this house, and we would never know it.”

      “Well, the good news is, we don’t need the whole Library of Congress,” Miri replied, heading into the kitchen. “We just need the information on the Mako. His design specs and maps and so forth. And we don’t leave here until we find it.”

      A third person stepped into the kitchen. A tall, lanky woman with short, curly hair and a bronze complexion. “He lied to us. We should have known the paperwork he handed over was fake. If we’d squeezed him a lot harder, he would have given up the real documents eventually.”

      “Maybe,” Miri said, pausing near the kitchen table to gaze at the big shotgun blast in the wall. “But what’s done is done, Keris. Our only hope now is to turn this place upside down until we find what we need. The old fart planned and designed the Mako, along with a bunch of other oil platforms. He oversaw the construction. They say he eventually went nuts and had to be taken off the project, but our inside man believed that all of the documents—all of them—remained in the geezer’s possession. And we’re going to find them.”

      The big guy pulled back a chair and sat down at the kitchen table, setting a handgun on the stained tablecloth in front of him. “Does this old fart have anything to drink in the fridge? Maybe a beer. He looked like a beer drinker for sure. With a gut like that?”

      “You’re one to talk about big guts, Ben,” Miri said, clapping her hands at him. “Get up. We’re not here to relax. Those Mako papers are somewhere on this property, and we’re not doing a single, solitary thing until we find them.”

      Ben sighed and stood up. He grabbed the handgun somewhat angrily and jammed it into the holster. “Okay, fine, but we already looked in a lot of places when we were here the other day. Where do you expect us to look now?”

      “Every room is stacked from the floor to the ceiling with crap,” the lanky woman named Keris said. “We can’t possibly look in every container and cupboard, can we?”

      “Oh, yes, we’re going to be thorough,” Miri said. “I say we start at the back of the house on the second story and work our way forward. By the time we reach the kitchen again, we’ll either have gone through every single container in this pit of a place, or we’ll have found what we’re after.”

      “Unless the papers are in the barn, or in a storage shed, or buried somewhere in the yard,” Ben said.

      “That’s correct,” Miri said. “So cross your fingers and hope for the best.”

      Ben and Keris traded a look and rolled their eyes.

      “I’d rather be on the assault team,” Ben grumbled. “At least they’re seeing some action.”

      “The assault on the platform won’t last thirty minutes,” Miri said. “Once the flagship gets there, it’ll be over before those people know what happened to them. And that’s all the more reason to find the papers.”

      She beckoned the group with both hands and moved across the kitchen. They followed. Five of them in total, all armed, all in black. Ruth was hunkered in the shadows with John in a far corner of the living room. It was dark there, and getting darker as the sun set. Even so, she felt too exposed, and she curled down as low as her aching back would let her go. John was crouched behind the plastic tub, but he had his gun out and aimed past the handle.

      I doubt we could take all five of them, Ruth thought, even if we get the drop. They’re all armed. Our only real hope is to sneak past them.

      With her free hand, she reached over and gently laid a hand on John’s shoulder. He flinched, and she heard him make a soft little sound. But the AILS operatives were busy talking, and they didn’t seem to catch the sound. Miri, the woman with the tight blonde ponytail, stepped into the living room and looked around. Her eyes passed right over the shadowy alcove where Ruth and John were hidden, and Ruth’s heart leapt into her throat.

      “This place reeks,” Miri said. “It smells like dirty clothes and about thirty years of stale farts. This guy was disgusting. What a worthless pig.”

      “I can’t believe a guy like this designed the Mako,” Ben said, shaking his head. “How did such a smart guy turn into such a loser?”

      The insults riled up something in Ruth, and she seethed. Suddenly, she felt protective about the isolated older brother that she hadn’t talked to in years. She felt her grip tighten on John’s shoulder until he reached up with his free hand and patted the back of her hand.

      “Up the stairs,” Miri said. “Down the hall to the back bedroom. That’s where we’re going to start.”

      The AILS group moved past the wall of trunks that served as the alcove’s right wall, and Ruth lost sight of them. She listened to their footsteps on the wooden floor, then the creaking of the stairs, the rustling of boxes as they headed upstairs. Once it sounded like they were all in the upper hallway, Ruth leaned in close to John and whispered.

      “They’re looking for the paperwork that we already found,” she said. She reached back and touched the backpack over her shoulders, where the thick folder of papers was nestled among her other supplies. “They’ll turn this whole place upside down and never find it.”

      “As long as we get out of there without being caught,” John replied.

      “Then we’d better leave,” Ruth said. She listened for another second. She could hear them moving around in Ronny’s bedroom. “They’re at the very back of the house. This is our best chance.”

      “The dolly’s wheels tend to make a little noise,” John said.

      Ruth considered this predicament. Yes, indeed, the old dolly was rather noisy. “Okay,” she said, “then we’ll carry it. Come on.”

      She rose and walked to the end of the dolly. She handed John the gun, then stooped down and took hold of the edge of the dolly. John pocketed the gun and grabbed the other edge of the dolly, and together they lifted it. As they did, the dolly gave a loud creak, and Ruth froze for a moment, holding her breath, waiting to see if the AILS operatives above would react.

      She heard Miri’s voice, muffled through the walls, then the crash of something heavy being dumped onto the ground. Blowing her breath out, Ruth resumed moving, backing out of the alcove. The dolly felt unwieldy, the edge slick and difficult to grip. She was forced to take small steps, constantly readjusting her hands as she went. Even so, they backed across the living room into the kitchen. Looking over her shoulder, she saw the big shotgun blast in the wall above the kitchen table.

      I hope you at least took out one or two of your attackers when you fired that shotgun, Ronny, she thought.

      “Are we sure they didn’t post someone outside?” John said quietly.

      Ruth shook her head. “We’ll go slowly. Keep your eyes and ears open. I don’t want to set the dolly down until we’re outside. The wheels make too much noise.”

      They stepped into the utility room. Ruth, trying to turn toward the door, accidentally bumped the washing machine with her left heel, which made a dull thud. She froze again, locking eyes with John. He grimaced and cocked his head to one side, listening. Upstairs, the rustle and crash continued. After a moment, Ruth nodded and resumed backing toward the door. The weight of the dolly was quickly proving to be too much, her arms and shoulders crying out for relief.

      “We have to set it down now,” she said. “Otherwise, I’m going to drop it.”

      “And that might be the end of us, the house, and the AILS people,” John said.

      “I don’t think the mining explosives work that way,” Ruth said, grunting and straining as she lowered the dolly onto the linoleum floor of the utility room. “Then again, I don’t really want to test that theory.”

      They got the dolly onto the floor. Then she reached back, moving slowly, trying her best to make as little noise as possible, and grabbed the doorknob. She turned it and pulled the door open, peering through the crack.

      “When we get outside,” she said, just above a whisper, “head east, along the side of the barn. It should provide some cover. Once we’re well away from the house, we’ll turn southeast.”

      “Pulling this thing across a field is going to make a hell of a lot of noise,” John replied, grabbing the dolly’s long handle.

      “It can’t be helped,” she said. “Come on.”

      The area around the back of the house was empty. She saw no guards posted in the immediate vicinity. Still, she listened for a couple of seconds, but she heard only the noises from upstairs. Finally, she gave John a thumbs-up and stepped through the door. He followed, pulling the dolly. It creaked and groaned, thumped loudly over the threshold, then hit the ground outside with a clatter.

      This time, Ruth didn’t wait to see if they’d been overheard. It was time to go. She waved John on and hurried across the dirt lot between the farmhouse and the barn. As she went, she cast her gaze wildly to the left and right, but there was no one else in sight.

      “We’re in the clear,” she said, over her shoulder. “If they’re in Ronny’s bedroom, then there are no windows looking in this direction.”

      John was leaning forward, letting his weight add to his efforts as he pulled the dolly with its enormous cargo of mining explosives. They were making quite a bit of noise, the dolly bumping and thumping across the yard, but it couldn’t be helped now. Ruth headed for the southwest corner of the barn, grabbing the straps of her backpack to keep it from rattling around too much. She slipped behind the barn, sticking close to the wall. Ahead, beyond the barn, she saw vast open land speckled with the occasional tree. They had a long way to go.

      “Hey! Hey you, there!”

      The voice came from behind them. A sudden, furious shout. Ruth felt a jolt, but she managed to keep her feet and continued running.

      “Stop! You there, stop!”

      She didn’t stop but beckoned John to keep moving.

      “I said stop!”

      And then she heard the gunshot, a sudden thundercrack disturbing the darkening evening.
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      The attacker had clamped down on Stella’s right arm and was violently tugging at her, clearly trying to pull her off her feet. At first, Stella reacted by trying to pull away, and it became a painful tug of war. The AILS woman had a wild look in her eyes and a big toothy grin on her face. She was strong.

      “Now, where did you come from, little girl?” she snarled. “Were you hiding in the kitchen? Waiting for just the right moment to sneak up on us and do some damage?”

      “Leave me alone,” Stella replied. “I didn’t do anything to you. I just want to leave.”

      The woman moved out of the alcove, dragging Stella with her, and her intention became clear. She was going to take Stella to her leaders, and then what? Interrogation, no doubt. They would use her to get the others to open the control room door, maybe.

      Stella was shocked and embarrassed that she’d gotten herself caught so easily, and her mind was racing, trying to think of some way out of this. She still had the gun clutched in her right hand, the fire extinguisher dangling from her left. But her right wrist was firmly caught in the woman’s grip, and in fact, her attacker was holding her forearm so tightly that it was causing Stella’s hand to go numb.

      “Just stop fighting me,” the woman said. “You’re trespassing on our base, and you will come with me. You are a prisoner of war.” She brandished her gun at Stella, waving it in her face but not yet pointing it at her.

      And with that, the woman gave a fierce tug on Stella’s arm, propelling her forward. Stella stumbled past the woman and slammed into the edge of a cafeteria table. In the process, she lost her grip on the gun and it clattered to the floor, and she nearly lost the fire extinguisher as well.

      “I said stop fighting me,” the woman hissed. “Don’t make me kill you! You’re only alive so the captain can talk to you.”

      She yanked Stella backward, pulling her away from the table. Stella almost went down on her back, but she managed to swing the fire extinguisher forward. The weight of it pulled her forward just enough to keep her from falling.

      “Just let me go,” Stella said. “I’ll walk. I’ll go wherever you want. Let go. My hand is numb. I’ll talk to your leader if you release me, I promise.”

      The woman gave a little snort of a laugh. “Oh, sure, I’ll fall for that. No, I’m not letting go, and if you keep fighting me, I’m going to bash you in the head a few times until you’re good and dizzy. Got that? Now, let’s go.”

      She forced Stella’s arm behind her back and tried to twist it up between her shoulder blades. Stella felt a moment of panic. If they caught her, then all of her friends were lost. The last few survivors of the hallway massacre would be killed, and Ruth would come back to find that her grandmother had utterly failed.

      “No, I won’t go,” Stella said. “I refuse!”

      Something snapped in her then, and she swung around. The attacker’s fingers dug into her arm, and the jolt of pain only intensified Stella’s panic. With a sudden surge of adrenaline, Stella spun and brought her left hand up. The weight of the fire extinguisher added to her momentum. The attacker was fighting to keep hold of her arm, trying to force it back behind Stella, so she didn’t see the big metal object flying toward her face.

      The fire extinguisher had picked up quite a bit of speed by the time it slammed into the attacker. It hit her across the bridge of the nose with a sharp, echoing thud. Instantly, the woman lost her grip on Stella and fell backward, making a weird, wet sputtering sound. She crashed onto the hard floor, her head bouncing off the terrazzo with another loud thud.

      And then the attacker went still. Stella stumbled to one side, hitting the edge of the cafeteria table again. The fire extinguisher finally slipped from her grasp, landing on a bench. At first, the attacker’s face seemed a weird tangle of shadows and shapes in the low light, so Stella looked closer.

      At the sight of the woman, it felt like her stomach dropped right to her feet. The attacker’s face had been dented deeply at an angle. The bridge of her nose had been driven into her face, and blood was pouring at a shocking rate from her nostrils. Her upper lip was split open, and a pool of blood was quickly spreading around her head.

      Oh, my God, Stella thought. A violent trembling seized her whole body. Did I really hit her that hard?

      She reached down and grabbed the woman’s wrist, feeling for a pulse. She felt nothing. She heard no breathing. Indeed, the only sound was the wet noise of blood dripping onto the floor. It was as if the woman had died the second she’d hit the floor.

      Her breath was ragged in her ears. Stella backed away. She’d fired her gun at the AILS boats, of course, so this wasn’t the first time she’d tried to kill someone. But it had never been this close, this visceral. One moment the woman had been alive, speaking and acting, and the next minute, she was stone-cold dead on the floor.

      She took a step back, but her legs wobbled beneath her. The horror of the moment—not to mention the lingering horror of what had happened in the hallway—filled her mind with a bright fog that made it hard to think. Stella managed another step. She spotted her gun on the floor, and she stooped down to retrieve it. She stuffed the gun into her jacket pocket. After she’d gone a few steps, she found herself in the middle of the cafeteria, and she realized she had no idea what to do next. Worse, she was standing right out in the open.

      Hide, you idiot, she told herself. Get out of here!

      She looked toward the doorway. There were noises coming from somewhere down the hall, voices. Were people coming this way? Surely the attack had made enough noise to draw others. Stella looked around wildly, her gaze settling on the dead body near the alcove.

      Taking a deep breath to steady herself, she rushed back to the alcove and grabbed the dead woman by her ankles. The woman was quite big, athletic, and she proved to be heavy. Stella struggled to pull her into the shadows at the back of the alcove. Once there, she moved the trashcans to hide the body. This did little to hide the big puddle of blood, or the disgusting crimson drag marks she’d left. Not knowing what else to do, Stella took a third trashcan and set it right on top of the puddle of blood.

      Before leaving, she had a thought and returned to the body. Trying to avoid the blood, she began to root through the woman’s pockets. She found a small handheld radio in an inner pocket, so she took it. The attacker’s gun was sitting on the floor nearby, so Stella took that as well. She pocketed both items and turned, rushing back to the kitchen. From there, she kept going to the back of the room and into a pitch-black pantry room. She pulled the door shut behind her and crouched down.

      The utter lack of light was comforting. Not only was she hidden, but the darkness hid the splashes of blood on her sleeve, her trembling limbs, the left hand that had killed so easily. A terrible heaviness was threatening to take root inside of her, full of grief and guilt and disgust and horror. It was such a potent mix of feeling that she was overwhelmed by it. She rocked on the balls of her feet and tried to keep her teeth from chattering.

      Gran, why did you put me in charge? she thought. I’m too young for this. It’s too much. I’ve seen too many people bleed and die today.

      She heard footsteps, faint but getting closer, some distant voices. She tried to gauge their location. In the cafeteria door, perhaps? From there, they wouldn’t be able to see the blood or the body. Would they smell it? Would they sense something was wrong?

      Stella drew one of the guns and raised it in the direction of the pantry door. The pain in her right arm seemed to be growing. It felt like she was developing a really nasty bruise from all of the twisting and pulling, but at least the feeling had returned to her right hand.

      You didn’t do anything wrong. That was some other part of her mind. If you hadn’t killed her, she would have turned you over to her leader, and that would have meant the deaths of all of your friends. You saved them. You saved them in the only way you could.

      Somehow, this didn’t alleviate the strange heaviness inside of her.

      She crouched there in the dark for a few minutes, and gradually, the sounds of people outside faded away. It didn’t seem like they’d discovered the body. She’d heard no cry of alarm. If they’d come into the cafeteria, they were gone now. And if they had, what next? Where was she supposed to go now? Her friends were still trapped in the control room.

      Stella was trying to talk herself into climbing back up into the air-conditioning vent when she thought of the two-way radio she’d taken from the dead woman. She pulled it out, fumbled around until she found the power button, and turned it on. A tiny red light awoke in the darkness. She turned up the volume just a little and held it close to her ear. At first, there was only soft static. Then the radio barked, and she heard a voice.

      “Okay, we’re headed back that way now.” A man’s voice. He sounded young but hard, angry. “Have you forced your way in yet?”

      The radio gave a little bark, and then a second voice spoke. A woman. She sounded stern, but calm, almost cold. “No, we’re not going to try anything risky. We’ll wait for you. What have you got?”

      Stella’s hand was shaking badly now. These were the voices of her attackers. These were the people who had killed most of her people, and they sounded so calm about it. Annoyed, maybe, but certainly not troubled by what they’d done. Clearly, they didn’t feel the kind of heaviness over killing that Stella felt. Or, if they did, they certainly hid it well.

      “It’s welding gear,” the man replied. “An acetylene torch, a big tank, the whole thing. We found it down in some workshop, and we’re bringing it up now.”

      “Good, we’ll cut through the lock and spare the door,” the woman replied. “They’re cornered inside. We can deal with them in due time. They’re not going anywhere. This will all be over shortly, and the Mako will be secure.”

      “Great,” the man replied. “I’m sick of these little cockroaches infesting our place. Once we toss the bodies into the sea, I fully intend to celebrate.”

      “Of course,” the woman said. “And we will. Out.”

      And with that, the radio went silent. Stella kept holding it to her ear for a minute, but finally she lowered it. How long would it take the cut through the lock with a welding torch? She didn’t know, but she assumed it wouldn’t take more than a minute or two. Her friends were running out of time.

      I have to save them, she thought, and it cut through the weight of the killing. It cut through everything like a laser beam. If she didn’t act now, if she didn’t do whatever it took to stop AILS, then her friends would die.

      Stella turned the radio off and jammed it back into her pocket.

      Okay, then, she told herself. This is it.
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      Ruth heard a bullet smack into the side of the barn somewhere right above her head. The old wood beam split, casting splinters into her hair. She angrily brushed them away. The far corner of the barn was maybe forty feet away, but under the circumstances, it felt like a mile.

      “It’s coming from an upstairs window,” John shouted. “Take the handle of the dolly. I’ll return fire.”

      Ruth dared a glance back in the direction of the house. Indeed, she saw that an upstairs window was open, a black-clad figure standing in the hallway beyond. She thought it was the stocky man, the one they’d called Ben. His hand was thrust through the open window, pointing a handgun in their direction.

      “I don’t know where you think you’re going,” the man shouted. “I’ve got you both dead to rights. You won’t get away!”

      Ruth grabbed the long metal handle of the dolly. As soon as John let go, she found herself pulling the full weight of the plastic tub. She wasn’t ready for it, and she stumbled. She went down on one knee, but quickly rose again. John, meanwhile, managed to draw the gun from his pocket, even as he continued moving forward.

      He fired a shot. It was sharp and deafening, and Ruth flinched. They were halfway down the barn wall. She heard another bullet sizzle in the air somewhere very close by, and she hunkered down as she continued pulling the dolly. John fired back again, and she heard glass shatter on the house.

      “He’s a big target,” John said, “but it’s hard to aim backward while I’m running.”

      “Don’t stop,” Ruth said. “Keep running. Around the corner and out of sight. Hurry!”

      She heard a bullet hit the handle of the dolly. It made an almost musical note and cast a little shower of sparks. Ruth wondered in that moment what would happen if a bullet struck the explosives. There was enough in that plastic tub to level the barn and the house.

      And that idiot up there doesn’t realize what he’s shooting at, she thought. If he did, would he keep firing? Maybe.

      John took another shot toward the house. “I’m keeping him pinned down, at least,” he said. “I think we’re good.”

      The corner was close now. Ruth tried to pick up her speed, but the dolly was bouncing violently on the rough ground. She could feel the tub shifting, and she was afraid to lose it. John slowed and turned to aim again.

      “Just get around the corner,” she said. “Take cover!”

      She heard another shot from the upstairs window. The bullet crackled in the air. The moment of impact was a blur. A little puff of dust or blood or flesh erupted from the side of John’s head, and he spun, slamming into the side of the barn. The wood boards rattled. She cried his name as he fell. He landed on his hands and knees, blood running down his temple and cheek.

      He’d dropped the gun, and Ruth stooped to retrieve it. She grabbed it, turned, and aimed at the upstairs window. She could see the man standing on the other side, a broad shadow in a dark hallway. In a blind rage, Ruth unloaded, firing shot after shot at the window. Jagged glass broke, the wood siding burst open, and the man ducked back out of sight. Finally, Ruth pulled the trigger and got only the click of the hammer. She’d emptied the magazine. She jammed the gun into her jacket pocket and turned back around.

      John was up and moving, one hand clapped to the side of his head. He stumbled to the back corner of the barn, moaning, then slipped out of sight. Ruth resumed pulling the dolly and went after him. As soon as she was around the corner and out of sight of the house, she let go of the dolly and went to John. He was leaning against the back wall of the barn, swooning.

      “How bad is it?” she asked, grabbing his wrist. “Let me see the wound, John.”

      He allowed her to pull his hand away from his head. She leaned in close and saw a long groove cut into his scalp above his right ear. A grazing wound, but an ugly one. It was bleeding quite a bit, but it could have been a whole lot worse.

      “John, you were incredibly lucky,” she said, “but we have to stop this bleeding.”

      She flung her backpack onto the ground and unzipped the big pocket. Reaching inside, she removed a clean sock and handed it to him. John’s face was scrunched up in pain, and when he tried to grab the sock, his fingers fumbled weakly. He couldn’t seem to grasp it. Finally, Ruth pressed it against the wound, then moved his hand on top of it.

      “Hold it right there,” she said.

      “Sorry,” he said, his voice quavering. “I should have moved out of the way of that bullet faster, I suppose.”

      “Stop that,” Ruth said. “We’re lucky he didn’t shoot us both dead. Can you still walk? You look woozy, but we have to get away from here.”

      “I think I can…” He groaned and went down on his knees. More blood seeped out from under the sock and ran down his face. “Everything’s spinning.”

      Ruth knelt beside him, but she felt a rising panic. The AILS attackers would come after them. The whole group was probably on its way now, moving back through the house and down the stairs. They couldn’t afford to stay here any longer.

      “John, we have to go,” she said, rubbing his back. “We have to get away from here right now. They’ll be coming after us. Can you stand up?”

      He made a strange sound deep in his throat, like a word that had gotten caught in his esophagus and died there. He managed to get his right boot on the ground, but when he tried to boost himself up, he wobbled. Ruth put an arm around his shoulders, but his eyes rolled back in his head. He went limp, dropping the sock, and flopped forward. Ruth managed to hold him upright for a couple of seconds, but he was a heavy man—far too many muscles.

      John collapsed onto the dirt beside the back wall of the barn, landing on his left side, his arm curled beneath him. The sock landed in front of his face, already soaked with blood.

      “Oh, no, John,” Ruth said, in a fear-choked whisper. “Don’t do this to me. Now is not a good time to pass out.”

      She dropped beside him and reached down, pressing her fingers against his throat, feeling for a pulse. She felt it. His heart was still strong. She put a finger beneath his nostrils and felt a warm breath. He was still alive, but his eyes were half-lidded and rolled back. She gently patted his cheek.

      “Come on,” she said. “Wake up, John. We have to go. We have to get out of here right now.”

      She heard noises coming from the house. It sounded like footsteps pounding down the stairs. They were coming fast.

      “Dang it, John,” she said, giving him a more vigorous slap. He didn’t flinch or gasp. He didn’t react at all. “Listen to me. They’re coming. We have seconds. Seconds!”

      She grabbed his shoulders and briefly considered trying to carry him, but the man weighed far more than her. She looked at the dolly and considered trying to flop him over the plastic tub. It was a ridiculous idea. At best, his legs would be dragging in the dirt. But what else could she do?

      She struggled to pull him into a seated position. Even that small act was difficult, but she finally managed it after wasting a precious few seconds.

      “I can’t do this without your help,” she said. “Please, John, I need you to wake up right now and help me get you onto this dolly! If we don’t get away from here now, we won’t escape these people.” She shook him again, but his head just lolled onto his left shoulder. His mouth was hanging open. Blood had traced the right corner of his lips. “Our friends on the Mako are counting on us!”

      The panic was choking her. She felt a desperation cutting through every thought. Suddenly, she heard the voices of the AILS attackers coming from the first floor of the house. Moving toward the back door.

      “Oh, no, no, no,” Ruth said, tears burning in her eyes. “I’m so sorry, John. Forgive me. I have to get back to the Mako! Their lives depend on it. I’m so sorry.”

      She leaned him back against the wall of the barn, tried her best to cover and hide him with some rotting lumber, before she quickly kissed his bloodless left cheek, then rose. In a white-hot panic, she grabbed the handle of the dolly and began pulling it, picking up speed quickly as she ran at an angle toward a small copse of trees near the road. It was an instinctive action, and she regretted it immediately.

      She’d left John lying by the wall at the back of the barn. It was an act of desperation. She didn’t know what else to do. She simply couldn’t carry him, and if she lingered any longer, AILS would be upon them. If they were both killed or taken, then this whole trip had been for nothing. Even so, she felt a terrible stab of guilt. As she reached the trees, she heard the voices of the attackers coming from somewhere on the other side of the barn.

      “Back there! Back there!” That sounded like Miri.

      “They almost shot me.” Ben sounded angry and scared. “They’re armed. What do you expect me to do?”

      “I expect you to stop them,” Miri said. “They might have come here for the same paperwork that we’re looking for.”

      Ruth had reached the trees, and she dragged the squeaking dolly through a gap between two trunks and inside dense underbrush.

      What are you doing, Ruth? Her own thoughts cried out at her. You can’t leave him! You can’t leave him there!

      But she kept running.
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      It was fully dark now, with only the moon lighting the way before her. Ruth had trudged for hours, dragging the dolly behind her until her shoulder screamed in pain. The panicked decision to leave John behind racked her with terrible guilt. The anguish seemed to have settled in her bones. Yet still she ran, until the voices of Miri, Ben, and Keris faded into the background.

      She had no idea how long the AILS team pursued her. Evening had given way to night, and at some point, they’d either given up or she’d lost them. She could only hope that they turned back to the house and resumed the search for Ronny’s paperwork, leaving John to recover at the back of the barn.

      It wasn’t a fatal wound, she told herself. He was merely grazed. He will recover, and maybe he will follow me back to the boat. We’ll meet there.

      Somehow, it wasn’t reassuring. If anything, it seemed like wishful thinking. And she knew if something happened to John, if she never saw him again, she would never get over the guilt. It would haunt her for the rest of her life, even if everything else went according to plan, even if she managed to rescue the people on the Mako.

      Despite knowing this, she continued to flee into the night, following familiar landmarks by moonlight. She did her best to ignore the pain in her arm and shoulder. When her hand started to tingle and go numb, she paused only long enough to bind it to the handle of the dolly with one of the extra T-shirts from her backpack. Then she just kept running.

      The hours seemed interminable, but at least she remembered the way. Eventually, she noticed the first stirrings of morning sunlight in the east, as a band of pale pink light appeared along the flat land in the distance. She was passing through the small, burned housing development. She stuck to the roads, which made pulling the dolly easier. The world around her was remarkably calm and quiet this morning. She hadn’t heard any roaming gangs.

      You left him, she thought. How could you do it? You abandoned him and ran away!

      A question with no good answer. After passing through the housing development, she reached a small highway. It went east–west, but her destination was to the south. She crossed the highway and continued across a field as the sun rose and cast away the shadows. She heard traffic somewhere in the distance. Engines. Possibly motorcycles. Maybe it was the same gang that had chased them before. She didn’t want to find out, so she picked up her pace despite her exhaustion, moving away from the highway as fast as she could.

      It was drawing close to noon when she crested a tall hill and saw a glint of sunlight on water in the distance. She had finally reached the shore, and she thought the landscape ahead was familiar. The hiding spot for the boat wasn’t far. Ruth dared to rest for a few minutes. As she did, she looked back the way she’d come. Fields dotted with trees spread out behind her for miles, cut here and there by roads and highways like scars.

      The dolly had left clear tracks, ripping through grass and making grooves in the mud. It wouldn’t be hard for someone to follow her. That was either a good thing or a bad thing. If AILS had returned to the house, then maybe John would awaken and come after her. She desperately hoped it were so. However, as she was staring across the vast field, she caught a glint of something far away. She studied it for a moment. Shapes moving through the high grass. People. Were they dressed in black? She couldn’t be sure, but she had a sinking feeling that AILS hadn’t given up the chase, after all.

      Maybe they know I’ve got the Mako documents, she thought. Did they torture the information out of John?

      She grabbed the handle of the dolly again and resumed moving, pulling it down the far side of the hill. Her shoulder was killing her, but she continued to ignore the pain. As she headed for the coastline, she tried to picture the exact spot where they’d hidden the boat. It was in a small cove surrounded by trees.

      And if the boat’s not there anymore, then what?

      She didn’t have an answer to that question, so she just kept moving. AILS had the advantage. She was lugging fifty pounds of explosives. They would catch up to her at some point. Certainly, while she was trying to get the boat ready to sail. And that wasn’t even including the problem of how she was going to sail the boat on her own. She had to stop them somehow.

      You’ve got more than enough explosives to set a trap, she reminded herself. Plus blasting caps, wires, and remote detonators.

      Finally, she reached a small path that led into the cove. It was an old, gated road, as if this had been private property, though the gate was open. She pulled the dolly through the gate. Ahead, a heavy line of trees hid her view of the water, but the path swept around the edge of the cove. Finally, it came out into the open and stopped in a small driveway beside a charred seaside cabin. And here, at last, she saw John’s old fishing boat, Blue Diamond, standing in the water, still at anchor near the shore, hidden by a tree-covered hill.

      She felt a moment of utter elation. The boat was safe. No one had stolen it. For a few seconds, she even managed to stifle the terrible guilt that had oppressed her all night and all morning.

      I’m so sorry, John, she thought, for the thousandth time. I made a panicked decision. I can’t believe I did it. I hope you find me somehow.

      It would take her a while to get the boat ready to sail. She needed to make sure her attackers wouldn’t come upon her while she was doing it. Finally, she parked the dolly at the end of the road and climbed the nearby hill. This gave her a long view back across the cove through the trees. She saw the path and the gate, the road beyond. She watched for a few minutes, waiting, her every limb tense and shaking.

      Suddenly, figures appeared in the distance. Four of them, clad all in black. Ben and Keris were there. She recognized them. But she didn’t see Miri. Perhaps she’d stayed behind to continue searching the house and sent the others to track Ruth.

      With a sigh, Ruth hurried back down the hill. Fortunately, she’d had long hours to consider this possibility, and she’d come up with a plan. She popped the lid off the plastic tub and pulled out a few of the orange tubes, setting them aside. Then she grabbed a blasting cap, a long wire, and one of the small triggers.

      She wasn’t entirely sure this would work, but she figured it was her best bet. There was one clear approach to the shore where the boat was anchored, a gap just beyond the burned house. She hid the explosives here, burying them under shallow dirt and debris. Then she wired a blasting cap and buried the trigger so that it was facing up. With a little luck, people passing through the gap would step on the trigger and set off the explosives. The gap was narrow enough that this seemed likely. She buried everything under some leaves, then replaced the lid on the tub and resumed pulling the dolly down to the shore.

      A large outcropping of rock provided the perfect cover, so she dragged the dolly with her and moved out of sight. Then it was just a matter of waiting. Long minutes passed, but eventually, she heard voices in the distance.

      “She’ll be long gone by now, I’m telling you.” That sounded like Ben. “These drag marks are probably hours old.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Keris, perhaps? “We’re almost there anyway. Let’s check and see.”

      “Well, I don’t understand why we had to be the ones to chase her,” Ben said. “Miri gets to stay at the house and sleep on a real bed all night.”

      “She’s not sleeping,” Keris said. “She’s continuing the search. It’ll take probably a whole other day to go through everything. Plus, she’s keeping an eye on the prisoner. When he finally wakes up, he might be able to direct us to the right place, and you know Miri can get just about anyone to talk, given enough time and resources.”

      Ruth went cold. They had John. Miri was holding him prisoner at the house and planning to interrogate him. Possibly, torture him.

      What have I done? she thought. Why did I leave him?

      “There it is! There’s the boat,” Ben cried. She heard footsteps on the path, heavy boots picking up speed.

      “She hasn’t left yet,” Keris said. “She must be on board. Hurry! Get on board and stop her.”

      And just then, a tremendous boom shook the ground. Ruth felt the shock wave. It went through her like a massive drumbeat. Leaves and branches rained down from the trees, and pebbles danced. She thought she heard voices, terrified voices in the midst of the explosion, but they didn’t last more than a fraction of a second.

      A moment later, a great curtain of dirt and debris rained down on top of her. She wrapped her arms over her head and waited for things to settle. Finally, after a few minutes, she dared to raise her head. Dirt, leaves, and bits of bark tumbled from her hair as she peeked over the top of the rock.

      She instantly regretted looking. The explosion had left a crater and pushed a few trees off-center. More than that, it had left chunks and pieces of human beings strewn far and wide. Though she didn’t bother to count the number of limbs, it seemed clear that all four had been obliterated. All voices silenced.

      Sick to her stomach, Ruth turned away.

      But the explosives worked, she reminded herself, fighting through the stomach-churning horror of the scene before her. You know that now. The blasting caps and triggers are in good enough condition.

      She grabbed the handle of the dolly and turned toward the boat. They’d left a plank behind for getting back on board. She saw it resting there among the rocks along the shoreline. But she couldn’t bring herself to take the next step. The boat was right there. All she had to do was drag the dolly on board, and she could be on her way to the Mako.

      No, she thought. No, I can’t do it.

      Despite this thought, she debated with herself for a few minutes, but it was useless. The guilt was already too much, and now she knew for sure that AILS had John. Miri was holding him captive. Knowing that, she couldn’t bring herself to leave him.

      It was dangerous, it was reckless, and it would waste more time, but she knew what she had to do. Ruth spent a few minutes hiding the plastic tub in a shallow pit and covering it with leaves, dirt, and debris. Maybe the giant crater full of gore would keep looters away from the boat. She could only hope. Once the tub was well hidden, she drew the handgun, reloaded it with a few additional bullets she’d taken from Ronny’s kitchen drawer, then headed up the hill.

      I’m coming for you, John, she thought. I never should have left in the first place, but I’m on my way. I just hope I’m fast enough.

      Once she reached the crest of the hill, she took off running down the far side toward the path.
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      This time, the guilt drove her to keep running well past the point of exhaustion. She hadn’t eaten anything in over a day, but she scarcely noticed the hunger gnawing at her belly. At one point, she paused to pull a water bottle out of the backpack, but then she resumed running while she drank. The handgun was clamped firmly in her right hand.

      She cut across the road and moved back into the field, running as fast as she dared across the uneven ground. Her own dolly tracks served as a direction-finder, keeping her on course. As the hours passed, she found she was making very good time. Even so, she feared what was happening to John. What if Miri had been torturing him for information for hours? What if she’d already extracted all the information she could get from him, and she’d killed him?

      This possibility only served as additional fuel to keep her running. While Ruth had run her fair share of 5K races, and even a couple of half-marathons, she’d never exerted as much effort for as long as she did that day. She ran all the way back across the highway and through the housing development, hearing motorcycle engines somewhere in the distance.

      Finally, sometime in the early afternoon, as clouds rolled in and cast the whole world in shades of gray, she found herself approaching a familiar country road. Unburdened by the tub now, she was able to stay low as she came in sight of Ronny’s property. She saw the barn, the farmhouse, and the other outbuildings cast across his weedy lot. Thrusting the gun out in front of her, she approached cautiously, using the barn as cover.

      John was no longer lying where she’d left him, though that was no surprise. As she approached the back of the barn, she saw what appeared to be puddles of dried blood in the dirt and possibly a large drag mark heading back around the corner. Ruth followed it, easing around the corner and creeping toward the house.

      The upstairs window was shattered, the wall around it pockmarked with bullet holes. Ruth stayed close to the barn as she approached. She was out of breath, and her limbs were on fire. Even so, she controlled her breathing, forcing herself to be as quiet as possible. At the front of the barn, she paused a moment, listening, trying to hear past the ceaseless drumbeat of her own heart. After a moment, she caught a hint of a voice coming from the house. She couldn’t make out the words. She stepped past the barn, out into the open, and dashed across the gap toward the house.

      Glass crunched beneath her shoes as she drew near. She stopped beneath the shattered window, pressing herself up against the wall, and listened again. The voice was closer now, just upstairs, and she recognized it.

      “This is all going to end very badly for you, John.” That was Miri. “You know that, right? I can draw out the pain a lot longer than you realize. Your only real hope is to give me what I want. Come on, do yourself a favor and give me what I want.”

      She heard a moan of pain, and then John spoke. “Just get it over with, then. I’ll never tell you a thing. I don’t care what you do to me.”

      “That’s an unreasonable position to take,” Miri replied. “All I want are a few little documents. Now, don’t make me keep hurting you to get them. I’ve barely begun to twist the knife.”

      Twist the knife? Ruth didn’t know if Miri was speaking metaphorically or literally. Either way, it was like a jolt, and it got Ruth moving again. She hurried to the back of the house, gun thrust out in front of her. The back door into the utility room was still open, and she stepped through into the house. As she passed the washer and dryer, all the hours of running seemed to catch up with her. Suddenly dizzy, she caught herself against the doorframe into the kitchen and struggled to catch her breath.

      This is a bad time to pass out, she scolded herself. After abandoning him last night, you owe John your last, best effort. Come on, Ruth. Save him or die trying. It’s the least you can do.

      She pushed off the doorframe and moved into the kitchen. She heard another moan coming from upstairs. Miri spoke again, loudly, sharply.

      “John, we already have the Mako,” she said. “Don’t you get it? We took it! It’s ours! Your friends put up a very pitiful resistance. We crushed them. Now, I just want the documentation. You’re not saving anybody’s life by playing dumb!”

      Ruth passed into the living room. She could see the little alcove of metal trunks in the far corner where she’d hidden the day before. She moved past it and approached the stairs.

      “I’ve told you everything I know,” John said. “Everything I want to know.” And he laughed bitterly.

      Don’t taunt her, John, Ruth thought. Just play dumb another couple of minutes.

      “Let’s see if I can’t make you want to know more,” Miri replied.

      Ruth took the first stair step. It creaked beneath her, and she froze. But another groan from upstairs got her moving again. There was no way to mount the steps silently. The old wood was going to creak no matter what Ruth did. Still, she tried to move as lightly as possible, stepping on her tiptoes, but she winced at every creak and crack.

      “Okay, this one is going to hurt a lot, my friend,” Miri said. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      Ruth was more than halfway up the stairs when she put her weight on a step and it gave a loud groan.

      “Wait…” Miri said. “What was that?” Then she called loudly, “Who’s there? Ben? Keris?”

      Well, this is it, Ruth thought. She knows someone else is in the house. No sense trying to hide that fact now. Ruth took a deep breath, held it, then rushed up the last few steps.

      When she reached the top, she saw the upper hallway full of clutter, emptied boxes, overturned drawers. The door to the master bedroom was wide open. John was sitting just inside, tied to a high-backed chair that had been taken from the dining room. Ropes held his wrists to the back, his ankles to the legs of the chair. His head was tipped forward, streaked with blood, some old and some new. He had a large, bloodstained bandage around his head, and a large welt beneath his left eye.

      A shape suddenly filled the door, and then stepped halfway into the hall. Miri had a furious look on her face, teeth bared, and lips pulled back, eyes wide and wild. Ruth had expected her, but she appeared so fast that it was a surprise. Ruth ducked down, and as she did, she heard the deafening pop of a gun. The bullet smacked into the wall above the steps on her right.

      Fortunately, all the clutter in the hallway provided some cover, so Ruth wasn’t out in the open.

      “Yeah, I saw your face, luddite,” Miri shouted. “I know who you are! Surrender yourself, or I’ll kill your friend.”

      A stack of cardboard boxes blocked Ruth’s view of the bedroom door, but she heard movement on the other side. Was Miri moving into the hallway, trying to ambush her? Or was she moving back into the bedroom to threaten John? She couldn’t tell, but she decided to take an aggressive approach.

      “Maybe you should surrender yourself to me,” Ruth replied, “so you don’t wind up like your friends.”

      “You slipped past them somehow,” Miri said. “Big deal.”

      As she spoke, Ruth stepped into the hallway, moving in a crouch to stay beneath the level of the junk piles. “Nope, I set an explosive trap and blew them all the hell. They’re dead. Ben, Keris, and whatever the others were named. You will find their bits and pieces on the shoreline in a little cove. They barely knew what hit them.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Miri said. And then, with an anxious edge in her voice, “I’m about three seconds away from putting a few bullets in your friend here, unless you disarm and surrender. Got it? Don’t test me!”

      Three seconds. Ruth decided not to let those seconds pass. Though she was exhausted, her lungs still burning from her super marathon, she rushed forward. She weaved between the stacks of junk. Finally, only a single stack of cardboard boxes stood in the way. She couldn’t tell if Miri was right on the other side, or if she’d gone back into the bedroom. Either way, she didn’t have the time to pause and listen.

      As she stepped around the stack of cardboard boxes, she raised the gun up in front of her. Then she stood up suddenly and stepped to the doorway. Miri was standing right inside the room, a small revolver in her left hand pointed toward John. The woman was sweating profusely, her hair shiny and slick, as if she’d gotten a good workout recently. On the floor, Ruth saw what appeared to be a black metal baton.

      She scarcely had time to consider what it all meant. In a blind panic, Ruth opened fire into the room. Miri seemed surprised by the sudden attack. She turned, hunkered down, and fired blindly back behind her. A bullet hit the doorframe and peppered Ruth’s face with splinters. She dropped to one knee, still firing, not knowing if any of her bullets were hitting the target.

      A window at the back of the bedroom shattered. One of the cardboard boxes beside Ruth split open. Miri was turned away from her now, stumbling toward the bed, still trying to aim and fire, but she adjusted the gun suddenly. Pointing it in the general direction of John, she fired a final shot. Then she tipped forward and fell on her face on the carpet. Ruth moved through the door, pointing the gun at the prone figure, and pulled the trigger. The hammer clicked. The magazine was empty. She’d fired every bullet in a matter of seconds.

      She was so full of adrenaline that her entire body felt like it was on fire. She had no idea if she’d been hit with any of Miri’s bullets, but she could see damage on the doorframe and the wall around it. Looking to her right, she saw John. His wrists were strapped to the armrests of the wooden chair, his ankles strapped to the legs. His head was tipped forward so far that she could barely see his face. His hat had fallen onto his lap, his sweaty hair hanging down in clumps, and there were spots of blood down the front of his shirt.

      “I swear to God, Miri,” Ruth snarled, “if you shot him, I’ll peel the skin off your body while you squirm and beg for mercy.”

      Miri was hunched over on the ground, her face pressed against the carpet, the gun still clutched loosely in her left hand. Ruth didn’t know which person to go to first. She heard coarse breathing and couldn’t tell who it was coming from. Finally, wanting to make sure the threat was neutralized, she went to Miri.

      With the sole of her left boot, she tipped Miri onto her side. When she did, she saw bright red blood soaking into the beige carpet. Miri moaned weakly, and she lost her grip on the gun. Ruth stooped down and grabbed it, but when she did, her head started spinning. For a second, she was perilously close to passing out, so she took a seat on the bed.

      “I was afraid to look.”

      The sound of John’s voice startled her. He lifted his head and looked at her. John looked like he’d been in a nasty fistfight. He had a big welt under one eye, a fat lip, cuts, and scratches all over the place.

      “Her last shot missed you,” Ruth said, with a sigh of relief.

      “Yeah, I guess so,” John said. “I was afraid that moaning was coming from you. I didn’t know which one went down. I thought maybe both.”

      Ruth heard another moan then, much weaker, and realized it was indeed coming from Miri. She set Miri’s gun on the bed, then leaned in close. Miri eyes were partially open, her lips parted. There was blood on her teeth, blood coming from her nostrils. At least two bullets had hit her in the torso, maybe more. Ruth couldn’t tell.

      “You…you…” Miri said, struggling to get the words out. Ruth leaned in close and heard the wetness in the woman’s breathing. “You already lost, you luddites.”

      And with that, a long croaking breath came out of her, and she slumped down. Her arms slid onto the carpet, her head tipped to one side, and that was the end of her. Ruth waited a few seconds, but Miri did not take another breath. Finally, she pressed her fingers against the woman’s throat, but she felt no pulse.

      “She’s dead,” Ruth said, picking herself up. She winced at the stiffness and soreness all throughout her body. When she turned back around, she found John staring at her. He had a look of sadness more than pain.

      “Miri wouldn’t tell me what happened to you,” he said. He had a slight lisp from a busted lower lip. “I didn’t know if you were alive or dead.”

      At this, Ruth felt a pang of guilt. She came toward him. “I had to get away from them,” she said. “I couldn’t let them take that plastic tub. Unfortunately, that meant leaving you behind, but…” He’d frowned at this, and it only intensified the guilt she felt. “I managed to take out the rest of the AILS crew, at least. We won’t have any trouble from them. Let me cut you loose, John. We have to get back to the boat as soon as possible. We’ve wasted too much time.”

      John sighed and nodded. “You did what you had to do,” he said. “I won’t hold it against you. I’ve never been tortured for information before. I think I held up pretty well. She didn’t get much out of me.”

      And that only made Ruth feel worse. Just how bad could one human being feel? “It never should have come to this,” she said. “I made a regrettable decision. I’ll never leave your side again, I promise.”

      “Is that so?” he said. He attempted a smile, but it seemed to hurt. “Sounds good to me.”
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      Stella spent a couple of minutes wracked with indecision. She only had mere minutes to somehow rescue her friends, but what could she do? If she stepped into the hallway and got spotted by AILS, it was all over. The most reasonable option seemed to be climbing back into the air duct and trying to find her way to another room where she might cause a distraction. Indeed, she even crept out of the pantry and walked over to the big countertop beneath the open vent. But she just couldn’t bring herself to go back up there. It had been a horrible experience, and every fiber of her being cried out against it.

      Finally, desperate not to waste any more time, she began searching all of the doors and cabinets along the back of the kitchen. She found a working flashlight and clutched it to her chest. When she opened a door next to the big uniform bin, she found herself staring into a small, dark hallway that she hadn’t known existed. Apparently, the Mako had a lot more twists and turns, back rooms and hallways, than Stella had realized. She dared to shine a light in there, if only for a second, and she caught of glimpse of a narrow maintenance corridor. It was ugly, the walls and floor stained, and it smelled strongly of mildew—probably a consequence of the flooding.

      Nevertheless, it seemed like her only viable option. She stepped into the corridor and pulled the door shut behind her. It was almost as claustrophobic as the air duct, but turning on the flashlight helped. The corridor seemed to stretch along the back wall of the kitchen before taking a sudden turn to the right. Stella knew she needed to move fast, so she took off running. She had a gun in her right hand, the flashlight in her left. Her whole body was still smeared with dust, only now some of it was mingled with blood. She’d never felt so filthy or disgusting in her life.

      By the time she reached the corner, she was running full out. The air in here felt damp, and the stench turned her stomach. She tried to breathe only through the mouth, but the stench got into her nostrils somehow anyway. Around the corner, the corridor angled downward.

      Where is this thing taking me? she wondered. How am I going to help my friends like this?

      Finally, she spotted doors in the distance, but it felt like she was in the lower floor of the building now, which would put here somewhere in the cluster of workshops and storage rooms. Clearly, this corridor was meant for kitchen deliveries, but where did it lead?

      Stella considered turning back, but she had no better plan. Where else could she go? So, she kept on going to the end of the corridor, where she encountered a sturdy metal door. She grabbed the handle, hesitated a moment, then opened the door. Fresh air blew into the corridor, a beam of sunlight sweeping across the mildewed metal floor. Before her, Stella saw the lower deck with all its support posts. She caught herself against the doorframe and gazed out into the open.

      The AILS Coast Guard cutter was right there in front of her, fastened by sturdy ropes to support posts. Stella aimed the handgun and lowered the flashlight. From the lower deck, she could see the radio tower and the pilot house. She looked for the black-clad AILS figures, expecting to see them perched on the radio tower, but she didn’t see anyone.

      Stella leaned out of the door and looked left and right. She didn’t see anyone in either direction. She could hear the creaking of the boats, but she didn’t hear any people at all. Had all of the AILS people gone inside the building? Was that possible? It seemed unlikely, but she snuck outside anyway. As she did, she used the flashlight to prop the door open.

      She dashed across the lower deck, moving from support to support. Most of the handrails had broken off and fallen during the assault. She saw a few of them lying on their side at the edge of the deck like broken teeth. As she got closer to the boat, she was surprised to discover that there was no one on board—at least, no one standing out in the open. When she reached the edge, where ropes stretched across the narrow gap to the radio tower, she leaned over the edge and looked down. She could see through the windows into the pilot house, and no one appeared to be inside.

      When she looked to her left, she saw the big flagship anchored nearby, and there didn’t appear to be anyone on deck there either. Realizing this, she froze there at the edge, heart hammering in her chest.

      Just do it, she told herself. Take the risk. You’re all dead anyway if you don’t act.

      It was enough to get her moving again. She stuffed the gun into her inner jacket pocket. Then she grabbed one of the nearby ropes, wrapped her arms around it, and slowly pulled herself forward. It was an act of pure adrenaline and desperation. At one time, just the sight of the drop into the ocean from the Mako deck had been enough to paralyze her with fear, but she was long past that now. As she pulled herself along the rope, she wrapped her legs around it, so that she dangled down. She felt the drop, felt the vastness of the air and water beneath her, but some survival instinct in her brain smothered this feeling so that she acted as if she were in a half-dream state.

      Just keep climbing. Don’t think about the drop. Feel nothing. Fear nothing. Just act.

      Once she was over the pilot house, near the bottom of the radio tower, at the place where the rope had been securely fastened, she let go. She dropped a couple of feet and landed on her back on top of the pilot house. Rolling over, she picked herself up, retrieved the gun, and shuffle-walked to the edge of the roof. There was some kind of small deck running along the sides and back of the pilot house. She leaned down and looked along the deck. No people. No one on board.

      Finally, she turned and lowered herself from the roof, hopping down onto the deck.

      Okay, you did it, she told herself. You climbed on board. Now what?

      But a plan was already formulating in her mind. She knew she had to act fast. First, she went to the pilot house door, eased it open, and stuck her head inside. No one there. The engine wasn’t running either. However, the vast array of gauges, levers, and switches told her it was unlikely she would ever figure out how to get it running. She looked around anyway. It was a big room, with a row of front windows that were angled slightly downward. Equipment was everywhere. The place was cluttered. There was even a big table at the back that had what appeared to be a navigation map.

      Stella felt frantic, casting about like a trapped animal looking for some way to avoid being eaten. And finally, in the back of the room, something caught her eye. It was a large plastic container, bright red with a black plastic cap and a big handle. Stooping down, she unscrewed the cap and the smell of fuel wafted out. She didn’t know what kind of fuel it was, why it was stored there, or what it was for. However, it didn’t matter. It would burn, and that’s all that mattered but she was going to need more.

      She didn’t dare leave the pilot house in case there was someone on board. “Think, Stella, think. You can do this.” Near the port exit, a familiar object was parked in the corner. Rushing to it, she pulled the cover off. Would it work? Bending down, she reached for the gas valves and opened both of them. She took a breath in but couldn’t smell anything. Wasn’t she supposed to smell rotten eggs? She had no idea if that was good or bad but didn’t want to waste any more time. Spinning around, she found a lighter perched beside an aluminum ashtray and a crushed pack of Marlboros on a table. She grabbed the lighter but then something else caught her eye. Next to one of the workstations was a holster mounted to the wall with a flare gun in it. Grabbing the gun, she paused long enough to make sure it was loaded. Tucking it in her pocket, she unscrewed the cap on the fuel container and picked it up. Starting at the barbeque, she walked back through the pilot house, she poured the fuel behind her, splashing it on equipment, over the consoles and chairs working her way back to the door and out onto the deck. From here, she tipped the container sideways and let more fuel gush out. It poured across the deck, over the side, and rained down on the deck below.

      Stella screwed the cap back on. Then she reached up, grabbed the edge of the roof with her free hand, and pulled herself back up beside the radio tower. Once she was perched at the bottom of the radio tower beside the ropes, she set the container down and reached into her pocket and pulled out the flare gun. Then she leaned over the edge of the pilot house and shot the flare at the deck where there was a fuel puddle. Worried that it might not be enough, she scooted over to the other side and aimed the gun inside the pilot house. Sending up a little prayer that there was enough propane vapors, she shot the gun into the pilot house.

      The sudden boom followed by a fierce surge of heat forced Stella to drop backward. She slammed into a support of the radio tower, even as flames licked up from the deck past the edge of the roof.

      Well, that did it, she thought, but you might just burn with the boat if you don’t get out of here.

      Getting back on the platform proved to be far more challenging. She wanted to bring the container of fuel with her. It was about half full now, but it was still heavy. Finally, she laid it across her belly and reached up, grabbing the nearest rope and pulling herself up. She lifted her legs, wrapped them around the rope, and began pulling herself toward the lower deck. Some rational part of her mind, a part buried deep beneath the adrenaline-saturated desperation, was astonished at what she was doing. That part of her brain observed her behavior as if from a distance.

      Who is this terrified little animal clambering about like a monkey?

      By the time she dragged her body onto the deck, bright orange flames were already filling the pilot house, dancing in the windows, and smoke was pouring out of the door. She took a perverse pleasure in the sight of it, and she dared to linger at the edge of the deck for a few seconds, hugging the fuel container and watching the big ship burn.

      “That’s what you get,” she whispered. “That’s what you get, and more, for killing my friends. Let’s see how you like watching your whole fleet go up in smoke, you vile cultists.”
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      Stella’s wild act of sabotage filled her with a strange confidence, so by the time she returned to the back corridor, the idea of climbing into the air duct didn’t seem like such a big deal. Stella had become some half-crazed daredevil, capable of burning entire fleets. The adrenaline had coagulated into a fierce sense of certainty. She left the container of fuel near the back door and hurried to the kitchen.

      Soon, she found herself standing on the countertop in the kitchen and slowly pulling herself up into the open-air duct once again. Far too much time had passed by now. She knew that. That rational part of her brain knew that her friends were captured or dead by now. She’d burned an AILS ship, but she hadn’t managed to save her friends. Still, she wouldn’t give up just yet.

      As she dragged herself into the duct, she could smell fuel on her clothes. Hopefully, she wouldn’t set herself on fire or asphyxiate herself on the fumes. Pulling herself back through the duct didn’t seem so bad now. The adrenaline helped her move fast, and her wild state of mind made it seem surreal now. Soon, she found herself approaching a familiar vent cover. As she drew near, she listened carefully.

      And what did she expect to hear? The screams of her friends being tortured? The satisfied sounds of the AILS members who had killed them? She wasn’t sure. However, she was surprised when she pulled herself close to the vent and heard familiar voices chatting quietly. Kay, Curtis, Ignacio. Was it possible that they were still locked safely inside?

      She tapped on the backside of the vent. Curtis gasped loudly, and soon his face appeared in a flashlight beam through the gaps in the vent.

      “Oh, my gosh,” he said, leaning in close. “Stella, where did you go? Why are you back? You don’t want to be here.”

      “They’re not inside the control room yet?” she asked. She was surprised at the sound of her own voice. It sounded like the voice of some crazed person, warbling and weird.

      “We moved absolutely every box, crate, and piece of equipment in front of the door,” he said. “Even the table and all of the consoles. The door opens inward. They’re having a heck of time getting through, but we’ve only got a few more minutes, I’m sure. You have to get out of here while you can.”

      “I will in a second,” she said. “But first, there’s something you need to do. Listen carefully, okay? Believe it or not, I have a plan.”
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      They were passing through the little housing division when they heard motorcycle engines again. It was like a sound from a bad dream. Ruth had dared to use the streets, walking out in the open to save time. Poor John was struggling. Miri had beaten him black and blue. Even his arms and legs were covered in bruises. He walked with a slight limp due to a large knot on his right thigh just above the knee, and this slowed them down considerably.

      “That gang is around here somewhere,” he said, as the sound of multiple motorcycles moved through nearby streets like the howling of ghouls. “Wouldn’t it suck to get captured by them now, after all we’ve been through?”

      “That’s not going to happen,” Ruth said. “We’ll go down shooting this time, if it comes to that. But it’s not going to come to that.” She gently grabbed his upper arm and guided him off the street. They crossed a yard and passed between two blackened houses, moving in a direction that she hoped took them farther from the motorcycles.

      “Someone has to do something about all of these gangs roaming about,” John said.

      “Either the government will eventually reassert control,” Ruth said, guiding him across an alleyway behind the houses, “or these gangs will eventually crystallize into some form of local government. Or they’ll all kill each other. There’s not much else that can be done.”

      They passed between another row of burned houses and came out into a small cul-de-sac. The motorcycles sounded farther away now. Still, Ruth kept moving in the same direction, cutting through the neighborhood until they reached the wild, overgrown lands to the south. Finally, they left the gang territory far behind.

      Even so, Ruth felt skittish as they crossed the vast tree-dotted fields, more so now that she had John at her side. His presence made her more cautious and aware of potential dangers. Lingering guilt had made her feel especially protective of him. She would not allow harm to come to John again, not ever. Indeed, her guilt had not stopped gnawing at her for a single, solitary second all day.

      Finally, she couldn’t bear it any longer. They were approaching a familiar grassy hill when she blurted out, “John, I’m sorry I left you behind at the barn. I was afraid of what would happen if they got hold of the files and the explosives, but it was a reckless and thoughtless thing to do. I’m so ashamed. It’s tearing me apart.”

      John didn’t respond at first. He took a good half dozen unsteady steps, breathing through his mouth, before he finally sniffed and said, “I don’t know what I would have done in your place. But I do know this: all the AILS operatives are dead, the tub of explosives is hidden, and we got away from there alive. So I guess you made the right decision. Let’s leave it at that, shall we?”

      “Will you at least accept my apology?” she said.

      “Of course,” he replied. “It’s not necessary, but I accept it. Now, we don’t ever have to talk about it again, okay? We’re good.”

      She nodded, and he patted her gently on the back.

      When they finally crested the hill, Ruth could see the drag marks she’d left from the dolly cutting a clear path toward the distant cove. Hopefully, some nefarious passerby hadn’t seen this new path and decided to follow it.

      If they did, they found a pit full of body parts, she reminded herself. Not much of a prize, unless we’re talking about a really sick individual.

      “How do you suppose things are going on the Mako?” John asked.

      Ruth had had enough to worry about, so she hadn’t really allowed herself to think too much about what might be happening to the people they’d left on the oil platform.

      “A few days have passed since we left,” she said. “The attack might have happened by now. We can only hope our people were able to fend off the attackers. Then again, we have no idea how big of a force AILS might bring to the Mako.”

      “Our people should be able to hold out,” John said. “They have the advantage, right? It’s easier to hold a place than to take it.”

      “That depends entirely on the circumstances of the attack,” Ruth said. “Let’s not worry about it right now. Focus on the task at hand. That always helps me.”

      And with that, she set off down the backside of the hill. As they approached the cove, following the trail she had left for them the day before, Ruth felt a growing sense of unease about having to pass by the crater again. She didn’t want to see the gore, but there was no way around it. That was the clearest and most direct path to the boat.

      Just suck it up and deal with it, she told herself. You might have to do worse things before all of this is over.

      And so she approached the little burned cabin at the end of the path and turned toward the shoreline. As she did, she reached up and grabbed John’s arm.

      “Brace yourself,” she said. “You might want to avert your gaze for a few seconds.”

      She didn’t have to explain herself. The stench was already strong in the area. Nevertheless, John grunted in disgust when they came in sight of the crater. Flies were buzzing like crazy around the gruesome spread of body parts. Meaty chunks, organ parts, bloody clothes, and bones were everywhere. Ruth held her breath, picked the clearest path through the gore, and hurried past it.

      “They were probably dead before they even knew they were dying,” John said. And then he grunted again and said, “That might be the most disgusting sight I’ve ever laid eyes on. I’ll be seeing it again in my nightmares.”

      “I told you to avert your gaze,” Ruth said. “Now, let’s not discuss it, please.”

      She approached the rock where she’d hidden everything when setting off the explosives. Everything seemed to be as she’d left it, and she found the plastic tub safely tucked beneath a blanket of dirt, leaves, and branches. She breathed a sigh of relief and sat down, daring to take a few minutes to rest. John eased himself down beside her.

      “This was a heck of a trip,” he said, delicately touching the edges of the welt beneath his eye. “When we first set out from the Mako, I assumed we’d run into trouble, but I had no idea what was ahead of us.”

      “Not entirely successful,” she said. “But not entirely a failure either. I wish we had found Ronny alive, though. Maybe if we’d come here sooner.”

      “Well, you got revenge for him, anyway,” John said.

      “Yeah, and he would appreciate that,” she said. “In fact, I dare say, he would be quite proud of how I took them out.”

      John put an arm around her and gave her a gentle hug. She received it gratefully, casting her gaze to the boat. It was still rocking at anchor in the shallow water of the cove, hidden by the nearby tree-covered hill. Their trip to and from Ronny’s had been bad, but Ruth knew the worst was yet to come. They still had to deal with AILS.

      “We’d better set sail soon,” she said. “I wish we could take a day to rest and recover, but I’m afraid our family and friends will need us on the Mako. Who knows what they’ve had to deal with.”

      John unleashed a deep-seated sigh. “I could sleep for days,” he said, “but I’m sure you’re right. Let’s load up and get out of here.”

      As Ruth pulled the plastic tub and dolly out of their hiding place, John retrieved the long board to use as a gangplank. Fortunately, the wind in the cove wasn’t bad, and the water was relatively still. John struggled to get the long wooden plank in place, but that seemed to have more to do with the weight and unwieldiness of the plank. Once set, the two of them guided the dolly onto the boat.

      When they were on deck, Ruth turned and kicked the plank back onto the beach. Then she quickly surveyed the cove behind them. She pulled the backpack off her shoulders and set it down. Then she unzipped the big pocket and rooted around until she found the fat folder.

      This is what AILS wanted, she thought. This is what they died for. I intend to keep it safe and out of their hands. That’s what Ronny would have wanted, and it’s the only thing I can give him.

      John went right to work raising the anchor and unfurling the sails. Ruth put the folder back into the pack and joined him at the helm as he guided the ship out of the cove and back into the vast gulf.

      “Actually, it all went pretty well, when you think about it,” he said, giving her a weary half-smile. “We didn’t find your brother, but we found enough explosives to level the Mako—maybe, hopefully—and we’ve got the papers we need to figure out where to set the charges. That’s mission accomplished, wouldn’t you say?”

      “It’s a big step in the right direction,” Ruth said, gazing out across the vast brown water of the Texas coastline. “I just don’t know what we’ll find when we get back to the Mako, and that’s what worries me.”

      “I hope my son is okay,” John said softly.

      “I’m worried about Stella, too,” she told him.

      They set sail in a generally eastern direction, but the lack of a strong wind meant they didn’t pick up a whole lot of speed. That made Ruth anxious, and after an hour or so, she found herself pacing the foredeck, as if she could somehow make the Mako appear by sheer force of will.

      They’d sailed maybe two hours, with the coastline just barely visible on the horizon behind them, when she spotted some new shape in the distance ahead of them. Sharp sails pointed skyward. Another boat. She watched it long enough to realize that it was headed toward them.

      “You might want to turn us a bit,” she said over her shoulder. “We’ve got another boat in front of us, and I’d rather not get too close.”

      “You got it,” he replied. He turned them to starboard, moving southeast.

      They hadn’t gone far, however, before Ruth realized the distant boat was turning to match their new course. Furthermore, she could tell now that their sails were a giant cobbled-together patchwork of different kinds of cloth. The boat itself seemed to have been smashed together from a lot of junk and scrap pieces.

      “Now, who are these people?” she muttered. “I think we’re being intercepted.”

      “What are they, some kind of wannabe pirates?” John replied.

      “I don’t know about wannabe,” Ruth said. “If they’re actually intercepting boats on the open water, then they are actual pirates, even if their boat looks like they taped together a bunch of trash.”

      “Maybe they need help,” John said. “Maybe they’ve been lost at sea for a while, and they’re out of food and water.”

      But now Ruth could make out a small black flag flying from the mast. It had some kind of design on it—a skull and crossbones, she thought—but the whole thing seemed crude and ragged. Ruth turned to John and dramatically rolled her eyes.

      “We just fought our way past a real, live terrorist group,” she said, “and now we’re going to have to contend with some low-rent criminals on a floating junk pile. My patience is running thin.”

      “You want me to try to ram their ship?” John asked. “I’ll bet we could cut them in two and keep right on going while they founder.”

      “We can’t risk damage to this boat,” she said.

      Unfortunately, the pirate ship seemed to be moving a lot faster than the fishing boat, and it was quickly gaining on them as it moved to intercept their course. Ruth could see people standing on the uneven deck, men and women dressed strangely. Some wore Hawaiian shirts and shorts. Others wore filthy, ragged button-up dress shirts and tattered khaki pants. A few of the women were dressed in dirty sun dresses.

      It all seemed familiar somehow. Even the way the boat had been cobbled together, the style and look of it, touched something in the wild, tangled mishmash of recent memory. A man standing on the foredeck raised something high over his head. Some kind of long stick or pole. Sunlight glinted off a blade. Was that a steak knife fastened to the end of a shower curtain rod?

      “I’ve seen spears like that before,” Ruth noted. “John, I think we know these people.”

      “Yeah, I think you’re right,” he replied. “Those islanders from the cruise ship. Shouldn’t they be our friends now? We liberated that island from Matthew and his cronies. Why are they coming after us?”

      “Maybe they’re just swinging to say hello,” Ruth said.

      But then she heard a loud crack as a bullet hit the deck to her right. The sound of the gunshot followed a second later. Ruth turned and dashed back into the cabin.

      “Did those scumbags just take a shot at us?” John said. “Well, I guess the friendship is over.”

      Ruth looked through the window. The black flag had a crude jolly roger stitched into it with a red circle around it. Clearly, at least some of the islanders had turned to piracy after Matthew’s death. And John and Ruth were the easiest target in the area.

      “I thought we took all the guns from the island?”

      “I thought they were decent folk. Clearly they lied to us about a lot of stuff, including a hidden boat? I guess we just helped them take out Matthew so one of them could step up as the new pirate leader.” John scowled.

      “Turn away from them,” Ruth said. “Set a straight course. Let’s try to outrun them, if we can.”

      “These morons took a shot at a boat full of explosives,” John muttered, even as he turned the wheel and adjusted course.

      Just then, Ruth felt a gust of wind. Clouds were visible in the western sky. The sails caught the wind, but of course, the pirates had even bigger sails.
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      John knew his fishing boat as if it were an appendage. The feel of it, the way it responded to the water and wind, was so familiar to him that he could often predict when the sea was changing. At the moment, he was chasing the wind due south, trying to outrun a pirate ship, and he felt the sea changing around him. His ship was picking up on a strengthening of the wind, an intensifying of the waves. The clouds in the western sky weren’t much, but already he could tell a storm was coming.

      “Do you think they would call off the attack if they knew it was us?” he said. “We’re the ones who freed them from Matthew, after all. Surely that buys us a ‘get out of piracy free’ card.”

      Ruth was kneeling on the bench at the back of the cabin, watching their pursuers. John heard another crack of gunfire from behind them, and he dared a look over his shoulder. The pirate ship was maybe three hundred yards behind them, but they were no longer gaining steadily. It seemed John was almost matching their speed. Even so, how long could they keep this up? And how relentless were these pirates?

      “We don’t know what happened on the island after we left,” Ruth said. “Things might have gotten worse. Someone might have stepped into Matthew’s shoes and taken control.”

      “It’s only been about a week and a half since we were on the island,” John said. “If things got worse, it must’ve happened really soon after we left.”

      “We just don’t know,” Ruth said.

      John spotted a man standing on the foredeck of the pirate ship with a long spear in his hand. The distance made it impossible to pick out the details, but he was pretty sure the man was wearing a striped polo shirt and cargo shorts. His position on the deck made him look like he was in charge.

      “I swear, that guy with the spear looks like our friend Grover,” he said. “The nice guy on the island that we helped. Grover, you traitorous son of a gun. After all we did for you?”

      “That’s a shame,” Ruth said softly, “but he’s not going to keep us from the Mako.”

      “Well, do you want to return fire?” John asked.

      “Not at this distance, no,” Ruth said, “and not with our limited ammunition.”

      “There’s not much we can do in an actual fight, not against that many people,” John said. “We also have no clue how many guns they actually kept behind for themselves. Again, I’m willing to try to ram them.”

      “The hull of this ship is already damaged,” Ruth said. “I just don’t know if we would survive a collision.”

      John turned back around, adjusting course slightly to port as a stronger current began to push at them. “Then outrunning them is our only hope,” he said, “and it looks like we’ve got a storm rolling in.”

      “Who has the advantage in a storm?” Ruth said.

      “I’d like to think we do,” John replied, “but it depends entirely on their skills and quality of craftsmanship. Ruth, if this storm is as bad as I suspect it’s going to be, I’ll need your help. There are times when you’ll have to take the helm so I can trim the sails or whatever else.”

      “Of course.” Ruth rose and went to his side, though she seemed unstable on her feet.

      He could tell she was thoroughly exhausted. He was still hurting, his bumps and bruises creating a constant background noise of dull pain, but Ruth had clearly pushed herself beyond her limits. She was glassy-eyed, sweating, and she trembled when she moved. He was tempted to tell her to take a nap, but he knew he would need her help soon. She was simply going to have to endure, as he would.

      Another half an hour had passed. By then, the water before him was getting visibility rougher, and little whitecaps churned at the peaks of the waves. The wind was blowing in strongly from the northwest, occasionally gusting. Eventually, he motioned for Ruth to take the wheel.

      “Keep us steady,” he said, as he stepped past her. “I need to trim the sails. The wind is almost directly behind us now, but it’s too strong.”

      “I’ve got it,” she said.

      As he stepped out onto the starboard walkway, he glanced behind them. The pirate ship was still on their tail. It looked like they’d gotten a little bit closer. Too close for comfort. The guy in the striped polo shirt was still standing on the foredeck, holding the spear at his side like some shaman’s staff. A handful of others moved about the crooked boat behind him.

      The islanders seemed calm, determined, relentless. They’d done this before. Had they turned to piracy right away? Had it taken a day or two? Had it always been the plan and they’d just been the chumps who helped them along? He just couldn’t believe it.

      A large wave hit the starboard side of the boat just then. They rocked wildly, and John went down on one knee to keep from being tossed overboard. A second wave hit before he managed to get up. He crawled forward, sliding along the gunwale, until he reached the mast. Then he went to work trimming the sails and pulling in the headsail.

      The wind was getting worse, but he knew enough to save the sails and protect the boat from the storm. Once he was done, the boat felt like it was handling the gusting wind much better, and they were moving at a good clip now. He turned and started back to the cabin. As he did, the first of the cold rain began to fall, coming in at an angle.

      Sparks danced off the roof of the cabin, chased by the sound of another gunshot. He found the occasional potshots infuriating. It really made him want to turn the boat around and drive at full speed right into the midst of that junk pile, but the wind was all wrong for that. Anyway, Ruth was opposed to it, and he knew she was right.

      He made his way back into the cabin.

      “The rudder is fighting me,” Ruth said.

      “Yeah, water’s getting rough,” he replied, taking the wheel from her.

      And just then, as if someone had pushed a throttle on the weather, the rain became a blinding sheet of stinging water. It crashed against the rooftop, poured through the side window, roared against the sails. John felt the boat tipping precariously.

      “We have to adjust course,” he said. “The storm’s too much, and the wind is changing direction. I’m turning us to port, enough to sail away from the storm’s path.”

      “We’ll be moving at an angle from the pirates,” she said. “Won’t that make it easier for them to catch up?”

      “It can’t be helped,” he replied, turning the wheel. “We need to point the stern away from the waves or we’re going to be swamped.”

      As he turned the boat to port, heading southeast, he looked toward the pirates. A gray haze had filled the air, obscuring them somewhat. Still, he could tell they weren’t sailing under a storm jib. They hadn’t reduced sail at all. The patchwork cloth was pulling fiercely, and it had tipped the crude pirate ship far to one side. Some of the crew were attempting to correct for this by shifting to the starboard side of the deck, but it didn’t seem to be helping.

      As he was considering this situation, he heard a loud bang against the side wall of the cabin, followed a second later by a muffled gunshot.

      “Still shooting at us,” he grumbled. “They should worry more about not capsizing in this storm. These people are not experienced sailors. That’s clear.”

      “Of course not,” Ruth replied. “Until recently, they were cruise ship passengers.”

      Seeing them struggle against the wind, John couldn’t help but laugh. He knew his boat. He knew these waters. He’d sailed through worse storms than this. And these guys, these islanders, they were little more than pretend pirates playing games.

      “Honestly, Ruth, I don’t think we have anything to worry about,” he said. “I don’t know why Grover turned into a villain after we left, but he’s out of his depth here.”

      Leaning heavily against the back of the captain’s chair, she turned to look at the pirate ship. “Are you sure? They don’t seem daunted by the storm.”

      “That’s because they’re idiots,” he replied. “They don’t know how to sail in bad weather, and it shows. I predict they’ll be at the bottom of the ocean before sunset.”

      Indeed, when he looked again, he could tell they were falling behind. Even with their sails out fully, the sheer relentlessness of the wind and waves was slowing them down, pushing them in the wrong direction. And they clearly had no idea what to do to fix the problem.

      “Their little misadventure on the high seas is just about over,” he said with another laugh. “Watch them disappear, Ruth.”

      She watched as he kept the boat pointing away from the storm. After a while, she grunted happily and clapped her hands.

      “Yep, that did it,” she said. “They’ve faded into the rain haze. We’ve outrun them.”

      “Of course we have, my dear,” he said. “You’re talking to the original king of the pirates here. Lord of the high seas. And as for you, aren’t you the very sister of none other than One-Eyed Lafitte? Together, we’ve looted island tyrants and infiltrated terrorist hideouts. The Gulf of Mexico is our domain and no one else’s.”

      When she smiled and lovingly squeezed his arm, he felt especially bold and impulsive. Without really thinking about it, he leaned in and kissed her full on the mouth. It was no peck, but a committed and passionate kiss—despite his swollen lip—and she seemed to accept it with an equal measure of boldness.
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      Stella was getting pretty good at navigating the air ducts. By the time she got back to the kitchen, she felt like an old pro. The secret was to press her arms firmly against either side of the duct and then drag herself forward. It worked a lot faster than using her hands. She’d just dropped onto the kitchen counter when the alarm began to blare.

      It was a singularly unpleasant sound. A garbled, ear-straining squawk that blasted from speakers on the ceiling of the cafeteria and out along the hallway. Stella wondered if some of the speakers had been damaged by water. That might explain why the alarm sounded so damaged and awful. However, this seemed like a good thing. The AILS members throughout the Mako couldn’t possibly ignore it.

      Good job, Curtis, she thought. You figured it out!

      She hadn’t known if Curtis and the others would be able to figure out the new console, but apparently, they had. They’d managed to access the alarm system and activate it using only the new console and power from the generator.

      Stella climbed off the counter and went to the door at the back of the kitchen. She opened it and slipped into the delivery corridor. As she raced to the corner, she pulled the AILS radio out of her pocket and flicked on the power. She immediately heard voices shouting at each other in obvious confusion and frustration.

      “It’s a fire alarm,” one said. An especially angry woman. “We must have a worker hiding down there somewhere who set it off.”

      “We don’t know that,” screamed an even angrier woman. “We don’t know what the alarm means. Figure it out! Shut it off, now! Now!”

      “If one of you set this thing off, heads will roll.” And that was the angriest woman of all.

      Stella was moving down the back corridor, making her way to the lower deck. She felt strangely giddy now, despite the danger. As she approached the back door, she pressed the talk button on the radio and lifted it to her mouth.

      “Everyone!” she said. She could hear the giddiness in her own voice. “I regret to inform you that we have a slight problem. Our Coast Guard ship is burning brightly at this very moment. We’ve been sabotaged by intruders. The flagship is next. Intruders are already on board and setting charges. We need as many people as possible to get back on the flagship and head below deck. They’re in the engine room. Stop the intruders. They’re down there!”

      As soon as she let go of the talk button, she heard frantic voices shouting on the other end. But she turned off the radio and put it back in her pocket. Then she eased open the back door just enough to see outside. A great pillar of black smoke rose from the Coast Guard Cutter. The whole thing seemed to have been engulfed.

      The big white flagship, the AILS yacht, was parked nearby, untouched as of yet by the flames. Stella tried to steady her breathing as she waited. With one hand, she held the door. At her feet, tucked in the corner where she’d left it, was the red fuel can, still about half full. Making sure the cap was fitted loosely, she waited.

      This will either work and be amazing, she thought, or it will get me killed. Either way, I feel like maybe I didn’t completely fail. I gave AILS a run for their money. Maybe Gran will be proud of me, if she ever finds out what I’ve done here.

      After a moment, she heard many footsteps coming from somewhere on the deck, out of sight of the door. Based on her knowledge of the lower platform, she was pretty sure it was the ramp that led down toward the lift. After a moment, AILS members appeared in the distance, moving out from behind support columns in a long line. They cried out at the sight of the smoking Coast Guard ship.

      A dozen, then two dozen AILS members, they rushed across the lower platform to the edge and gazed down at the Cutter.

      “Captain Tyra, they’re on the flagship now,” someone shouted. “They must be setting charges down in the engine room. What do we do?”

      Most of the people gathered on the deck were dressed all in black, except for one. One woman wore a unique uniform of gray and black, with padded shoulders, shiny buttons, straight pant legs, well-polished boots. She was an imposing figure, tall and muscular, with dark hair pulled into a tight bun against her skull. She stood in the midst of the crowd near the edge of the platform. Stella had a wild notion to run out there and start pushing people off the deck into the water, but she held her ground for now.

      “Get on board the Mind Maiden,” the imposing woman shouted, sweeping a hand back and forth over her head. “Get down below, all of you. Rush these people. Overwhelm them with sheer force of numbers and kill them! We cannot allow them to damage the flagship, not under any circumstances!”

      “Yes, Captain Tyra! Right away!”

      The whole mass of people, at least thirty of them now, rushed along the platform toward the yacht. A rope ladder had been attached from the platform down to the upper deck of the yacht, and people began clambering down two at a time.

      There you go, Stella thought. That’s right. Get on the ship and find those bad guys. Come on!

      Stella was shaking badly, but not with fear, not anymore. She braced herself against the doorframe. As she did, she slowly stooped down, reaching with her free hand for the fuel can. The AILS operatives kept climbing onto the flagship until they were all on board, all except for Captain Tyra and one other blonde woman.

      “What if they’re on a different ship?” the blonde woman said.

      “The flagship is the most important ship in our fleet, Dana,” Captain Tyra replied sharply. “I want it cleared out. The Mako is ours, but we can’t afford to lose the Mind Maiden.”

      “But who set off the alarm?” Dana said.

      “Those people in the control room, of course,” Captain Tyra said. She grabbed Dana by the shoulders. “It was a signal for the saboteurs. What else? Now, clear out the ship!” And with that, she shoved Dana in the direction of the ship.

      Dana stumbled forward, then ran toward the rope bridge and started climbing down after the others. Captain Tyra strode over, her hands planted on her hips. She stopped at the top of the rope ladder and gazed down at the ship below. Stella heard people moving around down on the deck, shouting at each other.

      This was her chance. She could shoot Tyra and they’d be done with the whole thing. But then she remembered what Andy had said to her and Curtis before. If she killed Tyra here, would the rest of AILS redouble their efforts, making things worse?

      But before she could figure out what to do, Captain Tyra turned and walked away. As she did, she pulled a radio out of a pocket and held it to her mouth.

      “Search every square inch of that ship,” she said. “The Cutter is a loss. We won’t lose the Mind Maiden. If you find anyone, kill them immediately. No need to interrogate. Once the ship is clear, head back inside and resume your stations. I’m headed for the control room.”

      And with that, Captain Tyra kept going across the lower deck. Stella waited until she heard her boots on the ramp ascending to the main deck. As soon as she was gone, Stella grabbed the plastic fuel can, picked it up, and dashed outside. She glanced left and right, but there was no one else on the lower deck with her. Every AILS member was either on the flagship or inside the Mako building.

      Stella moved fast, letting the strange giddiness drive her to act without thinking too much about the risk she was taking. Moving low, she approached the edge of the platform. People were visible on the ship’s deck. She saw one man opening some kind of hatch behind the upper cabin. Others were on the aft deck, standing on either side of a set of stairs. Voices were shouting from all over the boat.

      Stella pulled out the lighter and flicked it until she had a bright flame dancing. She touched it to the end of the strip of paper. It caught fire immediately and spread fast. Startled, Stella heaved the fuel can underhanded. It sailed over the end of the platform. It hit the top of the cabin, rolled, and landed on a pile of canvas covers on the upper deck where it broke open, splashing fuel onto the canvas. Pausing, Stella waited to make sure no one noticed, then she pulled two of the signal flares from where she’d tucked them into the back of her pants, ignited them and tossed them toward the fuel spill. One of the flares hit cushions on the sundeck, while the other landed on the top of the cabin. If enough of the boat caught fire, they’d have a hard time putting it out. At the very least, they’ll be really busy for a while, she told herself.

      Immediately, voices began to shout and scream, but Stella didn’t wait to enjoy the show. She spun on one heel and dashed back toward the door. She got there, slipped into the corridor, and turned. She was out of breath, shaking so badly that she could scarcely stand still. The voices were absolutely frantic now, and she heard people dashing about. But the flames were spreading fast across the canvas on the ship’s deck. She could see a furious glow along the edge of the platform.

      Suddenly, she heard a low grinding sound. The boat’s engine, perhaps? Were they trying to start the ship to get it away from the platform? She didn’t know. Did they think they could somehow outrun the flames?

      It didn’t matter. A couple of seconds passed when suddenly a monstrous boom rocked the platform. The shock of the explosion forced Stella backward. She stumbled a few steps, trying to regain her balance, and the door slipped shut. Even so, she saw a massive black cloud rising up from the flagship just before the door cut off her view. “What? There’s no way I did that. What could have happened?”

      Stella crawled back over to the door and dared to open it a crack. She was surprised to see that the flagship had indeed backed away from the Mako a little bit. Whether that was because they’d gotten the engine started and the anchor raised, or because the force of the blast had pushed it, she couldn’t tell. But the yacht was rapidly becoming engulfed in flames and she had no idea how that could have happened.

      There were at least thirty people on board, she thought. Most of the force that came against us. And then, her heart leaping in her chest, she realized, did we just retake the Mako from AILS?
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      Stella watched the fire burn for a couple of minutes. She saw a few flaming shapes topple off the sides of the higher decks, tumbling toward the water, and she was pretty sure they were people. The giddiness had evaporated into something else, somewhere between awed and terrified at what she had done. Many of the AILS people had been below deck, looking for saboteurs down in the engine room. She had no idea what had caused anything on the yacht to explode, but she assumed the flames must have trapped the ones down below.

      Finally, Stella stepped back and pulled the door shut. She dug the radio out of her pocket and flicked on the power. The tiny red light winked out of the darkness. She expected to hear people shouting at each other, maybe screaming in terror, but there was radio silence. For some reason, that troubled her more than anything. Captain Tyra, at least, was alive. A few others might be alive. Why weren’t they trying to reach their people on the radio? What was happening?

      She flicked the radio off, and started back up the corridor. The alarm had stopped at some point, but she wasn’t sure when. Did that mean the control room had finally been breached? Maybe Curtis had simply shut it off, assuming his part of the plan was complete. As she made her way around the corner to the kitchen, Stella realized the next step of the plan wasn’t all that clear. She hadn’t known what to expect from AILS once she started the fire, and she certainly wasn’t expecting there to be any explosions on the ship, she’d just wanted to slow them down. At this point, she wasn’t sure what she was dealing with now.

      Reaching the back door into the kitchen, she drew the handgun. Easing the door open, she crept out into the kitchen. She heard thumping noises coming from the hallway. It was a deep, rhythmic sound, like someone pounding out a slow beat on a very large drum. Dashing across the dark kitchen, Stella steered well clear of the trash cans that hid the dead body. Even so, she caught a whiff of blood in passing.

      Once she reached the hallway, she peeked around the corner, leading with the gun. There was no one in either direction, but the thumping noise was clearly coming from around the corner on the left, in the direction of the control room. It seemed clear now what she was hearing. She moved into the hallway, headed for the corner. She stayed close to the wall, moving lightly to avoid being heard, but the thumping mostly covered any sound she made.

      By the time she reached the corner, the sound had gotten louder. She pressed herself up against the wall and slowly peeked around the corner, drawing the gun back but keeping it at her side. She saw two people standing in the hallway outside of the control room. Some equipment was lying on the ground alongside a couple of large oxygen tanks and a big welding mask.

      Apparently, they’d already cut through the lock. One of the people in the hall was Captain Tyra. The other was a burly man with a huge head and a neck like the trunk of a cedar tree. Between them, they held a metal beam, and they were slamming it against the control room door like a battering ram. The door had been forced open a few inches, but it was clearly being barricaded on the other side.

      After a few hits, there was a big crash from inside the control room, like they’d knocked over a large pile of heavy boxes. The AILS people tossed the battering ram aside. It landed with a thunderous bang. Stella could see what would happen next. They would draw their weapons and charge the control room, and that would be the end of it.

      Somehow, she had to stop it from happening. But she couldn’t fire at them, not without risking hitting the oxygen cannisters. She had to do something else.

      “Hey! You!” she shouted from the corner. It was an instinctive act. She just wanted to keep them from entering the control room. “Over here, idiots!”

      It worked. They both turned in her direction, clearly shocked that someone had snuck up behind them. Captain Tyra went for the holstered weapon at her side; the meathead went for the rifle slung over his back. Stella didn’t intend to engage them in a firefight in the hallway. That was a fight she didn’t think she could win. Instead, she hoped to goad them away from the control room door.

      “Yeah, come on, then,” she shouted. “Come and get me!”

      She was just about to the duck back around the corner and take off running toward the kitchen. She had no idea if she could get to the back corridor or the air duct before they caught up to her. The odds weren’t good. But Curtis appeared then. He charged out of the control room door like a bull. Catching the big meathead around the waist, he drove the man backward and slammed him against the far wall.

      Captain Tyra drew her gun and spun toward Curtis, so Stella stepped out into the open and raised her own gun. However, Stella hesitated to shoot. She didn’t trust her aim, and Curtis was such a big target. Curtis and the meathead were struggling against the wall, locked in a weird, violent embrace.

      “Drop your weapon,” Stella shouted. It was the only thing she could think to do. “Captain Tyra, drop your weapon!”

      Instead, Tyra raised her gun and aimed it at Curtis. But at that moment, Kay flew out of the control room door as if she’d been launched from a cannon. It was an impressive feat of athleticism for the barrel-shaped woman. She slammed into Captain Tyra’s side and tackled her to the ground. The two of them slammed onto the floor in a tangle.

      Tyra immediately began to thrash wildly, like a cornered lion, and it became clear that Kay was outmatched. Kay was smaller and stockier, but not nearly as strong. Tyra first flung her to one side. Then she sprung at her, punched her a couple of times in the face, and grabbed the front of her shirt. She heaved Kay off the floor, holding her up like a shield before Stella.

      “Go ahead and shoot,” Captain Tyra shouted. Her voice had a fierce, commanding tenor to it.

      Kay struggled in her grasp, but she seemed practically powerless now. The punches had dazed her. Meanwhile, Curtis and the meathead were still locked in a furious wrestling match, shoving and grappling back and forth. Curtis seemed to be just a little weaker than the other guy. Stella didn’t know how long he could hold out.

      What do I do? she thought frantically. How do I shoot the bad guys without hitting my own people?

      Captain Tyra finally spun Kay around and pulled her in close. She wrapped her left arm around Kay’s throat, pulling so tightly that Kay gagged and shuddered. With the other hand, Tyra pressed the barrel of her gun to the side of the smaller woman’s head. And then she began backing down the hallway.

      Stella felt helpless. She’d managed to take out almost the entire AILS force and burn their two biggest ships, and now she couldn’t do anything without risking Curtis or Kay. Indeed, Tyra was backing toward the entry room and the exterior door. The bodies of those killed in the hallway were gone now, though large darkening stains remained.

      “We can’t let her escape,” Stella said. Briefly, she considered trying to run back to the kitchen and use the back corridor to circle around behind Tyra. But that would take far too long.

      Meanwhile, near at hand, the meathead finally got his foot behind Curtis’s leg, and he drove him to the ground. Curtis landed with a huff on his back, and the meathead dropped onto his chest, driving a knee against his sternum. Then he punched Curtis hard in the face, which caused his head to bounce against the floor. Stella took aim. The man was on top. That made him a clearer target. Even so, it felt risky. A bullet could ricochet, break into fragments, or miss and hit the wrong person.

      Stella had no choice. She pulled the trigger. Her bullet hit the meathead somewhere in the torso. She saw a little puff of cloth and dust from his black shirt. He dropped to one side, landing on his back beside Curtis, who was dazed and moaning.

      In the couple of seconds it had taken Stella to deal with the meathead, Tyra had reached the entry room. She was still dragging Kay, who made weak attempts to break free. The gun was still pressed firmly to the side of her head.

      And then the meathead rose up, brushed off his chest as if the bullet had merely tickled him, and grabbed a fistful of Curtis’s jacket. He yanked Curtis into a sitting position and ducked down behind him.

      “Lower your weapon, or I’ll kill him,” the man said.

      “You’re not getting out of here alive,” Stella said. “Your big ships are burning. There’s nowhere to go.”

      In the fight, the man’s rifle had fallen off his back and lay now on the hall floor nearby. He snagged it with his free hand and pulled it toward him.

      He must have a bulletproof vest under his shirt, Stella thought. Somehow, I have to hit him in the head, but my aim sucks.

      And then another figure stepped out of the control room. His sudden appearance startled Stella so badly that she almost pulled the trigger. Thankfully, she just managed to stay her hand. It was Ignacio. The meathead seemed surprised to see him. Ignacio had a calm expression on his face, and a red crowbar clutched in his raised right hand.

      “Good night, loco,” he said. “Go to infiero where you belong.”

      And with that, he brought the crowbar down. The meathead tried to dodge, leaning to one side, but Ignacio seemed to have anticipated that. He shifted the crowbar in mid-swing and slammed the man in the side of the head. The meathead grunted and went immediately limp, releasing his hold on Curtis and collapsing onto his side in the hall.

      And then Ignacio turned toward Stella, grinning proudly, and held up the crowbar. “That got him,” he said.

      But sunlight caught Stella’s gaze. The door at the end of the hall was open, and Captain Tyra stood in silhouette. She still had a struggling Kay in her grasp.

      “We have to stop her,” Stella said.

      A small shadow darted past Stella’s legs, charging Tyra and Kay.

      “Bestie, no!”

      But the dog didn’t listen. Instead she lunged at Tyra with a growl. The woman shouted, but she couldn’t shoot Bestie without losing her control over Kay. She did the only thing she could do and flung Kay to the floor between her and Bestie, then stepped through the door.

      “Ignacio, move aside,” Stella snapped.

      He dropped to his hands and knees, clearing the way. It was about a hundred yards from the corner to the door, but at least she had a clear shot. Stella raised the gun and took a wild shot down the hall, firing over the bodies of Curtis, Ignacio, the meathead, Bestie, and Kay. Captain Tyra spun to one side, flinging the door shut behind her. And then she was gone.

      “She’s getting away,” Stella said, starting down the hall. “What do we do?”

      “You can’t do nothing,” Ignacio said, picking himself up. “She’s armed, and she’ll ambush you as soon as you go through the door.”

      “I have to try,” Stella said.

      She dashed down the hall, hopping over Curtis and the meathead. About halfway down the hall, she realized Ignacio was following her, still clutching the crowbar. She gave him a questioning look.

      “Well, maybe we can take her together,” he said. “That woman has to pay for what happened to my cousin.”

      Stella gave him an encouraging nod and smile. In the entry room, they found Kay sitting up, Bestie licking her face. Already, her cheeks were swelling from getting punched, and she was moaning softly.

      “Are you okay?” Stella asked in passing.

      “No,” Kay replied, “but I’ll live.”

      Stella went to the door, flung it open, and stepped outside, aiming her gun wildly in front of her. Ignacio stepped up beside her, raising the crowbar, as if he thought the enemy would be waiting for him right on the other side. There was no sign of Captain Tyra, but of course, there were plenty of places to hide. Stella began looking around as she moved across the deck.

      Half the sky west of the platform was filled with black smoke. As Stella approached the edge of the upper deck, she saw that both the flagship and the cutter were foundering, tipped on their sides as they continued to vomit endless plumes of smoke.

      “She’ll hide somewhere,” Stella said. “They want this place. She’ll hide until she feels like she can get the drop on us.”

      “I don’t know,” Ignacio said. He seemed less willing to approach the edge of the deck and hung back. “Look at those ships burning. If I were her, I’d get out of here and try again some other day.”

      Stella gazed down at the water. There were bodies floating on the waves. Was it possible that Captain Tyra had taken a mighty leap off the deck? Could she be down there somewhere, trying to swim away from the Mako? No, that seemed crazy.

      “She’s on board the Mako somewhere,” Stella said. She turned to Ignacio. “She must be. We’ll have to conduct a room-to-room search. We can’t let her run loose.”

      He shrugged. He was about to say something, but he stopped suddenly and cocked his head to one side. Stella heard it then. A rustle of heavy cloth. She knew that sound. An unanchored sailboat catching the wind. It seemed to be coming from somewhere to her right. She turned in that direction and took off running across the deck.

      As she neared the edge of the upper deck on the north side, she spotted it. One of the smaller fishing vessels that belong to AILS. It was speeding away at full sail. Stella thought she saw two figures standing at the helm, one in black, the other in black and gray.

      “There she is,” Stella said. She raised the handgun, but her hand was shaking badly now. She tried to use her other hand to steady the gun.

      “That’s a small target, Stella,” Ignacio said. “You think you can hit her? It’s like shooting at a flea.”

      But Stella had to try. She fired a shot, then a second, then a third. And then the gun clicked. Out of bullets. She couldn’t tell if she’d hit anyone or anything, but the fishing vessel was still moving away. The two figures remained at the helm.

      “She escaped,” Stella said with an angry sigh. She lowered the gun. “The leader of AILS got away. That’s bad.”
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      Ruth was half-dozing on the passenger seat at the rear of the cabin when John cleared his throat and said her name. She’d tipped to her left, her cheek against her shoulder, and when she sat up, she felt a crick in her neck. She massaged it, then rubbed her eyes and looked around. It was a gray morning, but the storm had passed. Nevertheless, she was still soaked to the bone and shivering.

      “I guess our little chase yesterday put us farther off course than I realized,” John said. “We’re finally here.”

      Ruth tried to stand up, but her legs were so stiff and sore that they resisted. Finally, she had to plant her hand against the back of the chair and boost herself up. Her back cried out in protest, and she stumbled forward, catching herself against the nearest wall.

      “Did you sleep at all?” Ruth asked.

      He gave her a little shrug, but the bleariness in his eyes was all the answer she needed. When she moved up beside him, he pointed through the windshield. She turned to see what he was pointing at. The Mako stood against the backdrop of the rising sun, an imposing gray edifice standing upon the water. It seemed to be wrapped in a gray haze, and Ruth spotted debris in the water.

      “What do you think?” John asked. “Did the attack happen already? I don’t see any boats, or any people, for that matter.”

      “I don’t know,” Ruth replied. “Is that smoke hovering above the water? The Mako doesn’t seem to have burned.”

      “What do you want me to do?” he asked. “Should I keep my distance until we get some sign from our people?”

      Ruth shook her head. “No, if the lift is intact, we’re getting on board. We’ll deal with whatever we find there.” She patted the pocket that held her gun.

      As John steered them straight toward the Mako’s east side, Ruth moved out onto the foredeck. Bracing herself against the outside of the cabin, she studied the oil platform. As they got closer, she felt a growing sense of alarm. She was pretty sure that some of the larger pieces of debris were actually pieces of a ship. A particularly large section of crumpled metal, painted white, had gotten pushed up against one of the Mako’s big concrete-and-steel supports.

      And then she spotted a much smaller piece of debris floating in the waves nearby. The boat was quickly approaching it, and she moved to the starboard deck to get a close-up view as it passed by. From a distance, it appeared like a small black lump, possibly some charred wood. However, when it got close, she suddenly realized what she was looking at, and she felt a jolt of alarm.

      A dead body. A person dressed in black floating face down in the water. She watched it pass, then turned back to the Mako.

      “AILS has been here,” she said to John. “They may still be here.”

      “I thought so,” John replied. “Does the Mako looked damaged to you? Look carefully.”

      She gazed at the approaching oil platform. Indeed, she realized that many sections of the handrail were missing. The lift at the northwest corner still appeared to be intact, however.

      “What do we do, then?” John said. “The lift is raised. We’ll have to call our people to come out and lower it for us, but if AILS has taken the place, that would be a mistake.”

      Ruth was studying the Mako, trying to read the situation. She moved to the very front of the boat, steadying herself against the anchor box. Finally, she said over her shoulder, “I think our people might have won the battle. Surely AILS would have left a boat anchored nearby, wouldn’t they? And they would have raised some kind of flag, or signified their presence in some way, don’t you think?”

      “I think you might be right,” he said. “At least, I hope so. I’ve got an air horn in storage here. Shall I risk it?”

      Ruth considered, then said, “Risk it. I think we won.”

      John pulled the boat in beneath the lift near its support post. As Ruth dropped anchor and lowered the sails, John pulled an air horn out of a storage space behind the passenger seats. He gave a few good blasts, and then they waited. As they did, Ruth drew the gun and held it at her side. She stayed near the anchor, in case they had to draw it suddenly and flee.

      And then a face peered over the edge of the lower deck, smiling brightly, and Ruth felt all of the days of fear and anxiety melt away in a moment.

      “Stella, dear,” she cried, tears springing into her eyes. “You’re okay?”

      “Gran, I wondered if we would ever see you again,” Stella called down. “You have no idea how much I worried! Let me get you both up on deck.”

      “And AILS?” Ruth replied.

      Stella’s smile faltered. “Mostly dead. Some escaped. But we…we lost a lot of people.” She left it at that as she went to lower the lift.

      John rode up first, crouching and hugging the tub with the explosives. Ruth ascended the lift after him, bringing their packs and other supplies, including the folder with Ronny’s detailed plans for the Mako.

      By the time Ruth stepped onto the lower deck, others had come to greet her. Curtis came first, rushing forward to embrace his father. Then Kay and Ignacio approached. Bestie appeared last of all, the dog padding along behind Kay and panting loudly. That was a good sign. If the dog was out on deck, then they were truly safe. Nevertheless, everyone looked bruised, haggard and harried. They’d been through something terrible, that was clear. Indeed, Ruth thought they all seemed traumatized.

      Stella hugged her, then pulled back and said softly, “Gran, AILS attacked with a big fleet. They killed almost everyone. We’re the only people who survived. I managed to burn two of their ships, but the leader fled.”

      Killed almost everyone. The words hit Ruth hard. For a few seconds, she couldn’t even speak. She stood on the deck, gently holding her granddaughter’s shoulders, and felt a horrible sense of loss.

      “We have one of them,” Curtis said suddenly. When he spoke, his voice had a bit of a lisp, and Ruth realized that he had a few good welts on his face and a cut on his lip, not unlike his father. Indeed, both of them had seen some pretty fierce fisticuffs. “We have a captive. An AILS man.”

      “Take me to him,” Ruth said. “I want to speak to him.”

      Curtis nodded and beckoned her. Then he led the group back toward the ramp. Ruth could see evidence of the assault all around her now. Besides the broken handrails, there were scorch marks on both the lower and upper decks, and she spotted numerous bullet holes. What in the world had Stella and the others been through? She wanted to ask, but she thought it might not be the best time to ask her granddaughter to recount a traumatic event. There would be time for it later.

      Curtis led them back inside the building, and the first thing Ruth saw was a large, dark stain on the floor of the entry room. Someone had died here, that was clear. She traded a quick look with Stella, but she noticed that Ignacio shook his head and frowned.

      “Most of our people died in the hallway,” Stella said. “You’ll see. It was…it was…” She sighed and left the thought hanging.

      It didn’t take long to see. Ruth saw evidence of an absolute bloodbath in the hallway outside the control room. Bullets holes and ricochet marks on the walls, ceiling, and floor. Enormous bloodstains everywhere. And a terrible stench lingering in the air.

      “I’m so sorry it came to this,” Ruth said, putting an arm around her granddaughter’s shoulders.

      “It could have been worse,” Stella replied. “A lot worse.”

      “Stella won’t say it,” Curtis added, “but she’s the one who made sure it didn’t turn out a lot worse. Ask her to tell you the whole story later. You’ll be impressed.”

      Curtis led them to the old supply closet, pulled out a key, and unlocked the door. When he swung it open, Ruth saw a figure seated in a corner near the empty shelves. He was a large man, with an enormous head and neck, but Curtis’s flashlight beam revealed massive welts and wounds on his face. Both eyes were swollen, and he had a bandage wrapped around his head. He looked up slowly as Curtis, Stella, and Ruth stepped through the door.

      “Yep, we’ve got us a captive,” Curtis said. “He fought like a demon, but we finally overpowered him thanks to Ignacio’s well-timed attack.”

      Ruth stepped past Curtis and Stella and knelt in front of the man. He was handcuffed, then his wrists and ankles were chained to a pipe in the corner. Multiple chains had been used, but Ruth wondered if this man would be trouble once he’d healed.

      “Tell us about your leader,” Ruth said. “Who is in charge of AILS, and what is her plan?”

      The main cleared his throat, sniffed, and lowered his head again. “Don’t bother,” he said in a rough and damaged voice. “Your friends already tried to get me to talk. It’ll never happen. Never in a thousand years, no matter what you to do me.”

      “So you’re protecting her, then?” Ruth said. “Hiding information?”

      “You could flay me alive and hang me from the crane, and you’ll never get anything out of me,” the man said. He looked up again with his eyes swollen and half-shut, peering at her from beneath a heavy brow. “She’s coming back. When Captain Tyra sets her mind to something, she doesn’t accept defeat. Ever. And when she does come, you can bet that the next fight will be even worse. You might think you struck a blow today, but all you did was fuel her determination. Now, leave me alone or kill me. I’m tired.”

      Ruth lingered for a few seconds. Though she was tempted to keep trying to interrogate him, she was also exhausted and disturbed that she couldn’t dredge up the energy to do it. It seemed like a futile effort anyway. It was clear that they had another fight on their hands at some point in the future. Finally, she rose and turned, striding out of the closet without another word.

      Once Curtis shut and locked the door, everyone gathered around her. She looked from face to face: Stella, John, Curtis, Ignacio, Kay, and sweet Bestie. So few remained. Curtis and Stella were holding hands.

      “We have what we need to take the Mako down,” she said. “AILS will not set up a base here. They might regroup and attack again, but we’re more prepared than they realize.” She gestured at the dolly with the plastic tub, which John was pulling. “AILS has no idea what we’re capable of.”

      John reached out, and she took his hand. “Well, we’re all in this together.”

      “That Captain Tyra needs to die,” Ignacio said softly, “for what she did to my cousin. I’ll keep fighting that maníaca until it happens.”

      “Let’s blow them all off this planet,” Kay said. She reached up and touched the hollow of her throat. Ruth noticed a red mark across the front of her neck, as if she’d been nearly strangled.

      “We will,” Ruth said. “We will.”
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      Tyra spotted the other ships coming in from the starboard side, moving as if to intercept them in the large inlet on the island’s western shore.

      “They probably think they faced our entire force,” Dana said. “They probably think these few ships are all we have left. That’ll make them too confident when we come against them again. Don’t you think, Captain?”

      “Shut up and concentrate on what you’re doing,” Tyra said, rising from her seat beside the helm. “We will discuss this when everyone is together. It’s not a private conversation for you and me.”

      Dana ducked her head and grimaced at the chastisement. Perhaps she thought that being one of the survivors of the initial assault made her more special to the leader of AILS. Indeed, as far as Tyra knew, Dana was the only one who’d made it off the burning Mind Maiden alive. But if she thought that made her special, she was dead wrong. If anything, Dana was a reminder, a remnant, of an embarrassing setback, and Tyra could barely stand the sight of her. The magnitude of the loss was bad enough, but the hit to her reputation troubled her even more.

      “Where would you like me to dock the ship, sir?” Dana asked.

      Ahead, a crude concrete wharf stretched along about half a mile of shoreline on the far side of the inlet. Dozens of boats of various sizes were docked there now, but Tyra couldn’t help noticing the large gaps where the lost ships would have been. This filled her with a terrible, soul-quaking rage. The people on the Mako had gotten lucky. Nothing more.

      “There,” Tyra said, pointing to a spot on the wharf near the center. Many AILS members were gathered on the walkway beyond.

      As Dana guided the boat to the wharf, more AILS members came from other ships, from tents and buildings on the shore, gathering to meet the returning ship. They already knew about the loss. It had been radioed ahead. Things were shaky at the moment. How Tyra responded next would make all the difference. She knew that.

      As the boat slowed and turned to port, pulling in along the wharf, Tyra strode out onto the foredeck and stood tall. She planted her hands on her hips, settling her expression to something cold and unaffected. Some men and women came running to meet the boat. They jumped on board and began tossing ropes to others on the wharf. But most of the people waited, tense and quiet, clearly wanting to hear what Captain Tyra would say.

      She waited until the boat was securely fastened to the mooring and the gangplank was in place. Only then did she turn and slowly, deliberately make her way back down the starboard walkway and over the gangplank. Dana was waiting with the others now on the wharf, and as Tyra approached, they formed a semicircle around her. She carefully considered her next words.

      “Forget what you’ve heard about our assault on the Mako,” she said with as much sharpness and authority as she could muster. “You all know the risks. A small bit of debris on a railroad track can derail an entire freight train. This isn’t the setback some of you think it is.”

      She let these words linger for a minute, as she stared hard from face to face. There were at least fifty people gathered around her now, and more coming from the other ships and buildings. Dana was standing with her head bowed, wringing her hands. Tyra would have smacked her and pulled her hands apart, but she didn’t want to draw more attention to her.

      Dana needs to learn how to master her emotions, Tyra thought. She looks weak when she displays her feelings like that.

      Finally, a man stepped forward. He was one of the oldest members of AILS, with flecks of gray in his hair along his temples and sideburns, deep lines across a dark forehead, splashes of gray in a well-trimmed beard. Lieutenant Charles Kyron, one of her closest and most trusted advisors. She’d left him on the island to look after things in her absence.

      “A few returned on jet skis,” he said, in a deep and impressive voice. “The special ops team failed to bring back the platform documents, and we haven’t heard from Miri. Can’t we put the blame for this unintended outcome on them?”

      “We can,” Captain Tyra said. “Any word since we lost radio contact?”

      “We don’t know if they died or got lost,” Kyron said. “Two came back early. They brought a prisoner. The others returned to the farm to continue the search, and we haven’t heard from them.”

      “And where is the prisoner?” Tyra said.

      Kyron turned and pointed to a sturdy log cabin built on a low hill above the shoreline. A large red line had been painted across the door, and two armed guards were posted just outside. Tyra nodded.

      “Very well,” she said. She spread her arms wide, taking in the entire group surrounding her on the wharf. Behind her, the small fishing boat creaked and strained against its mooring lines. “Now, I want you all to listen to me very carefully. We made some small tactical mistakes on the assault, but as a result, we now know everything we need to know. The next attack will be a full-force attack, and victory will be swift and decisive. If you can’t believe this, then you have no business being here. Is that clear?”

      All heads nodded. Even Dana finally looked up, pulled her hands apart, and gave the captain a single nod.

      I wonder if she realizes that single head nod probably saved her life, Tyra wondered, staring hard at Dana for a few seconds. The woman withered before her and quickly looked away.

      “I’m going to speak to our prisoner,” Tyra said. “I want the rest of you to be ready to depart within the hour.”

      She clapped her hands, and the group immediately dispersed, like roaches suddenly exposed by bright lights. However, this was no random departure. They went in groups, some headed to boats, others headed to supply buildings. They had drilled a sudden departure hundreds of times, and they moved now like a well-oiled machine. Even Dana trotted off with her appointed group.

      Only Lieutenant Kyron lingered, his hands stiffly at his sides. He wore his uniform well. It was tailored and showed off a trim and athletic physique.

      “Take me to him,” she said.

      He saluted, turned crisply, and led her across the wharf and up the hill. She strode with purpose, trying to look confident rather than enraged. Too much anger would only make her seem volatile and unsteady. In her mind, she saw the face of the young woman who had turned the tide on the Mako. They’d called her Stella. Somehow, she’d snuck onto the lower deck and started the first fire, then radioed Tyra’s people to get them on the flagship. It was the only explanation.

      The kid was smart and lucky, Tyra thought. I will reserve my worst punishment for her.

      When they approached the heavy door of the cabin, the guards saluted her and moved aside. One of them reached over and grabbed the big metal door latch, turning it and pulling the door open. The interior was dim and dusty, dominated by a row of large iron cages along the back wall. Currently, only one of the cages was occupied. A man was sitting on the floor, his hands in his lap, but he looked at Tyra when the door opened, squinting at the sudden sunlight.

      He was absolutely filthy, dressed in a button-up shirt so dirty that it was impossible to tell its original color. His jeans were frayed at the knees, his boots badly scuffed, and his long gray-brown beard was horribly unkempt. He had bandages taped to his forehead, his right cheek, and the side of his neck. A long bandage was wrapped from elbow to wrist of his right arm, and two of his fingers on that hand were in a makeshift wooden splint.

      “That’s him,” Lieutenant Kyron said, approaching the cage and grabbing one of the bars. “That’s the man who designed the Mako oil platform.”

      Captain Tyra strode up to the cage, taking slow, heavy steps. The man gave her a flat, unfriendly look but said nothing.

      “So this is Ronny Garber,” Captain Tyra said, squatting in front of the cage to be at the same eye level as this haggard old coot. The man looked half-mad. “Looks like you put up a hell of a fight.”

      “I reckon I did,” he replied, his voice cracking. “But your people didn’t get what they wanted, and they never will. I burned those papers in my fireplace years ago.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Tyra said. “We have something a whole lot better than a stack of documents, old man.” She paused a beat, forced a smile, and said, “We have you.”

      At this he bared his hideous yellow teeth. “I won’t say nothing more!”

      “You have a lot more bones to break,” Tyra said. “Anyway, you’ll be with us.” At this, his eyebrows went up. “Oh, yeah, that’s right. You’re joining us on the next attack. I’ve learned who my enemy is. It was a hard lesson, but the next attack will be a sight to behold. And you’re going to be right there to see it, Grandpa.”

      “I can’t hardly walk after the way I was beat,” he said. “How do you expect to get me there?”

      “By any means at our disposal, of course.” Captain Tyra laughed, though it was mostly forced. She turned to Lieutenant Kyron and nodded at him. “Get these guards to help you. I want the prisoner chained and secured and dragged onto one of the boats. He’s coming with us to the Mako.” She turned to leave, then added, “Hurt him as much as you need to. Make him compliant. But don’t kill him.”

      Kyron saluted her, and she strode back to the door. As soon as she left the building, she heard the guards enter. But she headed down to the shoreline. She saw sails being unfurled, supplies being loaded. They were bringing everything and the kitchen sink this time. No more mistakes. No more assumptions.

      Every man, woman, and child I find on the Mako is going to die, she thought. And after Ronny has told us what we need to know, when he’s little more than a tortured, quivering mass, he’ll join them at the bottom of the ocean, I swear AILS will repay a hundredfold for every person we lost.

      Burning with rage, she headed to her fleet.
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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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      Chapter One

      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.
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      They went looking for their daughter. They found a civil war…

      Laurel and her husband Bear are finally reunited. But South Minneha Hospital is no longer the haven it once was. Together, they take on a new quest: leaving the hospital behind, and setting off to find their daughter, Mae.

      Accompanied by Trent and Jess, Laurel and Bear leave the safety of Minneha and begin their search, knowing only that Private Mae Petersen was serving in the US Army when the EMP hit. The Internet is just a memory, and phones are now quaint relics. Finding out where one private was stationed—and where she might be now—will take a miracle.

      Laurel is up for the challenge, but the world changed while she was fighting to save Minneha. Roving bands of gunmen have given way to organized paramilitary groups. The land she and her companions must cross is contested by two factions, the Militia and the Freemen. Tensions are rising, lines are being drawn, and one fact is painfully clear…

      If Laurel and Bear are to reunite their family, they’re going to have to fight.
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      The power is out, and the world is in chaos…

      When a Coronal Mass Ejection causes an EMP catastrophe and shuts down the power worldwide, Melanie Pearson is determined to reunite with her husband and daughter. But to cross dangerous territory and earn a spot in a well-fortified safe haven, she’ll need to help her boss find his own son first. As tension between Melanie and her boss escalates and he shows his vicious side, it becomes clear she may have made a deal with the devil.

      When the lights go out, it’s Mark’s job to keep his daughter Shona by his side and find a way to reunite with his wife, Melanie, when the lights go out. There’s no way to turn the power back on, and Knoxville is quickly descending into chaos. His only goal is to find a way to get his family to safety.

      With a destination in mind, the fractured family will face off against a world that is quickly becoming unrecognizable. And when even greater tragedy strikes, they will need to find a new way to survive. But what is the cost of survival in a world on the brink of collapse?
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      Chapter One

      His voice always preceded him, like the storm surge of a hurricane, a deep rumbling sound that hit just the right resonance to carry all the way down the hall and into the break room. Melanie Pearson was grateful for this. It meant she had time to brace herself for his arrival. And when Hurricane Derrick entered a room, it always brought trouble. Fortunately, it was a long walk from his big upstairs office at the back of the building to the break room where they’d had the Christmas party, and she’d left the door open.

      “Sounds like a storm’s brewing,” Lizzy said. Currently, Melanie’s best friend was on her hands and knees, an open trash bag on the ground beside her. Melanie heard the soft clatter of plastic cups, as her friend dug party residue out from under the table.

      “What does he possibly have to complain about now?” Melanie grumbled. She had a plastic grocery store bag in her left hand, and as she worked her way down the long counter, she picked up debris and tossed it into the bag. “We volunteered to clean up after the party on our own time.”

      “Well, he didn’t have to have the party in the first place, let’s not forget,” Lizzy said, imitating Derrick’s voice as she strained to reach a corner where someone had dropped a paper plate with globs of red and green cake frosting still on it. “He’s just keeping the Platt family tradition alive.”

      “Not without making sure we all know he resents it,” Melanie added.

      The break room at Beaton’s Food Factory was a big, dingy space with ugly gray carpet that was frayed in spots, a big plastic table in the middle, a chipped counter, and a bulletin board covered in outdated information. Still, the employees had made a valiant effort to spruce up the place for the Christmas party. Red and green curled streamers hung down from the drop ceiling, a small Christmas tree stood at an angle in the corner, drooping with mismatched ornaments, and there’d been plenty to eat and drink, some of it halfway delicious.

      Derrick’s voice had stopped somewhere down the hall, diverting into one of the offices along the way, where the boss seemed to be chewing someone out about “deadlines.” Good. Maybe he would forget about them long enough that they could finish cleaning and get out of there. Indeed, Melanie heard said office door close, the boss’s voice becoming muffled. Poor soul. Someone was really getting it now.

      “Let’s pick up the pace,” Lizzy said. She was done under the table and folding up the stained paper tablecloths now. “There’s still time to get away without seeing his face again.”

      But Melanie was trying to scrub away the dried residue of a sloppy casserole. “These people are such pigs,” she said. “How do you get this much of a dish onto the counter? Was it intentional?”

      “Was it the ham and cheese casserole?” Lizzy asked. “The one Helen made. It was pretty good.”

      “I can’t tell,” Melanie replied. “It dried like concrete, though.” She had to set down the rag and use the side of a metal fork to get some of it up. Even then, it was like chipping away old paint, and in the process, she left a small but notable scratch on the plastic countertop. Not that anyone would notice. She swept the crumbs into the bag, then turned to head back the other way.

      When she did, she was startled by the person standing in the open doorway, totally silent and suddenly there. She hadn’t heard him approach. Nathan Platt, the boss’s son, was a gawky teen, awkward in his own body. He was wearing an oversized, faded t-shirt covered in comic book characters, and his pants were a bit too short, showing off his mismatched socks. His black hair mostly stuck straight up in a big, crooked poof, which accentuated a long, lean face, a somewhat prominent nose, and pointy chin.

      Still, despite his awkward appearance, Nathan couldn’t have been more different from his father. At first, he was staring up at the streamers, which were dancing in the current from the air conditioner. However, he seemed to realize Melanie was looking at him after a couple of seconds, and he turned and gave her a big, earnest smile.

      “I could…I could help clean, if you want,” he said.

      “Are you actually offering to clean?” Lizzy said. “Do teens do that?”

      “Yeah, it’s kind of boring out there,” he said. “I don’t have anything else to do.”

      Melanie beckoned him, and he came trotting toward her. She held out the damp rag. “If you wouldn’t mind, finish wiping down the counter for me. I’m going to work on removing the streamers.”

      He took the rag from her like she’d offered him a new toy for Christmas. “What do I do? Is there a trick to it?”

      “No, just wipe in big circles until the whole counter is clean,” she said. “Can you do that?”

      “Of course. Whatever you say.” He went to work, bent over the counter with a serious expression on his face. Again, Melanie marveled that this was Derrick’s kid.

      She went to retrieve a small stepladder from the corner and used it to begin pulling the colored streamers down from the ceiling.

      “So tell me, Nathan,” she said, as she reached up to grab the torn end of a loose green streamer. “Are you looking forward to Christmas?”

      He paused in his work for a second, staring at the wall, and his serious expression seemed to dissolve into something sad. “I don’t know. I guess I should be. It’s a break from school, so that’s something.” And then he went back to his work.

      “Does your family have plans?” Melanie asked. She wadded up the streamer and stuffed it into the bag. “A big dinner maybe?”

      “Probably,” he said. “Or maybe just takeout of some kind, if any restaurants are open.” He glanced at her and attempted a smile. She could tell he was really struggling to make it stick.

      For Melanie, it all hit a little close to home. Maybe home life wasn’t something he wanted to talk about. She tried to think of some other subject, anything to keep him engaged. Working in silence was uncomfortable. Lizzy was sweeping up crumbs from the table and filled in the conversation.

      “What about Christmas presents?” she asked. “Every kid looks forward to presents. What are you hoping for? I don’t even know what fifteen-year-olds are into these days. Some app I’ve never heard of, probably, but you can’t put an app under the tree. Or maybe you can. I don’t know.”

      “I don’t care about presents, really,” Nathan said, and Melanie noted he was slinging the rag just a little too hard onto the countertop. “I don’t want anything, to be honest. I mean, whatever…”

      He bent over the sink, frowning deeply. An innocent attempt to engage him in conversation had clearly gone awry.

      “Okay, I’ll be honest. I’m not looking forward to Christmas at all,” he said, as he resumed wiping a part of the counter that had already been thoroughly cleaned. “It’s going to be super uncomfortable. Mom and Dad got into a huge fight about some dumb thing Dad is doing, and everything is uncomfortable right now. I wish I had somewhere else to go over the break—school or camp or just about anywhere else.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Melanie said. “Do we need to…?” She was going to offer to change the subject, but she became aware then of the imposing form filling the doorway.

      Somehow, Derrick Platt had managed to approach the end of the hallway without being heard, which was a rarity. He stood there now in his short-sleeved shirt and red tie, his thumbs hooked under his black leather belt. He was tall like his son, but that was where the similarities ended. With his jowly face, thick neck, and watery eyes, he looked a bit like a human-bulldog hybrid. A beer gut strained at the buttons of his shirt and hung over the top of a shiny brass belt buckle. His hair was slicked back with too much product, shiny and greasy in equal measure, which made his big ears seem even more prominent.

      When he frowned, as he did now, creases ran from the corners of his mouth, framing his little bump of a chin. “Why don’t you ladies leave my boy alone and get back to work?” he said, in that rumbly voice of his.

      “We never stopped working,” Lizzy pointed out. Melanie’s best friend was dwarfed beside the boss. Small, thin, with blondish hair tied back in a loose ponytail, she had a round face, bright blue eyes, and was prone to easy smiles. “Look at this.” She held up the big bag of trash in her right hand.

      “I’m just helping out so the work will get done faster,” Nathan said. “Nobody forced me to do anything.”

      “Yeah, well, this is not your job,” Derrick replied. “Why don’t you go back upstairs to my office and play a video game or something?”

      “I played plenty of video games,” Nathan replied, bending over his work even more intensely. “I’ve got my phone with me, but it gets boring after a while just being up there by myself.”

      “He’s not hurting anything,” Lizzy said.

      “I didn’t say he was,” Derrick replied, “but I want him to stay out of the way. Nathan, get back upstairs. Now.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder.

      “Why does it matter?” Nathan replied. “I’m not bothering anybody.”

      “You’re bothering me. Get upstairs. Now!” Derrick barked the final word. It hit just the right note to make Melanie’s ears hurt.

      Nathan screwed up his face in a hateful scowl and flung the dirty rag into the sink. “Fine, Dad. Whatever! I’m actually doing something productive, but I’ll just go back up there and sit and do nothing.”

      The poor kid seemed on the verge of tears, but Derrick was unmoved. He stepped to one side and motioned his son through the door. Nathan, his lower lip jutting out so far he could have tripped on it, stormed across the room and passed through the door without looking at his father. When he was gone, Derrick stepped back into the doorway and shook his head, as if to say, Kids these days.

      “Do me a favor and don’t humor him,” Derrick said to Melanie and Lizzy, giving them a stern gaze. “He knows he’s not supposed to be wandering around the building.”

      “Whatever you say,” Melanie replied, then ripped down another streamer and jammed it into the bag. Just go away and let us finish up. Oh, how badly she wanted to say it, but she bit her tongue.
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