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Introduction


Summer 2024

At the onset of every novel or book series, I ask myself, why am I here? That’s usually followed by will anybody else care? This is more important to me, as an author, than anything else as I take a story from concept to publication for my dear readers. Something of interest to me may not necessarily be of interest to you. Thankfully, with much gratitude, I seem to find the mark every time.

Nuclear War Aftermath isn’t just about the impact of nuclear war on nation-states and the innocent civilians caught in the crosshairs. It’s also about how close we are to engaging in nuclear Armageddon because of our over-reliance on artificial intelligence (AI). With the Nuclear War series, I’m putting into fiction what many of us are experiencing in reality.

Today, we are as close to a full-blown nuclear conflict as we were during those fateful twelve days in October of 1962 during the Cuban Missile Crisis. This is one of the reasons I spend a considerable amount of time curating news reports on the subject matter of my novels to be included as Real-World Excerpts. Most people, in the hustle and bustle of their daily lives, rely upon only a few news sources. Mostly, the evening news, whether it be local or the national mainstream media, and print editions of newspapers and magazines. And, of course, there’s social media, where you should read breaking news at your own peril. It’s the secondary and obscure online resources where the seemingly unimportant reports can be strung together to create an eye-opening picture of geopolitical affairs. Such is the case in our current times. America is on the brink of a nuclear war with our enemies and, my friends, we are outgunned.

As a result, our military leaders, as they have in the past, looked to advanced technologies to be able to defend against our enemies and counterattack them, when necessary. Enter artificial intelligence, the single biggest technological advancement that is the topic of conversation in most households since the invention of the cellular telephone. AI is everywhere, it seems. This powerful technology enables computers and machines to simulate human intelligence and problem solving-capabilities in the blink of an eye.

As it relates to military applications, policymakers around the world are grappling with the new opportunities and pitfalls provided by AI. Of all the effects that AI can have on the world, among the most consequential would be integrating it into the command-and-control aspects of nuclear warfare.

When improperly used, AI in a nuclear conflict could have world-ending effects. If properly implemented, it could reduce nuclear risk by improving early detection and enhancing the resilience of second-strike capabilities, both of which would strengthen deterrence. To take full advantage of the speed and precision AI is capable of, these revolutionary systems must take into account the strengths and limitations of humans and machines.

In Washington, policymakers and elected representatives are grappling with AI’s use in the defense of America. To its credit, the U.S. has been forward-thinking in establishing guidelines on the use of AI in its weapons systems. As of 2022, the position of the U.S. government was to always maintain a human in the loop for nuclear weapons deployment. In 2023, forty of America’s allies signed a declaration endorsing the responsible military use of AI. The declaration was non-specific as to whether using AI in nuclear warfare was considered responsible.

It is unknown to the public whether AI has in fact been incorporated into the command and control of America’s nuclear arsenal or any of the other major nuclear powers such as Russia and China. That said, the world’s military powers, and several bad actors, North Korea and Iran included, have begun a race to incorporate AI into its command-and-control decision-making.

No world leader doubts the existential threats posed by the use of nuclear weapons. Mutually assured destruction is still a respected deterrent to launching an attack. However, as increased reliance is placed on AI in the military’s ability to identify a potential inbound nuclear weapon, it’s a matter of time before the decision to launch counterstrikes is ceded from the President of the United States to artificial intelligence.

After reading Nuclear War Aftermath, I hope you’ll agree it could be a grave mistake to give artificial intelligence access to the Nuclear Football and the necessary codes to launch nuclear Armageddon.


Real World News Excerpts


RUSSIA HOLD THIRD PHASE OF TACTICAL NUCLEAR DRILLS SAME DAY UKRAINE RECEIVES FIRST U.S. F-16s

~ Bloomberg News, August 1, 2024

Russia's Ministry of Defense on Wednesday announced it has initiated its third and 'final' phase of drills to practice the deployment of tactical nuclear weapons. The exercises are being done in conjunction with Belarus, which has since last year played host to Russian tactical nukes, to the alarm and dismay of NATO countries.

The first stage of nuclear drills occurred in May, and the second with ally Belarus in June, but the timing of this third iteration corresponds with Ukraine on Wednesday finally receiving its first batch of US-made F-16 fighter jets via European allies.

Russia, including President Putin himself, has long noted that NATO F-16s are capable of carry tactical nuclear weapons. Russia previously said it will have no choice but to assume each F-16 could be armed with nukes. Putin has warned of "serious consequences" after the Kremlin previously said that NATO bases from which these jets are deployed could come under attack. 

RUSSIA READY TO EXECUTE NUCLEAR ATTACKS ON NATO TARGETS ACCORDING TO LEAKED DOCUMENTS

~ Financial Times, August 17, 2024

Western sources have reportedly leaked Russian plans for “a series of overwhelming strikes” across Western Europe.  Citing documents from Western security sources, Putin allegedly sought to enable the Russian navy to execute nuclear strikes within NATO territory were a conflict with the alliance to emerge.

Targets would not be solely military. According to William Alberque, a former NATO official:

“There could be hundreds, if not thousands, of targets mapped across Europe, including military and infrastructure targets.”

Russia is also evidently still capable of transporting nuclear weapons on surface ships, which experts say carries a significant risk of escalation or accident. The Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START I), signed by the U.S. and Russia in 1991, was supposed to have eliminated this possibility, although many have often questioned Moscow’s adherence to it.

PRESIDENT BIDEN APPROVED SECRET NUCLEAR WEAPONS STRATEGY FOCUSING ON CHINA

~ New York Times, August 20, 2024

President Biden approved a highly classified nuclear strategic plan for the United States that, for the first time, reorients America’s deterrent strategy to focus on China’s rapid expansion in its nuclear arsenal.

The shift comes as the Pentagon believes China’s stockpiles will rival the size and diversity of the United States’ and Russia’s over the next decade.

The White House never announced that Mr. Biden had approved the revised strategy, called the “Nuclear Employment Guidance,” which also newly seeks to prepare the United States for possible coordinated nuclear challenges from China, Russia and North Korea.

CHINA IS EXPANDING ITS NUCLEAR ARSENAL

~ STATISTA, September 3, 2024

China is expanding its nuclear arsenal faster than any other nation.

Currently, there are estimated to be 9,585 nuclear warheads in military stockpiles for potential use across nine countries, with Russia and the U.S. accounting for 8,088 of these. There are also an estimated 2,536 retired warheads that are yet to be dismantled.

China has added 90 nuclear warheads to its arsenal since January 2023, increasing from 410 warheads to 500. Beijing is engaged in the world’s largest missile modernization program, and its nuclear delivery vehicle program is the most visible aspect of what has been called a nuclear “breakout” by American military commanders.

“In combination, the 2022 and 2023 [per estimates by the Department of Defense] reports stated that China had 500-plus ‘operational’ nuclear warheads in May 2023, growing to 1,000-plus ‘operational’ warheads by 2030, and is ‘on track to exceed previous projections,’ i.e., about 1,500 warheads in 2035,” testified Mark Schneider, Pentagon Strategic Affairs Analyst.


Epigraph


In a nuclear war, even if one side were to come out ahead by systems analytical standards, both sides would be do weakened that it would be in the position of Europe after two World Ward.

~ Dr. Henry Kissinger, German-American political scientist

***

Nuclear weapons offer us nothing but a balance of terror,

and a balance of terror is still just terror.

~ George Wald, American scientist

***

The arms race is between nuclear weapons and ourselves.

~ Sir Martin Amis, English novelist

***

This is the reality of nuclear weapons; they may trigger a world war, a war which, unlike previous ones, destroys all of civilization.

~ Sir Joseph Rotblat, Polish Physicist who worked on Manhattan Project

***

Every thinking person fears nuclear war and every technological nation plans for it.

Everyone knows its madness and every country has an excuse.

~ Carl Sagan, American Scientist


Author’s Note to the Reader


Late Summer 2024

In 1961, President John F. Kennedy penned a letter to every American warning them about the threat of nuclear Armageddon. He urged them to prepare with one key solution being to build fallout shelters. It became a popular preparedness concept, until the passage of time led Americans to focus on other matters besides surviving a nuclear attack and its aftermath.

The letter read, in part:

“We owe that kind of insurance to our families and to our country. The time to start is now. In the coming months, I hope to let every citizen know what steps he can take without delay to protect his family in case of an attack. I know you would not want to do less.”

And so, it begins …


Prologue



DAY TWO

The United States of America

THERE WAS STILL A WAR TO FIGHT. Washington, DC, had been reduced to smoldering ruins as a result of multiple nuclear warheads striking the district in rapid succession. Historians would never be able to identify with certainty which of America’s enemies delivered the first strike. Russia, China, and North Korea all took a turn at her destruction with equal vehemence.

America’s experiment in democracy, which had lasted over two hundred fifty years, came to an abrupt, bloody end. The concept of continuity of government and maintaining command and control had been challenged beyond all comprehension. The nation’s democratic republic stood on paper only. The functioning government, hidden deep in the earth, ostensibly safe from the deadly nuclear bombs, was on life support.

Obliterated in the ruinous barrage of nuclear bombs, America’s military bases and defense contractors’ manufacturing facilities ceased to exist. Every inch of earth around the complexes was consumed in superheated fires. Not only were structures reduced to ash, so were the people living, working, and visiting these regions in a wave of mass extermination.

Large population centers were targeted to kill as many Americans as possible. Major utility infrastructure, from coal-fired power stations to nuclear power plants, was destroyed, creating an unimaginable ecological disaster in addition to rendering the heartbeat of America, electricity, unrepairable.

The rule of law had been replaced with anarchy. Moral constructs had evaporated. Mayhem, madness, and murder ruled the nation while the American government attempted to reconstitute itself. The military, at least what was left of it, was being called upon to initiate a massive rescue and recovery effort. Their task was to save as many American lives as they could.

Yet like a punch-drunk heavyweight boxer who stubbornly refuses to remain on the boxing ring’s mat while the referee counts him down, America’s military allowed its collective heads to regain full consciousness.

First, the men and women of the armed forces rose to a single knee and thanked God for sparing their lives. Then they stood together around the world and made a solemn vow. Yes, they would help their fellow Americans who were in need. But they would also ensure the safety of the nation’s borders while developing a coordinated counterattack against America’s enemies.

America’s advanced technology provided the Doomsday planes in the air and the fourteen nuclear-powered, Ohio-class Trident submarines beneath the ocean’s surface the ability to do battle. American naval bases around the world had been rapidly evacuated in anticipation of incoming nuclear warheads. They were dispatched to the U.S. coastline to protect the nation from an amphibious assault. They were also poised to exact revenge.

The Ohios were the most powerful and deadly submarines on the planet. The SSBNs, the navy’s ballistic submarines often referred to as Boomers, were a stealth, undetectable launch platform for intercontinental missiles. In addition to other, more conventional weapons of naval warfare, they carried twenty Trident submarine-launched ballistic missiles with three to six nuclear warheads each. The SSGNs, subsurface-guided nuclear-powered submarines, carried over one hundred fifty Tomahawk cruise missiles each. The U.S. military had reserved more than enough of these powerful armaments to mount a counterattack as well as exercise a robust defense of America’s shores.

And there were the drones. Within Cheyenne Mountain, the duties normally assigned to the Global Coordination Center at Creech Air Force Base in North Las Vegas, Nevada, were now assumed by a highly trained team of Air Force airmen who were prepared for mop-up duty, as they called it. If any military or industrial facility remained standing in Russia, China, or North Korea, they’d be targeted. They would also provide an aerial assault against any approaching naval vessels that threatened America’s shores.

The United States of America, as it once existed, was a shadow of its former self. However, it was still a proud nation with American survivors who not only wanted to live, but they wanted to rebuild as well.


PART ONE



Fire on the mountain, lightnin’ in the air.


One



DAY THREE

Monday, October 28

Early Morning

Near Saint-Dizier, France

DANIEL MURPHY’S FACE SMASHED into the concrete. Searing pain erupted through his jaw. As he fell, he tried to brace himself from the impact by outstretching his arms, hoping his hands would buffer his face-first fall. His open palms hit something damp and were forced forward, causing him to crash spread-eagle on the hard surface, stunned by the impact. Enveloped in darkness, he struggled to get his bearings as his throbbing head only allowed one eye to open.

“Hey, you okay over there?” A quiet, familiar voice. One that warmed his heart and instantly rejuvenated his senses. It was his wife, Abbie.

“Yeah. Um, I tripped over something and landed facedown. I think it rained last night. It’s really slick in here.”

Daniel and Abbie had fought off multiple assailants as they escaped La Batterie, the historic World War I–era fortress located to the south of Verdun in Eastern France. After the nuclear bombs had decimated the Northern Hemisphere, the couple had hoped to hide in the ruins of La Batterie. They had been surprised by the Nordkreuz, mostly German neo-Nazis who wanted to use anarchy to take advantage of the nuclear war’s aftermath. The couple had escaped the men, who’d arrived on Harley-Davidson motorcycles, and made their way south until they could find a place to hide. They’d lain low for the night, trying to make sense of it all, during which time they’d devised a plan.

They’d make their way from their honeymoon location in Zermatt, Switzerland, to the entrance of the English Channel Tunnel, often referred to as the Chunnel. The challenges of navigating a nuclear-war-ravaged landscape were exacerbated by the power grid being taken down in France and Switzerland. The war had produced an apocalyptic wasteland across much of the Northern Hemisphere, but Switzerland and rural Eastern France had seemingly avoided a direct hit of the nuclear bombs. The neutral country and the rural Eastern France region had, thus far, been spared from the aftermath of the carnage the war had wrought.

“I gotta pee,” she added nonchalantly. She laughed to herself. Bodily functions didn’t take a break just because they were experiencing the end of the world as they knew it. She sat upright and leaned against the cold concrete wall of the abandoned milkhouse. The ten-foot-by-twelve-foot rectangular building had not been used in many years. Its wood-shingle roof was deteriorating, which allowed some of the rainfall to find its way onto the concrete floor.

Abbie reached into her backpack to retrieve her flashlight. When she turned it on, the interior lit up, and the light managed to escape through the window openings to illuminate the trees surrounding them.

Daniel recovered from his fall and stood next to the window closest to a solid wooden door that was barely hanging onto its frame by two rusty hinges.

“Point it at the floor,” he whispered. “The light may get the attention of someone passing by.” Like the bikers from hell, he thought.

Abbie obliged and rose to kiss her taller husband. They hugged briefly before she asked, “Did you hear anything overnight?”

Daniel shook his head. “Just initially. After you fell asleep, I forced myself to stay awake for a while. I heard several Harleys traveling down the main highway. I’m glad we pulled onto this old road when we did. They might’ve chased us down.”

Abbie fidgeted. Satisfied with his answer, she asked, “Can we pee now?”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry. Let’s go through the back, though.”

The two managed to relieve themselves without being detected as the sunrise began to brighten their surroundings. They reentered the milkhouse and slowly exited to the front, where there was a slight clearing. The stolen Harley-Davidson motorcycle was parked behind a pile of weathered milk-bottle crates. Raindrops were still dropping off its polished-chrome exhaust pipes. The vintage bike, dark purple in color, was labeled AMF-Harley and had a plate with the words Electra Glide on its fender. Daniel had managed to master its operation just in time to escape their pursuers.

He glanced down the tree-covered driveway toward the woodsy country road, which was devoid of activity. He allowed his body to relax, and Abbie did the same. They welcomed the warm, rising sun soaking into their tired, chilled bodies.

“How long do you think they’ll look for us?” said Abbie as she stretched her legs and worked the kinks out of her back caused by the hard concrete surface they’d slept on. Daniel did the same and rolled his head around his shoulders to relieve some tension. His body ached from the physical altercations he’d had with the bikers.

“They probably gave up already,” he said somewhat unconvincingly. “There isn’t enough gasoline available to chase ghosts all over the French countryside. Whatever these Nordkreuz fools have in mind, it’s more important to them than finding us.”

The neo-Nazi terrorist group had designs on overthrowing the French government, whatever was left of it. Daniel and Abbie had had the misfortune of being trapped at their gathering point in Verdun.

Daniel was pensive as he wandered aimlessly around the clearing, alternating his gaze between the country road barely visible down the hard-packed driveway and the Harley. Losing the luxury BMW sedan during their skirmish with the bikers was a greater loss than he originally thought. For one, its GPS was still operable, a necessity for them to efficiently make their way to the coast. Also, because the sedan was quiet. He couldn’t imagine a louder vehicle than a Harley. Especially in a powerless world where ambient noise from everyday machinery or appliances no longer camouflaged the sound of any type of vehicle passing nearby.

“What’re you thinking?” Abbie asked, wrapping her arm through his. She cuddled his side, a reminder of why the tension had a grip on his body. He loved her more than life, and he’d made a commitment to her, and her family, to keep her safe. He didn’t break promises.

Daniel sighed. “I think we have enough fuel to reach Calais. Without a map or GPS, we’re probably gonna waste gas trying to find our way.”

“We have our compasses,” added Abbie, who’d managed to restock a single backpack with their hiking gear and the food taken from the market in Zermatt. Also, the saddlebags of the Harley were filled with clothes as well as the sawed-off shotgun stolen from the Nordkreuz bikers. “We’ll stick to the back roads and make our way west by northwest. We’ll eventually get there.”

Daniel took a few steps away from Abbie toward the east, where the sun was peeking through the trees. He then looked across the sky toward the west. He jerked his arm around, pointing above the horizon. His eyes grew wide, and his adrenaline spiked.

“We have to go!”


Two



DAY THREE

Dawn

Bartlett Residence

Swan’s Island, Maine, USA

OLD HABITS NEVER DIE, especially for lobstermen. Billy Bartlett was up before sunrise, a routine that he’d begun as a child when his father had shuffled noisily around the family’s home in the early hours of the morning.

Perched atop a hill facing northeast, overlooking Burnt Coat Harbor and the family business, the Fishermen’s Co-op, the Bartlett home dated back to the nineteenth century. It had been owned by a long line of lobstermen. Their families had grown, with the sons following in their forefathers’ footsteps, just as Billy’s son Mickey had done.

Billy’s other son, Joey, had followed a different path, not the first Bartlett to do so. Like his sister, Abbie, they’d gone off to college, an endeavor he and their mom strongly encouraged. At first, Billy became concerned that the Bartlett family’s legacy of being a leading independent lobstering enterprise in Maine might be in danger. However, Mickey, their oldest, had never shown any interest in college or traveling abroad, much less outside the state of Maine. It was in his blood, like his father and his grandfathers before him.

Billy scowled as he sipped the room-temperature instant coffee. He almost poured it down the sink before he stopped himself. Coffee, like water, was a precious commodity since the bombs dropped. Coffee was a simple pleasure. Clean water was a necessity of life. As a seafarer who ran the risk of being stranded hundreds of miles offshore, Billy was keenly aware dehydration sets in after three days without the precious fluid, the availability of which they all took for granted.

Of course, food is an issue as well, he thought as his mind wandered. He subconsciously rubbed his protruding belly, which hadn’t missed a meal in years. He allowed himself a smile. Maybe this was the weight-loss program he needed to live a healthier life. Maybe dropping a few l-b’s might do my ticker some good, too, he thought. That was the cardiologist’s suggestion, anyway.

Billy mumbled, “Kinda tough love, though. Don’t you think?”

“What’s that, honey?” asked a sleepy-eyed Tammy as she emerged from the dark hallway, wearing her robe wrapped tightly around her. She’d donned a pair of furry house slippers, as the temperatures had dropped through the night, causing the inside of the home to fall below sixty.

“Did I say that aloud?” he asked, turning to his wife. He set his coffee mug on the counter and accepted a warm, loving hug from his wife.

“You said something about tough love,” she whispered.

Billy chuckled, his belly rising and falling as he did. “Oh, I was thinking about going on a reduction diet. You know, lose a few pounds.”

Now it was Tammy’s turn to laugh. She patted him on the stomach. Her tone of voice was sarcastic. “You did, did you? I’m so proud of you, Captain Bartlett. What made you decide now was the time to tighten the belt?”

“Um, because I love you, Mrs. Bartlett.”

“Nice try, mister. You know, lack of food is an issue, and we obviously have to ration as well as monitor calories. That said, we’re all gonna lose weight.”

“Yeah, I figured so.”

Tammy took a drink of his coffee and winced. It was gross, but she didn’t relay her feelings aloud.

“Billy, remember last year when we finally cleaned out the attic and donated all our skinny clothes to the Salvation Army when they brought that small barge over?”

“Yeah,” he replied, and then the point of her statement hit him. “Oh. We’re gonna lose weight.”

“Several sizes.”

“And we gave away our clothes that would fit again,” he lamented.

“Yup.”

“Well,” he groaned, “that was stupid.”

Tammy searched through the cupboard and began to pull out Pop-Tarts for Mickey and Josie’s kids. Last night, during their family cookout, the group had come up with a plan to consolidate their households under one roof. Partly for protection and partly for more efficient distribution of their food and water.

Mickey and his wife, Josie, took the largest guest bedroom, which included a gas fireplace. The kids took the other guest bedroom, which included bunkbeds and games to play, as they were frequent visitors to their grandparents’ house for sleepovers.

The loft apartment above the garage, ordinarily reserved for middle son Joey, was available to him or Daniel and Abbie when they returned. In the meantime, Joey had volunteered to spend his evenings on the Dixie Bull, arguably the family’s most valuable asset, as it appeared to be the only fishing vessel that had not succumbed to the electromagnetic pulse that had swept the nation during the nuclear attacks.

The power grid, as well as equipment or machinery that required computers or microcircuitry to function, had been rendered inoperable by the massive burst of energy associated with the nuclear detonation above the planet’s surface. The Bartlett men and their trusted mechanic and friend, Hebert Fontenot, had been lobstering two hundred miles offshore along the Continental Shelf when the war began.

While Joey guarded the ship last night, it had been all hands on deck throughout the evening as the Bartletts gathered everything they could imagine needing in the way of food and clothing. They’d packed their home and garage with everything of perceived value.

Mickey and Josie eased into the kitchen quietly so as not to wake their children. For now, they’d been able to convince their kids this was going to be a fun adventure. Interesting thing about children, Josie, a schoolteacher, pointed out. They are very observant. The ruse wouldn’t last long before explanations would be demanded.

“Mornin’,” grumbled Mickey. He’d stayed up the latest, unable to find sleep. He’d wandered the property for hours with his hunting rifle cradled in his arms. Despite the pep talk the family had given each other around the fire the night before about the friendly nature of their fellow Swan’s Islanders, it was agreed that desperate people were capable of doing desperate things, especially in the wake of a catastrophic event.

“Good morning, sunshine,” his mother joked as she hugged her son. Mickey grunted in response.

She reached out to squeeze the hand of Josie, whose tired eyes could be seen in the flickering candlelight. She’d been steadfast in the protection of her family and the Bartletts’ business since the beginning of the war. Nonetheless, her weariness was beginning to show.

Josie pointed at the mug of coffee on the kitchen counter. “Can I try some of that?”

Billy hurriedly grabbed the mug and shoved it toward her. “Here, you can have mine.”

Josie lowered her brow and studied Billy’s face. “That bad, huh?”

“Worse,” he said with a laugh.

Josie took a sip and grimaced. Then, with a chuckle, she asked a rhetorical question before answering herself. “Do you know why they call some things life’s simple pleasures? You know, those moments or common, everyday things we do that we don’t take notice of? Okay. Granted, brushing our teeth and wiping our bums with toilet paper may not provide us an unequivocal amount of joy, right? But a good morning cup of coffee does. We take it all for granted until something takes it away.”

The group wasn’t sure whether they should laugh or cry. Josie had summed it all up in one simple statement. The new normal would be nothing like the old normal. Suddenly, a room-temperature mug of instant coffee didn’t sound so bad.
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DAY THREE

Morning

Near Saint-Dizier, France

FIRE RAVAGED FRANCE, scouring the ground in the immediate vicinity of the nuclear detonations that struck Paris on day zero. The superheated air, fueled by the dry autumn foliage, raced outward in all directions. Billowing flames hungrily ate anything flammable, forcibly crossing the landscape with the aid of the hot, dry winds created by the blast.

The fire had raged since the moment World War III began. The flat farmlands east of Paris contained tall grasses to feed cattle. Throughout the countryside, large stands of woods filled with low pine trees, whose dry needles covered the forest floors, as well as oak trees, which had begun to shed their dried leaves, were no match for the tsunami of flames.

There were no natural barriers to stop the fires’ conquest of France. No bluffs, streams, rivers or lakes. Nothing to stand between the ravenous blazes spreading in all directions and any combustible materials in their paths. Even the light rainfall overnight was no match for the progress of the infernos spawned by the nuclear detonations.

Daniel’s first inclination was to travel east. Back toward Switzerland’s border with France. As far away from the approaching firestorms as possible, hoping they’d eventually burn themselves out. However, his instincts told him time was not their ally. They had a limited window to escape the devastated European continent before others took flight. If they had any hope of returning to the States, they needed to act before other refugees descended upon the coastal regions.

To be sure, Daniel recognized their homeland across the pond would present challenges not unlike the wildfires spreading across Europe. At least, he thought, they’d be on familiar ground with an attainable goal in sight—reuniting with their families.

Determined to reach the Chunnel entrance, which would take them to England, he turned the Harley northbound on the main road. Toward Verdun. Toward the lair of the Nordkreuz.

“Daniel!” Abbie shouted over the roar of the Harley as he accelerated. “Are you sure about this?” She held her arms tightly around his waist. Despite the wet road, Daniel’s newly acquired confidence operating the behemoth motorcycle encouraged him to reach speeds of seventy miles an hour.

He recalled the map of France and Verdun’s relative position to Calais. He planned on turning toward the northwest before reaching the road to La Batterie. He increased his speed, as the sun had begun to dry the pavement once they exited the forest. With his acceleration, Abbie took a firmer grip around his waist, a reminder that his operation of the bike endangered two lives, not just his. He slowed as he began to scan the side roads ahead. The Harley’s rhythmic exhaust began to backfire slightly as the bike shuddered during deceleration.

That was when he heard the distinctive potato sound of several Harleys approaching them from the north. From La Batterie.

Pop, pop. Pause. Pop, pop. Pause.

The roar was louder as the approaching bikes accelerated. Had they heard his approach? Were they simply dispatched to carry out their duties of overthrowing the French government? Were they chasing after their fellow Nordkreuz?

Abbie squeezed his waist tighter. “Daniel?” Her voice reflected her concern. Simply saying his name spoke volumes.

Daniel’s eyes glanced in all directions. He considered turning around, not an easy task on the heavy motorcycle. The approaching bikers would be on them before he could ride away, only to be chased down.

“We need a side street. Anything!” he shouted in response. Then he made a bold decision. “Hold on!”

He’d slowed the bike to twenty miles an hour as he searched for a place to turn off the highway. He recalled from the day before there were several side roads and farms on both sides of the highway as they’d approached Verdun, which had prompted them to turn up the hill toward La Batterie in the first place.

Abbie wrapped her arms tighter around his midsection and clasped her hands together. She had no inclination of what he had in mind other than intentionally committing suicide. All she could do in response was shout, “I love you!”

Daniel accelerated, the powerful V-twin motor turning from a low rumble to a roar as the uneven firing intervals of the cylinders blended together. His speed reached eighty as they rounded a long, sweeping curve in the road.

That was when he saw them. Three motorcycles were approaching at what seemed like a high rate of speed. Three burly knights on their steeds, ready to kill the single combatant approaching them.

Only, Daniel, by sheer luck, had the benefit of the rising sun at his back as he exited the curve and straightened the handlebars. The approaching riders were blinded, unable to discern who was racing toward them. Was it one of their own, returning to bring news? Or was it a lone foe from a rival gang, unknowingly entering their territory. Or was it the couple who’d killed their brothers?

Daniel clenched his fingers around the handlebar grips as he sped directly toward them. It was a deadly game of chicken. A medieval martial arts contest of sorts that could lead to deadly consequences.

Daniel maintained his course in the middle of the road. Unwavering. Determined. Confident.

The approaching bikers slowed slightly and parted their pack of three to allow Daniel to race between them. At his high rate of speed, he was well past them and entering a series of S-curves before they were able to bring their bikes to a stop.

As he’d hoped and expected, a series of side roads leading to farmhouses or into the countryside began to appear. His pursuers would logically assume he’d either continue on or take one of the first opportunities to leave the main highway. He continued, getting perilously close to the nearly hidden road taking them back to La Batterie and more Nordkreuz bikers. The now quiet world would certainly notify those in the ancient lair that another Harley approached.

He suddenly slowed, once again causing Abbie to react by gripping his midsection tighter. He turned west onto a narrow, one-lane road that wound its way through a pasture before entering a stand of trees. Now, with safety in mind but also with the intent of putting some distance between them and their pursuers, he continued deeper into the woods, expertly navigating around potholes and the occasional fallen tree limb.

After a couple of miles, he gradually reduced his speed to avoid the exhaust backfire he’d experienced earlier. It had been a stressful fifteen-minute ride but one that forced Daniel to a stop to catch his breath. Plus, he desperately needed Abbie to loosen her death grip on his stomach.

He pulled onto a gravel driveway and rode up a slight incline until he was certain their position was obscured from the road. He walked the bike to a stop and allowed Abbie to slide off. He deployed the kickstand and cautiously got off the saddle after making sure the bike wouldn’t tip over. The seven-hundred-pound Harley would be difficult to bring upright if it fell.

Abbie’s knees grew wobbly as she fell on her backside onto the gravel drive. Daniel walked several paces back to the road and focused his senses on the sound of the other Harleys in the distance. Neither of them spoke for a moment as they tried to listen over their labored breathing.

“No bikers,” said Daniel breathlessly before he was finally able to let out a sigh of relief. He turned to Abbie and smiled. “We lost ’em.”

She closed her eyes and shook her head. “You’re crazy! Are you crazy?”

“No, it was the only option I had.”

She rolled her eyes and hoisted her body off the gravel drive. “I should’ve gotten your head examined before I married you. Mine too, for that matter.”

He stood there, hands on hips, smiling at her. “You gotta admit, it was a helluva rush.”

Abbie couldn’t resist his boyish smile. She playfully flipped him the bird and set their backpack on the Harley’s seat. She retrieved a couple of Clif bars and a bottle of water. While the two munched them down, Daniel decided not to bask in the glow of their daring escape for fear of upsetting Abbie. He got back to the task at hand.

He unzipped his Duluth No-Rainer hiking jacket and pulled out his compass. He held it steady and turned his upper body slightly to determine due west. The road they were on, while winding, generally seemed to head northwest. He eased over to Abbie’s side and kissed her on the cheek.

“I’m sorry I scared you,” he apologized sincerely. The danger of his stunt was beginning to settle in. Although, her reaction surprised him somewhat.

“You did what you had to do. I don’t wanna put it out there, but I doubt this will be the last time we’ll have to take ridiculous risks.”

She eased her arm under his and leaned over to study the compass. Their attention alternated between the compass and the minimal view of the southern sky they had from the woods. It had turned orangish red. The smoke from the wildfires was thinner at the forefront of the fire line. At the plume’s outer limits, the skies were turning into hues of red and orange. Coupled with the smoke particles that scattered the light because they were larger than air molecules, the orangish sky appeared to sparkle.

“It’s almost beautiful,” Abbie muttered, hanging her head in shame the moment she made the statement. Tears rolled down her cheeks. She took Daniel by the hand. “My family is safe on Swan’s Island, I think. I’m still worried about your parents.”

Daniel squeezed her hand. “I’ve tried to force myself to put their safety out of my mind. Right now, I can only worry about two people. Us. If I let my judgment get clouded by what they are going through, that moment of weakness could lead to unnecessary risks that could get us killed.”

Abbie turned toward her husband. “Do you mean like your search and rescue missions? I always understood you had to remain focused. If your mind was cluttered during a dive, thinking about me, you might make a mistake.”

“Exactly. It’s the same thing. Once we get to Swan’s Island, I’ll have to make a decision about my family. A lot of it will have to do with what we see along the way. We’re a couple of hundred miles away from Paris. But look, the fire is spreading across the country already.” He pointed at the sky again. It seemed the fire grew angrier as the sun rose to greet it.

Abbie reluctantly agreed. “Okay, you’re right. I need to keep my mind occupied on what’s important to you and me. What can I do to help?”

Daniel laughed. “Well, first of all, don’t squeeze my belly so hard when we ride. I’ll either hurl or pass out from lack of oxygen.”

“Slow down,” she shot back half-jokingly.

“I will. Promise,” he said. “My adrenaline got the best of me. Do you think you can help me navigate?”

“Sure. I can hold the compass and make sure we head northwest, right?” she asked.

“Every time we reach an intersection, we’ll have to make an adjustment to our direction. Of course, if we come upon any kind of store that might have a map or gas, we’ll stop. Which reminds me …”

His voice trailed off as he approached the Harley. He removed the sawed-off shotgun and the box of shells from the saddlebags.

Abbie approached his side. “You want me to have that thing at the ready?”

Daniel laughed and shook his head. He adored his new bride. “Nah. If you tried to shoot it, the kick would throw you off the back of the bike.”

“I wish Electra had a sissy bar. You know, like old-school bicycles. Then I could hold onto the bar or lean against it and shoot the bad guys.”

Daniel furrowed his brow as the number of people he had killed popped into his mind. His career had been devoted to saving lives, not ending them. Even Abbie had killed out of self-defense. Yet she showed no signs of regret and seemed willing to do it again if necessary.

He examined the short-barrel shotgun and counted the number of shells. “I want to be familiar with this thing in case I have to use it.” He put an emphasis on the word I.

Abbie seemed to get his point and made a suggestion. “Let me rearrange the saddlebags so we can pull it out quickly without it getting stuck. It’ll be like a holster.”

While Daniel studied the functionality of the Remington 870 Hardwood model shotgun, Abbie rearranged the saddlebags so that only the shotgun would remain on the right side of the motorcycle. Daniel loaded five rounds into the weapon and placed five more in each pocket of his hiking jacket. If they had to abruptly abandon the Harley, they’d be armed to defend themselves.

He placed the shotgun in the saddlebag and mounted the hog. Abbie swung her leg over the back of the saddle seat and gently gripped his sides. The two were growing more comfortable with the vintage bike. He quickly started it and walked it forward toward the road. After pausing to look in all directions, he accelerated through the tree-lined country road.

The wind blew through their hair, whipping Abbie’s red locks into her face. Not that it mattered. They’d quickly forgotten the threats they faced from the Nordkreuz. The orange red glow in the sky caused by the wildfires didn’t concern them in the moment. Had it not been under dire circumstances, they couldn’t imagine a better way to experience the beauty of the French countryside.
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DAY THREE

Morning

The Fishermen’s Co-op

Swan’s Island

JOSIE AND THE KIDS held down the fort while Billy, Tammy, and Mickey descended the hill to the Fishermen’s Co-op. Josie had been working at the co-op when the bombs fell. The immediate power outage had created fear and consternation among the Swan’s Islanders, especially those who made their money off fishing and lobstering.

The co-op was the center of the island’s commerce. The vast majority of the fishing vessels were moored in Burnt Coat Harbor near the co-op’s docks. Many a daily catch was stored in the Bartletts’ massive freezers and refrigerators. And the only fuel depot was located there as well, not that any of the seafarers were demanding to purchase fuel for their inoperable boats.

However, from the first day, they’d demanded to have their catch returned to them. Josie had successfully deflected their requests with quick thinking. She’d told them she wasn’t authorized to do so until Tammy returned to sign off. In the meantime, she’d established a barter business, which allowed the locals to trade nonperishable items to the co-op in exchange for things they needed, namely bottled water.

Josie, with the aid of a local man, a retired restauranteur, was able to convince the locals whose catch was held in the Bartletts’ freezers that the catch would remain fresh for three days as long as the doors remained sealed.

As the trio marched down the hill in the early morning hours, they were keenly aware that today was day three, and the fishermen would be descending upon the co-op to retrieve their inventory. Once those freezer doors were opened, the seafood would have to be distributed quickly before it spoiled.

They’d just reached the entrance to the co-op when Joey began crossing the harbor in the Dixie Bull’s ten-foot, four-passenger Zodiac. In the stillness of the morning, in a world with no power, the sound of the outboard motor seemed extraordinarily loud. It drew all of their attention, so they walked briskly down the dock to meet Joey. Mickey went to the floating platform and assisted his younger brother by tying off the dock lines to the cleats.

“How’d you sleep?” asked Tammy.

“Barely, Mom.”

“Wow. I thought sleeping on the water would be relaxing.”

“Normally, yes. But I have something to tell you guys. Let’s go inside first. I figure our neighbors will be coming around soon, right?”

Tammy nodded and took her son by the arm. His face was gaunt, yet his eyes were excited. She’d seen the look on him from an early age when he’d caught a frog or found a quarter on the street.

They entered the co-op and quickly lit candles. The blinds had remained closed throughout the night, and other than Mickey occasionally peeking through to look for his fellow lobstermen descending upon the co-op, they remained shut.

“Why couldn’t you sleep, son?” asked Billy. “Did somebody try to board the ship?”

Joey shook his head. “No, Dad. Nothing like that. I actually had an alarm system set up using string, empty cans, and ball bearings to rattle if someone came on board.”

“So what’s wrong?” asked Tammy.

Joey took a deep breath and began to relay the substance of his ship-to-ship conversations with the captain of the cruise line.

“Okay, after I got my bed settled in the wheelhouse, you know, so I could keep an eye on my surroundings, I decided to scan the marine radio. I figured it wouldn’t be too taxing on the batteries, and, well, I was hoping to get some information on what’s going on everywhere else.”

Because he’d been so amped up, he caught himself speaking fast, so he took a deep breath to calm down.

“Anyway, I ran through all the regular channels. Then I tried channel 9. Ship-to-ship. I heard two captains speaking to one another in Italian.”

Mickey suddenly became more interested. He walked away from the door and asked, “Italy? That far away?”

“No, they were cruise-ship captains. One was Carnival, and the other was with Celebrity. The Carnival was supposed to go to Baltimore but stopped. The Celebrity captain, the guy I spoke to who knew English, was headed to the Port of Boston.”

“What did they tell you?” asked Mickey.

“Yeah, did they know much?” His mom followed up as well.

Joey’s excited demeanor changed as he became pensive. He wandered as he spoke, alternating between thrusting his hands in his pockets and mindlessly fidgeting. “They told me every part of America has been bombed. Europe, too. He said at least two thousand, maybe three, nuclear bombs hit us from Russia, China and North Korea, too. We fought back. He called it Armageddon.”

They stood around Joey, soaking in his words as relayed to him by the cruise-line captain. While the man might not have had specific details, the Bartletts got the gist of the extent of the nuclear exchange. The devastation would not be isolated to just large cities and military installations. The destruction would be widespread.

Billy broke the silence. “You said there were two passenger cruise ships. Did he mention any others?”

“Yeah. And were they under power?” interjected Mickey.

“The two cruise ships had been at sea and dropped anchor after they learned what happened. There are other vessels on the water along the coast. Some, I assume closer to shore, lost power like all the others around here. A few, like the cruise lines, were farther away and avoided the EMP. He said they were a ship without a port because they can’t go back to Europe.”

Tammy shook her head as she began to understand the extent of the aftermath. It impacted the seas as well.

“Did he have any options on the table?” she asked.

Joey nodded. He paced the floor, stopping momentarily to grab a bottle of water off the cash wrap counter, and twisted open the cap. He took a small sip, clearly aware of their need to preserve the precious resource.

“He threw out North Africa as an option. Also, the Caribbean. I’m pretty sure nobody nuked the Bahamas or Aruba.”

“So sad,” added Tammy, who was becoming emotional. “How were the passengers handling this? Did he say?”

Joey wasn’t certain he wanted to relay what he’d learned from the captain about suicide. The visual of passengers jumping off the railing of a massive cruise ship to their certain death might be too much in the moment.

“Distraught was the word he used, I think.” Joey paused for another moment, and then he remembered something else the captain had said. “There’s one more thing. He said the war wasn’t over just because most of the bombs had dropped. The Carnival captain who was anchored off the coast of Baltimore observed our naval ships heading into the Atlantic. They were escorted by fighter jets that were also flying up and down the coast.”

Mickey rolled his eyes. “After all of this death and destruction, we’re afraid the Russians or whoever might try to attack us here with their armies. In America. What’s the point of that?”

“To take over our country, maybe,” Joey said with a shrug.

“Would we let that happen?” asked Tammy, her voice full of trepidation.

Billy took his wife by the hand and pulled her close. “If the Russians or Chinese believe there is something to fight over, I’d say they might give it a try. The real question is whether we have the means to fight back.”
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DAY THREE

Early afternoon

Near Reims, France

DANIEL AND ABBIE WERE AT A CROSSROADS, literally and figuratively speaking. When they reached the A4 Autoroute that headed west toward the populated area around the city of Reims, the temptation was to save both time and fuel, as they desperately wanted to get to Calais and the entrance to the Chunnel. However, as was often the case in any country, major roads connected large cities together. Large cities were indicative of more people.

Thus far, the couple had experienced the best and the worst of humanity. The families they’d encountered in Switzerland and then later after they’d entered France had been hospitable and friendly. They’d avoided being killed twice, both instances at the hands of men on two-wheel forms of motorized transportation. Daniel wanted to believe those confrontations were mere coincidence. Nonetheless, he firmly believed the more people they interacted with, the more likely they were to face danger.

Plus, the kind German man’s words continued to echo in his mind. It’s not a good time to be an American. The implication was that Europeans blamed America for the nuclear war. Whether that belief was justified was irrelevant. He and Abbie could potentially face the ire of the French as they made their way toward Calais.

“Whadya think?” asked Abbie. She held the compass for Daniel to see it. The highway headed due west from their current position.

Daniel looked to the south. Toward Paris, or at least where Paris once stood. The orange-red sky seemed closer than it had been an hour ago despite the fact they were moving northwest. Yet in the direction they were headed, there was no evidence of the massive blazes consuming the central part of the country.

“Let’s keep going, through the city,” he finally replied, willing to take the risk to expedite their exit from Europe. “However, eyes wide open. You know? If it looks like a mass exodus heading away from Reims, we find another way.”

Abbie settled into her seat and patted him on the back. “Works for me.”

After an hour, Daniel slowed his speed as he observed traffic heading away from the city. Reims was known as the unofficial capital of the champagne wine-growing region of France. On both sides of the A4 Autoroute, sloping hills had been cleared, and vineyards dominated their view. Beautiful rows of several grape varieties were in pristine condition as they prepared for the final harvest that late October. Despite the war that surrounded them on all sides, many of the old-school vintners were bustling with activity as they hauled in the grapes to make wines and champagne. It was as if time stood still for the rural area that had been producing fine wines for centuries, during which time it had seen its share of wars.

As the fields ended and the city came into sight, the couple had to choose to turn off the main highway, A4, which circumvented the city to the south, or take a more direct, northwesterly route through Reims. Leary of interaction with people, Daniel chose the safer route to the south of Reims, where the wineries seemed to stretch for miles toward Paris.

Thus far, they’d experienced very little in the way of traffic. To the south of Reims, several cars raced both east and west. A few drivers slowed to study Daniel and Abbie on the purple Harley. It was then that they were reminded of the Nazi Iron Cross emblazoned on both sides of the fuel tank. Abbie’s attempt to peel off the decal had been unsuccessful. Concerned that a passing motorist might take their anger out on the couple, she urged Daniel to cover the decal if possible when they were in view of another vehicle.

Finally, the highway turned northward on the west side of town. That was when they came into contact with a mass exodus of refugees on the road leading to Reims from Paris. They’d survived, but just barely. Whole families, pushing strollers or shopping carts filled with their belongings, moved slowly along the highway. Occasionally, a child or elderly person would collapse out of exhaustion, weary from the multiday escape from areas surrounding Paris that hadn’t yet been consumed by fire at the time they left. Along the way, they were joined by more French citizens. Some were on horseback or rode donkeys. Others utilized bicycles, as motorized vehicles were either inoperable or out of fuel.

Although they were mesmerized by the heartbreaking display of people seeking shelter in a city that might not be able to accommodate them, Daniel and Abbie pressed on. Once past Reims, they were joined by more vehicles heading northwest toward the coastal regions. With their recent success, Daniel elected to remain on the highway leading toward Calais. His heart leapt when he saw the first road sign indicating the distance to the city that was the gateway to England. He happily pointed it out to Abbie.

“Ninety minutes!” he shouted as he sped up. She reminded him of her anxiety by giving his belly a squeeze, and he promptly slowed down.

When they came upon another major intersection, they noticed a number of vehicles driving due west toward the English Channel rather than toward Calais. Daniel resisted the urge to follow the pack of travelers. Human nature often leads us to copy the action of others without consideration to whether it is the correct, or safe, thing to do. Yet Daniel was intrigued, so he slowed the bike and exited the main highway. At the intersection, a street sign pointed west to La Havre. A steady stream of vehicles was traveling in that direction along the two-lane road.

Abbie relaxed and leaned into his back. “Should we follow them? There aren’t many cars heading toward Calais.”

Daniel exhaled. He glanced down at the gas gauge. Based on the mileage sign they’d just passed, he estimated they’d make it to Calais but not much farther. In fact, it was possible they might have to walk through the Chunnel to get to England. They certainly didn’t have enough fuel to spend on side trips simply to satisfy their curiosity.

“No, let’s keep going,” he insisted, his voice firm with conviction.

She patted him on the back, and he sped up the highway again. They continued riding toward the English Channel, navigating the Harley through stalled cars and pedestrian refugees who were doing the same. As they approached Calais, late afternoon was upon them, the sun was setting, and the skies grew darker. A grayish haze seemed to float over the city. There was no indication that fires were burning, and certainly the small city with no strategic military importance had not been hit by a nuclear bomb. Yet smoke invaded their nostrils.

Daniel scowled as he slowed the Harley once they reached the shoreline just west of Calais. He silently cursed himself for being so naïve. So stupid. So stubbornly intent on getting them back to America that he’d ignored common sense.

The small French city, known for its jaw-dropping views of the Strait of Dover and its close proximity, a mere twenty-one miles, to England, was not ablaze.

England was.
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DAY THREE

Noon

Swan’s Island Gymnasium

Swan’s Island

SURPRISINGLY, ONLY A FEW PEOPLE came to the co-op that morning. Because they weren’t inundated by lobstermen, Tammy decided to put them off. She opted to wait until after the scheduled noontime town hall at the school’s gymnasium, which was hosted by the three Select Board members.

Mickey, who hoped Hebert would come to the co-op, volunteered to wait behind and watch over things. Besides, he said, he’d probably open his mouth and say something he shouldn’t. His dad might be able to get away with it, but he couldn’t.

Billy and Tammy walked together with Joey close behind. They spoke little as they climbed the hill and made their way halfway across the island to the gymnasium. They saw several neighbors and acquaintances along the way, but little substantive conversation took place. A common topic was the upcoming briefing by the Hancock County deputy who was supposed to address the residents. All of their neighbors hungered for information and hoped the deputy would provide them with details. For Joey’s part, he and his parents agreed they should keep what he’d learned using the Dixie Bull’s radio to himself. Furthermore, the family didn’t want to spread the word of the ship’s ability to sail.

They entered the gymnasium and found another packed house. The Select Board members, led by Gary Farmer, were talking among themselves, occasionally craning their necks every time the doors opened and allowed the bright sunshine in. Finally, Farmer asked a family member to prop the doors open despite the chilly temperatures. The battery-operated Coleman lanterns were insufficient to provide enough light to be seen.

Those in attendance with analog watches began to point out it was twenty minutes past noon, and it was time for the meeting to start. The crowd instantly became fussy, as they were anxious, like the Bartletts, to hear from the deputy.

The trio positioned themselves at the back of the seating area like Tammy had done before. They were there to learn, not participate. Mostly, they wanted to keep a pulse on their neighbors’ emotional state. Tammy knew they’d have to open up the vaults, so to speak, which meant the freezer holding lobster, crabs, and fish caught in the Gulf of Maine would be distributed.

Joey stood to their left, adjacent to a group of regulars from Daint’s Place, the speakeasy located on Swan’s Island that had a regular crowd of residents sharing drinks daily. Swan’s Island prohibited alcohol sales, but there was no ordinance against people gathering who brought their own bottles—BYOB. Joey, who’d spent the last few years traveling abroad, was a regular at Daint’s when he was on the island. He exchanged pleasantries with the group of eight, which included the owners.

Farmer called the meeting to order. “Everyone! Let’s get started, please. I’m sorry for being late to the podium. Um, I expected the sheriff’s deputy to arrive by now. He’s not here, and we haven’t heard from him on the shortwave ham radio.”

“Is he still coming?” A woman near the front hollered her question, interrupting Farmer.

Farmer responded to her question but spoke loud enough that everyone could hear. “Well, I hope so. Like I said, I haven’t been able to raise him on the radio.”

One of the Daint’s crowd snickered. “I told you guys. There ain’t gonna be no dipshit deputy comin’ over here.”

“He might still show,” said one of his companions.

The man laughed and shook his head. “Wanna bet a bottle of that vodka you got stashed away?”

“Um, no. I’d rather be wrong and drunk.”

The group laughed and playfully shoved one another. Joey admired their comradery and lighthearted approach to the catastrophe.

Farmer continued, “I’ve tried to continue monitoring the ham radio, cognizant of my ability to keep it charged. To be honest, after what I’ve seen this EMP effect is capable of, I’ve kept it stored in my steel toolbox when I’m not using it. Anyway, I don’t have any more news on what’s happening around the country than I had yesterday.”

A man stood and turned toward the residents. “Does it really matter what’s going on elsewhere? We need to focus on our own for the time being. If help comes, or we learn more, then we can share that information at tomorrow’s meeting.”

“I agree! We need to concentrate on keeping our families fed.”

“Clean water, too! What are we gonna do about that?”

Farmer stepped a little closer to the crowd. He tried to remain in control of the discussion. “It’s like I said yesterday. Shelter, water, food, and medical care are all at the top of my list of concerns.”

“We don’t live here,” a man interrupted. “Is there any way we can leave?”

Joey immediately looked to his left, where several of the Daint’s regulars were talking among themselves. Something the man said struck a nerve.

“Okay, let me address that, please,” replied Farmer. “I have personally spoken with Julian about ferrying people back to the mainland. Our priority is people such as yourselves who live elsewhere. Frankly, we don’t have the resources to take care of everyone, and I’m sure you’d like to return to your own homes or families.”

Another of the three board members stood and addressed the man. “See me afterwards, and I’ll get you on a list. Julian’s Whitehall rower can only carry a few people. The ability to take luggage is an issue, which I’ll explain.”

“Good riddance,” someone mumbled to Joey’s left. He was beginning to see what all the mumbling had been about earlier.

The deputy still had not arrived, so Farmer continued with the rest of the agenda. “We also have sailboats, which can be used although they can be less efficient than the rower. The sailboats can only get so close to shore until the passengers would have to swim. These are details I’m trying to work out.

“Now, on the matter of medical treatment. As you know, we are limited to the skills the residents of Swan’s Island can contribute as well as the necessary medical supplies to be administered. We will be using the fire station as our hospital. I’d ask everyone to please donate as many medical supplies as you have. That means prescription medications if they are no longer used by you. Even if they’re expired. I’ll let our volunteers make the decision on whether to use them.”

A man stood and wandered toward the front to be seen. He had a residence on Swan’s Island, only using it during the summer months. He and his wife stuck to themselves, spending their time on the water or in Bar Harbor.

“I assume you don’t have a solution for the water issue, correct?”

“That’s right,” replied Farmer. “Let’s address that issue first. One of the things I want everyone to do is create a rain-catchment system at your homes. October into November usually brings an increase in rainfall for us. Our averages in November are roughly six and a half inches. We need to be capturing all of that fresh water by whatever means available to us.”

“I have some suggestions on that,” the part-timer added.

“Please. Share them,” said Farmer.

The man turned to the residents. “First, you gotta consider the primary uses of water. Staying hydrated is number one. The second is for cooking. Third is for cleanliness, which includes sanitation around the house as well as hygiene for yourself.

“Capturing the rainwater is only part of the equation. The easiest way is to place a barrel at the bottom of your gutters’ downspouts and fill it. But you can’t just use any barrel. It has to be free of contaminants or chemicals. You can turn any container or bucket into something suitable to collect the water. Just don’t use one that held chemicals. You can fill it up and carry it into the sink or bathtub to offload it, but it can be done.

“Also, try to clean it of debris and sediment. You can use coffee filters or even pantyhose strapped to the downspout. Lastly, if you plan on drinking it or cooking with it, ya gotta boil it.”

“For how long?” asked a woman immediately in front of him.

“A rolling boil for at least a minute,” he replied. “Then you can store it. Like I alluded to a moment ago, try to use existing water containers instead of milk or juice jugs, which might not be completely sanitized.”

Joey leaned into his mother. “This guy knows his shit.”

“How?” she asked, drawing a perplexed look from Joey. “Why would anyone know this?”

Joey shrugged as another resident asked a question.

“What about bleach? I heard that works.”

“Yes, it does,” he replied. “However, be careful, as bleach can be deadly. If you have standard bleach, not splashless or concentrated, use four drops of bleach per quart of water. Let it sit for at least thirty minutes. To take away the chlorine odor and taste, transfer the purified water back and forth between clean containers.

“Let me say this. Boiling water is safer and more likely to remove contaminants.”

The man turned to Farmer and indicated he didn’t have anything else to add.

As soon as he sat down, a resident shouted at Farmer, “The deputy ain’t comin’, is he? What are we supposed to do?”

“I’ll try to reach the sheriff’s office again, but they know we’ll be meeting daily at noon.”

Another man stood. He was a local lobsterman coming from a lineage almost as old as the Bartletts’. Billy knew him well. He looked around the dimly lit gymnasium.

“Tammy! Tammy Bartlett! Are you here? It’s time for me to pull out my catch.”
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DAY THREE

Afternoon

The Fishermen’s Co-op

Swan’s Island

THE BARTLETTS HAD THEIR HANDS FULL as every fisherman on the island showed up minutes after the town hall meeting adjourned. Moments after Tammy replied to their fellow lobstermen that the stored seafood would be distributed according to what her records showed she had on hand, a suggestion was proposed. It was widely received by most in attendance. Not so much by the commercial fishermen.

Not unexpectedly, in Tammy’s mind, the residents wanted to divvy up the catch. “There’s nobody to sell it to other than your neighbors,” they argued. “You don’t want to profit off of us in our time of need, do you?”

Naturally, this received a huge round of applause and shouts directed toward the Select Board members who presided over the community. The people who were against the proposal were those who stood the most to lose. The lobstermen and fishermen who’d expended time and money to bring the haul into the co-op.

The Bartletts were directly impacted by this as well. They had enough crab and lobster to feed the family for over a month. Granted, the food wouldn’t last that long without an operating refrigeration system; it was still enough to sustain them for a while.

As they hustled back to the co-op, it was Tammy who suggested keeping their barter market open for business. Nonperishable foods were worth their weight in gold at the moment. Half a dozen cans of vegetables were easily worth one of their lobsters. Maybe even two. She was willing to put in the work with Billy by her side to establish a fair market value in trade.

Joey didn’t return to the co-op with his parents, opting instead to peel off and mosey over to Daint’s Place. He suspected the close-knit group of regulars had their own plans. Although only a couple of them were small commercial fishermen, none of them seemed to be on board with the concept of share and share alike for the greater good. Since Joey and his family seemed to be like-minded thinkers, he wanted to hang out with them to learn more about what they had in mind to survive.

Tammy took charge of the operation before they opened the doors. “We all understand that once we start this process, there’s no turning back. Not that it matters. We can’t hold it forever.”

“We can consolidate our catch in the freezer with the block ice,” suggested Mickey. “Is it possible to organize these people so we can open our freezer last?”

Tammy thought for a moment and began thumbing through her ledgers. She patted herself on the back for remaining an old-school business before owners got sucked into Excel spreadsheets and QuickBooks. She began to get a picture of what Mickey had in mind.

“Yes. I think we can,” she finally responded. “There are certain freezers we can empty first. I’ll bring us down to the last two and see who’s here to retrieve their catch. I just need you guys to be ready to do the heavy lifting.”

“We’ve got this, right, Dad?” asked Mickey, his go-to attitude readily apparent. He’d gladly eat lobster every day or trade for other foods in order to keep his family fed.

“Ayuh,” said Billy. “Why don’t we let them in, and we’ll separate them by cooler number. Do you have a list of the fishermen in cooler one?”

“I do, and yes, that’s perfect. Let ’em in.”

At first, those waiting outside were orderly. However, when they realized they were being separated into subgroups, everyone in the back started to push and shove their way inside. This included, unfortunately, those who didn’t have anything in the freezers. They simply wanted to get free food, something that had not been established by the Select Board members or agreed upon by the fishermen. It didn’t take long for angry words to be exchanged and a hostile environment to emerge. It was Billy who tried to restore order.

“I’m gonna throw all of you out if you don’t calm down! I mean it! Only lobstermen and fishermen with a documented catch in the coolers should be inside. The rest of you have to go.”

“Or what, Billy? Whatcha gonna do?”

A big, burly sword fisherman responded, “He ain’t gonna have to do jack shit. We’ll do it for him. Right, boys?”

“That’s right. All of y’all, get the hell out!”

“No, we need food.”

“Yeah, it’s not fair.”

“Life’s a bitch, and then ya die,” the burly fisherman replied. He tried to grab a man by the coat and force him through the doors, but the throngs of people trying to force their way inside blocked the exit. There was a lot of pushing and shoving until, without warning, Tammy lifted an air horn overhead and let out a loud blast. Many covered their ears. All stopped what they were doing and glared at her.

“Shut up! All of you! This won’t take long if you cooperate. And for those of you who don’t have a catch in our coolers, wait outside. Our family is prepared to barter part of our catch just like we’ve bartered our inventory for the last couple of days.”

“What do you mean? Trade?”

“That’s right. We’ve traded for extra food or supplies you might have. We’re interested in a lot of things, including gasoline. But we cannot get to that point unless you get out and let me take care of the people who have a catch to pick up.”

“Hey! Wait a minute!” yelled one of the lobstermen. “I need help carrying the tote bins to my house. I’ll give every person who helps me carry them the largest lobstah in the bin.”

“I’ll help!”

“Me too. I have a wagon that can carry more than one bin.”

“Then you’ll get more than one lobstah.”

Tammy smiled. Barter was one way to exchange something of value to a person in need. The other was trading for a service. She had to think of ways she could help feed her neighbors in exchange for their labor. Swan’s Islanders were a diverse bunch with many skills and personal attributes. She made a mental note to talk with the family about who might be of use to them.

She began to empty the coolers, which led to a busy rest of the day. By early evening, the three of them were exhausted. Josie and the kids had arrived shortly after the process started, and they were very helpful. Josie helped Tammy with the distribution while the kids assisted their dad and grandpa in the coolers, moving the Bartlett inventory into the large freezer with the block ice.

Only a few malcontents grumbled about having to trade something in exchange for food. They hung around a while, not offering to tote bins or making any attempt to barter. Tammy noticed the look of contempt on their faces. She didn’t know the people well although she’d seen them around. The men were drifters not unlike the ones who showed up every spring in time for lobster season. They’d hire on with a commercial lobster boat to help. Sometimes they got paid for a week’s work and never showed up again. Other times, they screwed up so badly they got fired. During the season, however, there was always a need for another deckhand, so they got hired regardless of their background or ability.

Now the season was over, and they hadn’t left because they couldn’t. Or maybe because they saw an opportunity among the trusting and good-natured Swan’s Islanders.
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DAY THREE

Early Evening

Calais, France

LONDON WAS BURNING and so was two thousand years of history. Reduced to ash or smoldering rubble in a flash. Annihilated.

Buckingham Palace, symbolic of the grandeur of the British monarchy, had been obliterated when the Russian-delivered one-hundred-kiloton nuclear bomb struck it dead center.

The iconic Tower Bridge had collapsed into the River Thames.

Big Ben, the world’s most famous clock tower, located at the United Kingdom’s Houses of Parliament, was completely gone without a trace.

Trafalgar Square, with its famous lion statues, iconic fountains and Lord Nelson’s Column proudly displayed, had been crushed, its rubble sent upward with the mushroom cloud into the sky to be distributed around the Northern Hemisphere as nuclear fallout.

Westminster Abbey, the home of the Church of England and host to royal weddings, had been set ablaze, reduced to ash in an instant.

Once considered the center of world trade, London’s prestige as the seat of the vast British Empire had been erased. Fires spread outward from the center of the city, reaching the English Channel by the end of day two, when it began to burn itself out. But not before sending millions of metric tons of soot, ash, debris, and noxious chemicals into the sky.

Insistent upon seeing the carnage, Daniel made his way through the streets of Calais until he reached the grassy dunes high above the shoreline of the English Channel. He and Abbie held hands as they walked along the sandy trails to the highest point of a dune that ordinarily would provide them a perfect view of the White Cliffs of Dover twenty-one miles across the channel. Today, the smoky air not only reduced visibility but it caused them difficulty breathing. Both of them pulled their shirts over their noses and mouths to minimize inhaling the acrid air.

At the thought of London being reduced to rubble, Abbie began to cry, which resulted in a coughing fit caused by the harsh pungent air. Daniel tried to comfort her and led her away from the shore. At first, she resisted, mumbling the word bastards repeatedly as she internally lashed out at whoever was responsible for the destruction wrought by nuclear war.

Finally, Daniel convinced her to return to the motorcycle. They took a moment to gather themselves, stifling the emotions of the carnage that had destroyed so much history and senselessly took so many lives. Wiping away the last of her tears, Abbie turned to Daniel.

“Now what?” she asked before continuing without a response from him. “England was our way home. Are we stuck here? What’re we gonna do?”

She was no longer crying, and her questions were now filled with a sense of defeat. The couple simply had not considered any other options other than staying in Europe was not a good one.

Daniel pointed toward the patio seating at a small, A-frame bed and breakfast overlooking the coast. He desperately wanted to get away from the view of England’s destruction. However, the Harley was close to being out of gas, so they had to be judicious about their next step. He led her to the picnic tables, where they sat to stare at the darkening skies.

Daniel cleared his mind and relayed his thoughts to Abbie. “When we turned off the highway back there, I noticed people traveling south. Same type of human caravans we saw near Reims. They were making their way on A16, which I think runs along the coast.”

“Away from the city?” asked Abbie.

“Yes. South. In the direction of Paris.”

She furrowed her brow as she considered his statement. “Why would they go anywhere near Paris? The fires are just gonna burn their way toward the channel. Like that.” She pointed to England, which was no longer visible. The setting sun coupled with the smoky air had taken away any view. “Maybe we should consider going north. Through Belgium. All the way to Sweden or whatever.”

“Denmark,” Daniel corrected her as he shook his head. “There are major cities and military installations between us and Denmark. If they nuked any one of them, we’d never get past the aftermath. For one, I’m sure they hit Brussels.” It was the headquarters of NATO. He was certain that had been one of Putin’s first targets.

Abbie adjusted her backside on the picnic table. She was sore from riding on the back of the Harley. She stared toward the south. The gray skies were evident even as the sun was setting. However, the orangish-red glow they’d experienced to the east of Paris hadn’t spread toward the French coastline yet. She nodded in that direction as she spoke.

“There must be a reason all of those people are heading in that direction. What was the name of that town on the sign when you pulled off the highway?”

Daniel thought for a moment. Under the circumstances, his memory only had room for so many things related to France. “Um, Le Barf. Or maybe it was Le Favre. Like the football player. But, well, it doesn’t matter. It does seem that both groups of refugees are headed in that general direction.”

“Le Barf? Really?” She leaned against him and shoved him slightly. His silliness drew a smile.

“I don’t know. Somethin’ like that.”

Abbie thought for a moment. “There must be a reason. Something all the locals know that we don’t. Maybe there’s another way into England. You know, south of London where the fires might not be so bad. Or, I don’t know, a ship heading across the Atlantic. Just in case heading toward Denmark, or whatever, isn’t an option.”

Daniel was open to suggestions, as he was at a loss as to what was the best course of action. “What’s your gut tell you?”

“I think we should go see. At least we’ll still have England in sight, and maybe there’s a boat that can get us there. Then we could hop on another boat to Iceland. Right?”

“Yep, that’s the next closest island country. After that is Greenland and then Newfoundland.”

“They probably didn’t nuke the newfies,” added Abbie jokingly. Newfoundlanders were sometimes referred to as newfies, a derogatory slur used when they were made the subject of a joke that made them look foolish or backwards.

Daniel enjoyed the lighthearted moment, which helped him clear his mind. He thought for a moment. Originally, he’d contemplated finding a ship to give them safe passage from the UK directly to the States or Canada. An unconventional form of island hopping was a possibility, too.

“All right. Let’s follow them. We have to focus on finding gasoline unless we wanna walk with the crowd. Also, they’re probably staying along the main highway. We’ll use parallel roads that are off the beaten path but that keep the channel nearby.”

Abbie raised her hand and exchanged a high five with Daniel. Their spirits lifted, they mounted the Harley and began making their way south along the French coast as nightfall came. They rode for an hour and a half when they finally ran out of fuel near the historic town of Abbeville.
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DAY THREE

Late afternoon

Daint’s Place

Swan’s Island

THE MAINLAND WAS BURNING. Joey had stayed at Daint’s Place longer than he intended, especially since he’d arrived empty-handed. Ordinarily, that wasn’t a problem, as the regulars at the speakeasy were always willing to share a drink with a friend. Because Joey hadn’t spent much time without the family in tow, everyone begged him to stick around and share his exploits in South America. They also quizzed him about Daniel, whom everyone seemed to genuinely like.

However, despite their best efforts to create an atmosphere of normalcy while hanging out together at the bar, the topic of conversation turned to the daily town hall meeting and their plight in general.

The group of regulars was not interested in opening up their pantries to others. Sure, they were generous with their close friends, as they proved by sharing their liquor with Joey. When the power went down and the liquor stores on the mainland were likely looted, a bottle of whiskey or vodka became a precious commodity to the regulars.

“Your family isn’t going to feed the whole bunch of ’em, are they?” asked a man seated at the bar. “I mean, the Bartletts probably got more lobsters in those freezers than anyone.”

Joey shrugged. He was certain his parents would never give their catch away. Barter had worked initially, and it would probably be implemented again. But soon, Joey surmised, people would run out of things to trade.

“Honestly, that’s kinda above my pay grade. Mom and Dan handle that kinda stuff. I won’t worry about it until they tell me to move out and get a job.” This statement drew a roar of laughter from the group. It was well known around the island that Joey was the kind of free spirit who wasn’t much for settling down or finding regular work despite his college degree. He moved the conversation toward the town hall meeting. “What do you think about the way Farmer is handling things?”

“He’s a dope,” grumbled one in response.

One of the owners of Daint’s spoke up. “A do-gooder, too. You mark my words. He’s gonna come around with a hand out, looking for everyone to contribute to a food bank of some kind.”

“Just don’t answer the door, right?” the man’s partner added.

Another patron weighed in. “Listen, I don’t mind speaking freely in front of Joey because I personally believe the Bartletts are in the same situation we’re in.”

“And they’re like-minded thinkers,” added another.

Joey swiveled on his bar stool and studied everyone in the room. He was clearly the focus of attention.

“Here’s what I can tell you about my parents. They work hard and are dedicated to providing for their families. They’re very self-reliant, you know. If times got really tough, there’s no way either of them would look for welfare or handouts. They’d find a way.”

“Kinda like right now?”

Joey shrugged and nodded. “Yeah, I guess so. Times can’t get any harder than this, right?”

“Their barter store was brilliant, I thought,” added a man in the back who hadn’t said much until now.

“That was my sister-in-law’s idea, actually. Everybody was gone when the shit hit the fan, so she improvised. It worked out well.”

The owner of the bar approached Joey and offered him another drink. Joey declined and continued, “I don’t know what the future looks like, you guys. I know this nuclear war thing is bad. I believe all of these countries have emptied their arsenals on one another.”

“Well, at least it’s over.”

“Um, maybe not,” added Joey. “Warmongers like to fight. The nukes brought us to our knees, yet there are lots of places around the country that survived relatively untouched.”

“The aftermath will consume all the country eventually,” the man seated in the dark corner added. Joey began to suspect the man was either privy to the true condition of the country, or he’d researched the issue in the past. Joey didn’t recognize the man’s voice and couldn’t get a good look at him without being rude. Somehow, he was part of the Daint’s inner circle without ever having crossed paths with Joey.

“I can’t disagree,” said Joey. “Let me ask your opinion, then. Do you think countries like Russia and China see an opportunity?”

“To do what?” asked one of the patrons.

“You know, to finish the job. To conquer us, so to speak.”

“Toward what end?” the man asked rhetorically. “To rule over scorched earth?”

“Whadya mean?” asked Garrett Lemoine, the owner.

The man stood and emerged from the shadows. It was the same man who’d advised the residents at the town hall meeting on how to capture and purify rainwater.

“May we borrow your widow’s walk?” he asked. The home adjacent to the speakeasy had a widow’s walk, a rooftop platform that was open-air, although some were enclosed. “Let me get my telescope out of the trunk.”

“I don’t think it’s dark enough to study the stars, but sure.”

“It’s not for the stars. It’s to show you what’s coming our way.”

The group followed the man through the back patio to his vehicle. He retrieved the telescope, and they all dutifully followed Garrett inside his home until they reached the widow’s walk. While the part-timer set up the device, he explained what he was doing.

“A telescope is a very ineffective way to look across the Earth’s surface. Sure, if you’re atop a skyscraper, the tower viewers do a really good job. I don’t have a need for one, so I use this refractor telescope. It’s good enough for what I’m about to show you.”

“What are you pointing at?”

The man hesitated for a moment until he made a few adjustments. Then he replied, “Take a look. This used to be Cutler. I want you to pay particular attention to the fires.”

One by one the group studied the massive blaze that seemed to be consuming the landscape to their north. When they’d all looked and commented, he slowly swung the telescope around to face Boston.

“Okay, this is Boston. What do you see?”

Each of their responses was similar, with the common word in all being fire.

Finally, he pointed the telescope toward the west. Dark, billowing smoke could be seen on the horizon, obscuring their view of what lay beyond.

“You know what they say, where there’s smoke, there is fire. It’s generally true. The fires are coming. They will eat up the landscape until they reach a large enough barrier, like a body of water, to stop it. The Boston fire will spread in all directions. The Cutler fire will do the same. They might converge here, or they might not. But whatever is burning to our west, with the direction the winds typically blow, will eventually threaten us, too.”

“But how? Won’t the water stop it?”

The man replied. His tone was dour. Defeated. “Wildfires jump. The stronger the wind, the faster the wildfire expands. Heat rises, causing the flame to be drawn upward with it. If you carefully consider our location, it’s entirely possible the embers of these superheated fires can impact us on Swan’s Island. At the very least, the toxic smoke will choke us out. When I questioned why our enemies would want to rule over scorched earth, this is what I meant.”

Suddenly, the happy drinkers became stone-cold sober.
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There’s a fine line between adventure and survival.
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DAY FOUR

October 29

Dawn

Abbeville, France

ABBEVILLE PROVIDED REFUGE for Daniel and Abbie that night. The motorcycle ran out of gas unexpectedly before the gauge actually registered empty. The vintage Harley had served its purpose by getting the couple out of harm’s way and delivering them to the coast. After an hour of searching for fuel in the sparsely populated farm region, they made their way into the small town known for its historic churches and a prehistoric archeological dig site.

An elderly man was standing in his yard when Daniel and Abbie passed. He spoke to them in French initially, until he discovered they were Americans. Like many Europeans who had a near fluent command of the English language, he was anxious to engage in conversation with the refugees. He invited them inside and provided them a room to sleep as well as a meal of bread, cheese and wine.

Daniel was the first to awaken that morning, and he found his host shuffling in the kitchen. He sat down and prepared a slightly stale croissant with butter. He learned more about his host and a little about what they might face when they reached America. It turned out the man had been an environmental activist in his younger years. He’d traveled through Europe with the legendary Carl Sagan in the late eighties during his book tour promoting The Cold and The Dark, The World after Nuclear War. Daniel was intrigued by the conversation and complimented Paulie on his command of the English language.

Paulie was introspective as he explained to Daniel what he knew about the aftermath of a full-scale nuclear exchange. He finally sat down and nibbled on a croissant. Daniel’s eyes darted around the kitchen, and he wondered if he was sharing the last of his food with the unexpected guests.

“There are many aspects to the use of nuclear weapons most are unaware of,” he began. “They all can visualize the massive mushroom cloud full of debris and fire. They have seen the videos from testing decades ago or how it is digitally portrayed in movies. Or now, as we have all seen over Paris. It is as horrifying as you could have imagined, oui?”

Daniel nodded and finished his croissant.

Paulie continued, “That part is certainly accurate. The tremendous amount of energy released at the impact site annihilates everything within the blast radius, depending on the size of the warhead.

“World powers, namely the U.S.S.R. at the time and the U.S., learned through a series of nuclear tests in the late fifties there was an unexpected side effect to atomic bomb detonations. In 1958, while testing at the Pacific Proving Grounds located in the Marshall Islands, known as the Starfish Prime project, scientists learned the energy generated also had the ability to destroy the tiny vulnerable wiring of electronic devices. This side effect, as they initially called it, is known as an EMP, or electromagnetic pulse.”

“I am familiar with the EMP effect,” interrupted Daniel. “Russia has used it as a potential tool of aggression against its adversaries for years.”

Paulie nodded. “Oui, that is so. In the fifties and sixties, both of these governments began to experiment with warhead detonations at different altitudes. The higher above ground the nuclear warhead was detonated, the broader the reach of the energy waves and the highly charged particles released into the atmosphere. Ground detonation, while releasing the same types of particles, had a significantly smaller EMP effect because its particles were not launched into the atmosphere but were thwarted by geographic features like mountains or as the impact weakened over many miles from the blast site.”

Paulie sighed and swallowed hard. “Electromagnetic pulses are the last thing we need to worry about in the event of a nuclear attack. Not just on our soil, but anywhere in the world. Nuclear war will spawn a climate catastrophe, including a dramatic change in the complex weather patterns of the planet. Nuclear explosions bring radioactive fallout as well as an unrelenting winter as it kicks off the most intense, longest El Niño the planet has experienced since the last eruption of the Yellowstone supervolcano.

“Professor Sagan spoke of a global cooling from a nuclear conflict that would disrupt normal upper-level wind circulation, leading to severe changes in the atmosphere around the Northern Hemisphere. He and his fellow professors believe their studies were conclusive. A nuclear war will induce a cascade of changes to the Pacific Ocean, the world’s largest ocean basin. Trade winds will reverse direction. The height of the sea surface on either side of the Pacific will adjust, bringing more water to South America’s shores than Australia’s, for example. With this profound change in the normal sea levels near the equator, the volume of nutrient-rich waters made available to marine life will become depleted. In essence, there’s the potential for a total reversal of ocean circulation. A similar event will occur in the cooler waters of the Atlantic.

“You see, these nuclear detonations represent a massive anvil slapping the planet’s climate systems. Based on the enormous number of nuclear weapons that were likely exchanged, the unusual nuclear winter could last ten years or more.”

“What happens during those ten years?” asked Daniel. “Or more,” he added.

“A massive die-off of the marine food population, especially in the Pacific and North Atlantic. The disruption in the weather patterns coupled with substantially less light due to the fallout circumnavigating the Northern Hemisphere results in less food resources for fish.”

“Sir, you have been very specific by referencing the Northern Hemisphere. Does that mean regions south of the equator may survive this nuclear winter?”

“Well, there haven’t been studies of the impact to the South Atlantic or other regions south of the equator. Geographically, there are very few if any nuclear targets in the Southern Hemisphere. However, the limited light resulting from the nuclear fallout could severely hamper food production around the globe.

“Without natural-grown foods for wildlife, animals cannot eat. Without adequate sunlight and rainfall, crops cannot grow. Without food from animal and plant sources, humans cannot eat. If nothing eats, famine is the natural result.”

“Are we talking about the end of civilization?” asked Daniel.

“Very possibly, oui.”

Abbie quietly entered the room unannounced. Daniel immediately wondered how much she’d heard. At some point, he told himself, he was gonna have to stop sheltering her from reality. He had to stop hiding the truth, or at least the facts as he learned them. He couldn’t protect her like a fragile, porcelain doll.

“Good morning,” she began and then added in her best French accent, “Um, bonjour, Paulie.”

Paulie quickly stood, making brief eye contact with Daniel. He presumed the deep conversation was over.

“Bonjour, jeune femme. Croissant?”

Abbie nodded eagerly. “Oui, s’il vous plait, monsieur.”

Paulie let out a laugh. “Very good, Abbie. It has been my pleasure to host a beautiful young woman named Abbie in my hometown of Abbeville. How did you sleep?”

“I slept very well. Thank you.”

She took a seat at the small, wooden table with only two chairs after Daniel offered her the seat he was occupying. He changed the subject.

“I was just about to discuss our next course of action with Paulie,” he began before turning to their host. “It seems large groups of people are heading south along the coast, but we don’t know where or why.”

Paulie nodded and leaned against the kitchen counter by the sink. “Oui, the port. The Port of Le Havre.”

Daniel and Abbie exchanged glances. “We remember seeing a road sign along the way to Calais pointing in that direction. Are there ships leaving France? Is that why so many people are walking in that direction?”

Paulie shrugged and raised both hands. “This is what I have been told. The large port is not that far from England across the channel. However, that is not where I believe the boats are traveling.”

“Where? The United States?” asked Abbie hopefully.

“Again, I do not know for certain. Only rumor. There are several possibilities. One is Africa. There are many former colonies in North Africa that contain French troops and outposts. French-speaking nations like Senegal, Guinea, and several Central African countries come to mind.

“The other option might be Canada. It is a non-nuclear country. It would not likely be a target for Russian or Chinese nuclear bombs. That is somewhat dangerous because of its proximity to the United States.”

“Are these cruise ships?” asked Abbie.

“Quite possibly. There are short, three-day cruises offered to the Netherlands and Denmark as well as to Iceland and Greenland, if I recall.”

Abbie’s eyes expressed her hopefulness. She quickly swallowed the rest of her croissant and abruptly stood to plant a kiss on Paulie’s cheek. “Thank you so much for this information. You’ve given us more than a restful night of sleep. You have given us hope.”

Paulie blushed and smiled. “It was my pleasure. Now, I have one more gift for you both before you leave. Follow me, please.”

He led them outside through a small backyard, speaking as they walked together. “Our fair hamlet has a sister city in America. Did you know this?”

“No,” replied Abbie. “Where is it?”

“It is also called Abbeville in your state of South Carolina. I correspond with the town’s historian from time to time. We share a unique history centered on revolution. My Abbeville has been the center of war from the days of Napolean to the Battle of France, which drew our nation into World War II. Your Abbeville, established by the rebellious French Huguenots, was the birthplace of the American Confederacy. South Carolina agreed to leave the American Union there.”

They approached an old garage that had seen better days. The one-story wood-clad structure was protected by a rusted tin roof and windows that were practically opaque from dust and grime.

Now it was Daniel’s turn to become hopeful of more good fortune. Paulie bent down to lift the door, and when he struggled, Daniel eagerly jumped in to assist him. The door creaked as it rolled open. Stale, dusty air came gushing out, causing the trio to begin coughing. Daniel recovered as he hoped Paulie was going to offer them an old vehicle full of gasoline. Instead, his eyes grew wide in disbelief when Paulie proudly pointed out his gift to them.
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DAY FOUR

Early Morning

Abbeville, France

THE BICYCLE BUILT FOR TWO was covered in dust, but not so much that Daniel couldn’t see the two flat tires. A foot pump was fetched off a rusty nail hanging on a two-by-four. He quickly filled both tires, and the trio anxiously waited to confirm they’d hold air. Even Paulie seemed shocked at their success. However, as they’d soon learn, bringing the vintage Mercier tandem bike out of hibernation was the easy part.

The couple gathered their things and thanked Paulie for his hospitality as well as his advice. He walked alongside them as Daniel, with a firm grip on the front handlebars, pushed the twin along the cobblestone driveway. A few residents were milling about as they emerged into the morning sun on the main street leading into the town.

“Have you ever ridden a tandem such as this?” asked Paulie.

They shook their heads in unison with Abbie adding, “I’ve never even seen one.”

“Me either,” added Daniel.

Paulie laughed. He’d truly come to admire the Murphys. He glanced around and noticed several neighbors had emerged from their homes, curious about the visitors.

“Well, it is quite simple yet different. First, you need to choose a captain. This is the person who drives the tandem.”

Daniel raised his hand, and Abbie pointed at him simultaneously, drawing a laugh from Paulie.

“Well, that is settled. It is just like dancing. Your partner leads,” said Paulie as he smiled. He turned to Abbie. “You have the easy job as the stoker.”

“Stoker?” Daniel lowered his eyes and shot her a glance. If his newlywed wife tried to make an off-color remark regarding her duties, he’d never forgive her. She caught the meaning of his sudden diversion of attention and allowed a sly smile to let him know she was gonna behave.

“Oui. Riding a tandem requires the stoker to have trust in the captain, as you have zero control over the bicycle except to stoke the pedals. This is your only job except to not fall off.”

“I can do that. I guess I am like the backseat driver.”

Paulie got a good laugh out of that statement. The concept was apparently a universal one. “Très bien. Give it a try.”

Having been given a map with directions to the port at La Havre, Daniel mounted the bicycle built for two and held the frame steady with a firm grip on the handlebars. Just like boarding the seat of the Harley, Abbie expertly swung her leg over and prepared to hoist herself on the seat.

With Daniel ready to go, Paulie explained basic commands to help them along the way. “On means start pedaling. Off means stop pedaling and to coast. Bump means what it says. In France, our roads have many holes and bumps. Your stoker will love you for a lifetime if you warn her of the bumps.”

“Yeah, warn me. Okay?” She slugged her husband playfully.

Paulie continued, “You will have plenty of practice. It is one hundred sixty kilometers to La Havre. One hundred miles. With a good ride, you should arrive before dark.”

For an awkward moment, nobody spoke. Tears began to pour down Abbie’s cheeks. Paulie approached to wrap his arms around her. The comforting gesture caused more tears until she laughed nervously.

“Thank you, Paulie. Um, will you be okay? Do you want to come with us? We could walk or something.”

Paulie smiled and stepped back. “My home is here. In Abbeville. If it is my fate to die soon, let it be in the hamlet I love.”

They said their goodbyes, and their spirits lifted as Daniel successfully navigated the tandem bicycle down the street to the cheers of Paulie’s neighbors. Abbie turned slightly as Paulie entertained them all with the story of how he took in the visitors and set them on their way. She vowed that, if the Port of La Havre wasn’t the answer to their quest to return home, living in Abbeville, France, wasn’t such a terrible option.
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DAY FOUR

Morning

Swan’s Island

AFTER A BREAKFAST OF LOBSTER, Mickey and Josie walked over to Hebert’s house to check in on him but also on his wife, who appeared to be in some level of shock following the bombs dropping. Tammy had stopped by the day before and had no success in speaking with her. Hebert indicated she’d become sullen. Almost as if she were grieving the death of a loved one. Perhaps, Tammy suggested, she was grieving the loss of the life she’d loved so much.

Josie stuck around to assess the family’s food situation and tend to their children. She offered for them to come to the Bartlett home to play with her trio. Through the closed bedroom door, she attempted to comfort Hebert’s wife, who could barely be heard when she responded. The door never opened.

Hebert walked with Mickey to the docks. They spent the time talking about the state of affairs on the island and the lack of communication with the outside world. What was left of it, anyway. Mickey didn’t bring up the topic of Hebert’s wife. The two friends of more than a decade had practically grown up together. They were brothers in Mickey’s mind every bit as much as Joey was. When Hebert was ready to talk about his home life, Mickey would be there to listen.

Billy planned on going down to the Dixie Bull early to check on the ship and speak with Joey to see if he’d picked up any more radio communications overnight. He hoped Mickey could convince Hebert to get out of the house, as he wanted to brainstorm several issues related to the ship and their Boston Whaler.

Joey eased up to the floating platform in the Zodiac, leaving the motor running. “Do you wanna inspect the ship, Captain Bartlett?” he asked with a grin.

“It depends. Did you throw a wild party last night?”

“Yeah, but all the mermaids jumped overboard a little while ago.”

Billy smiled and shook his head. “You’re an idiot,” he said jokingly to coin a phrase used often by Tammy.

“Take after my pop,” Joey shot back as he tossed his dad one of the dock lines.

“You know, son, you’re never too old for an ass whoopin’. Maybe you need to be reminded of what the belt is for.”

Joey grinned. “Maybe you should be reminded that you’re wearing overalls, old man.”

Father and son embraced one another and began walking up the ramp to the fixed dock. They surveyed the harbor for a moment before Billy got serious.

“Any movement overnight?”

“No, sir. I stayed up pretty late trying the marine radio again. Absolutely nothing. I even tried to hail the cruise ships on VHF 9 and got no response.” Joey suddenly paused and looked toward the north and then the west.

“What is it?”

“Dad, I went to Daint’s yesterday to check the pulse of a few regulars. They’re kinda of the mindset that they can take care of themselves.”

“Same as us,” added Billy.

“Anyway, the part-timer was there. The guy who talked about harvesting water at the meeting, remember? Anyway, he seemed to be pretty knowledgeable about this, too. He took us up to Garrett’s widow’s walk with a telescope.” Joey paused again.

“Son, were you looking for the Big Dipper or somethin’? It’s a little too cloudy for that.”

Joey glanced upward. Maybe he was imagining it, but the skies looked much hazier than the day before, with added tints of orange and red that had not appeared before.

“That’s exactly the point. With his telescope we could see the fires in Cutler and also near Boston. They’re spreading in all directions from the locations where the bombs were detonated. And to the west, the smoke was so thick and black that it was like looking into a wall. I don’t know what the visibility was. It had to be less than a hundred miles.”

Mickey and Hebert were walking down the hill toward the dock. Billy wanted to focus on their vessels and the fuel depot at the co-op, so he wound up the conversation. “Do you think they bombed Vermont?”

“Nah, but maybe Fort Drum in Upstate New York or possibly Montreal, although I don’t know why. All I know is fire might be approaching from the west. We need to keep an eye on it.”

Billy motioned for Joey to follow him. “It’s not gonna jump Jericho Bay,” he said unconvincingly, even to himself.

Joey couldn’t necessarily agree with that statement, so he added, “Maybe. But the smoke will.”

The four men met in front of the co-op, where Billy directed them to the rear of the building. He reached into his overalls and retrieved a key ring that held more than a dozen keys. The twelve-foot-tall chain-link fence was secured with a Master Lock and a heavy-duty chain. Inside, gravity-fed tanks contained both diesel fuel and gasoline. Oil barrels were stacked around the perimeter of the enclosure.

“I want to top off the tanks of both boats,” Billy said without explanation.

Hebert nodded. “That’s not a problem for the Dixie, Captain Billy. We’ll pull her up to the fixed dock like always, only there’s another boat in the way. We’ll have to move her first.”

Mickey wandered to the fence. “I’ve never seen it before. It must’ve come in while we were at sea.”

“I’ll ask Tammy,” began Billy. “She’s a pleasure craft. Mid-thirty-footer. The Zodiac will tow her, don’t ya think?”

Mickey shrugged. “Well, yeah. Or we can just untie her and let the wind and the tide carry her out of the way.”

The guys got a good laugh out of that. It was decided to use the Zodiac to pull the boat out of the way and drop its anchor. They also decided to top off the fuel of the Dixie Bull after dark so as not to draw attention.

Joey asked, “Dad, the Boston Whaler is dead like all of these other vessels. Wouldn’t it be a waste to fill her up?”

Mickey took the question. “Maybe, but we talked about an option.” He directed his attention to Hebert. “I realize we don’t know everything about how this EMP thing impacts electronics. I keep hearing the word fried.”

Hebert pointed toward the Bartletts’ generators. “I looked at these yesterday. Let me show you what I found. Personally, I think the word fried is incorrect. Melted makes more sense to me.”

Hebert always wore cargo pants, whether they be khakis or jeans, so he could carry a multi-tool as well as a couple of screwdrivers and a folding Allen wrench set. They were like a wearable, albeit grimy, toolbox.

He quickly unscrewed the electronics panel of the smallest of the Generac units to reveal the interior. Then he unscrewed the digital panel, which also contained several dials and warning lights. He directed their attention to the many multicolored wires within the panel, leading to a small motherboard. They appeared to have melted.

He continued, “Now, I don’t know if all electronics look like this. I really haven’t been in a state of mind to tinker around and find out. If something doesn’t work, it’s probably fried, melted, or whatever you wanna call it.”

Billy stepped forward and framed the box within the extended index finger and thumb of both hands. “This part of the generator is the brain, right?”

“Yeah,” said Hebert.

“And it’s connected to all of these wires leading to other parts. Basically telling them what to do, right?”

“Pretty much.”

Billy stepped back and pointed as he spoke. “Let’s suppose I had one of these in the shop. One of these control panel units. Would it look fried like this one?”

“I don’t think so, Dad, and here’s why,” replied Joey. “According to what Daniel told me and what I’ve heard, all of these wires act like a bunch of antennas. When the highly charged particles caused by the EMP effect fall to earth, they overwhelm the antennas, the wires, causing the electronics to fry. Or, as Hebert said, melt.”

Billy held up both hands and pointed his fingers at the inside of the generator. “Hear me out. This is just a theory of somebody trying to use a little common sense. Okay? This panel is connected to all these wires, which make the perfect antennas for the EMP to do its dirty work. What if the control-panel part, new in its box, wasn’t connected to any wires? What if this could be removed and connected to new wires? Would it then function like new?”

Hebert raised his eyebrows, and his face lit up. “It is possible, Captain Billy. The generator is very complicated, and it might require changing all of these parts.” He pointed around the compartment that had been exposed when he removed the panel.

Mickey touched his dad’s arm and said, “This is a complicated piece of equipment. However, most boats are not. I think I see where Dad is headed with this. Am I right?”

“Just a theory, and trust me, it would be a pain in the ass for Dr. Hebert here and his number one assistant, Mickey, but what if we rewire the Whaler?”

“Seriously?” asked Joey.

“Old school, Joey,” responded Mickey. “A lot of the electronics on that boat are just bells and whistles. Back in the day, you could start the motor with the push of a button or the pull of a cord on the outboard and go.”

“I have the schematics on the Boston Whaler at my house,” said Hebert. “I could identify essential and nonessential components. Then we could dive in and see how bad it is.”

“It’s a time-consuming process, Dad,” said Mickey.

“I know, but it could give us a second vessel to do some near-shore fishing without taking the gas hog out to sea. Besides, ya got somethin’ better to do?”
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DAY FOUR

Early Afternoon

Swan’s Island

TAMMY OBSERVED THE CHANGE in the demeanor of her neighbors as if a large hand with a powerful magic wand had been waved over the tops of their heads. For a second straight day, the deputy sheriff had failed to show, as had been promised to the island’s community leaders. For the second straight day, the Select Board members of Swan’s Island had no new information and offered little in the way of solutions to the problems the three hundred plus residents tried to address with them. For the second straight day, Tammy’s neighbors left the noontime town hall meeting confused, disgruntled, and increasingly fearful.

She also noticed that the residents seemed to be dividing into two separate groups. Almost tribelike. The smaller group sat back, listening, remaining inactive. Especially when the three civic leaders brought up the subject of pooling the community’s food and water supplies to be divided up equally. This would ensure their survival, the board members argued. It was unfair that some families had more than they needed while others suffered, many in the crowd asserted. We should take care of our elderly and infirm while healthy adults can cut back, one retiree demanded.

Tammy had seen the handwriting on the wall during yesterday’s gathering of the islanders in the gymnasium. One issue, the matter of visitors, seemed to be working itself out. Rowboats and sailing skiffs had been used to ferry them off the island. This water taxi armada, as Tammy liked to think of it, was also helpful in bringing back locals who’d been stranded at the Bass Harbor launch, just as she had been. They brought with them some supplies and information of what was happening elsewhere.

One couple, who’d spent an entire day walking the twenty-five miles from Ellsworth to the Bass Harbor ferry landing, relayed what they’d learned to their neighbors. Power was out everywhere. That was a given. Most vehicles were inoperable except for older, classic cars and trucks. They could see the fires spreading outward from Cutler. The rumors they’d heard from people indicated the fire had jumped U.S. Highway 1 in Machias, twenty miles away from where Cutler had taken a direct hit from a nuclear bomb.

Other hearsay information they passed along was Mainahs by the thousands were fleeing north into Canada. Only one bomb, likely destined for Fort Drum in Upstate New York, missed its mark and landed between the U.S. Army installation and Montreal, just outside of Burlington, Vermont.

Three hundred miles to their west, in a sparsely populated area where the number of lives lost on impact were minimal. Good news except for one thing, Tammy surmised. The prevailing winds would blow the fire and smoke directly toward the coast. Directly toward Swan’s Island.

While the guys spent the day at the co-op and Josie entertained the kids in the backyard, Tammy sat in one of two Adirondack chairs overlooking Burnt Coat Harbor and the famous lighthouse on the point. Off in the distance, the smoke billowed skyward as raging fires consumed where she was born and raised. Down East was a laid-back, unassuming part of Maine. It was a place where visitors longed to retire to. A place where a child could grow up insulated from the troubles they might encounter in the big cities. It was where Tammy’s parents had lived before they passed years ago. Where her childhood friends had remained to carry on their families’ legacy of living off the sea. Now it was destroyed, and all the small communities around it were being turned to ash.

She was reflective as she thought about her life. Tammy was fulfilled, more than she ever imagined. Her marriage was loving. She was proud of the children she and Billy had raised. They made a home full of love. And she had become an accomplished businesswoman in an environment dominated by salty, strong-willed men who had tried to bully her many times until they eventually feared her wrath.

Tammy wasn’t morose. Certainly, as a mother, she was concerned about the safety and well-being of Abbie and her new son-in-law, Daniel. She trusted Abbie’s judgment, and she had every confidence in the two of them to work together to return home.

Mostly, Tammy was angry. She was angry at world leaders who could let this happen. At the utter stupidity of the nation who instigated the attacks. At the failure of all of them to allow cooler heads to prevail. Instead, they’d apparently emptied their arsenals of nuclear weapons.

To what end? Tammy asked herself. Did they not think their enemies would do the same? There would be nothing left to conquer. There would be no means to rebuild. The innocent bystanders like her family would be left to fight for their survival until they couldn’t.

She closed her eyes and tried to fight back the tears. For one thing, she was tired of the roller coaster of emotions that had consumed her since the moment her car stalled on the highway that day. The fear. The panic. The strong will to survive. The near loss of hope. It was exhausting.

As she cursed herself for not remaining busy doing something, anything besides sitting there wishing none of this had ever happened, Tammy allowed a new possibility to invade her thoughts.

What if we have to leave?
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DAY FOUR

Late Afternoon

La Havre, France

IT HAD BEEN A LONG DAY of riding on the bicycle built for two along the bumpy back roads of the French coast. Paulie had urged them to avoid the highway after he’d been told by Daniel of the many refugees descending upon the port. The elderly man had warned a tandem bicycle would be a valuable mode of transportation to many.

He’d warned, having studied human nature over his eight decades on the planet, that desperation could change ordinarily good people. Society, he’d reminded them, was held together by a glue. A set of rules, laws and behaviors assuring common decency between people. However, in desperate times, especially when war breaks out, people become consumed by fear. Fear strangles the psyche of man, resulting in a form of emotional breakdown among many. This collective collapse results in chaos, which becomes the norm. Decency toward one another will become the exception. “The real threat,” he’d said solemnly, “will eventually be your fellow man.”

Had it not been for the circumstances that brought them to La Havre, located in the Normandy region of Northern France, Daniel and Abbie would’ve found a way to extend their honeymoon by a few days to enjoy the major port city where the Seine River meets the English Channel.

The city of one hundred seventy thousand had swelled to much larger than that as people throughout France descended on the port, looking for an escape from the war. Daniel and Abbie hid their tandem bicycle away from the port entrance in the event they’d need to use it again. They walked several blocks until they reached the guarded entry, where thousands of people lined up to get inside the cordoned-off facility.

Throughout the day, Daniel kept a wary eye on the skies to determine if the out-of-control fires surrounding France were moving toward the west. Fortunately, the ocean breezes from the Atlantic had kept them at bay. However, the bigger issue for those in La Havre was the smoky air crossing the English Channel from the nuclear detonations in London. The ferry that once operated between the two countries at the port had been shut down. They learned from listening to the few English-speaking people in line that the blazes in Southern England were apocalyptic. Nothing was spared as the fires turned everything to ash.

As was often the case when there was a lack of credible information and any knowledge was passed on by word of mouth, the rumors surrounding the aftermath of the nuclear war were running rampant. The French believed the Russians and Iranians intended to invade Europe to rule over the ruins. They firmly believed both Putin and the Americans were equally to blame for the start of the conflict.

The humanitarian rescue effort orchestrated by shipping companies to evacuate people to Canada, as it turned out, had been ongoing for more than a day. As word spread throughout the country, French families left their homes and belongings in an effort to gain passage on one of the container ships leaving the port. The cruise ships, as Abbie had hoped for, were not an option. They’d been moved to neutral countries such as Denmark soon after the first bombs struck the Earth.

After a couple of hours of inching toward the gates surrounded by armed guards, more rumors reached the couple’s ears. Because of the anticipated influx of people and the scarcity of fuel, the shipping companies placed restrictions on anyone who wanted to gain passage on a refugee ship. First, one had to prove their citizenship. They must be French or French-Canadian. Second, they charged a fee in precious metals. Gold and silver jewelry, as well as coinage, was accepted. However, Daniel and Abbie were unable to determine how much jewelry was required. Their wedding bands were all they had to offer, as the young couple of modest means had not spent a significant amount of money on their symbols of love, nor were they interested in giving them up.

“I don’t know about this, Daniel,” said Abbie. Her tone of voice was defeated. The more they learned, albeit through rumors, the more she doubted they’d make it through the gates.

“Trust me, I’ve been weighing it all in my mind. The problem is that time is not on our side. Even if the wildfires spreading out from Paris are kept at bay thanks to the ocean breezes, the air quality is getting worse by the hour. It’s probably starting to damage our lungs already.”

“We both sound raspy,” added Abbie.

Daniel grimaced and nodded. “I don’t know of any other options. I even thought about going back to Abbeville. But think about it, Paulie was eating his last stale croissants. This was a man who enjoyed walking to the local market every day to socialize and pay for his groceries with his pension. All of that is gone now. There aren’t enough resources here to sustain the residents much less two more from America.”

“We’ve been lucky, too. Not everybody will be as welcoming. So we have to go. But how? How’re we gonna get on one of these ships when we’re not French and we don’t have anything to offer in payment?”

Daniel sighed. “I wish we knew more about the inside of the port operation. It appears huge from what I noticed coming into this part of the city.”

Abbie looked around and whispered to Daniel, “Doesn’t it seem to you that they are funneling everyone through these gates?”

“Yeah, to check their papers and collect their gold and silver,” he replied with a hint of sarcasm.

“So,” she began, stretching out the word, “if everybody’s focus, and by everybody, I mean guards and refugees alike, is on this gate, what if we can find another way in?”

Daniel jutted out his chin and nodded. “When the port was built, they never imagined something like this. The fencing I saw looked temporary, obviously. Hastily constructed. I bet we can find our way inside. But then what? We’re not gonna have a ticket.”

Abbie patted him gently on the chest and leaned into his ear to speak. “C’mon, Coastie, use your ingenuity and show me all that MacGyver crap you learned over the years. We can find a way on board.”

“Stowaways?”

“Duh!” she replied a little too loudly, drawing the attention of those standing next to them.

Daniel considered her proposal for a moment. Then he smiled. “What do we have to lose? Worse case is they throw us out, and we either try again or hop on the bike in search of another boat.”

“That’s the spirit, Coastie. Let’s go.”

The couple abruptly forced their way out of line, much to the dismay of those around them. They were in a hurry and were certain many of the French would-be passengers had a few choice words for them that they couldn’t translate. Not that it mattered. With a newfound sense of purpose, they began testing the fences, as they say.
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DAY FOUR

Evening

Port of La Havre, France

IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG for Daniel, who was experienced with the operations of large port facilities, having spent most of his career in Boston, to find a way past the security fencing. The ingenious personnel at the Harbour Office had utilized shipping containers to block roadways that usually provided wide lanes for ingress and egress to accommodate freight trucks. However, despite their best efforts, there were gaps between the stacked containers that allowed the couple to slip through.

Once inside the massive twenty-five-thousand-acre port facility, the second largest in France, they focused on evading detection while they got the lay of the land. They darted from warehouse building to warehouse building, using the darkness due to the lack of electricity to their advantage. Occasionally, they came upon a lackadaisical guard who wandered the pavement, unenthusiastically shining his flashlight behind dumpsters or between shipping containers. It was apparent to Daniel that the guards were simply there to report large breaches of the port’s perimeter rather than the occasional set of interlopers like them.

They quickly but carefully doubled back toward the entry gate to observe the flow of refugees entering the port. Portable steel barriers had been erected to direct the would-be passengers toward the container ship near the entrance. The refuges were dutifully herded like cattle, carrying a single piece of luggage or crate containing their belongings. Near the gate was a large pile of personal effects that were deemed excessive by the Harbour Office’s guards who were overseeing the operation.

Surrounding the walk-through barriers were armed guards, holding their automatic rifles at low ready in an effort to control the flow of people through intimidation. And as Daniel surmised, to prevent people like them from slipping into the line.

“That ship’s huge,” observed Abbie, pointing at the Douce France, a Marseille-flagged vessel operated by Marfret. Temporary generator-powered lighting illuminated the cattle-like refugees and the side of the vessel.

“You should see one of these fully loaded with shipping containers. There’d be hundreds of them, five stories high with a dozen rows both fore and aft as well as port to starboard. My guess is the handful we see on the center of the ship are full of supplies.”

“How long do you think it’ll take?” Abbie asked as she took in the scene.

Daniel made a few calculations based on what he knew about large commercial vessels and the distance they could travel in a day. It was a best-guess estimate, but fairly accurate. “Fully loaded, I’m thinking ten days to Canada from here.”

“Ten days!” Abbie recoiled at the thought of how long it might take them to get home.

Daniel quickly shushed her. She whispered that she was sorry and rubbed her hands over her face. He tried to ease her concern.

“That said, the ship is operating empty for all intents and purposes. Even if they stick five thousand people on her, that will pale in comparison to the tonnage of the full containers. The captain can probably make it in eight, weather permitting.” In the back of Daniel’s mind when they’d begun to discuss the prospect of finding a ship to take them across the Atlantic was the fact it was entering the height of nor’easter season. Between September and April, violent winter storms can batter the East Coast with frigid, gusting winds coming from the northeast. Like their tropical cousins, the hurricanes, nor’easters have similar strong winds and heavy rains. The so-called Perfect Storm of 1991 was a combined nor’easter and hurricane, a deadly combination, as the crew of the Andrea Gail learned.

“That’s better,” said Abbie, somewhat relieved. She moved to their left so she could get a better view of the starboard side of the vessel, which was tied off by massive dock lines. The passengers were shuffling on board under the watchful eye of the guards. She shook her head as she spoke. “I don’t see a way to break into the line or sneak onto the ship.”

Daniel agreed. “You’re right. A single gangplank is being used to embark. This is not like a cruise ship where there is a separate side opening to fill the vessel with provisions to satisfy the high-paying cruisers. Everything is placed in the containers, then …” Daniel’s voice trailed off.

“What?”

Daniel didn’t respond as he wandered away from Abbie. She followed him and tried to get his attention.

“Daniel? What?”

“Loaded on board,” he muttered as he retrieved his binoculars from the backpack. He studied the lengthy dock for a moment and then smiled.

“Are you gonna tell me what you’re thinking?” Abbie demanded.

He motioned for her to join his side, and he handed her the binoculars. “This isn’t our ship,” he replied. He pointed a thousand feet down the dock. “That one is.”
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DAY FOUR

Late Evening

Port of La Havre, France

“PRE-BOARDING, that’s our ticket,” quipped Daniel as he rushed Abbie back toward the location where they’d entered the port facility. They had to circumvent the scrum of people forcing their way through the entry gates and loading onto the Douce France vessel. There was a larger ship being readied for departure. A handful of dock workers were preparing the temporary barriers near the ship while the massive cranes were lifting containers from a stack near a warehouse on its starboard side.

The twenty-year-old Panama-flagged MSC Tamara sat quietly awaiting its turn to depart the Port of La Havre. The activity around the dock alongside the vessel paled in comparison to pre-war times. To say the port facility was operating with a skeleton crew would be generous. Two men, lazy and slow, moved the barriers into position. Farther down the dock near the warehouses, two more men were painstakingly methodical as they loaded boxes of supplies into a container. In the cab of the massive, mobile crane, the operator smoked a cigarette while focusing his attention on the passengers embarking onto the Douce France.

Daniel grabbed Abbie by the hand and sprinted across the open pavement until they were directly under the mobile crane. The wheels were as tall as a two-story home.

The men emerged with hand trucks toting a stack of plastic bins, nearly catching the couple in the act of running toward the container. Daniel and Abbie abruptly stopped and pressed their backs against the side of the thirty-foot container and waited. The men spoke in French but appeared to be making casual conversation. Once they wheeled the plastic bins inside, they turned and moseyed back into the warehouse.

“Now!” said Daniel in a loud whisper after glancing upward toward the crane operator, whose view was obscured. They rushed around the side of the container and through the open doors, stepping lightly in order to avoid clamoring around inside.

“Are we gonna be able to open this thing from the inside?” asked Abbie.

Daniel stopped and studied the interior of the doors. The latching mechanism design seemed to be identical to those affixed to the outside of the doors. He joined Abbie’s side as he studied the stacked supplies.

“Yeah, we’re good,” he replied breathlessly. “I’m gonna rearrange these boxes so we can create a hiding space in the center. Watch the door.”

Abbie gave him a thumbs-up and moved along the inside wall of the three-quarter-full shipping container where she could peek through the crack created between the door hinges.

Daniel slid the boxes and totes around so it wasn’t obvious they’d rearranged things. It was almost like a combination of puzzle games such as Block Fit and Rubik’s Cube. Once his hidey-hole was built, then he could move the boxes back into place to create a solid front so they wouldn’t be detected.

“They’re coming!” said Abbie in a loud whisper.

Daniel was sliding the boxes and bins, hurriedly creating a place for them to stow away. He couldn’t make a mistake by tipping over the stack or even leaving the first, most visible row askew.

“Daniel?”

“Done!” he responded so only Abbie could hear over the clatter of the dollies on the concrete.

Abbie was by his side in a flash and huddled behind the row of boxes. Essentially, Daniel had created an entire dummy row for them to hide in while the ship departed. At some point, when they thought it safe, they’d try to exit the container before the supplies were distributed around the ship.

He’d just slid the first row of boxes into place when the two men returned. They dropped off another load and repeated the process.

Once they were gone, the couple breathed, exchanged high fives, and hugged one another. “We’re on a boat!” Abbie whispered to her husband.

Daniel was equally enthusiastic, although he knew they’d face more challenges over the next week until they reached Canada. He hoped the ship’s crew wasn’t as concerned about whether a passenger was ticketed like the Harbour Office security team was. For now, he put the potential pitfalls out of his mind, vowing to deal with trouble as it arose, not as he imagined.

He took a moment to kiss his wife and to thank her for being strong throughout the ordeal. She reminded him that she might have her moments, but he could count on her.

Over the next half hour, in between trips into the container by the warehouse team, they spoke about the journey ahead.

“It’s gonna get cold in here, isn’t it?” she asked. The evening temperatures along this portion of the French coast were dipping into the upper thirties.

“Not like you might think. We’re surrounded by stuff that will provide insulation. I believe they’ll empty it pretty quickly, so we need to think of a plan when we get placed on the deck.”

They heard the clamor of the loading dollies returning, with the two men speaking casually. They dropped off another load and then another until the container was near full.

“We’re getting closer,” observed Abbie. “I see what you mean about the insulation. It’s really stuffy in here.”

They spoke in hushed tones, avoiding small talk until they were hoisted onto the ship. It seemed like an eternity, as the two men gave their overnight gig a half-hearted effort. Abbie was the first to notice a beam of light shining through the cracks left in the unevenly stacked boxes. A man’s deep voice boomed, startling the hiding couple.

“Venez ici!” the man hollered at the two workers. Come here!

The sounds of their dollies approaching with another stack of boxes picking up speed could be heard. The newcomer began to berate the two men, as was evident by his tone of voice. The men responded, clearly apologetic. The man, a supervisor of some kind, continued to flash his light across the most recent row of stacked boxes.

“Repare-le!” he shouted again before he could be heard storming off. Fix it!

As soon as the man’s beating hooves clamored off, the two men sarcastically spoke about him, possibly cursing him as well, as Abbie heard the word putain being used. It was the French version of the F-bomb.

The men began to shove the boxes around in an effort to push them deeper into the container. They were successful in squeezing the space Daniel and Abbie had made for themselves. The walls were literally closing in.

Daniel got Abbie’s attention and showed her what to do. He positioned himself about a third of the way across their opening, where he spread his arms and legs wide. He leaned his back into the stack of boxes to create resistance to the men’s efforts. Abbie did the same. They held their breath and tried to prevent the men from collapsing the stack of boxes on top of them, which would necessarily result in the repacking of the container.

“Oh, bordei de merde!” one of them men exclaimed as he slammed both hands against the boxes on Daniel’s side of the container. It threatened to dislodge the top row stacked over his head. Oh, for fuck’s sake.

They gave up. After speaking to one another, they finished loading the last two dollies and slammed the container shut. The steel locking bars creaked from years of being exposed to the sea, sealing the container shut. Daniel and Abbie were now immersed in darkness.

They immediately felt the effects of being sealed inside the container. There was no light and no air flow. Even Daniel, whose career as a rescue diver for the Coast Guard required him to have the intestinal fortitude to place himself in dark, confined places deep underwater, was beginning to feel the sudden symptoms of claustrophobia.

For Abbie, the onset of the anxiety was worse, which was not uncommon. While twelve percent of the population was beset by claustrophobia, it was more common among females than males. The symptoms were not dissimilar to anxiety or a panic attack. Sweating, shaking, trouble breathing and a tightness in the chest were most common.

Her voice was meek as she spoke to Daniel. “Babe, I don’t like this. I really don’t.”

He could hear the fear and trepidation in her voice. The trembling. The sound that she desperately wanted to cough away a choking feeling welling up inside her. He’d dealt with panicked victims during his rescue efforts over the years. He needed to be reassuring as well as eliminate some of the triggers that were impacting Abbie’s feelings.

He reached into his pocket and retrieved the flashlight. Once it was illuminated, they could see one another, which had an immediate positive effect on Abbie. She rushed toward him, disregarding the two cartons that were hovering over her head. They tumbled behind her, not that it mattered. She was wrapped safely in his arms.

“I got you,” he said lovingly, whispering in her ear and running his fingers through her long red hair. Truthfully, he needed a hug, too. Not for what they were currently experiencing. But rather, as advance payment for what was to come.
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DAY FOUR

Early evening

Bartlett Residence

Swan’s Island

LOBSTERFEST AT RED LOBSTER couldn’t hold a candle to the daily meals served around the Bartlett household. Tammy boiled, steamed and grilled the delicacy. So far, nobody complained, although the kids began to grumble. She even fried it for one meal, just to pacify the children. Some tried lobster dipped in a variety of condiments, including mayonnaise. It was absolute blasphemy as far as Billy was concerned. However, even he began to look at the object of his life’s work from a different point of view—a high-protein form of sustenance.

Hebert stopped by the house for a little while that afternoon when the guys were done with their chores around the co-op. Billy thought he might have some parts of use in the garage, so Hebert took a look. Josie spoke to him briefly about his wife’s condition, but he didn’t really have much to say. He was befuddled by the whole thing but pledged to be there for her in whatever way she needed.

While they munched on lobster exclusively that evening, opting to exhaust the fresh food before digging into the can goods, they shared stories of what they’d learned throughout the day. Tammy relayed the attitude of their fellow islanders, and the guys seemed to confirm that sentiment based on their interactions as well.

Mickey gave the group a heads-up that some of the families of missing lobstermen were growing anxious, as they feared for them being stranded on the water. They didn’t outright ask, he explained, but they strongly hinted that the Bartletts should use the Dixie Bull as a rescue ship. Mickey was noncommittal and didn’t attempt to point out the obvious pitfalls behind the ostensibly goodwilled endeavor. He was afraid it would just raise the animosity level many already felt toward his family because of their supply of lobster in their freezer and having an operating vessel sitting idly by in the harbor. He didn’t dare tell the neighbors they had a plan to rebuild the Boston Whaler with new electronics.

“When we have three boats runnin’,” began Billy, “we’re not gonna be able to hide it. These people will be up our asses, beggin’ us to find their loved ones or to fish to keep them from starvin’.”

“You got that right,” added Mickey. “They would never understand our side of it. The risks of boarding these vessels, for one. The potential for another EMP, for another.”

“Not to mention burning up our fuel, which we can’t replenish,” said Billy. He turned to Mickey. “By the way, tomorrow, I want to remove the lobster pots from the Dixie Bull and store them inside the fence. Then let’s replace them with barrels of fuel on the deck. I’m not sure I can trust people not to steal our gas and diesel. Joey heard rumors of a few gennies runnin’.”

Joey finished munching on an unusually chewy piece of lobster. “That’s right. I stopped by Daint’s Place again today. You know, just to keep a pulse on the resistance.”

“You mean to throw back some beers,” said Mickey as he gave Joey a playful shove.

“No beer. But, um, Mom, I had to borrow the Jack Daniel’s out of your baking cupboard. I figured you weren’t gonna make any bourbon balls this year.”

“Nice excuse,” she mumbled before asking, “What do you mean by the resistance?”

Joey sighed and shrugged. “Not that it’s necessarily a bad thing, but I get the sense there is a growing number of residents, besides the usual Daint’s crowd, that are unplugging themselves from this whole we gotta stick together and share and share alike mentality. They weren’t there today.”

Tammy nodded. “That’s true. I noticed quite a few people failed to attend. Surely, they didn’t have something better to do, right?”

“Honestly,” replied Joey, who finished off his plate by sopping up some ketchup with his fried lobster, “for these guys, it’s out of sight, out of mind. They seem to be ready. Well, um, not totally ready but more ready than the rest of the island for something like this.”

“That’s so odd,” said Josie. “You know, I haven’t been up on the hill for drinks in years. My husband never takes me out for dinner and dancing.”

Mickey groaned and buried his face in his hands.

Josie continued, “I just kinda looked at that bunch as throwback live-and-let-live hippies without a care in the world.”

“That’s still true,” said Joey. “It’s a side of them I never expected. A couple of them have generators built to withstand an electromagnetic pulse, either from the nukes, like now, or a large solar flare. They talked about the power outage in Canada in eighty-nine. I think they called it the Great Quebec Blackout. Anyway, a huge solar flare hit Earth, causing a half-day blackout in Quebec. Millions lost power. Obviously, the nuclear EMP is a lot stronger.”

Billy leaned forward in his chair to stoke the fire. After the sun dropped over the horizon, the evening temperatures dropped rapidly. “Fuel resources are limited. Whether it’s diesel for the ships, gasoline for generators that still run, or the propane we’re using to heat our home, all of it will be gone at some point.”

Josie returned from tucking the kids into bed. “Aren’t we assuming that the government doesn’t fix things? I mean, this can’t go on forever, right?”

Before anyone else responded, Tammy jumped in. She wanted to get an honest assessment of her family’s opinion. “Before you answer, I want your opinion. Kinda like a poll.”

“Sure,” said Billy, gesturing for her to continue.

“And please be honest,” said Tammy before she asked her question. “Billy, let me start with you. How long do you think we’re gonna be in this situation? You know. Power outage. Limited resources. Possibility of no resources until the government can fix things.”

Billy hesitated as he studied his slightly illuminated wife’s face courtesy of the dancing flames.

Tammy sensed his hesitation and turned her body toward him. “Billy, I want your honest assessment. Not just what you think I wanna hear, or what you might think will keep me from bursting into tears. I’m stronger than that.”

“Okay. A year. Maybe more. For decades, our government has been a hot mess of bureaucracy and inefficiency. What makes us think they have the ability to fix this?”

Tammy turned to Mickey, the oldest son. “What about you?”

“I agree. Minimum one year. Probably longer. I mean, here’s the thing. Who’s gonna come to our rescue? Europe’s probably in the same shape. China supplies us all of the components to fix the power grid. That ain’t gonna happen now. And even if some country steps up to help restore our infrastructure, they’ll focus on any large population areas that didn’t get nuked. I’m pretty sure Maine is way down on the list.”

“Josie?” asked Tammy.

“I agree with Mickey. At least a year. Probably more.”

Tammy pointed to Joey. “Whadya think, world traveler?”

He smiled at the reference. He’d only been to Europe and South America for a few weeks at a time. Yet compared to the rest of the family, some of whom had never left the state, he was the family’s world traveler, although he suspected Abbie might steal his crown.

“I’m sorry, you guys. I’m a lot more skeptical of the nation’s ability to land on its feet. Assuming the war is over, and I’m not sure we can say that based on what I learned from the cruise-ship captain, it’ll take more than a year to get started. By then, the country’s population will be a tenth of what it was before the nukes fell. Not to mention millions who survived might flee to Mexico or Canada to avoid the nuclear fallout.

“It’s more than just having our government getting its shit together to rebuild the power grid. There’s the matter of producing fresh, unpolluted drinking water. Growing crops will not be as easy as it is now. Farmers are gonna have to plow fields with horses and sow seeds by hand. That’s not gonna feed a population as large as America’s. What’s left of it, anyway.

“The aftermath of this nuclear war could very well kill almost all of us. It’s more than a matter of food and water and, soon for us in Maine, shelter. It’s the toxic atmosphere that will soon be over our heads, caused by the massive fires and the debris thrown into the atmosphere by the mushroom clouds. They call this fallout nuclear winter. Temperatures here will plummet at least ten to fifteen degrees. And this will be the case for nearly a decade. It’ll be like living in Newfoundland. Seriously, that bad.”

“How long?” asked Tammy.

“Mom, I’m sorry to say this, but I think close to a decade. Not just because of the difficulty of rebuilding but because of the damage to the atmosphere from the aftermath. The nuclear winter impact.”

The group grew quiet as the fire gradually burned out. Their seasoned firewood could no longer be used as a means to create an hours-long source of ambience for casual conversation. It was their cooking fuel and a method to purify water.

Billy reached out and gently took Tammy’s hand. She looked toward the sky, which seemed to have a permanent haze blocking the stars. She wiped away a few tears and gulped.

“Honey, you asked us to be blunt,” said Billy, reminding her that she’d insisted they not sugarcoat their responses. “They’re just opinions, though.”

She nodded and laughed. “You all haven’t told me anything that changes the conclusion I reached this afternoon.”

“What’s that?” asked Billy.
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DAY FOUR

Evening

Bartlett Residence

Swan’s Island

“WE HAVE TO GO,” said Tammy in a hushed tone. She realized her mind refused to say it loud enough for all to hear, so she repeated herself. “We have to go. We can’t stay here because, let’s face it, the brutal winters may kill us. Or we’ll run out of food. It’ll be a while before we can melt snow, and will it even be drinkable? I mean, snow that falls through this smoky haze, which is getting worse by the day, is probably contaminated as all get out. Seriously, everyone, we can’t stay.”

Josie seemed to be hardest hit by her bluntness. She wanted to believe they’d find a way to survive. She couldn’t imagine uprooting the kids at such a young age. Yet she wasn’t blind to what was happening around them. Each day, the air was getting more difficult to breathe. Now they were eating lobsters out of the coolers, which would run out at some point. Then the nonperishables would disappear. And when it dropped to near zero for a week or two this winter, she’d already become concerned they might burn through the last of their propane supply to heat the house. Yet she thought they could make it a year until the government righted the ship.

“You don’t think we can tough it out?” she asked.

Tammy knew she’d have to defend her position. “Of course I think we can. But the unknown concerns me. Part of it has to do with the nuclear fallout Joey talked about. Part of it also has to do with the attitudes of our neighbors. You know conflicts are going to arise between people who have the ability to survive this longer than those who have very little. It could become serious when people become desperate. Even dangerous.”

“Where would we go?” asked Josie.

Tammy didn’t have an answer for that one. Her first inclination had been to flee north toward Canada. However, after Joey had described the nuclear winter effect, that wasn’t an option. She clearly hesitated to respond, giving Joey an opportunity to weigh in.

“I’ve actually given this a lot of thought,” he began. He pointed toward the fire before continuing, “Dad, we might need another log or two.”

Billy smiled and nodded. Joey hoisted himself out of the chair and found two smallish cut branches to toss on top of the burning coals. As he sat down, he explained his idea.

“Okay, a lot of this may sound like crazy talk. Plus, I’m not an expert on ocean travel and the capabilities of the Dixie Bull. That said, it’s a possible solution, a place, however far-fetched it might sound.”

“Land the damn plane, son. Where?” It was a phrase Billy often used when urging someone to get to the point without further equivocation.

“South America. Namely, Argentina.”

Mickey leaned back in his chair and broke out laughing, mocking his little brother’s suggestion. “Oh, okay. We’ll take the Dixie Bull down the intracoastal for, what, ten thousand miles or some such. Can’t we find someplace closer to home? We’ll run out of fuel by the time we hit the Carolinas, I think.”

“Maybe,” said Joey, undeterred by the not unexpected response from his big brother. “Maybe Hebert can enlarge our fuel tanks. Plus, we can fill the deck with barrels of diesel, right?”

“We still won’t have enough,” said Mickey.

“It’s only seven thousand miles, by the way,” said Joey, who’d become surly because of his brother’s attitude. “Before I left on my trip last summer, I played around on Google Earth and measured it.”

Mickey simply shook his head in disbelief. “Only seven thousand miles,” he mumbled.

“Why South America, Joey?” his mom asked.

“There are no nuclear targets, so the fallout will not affect their climate or air quality as much. Plus, as we travel toward Argentina, the climate is similar to ours. We should be able to fish for lobster there.”

Tammy studied her husband. He was staring into the fire, seemingly mesmerized by the flames. She knew him well. He hadn’t zoned out because he was uninterested. He was calculating.

“Honey? What do you think?”

Billy snapped to attention and looked toward Mickey. “How much weight can she handle?”

Mickey scowled. “Come on, Dad. You’re not seriously entertaining this nonsense, are you?”

Billy raised his eyebrows and set his jaw, issuing a rare look of rebuke at his oldest son. “How much?”

“More than the fuel we have in the storage yard. Still …” His voice trailed off as he thought better of arguing with his dad.

Billy gave his opinion. “First, let me say this. On the surface, Mickey is right. The whole idea of travelling that far sounds like nonsense. Even Joey referred to it as crazy talk. Here’s what we do know, and your mom is right about this. We can’t stay here. The waters around Swan’s Island may or may not protect us from the flames. But the water can’t protect us from the crappy air. I’m already feeling scratchiness in my lungs. It’s almost like I’m breathing in sand or dirt that tastes like that fire.

“Our only hope of long-term survival is to leave and head south. Now, how far we go will be dependent on a lot of factors. Fuel is a big one and the ability of the Dixie Bull to maintain a voyage of that length. She’s a great ship, but she’s made up of mechanical parts that have broken in the past. It’s just a part of using any form of machinery.

“I don’t think we should rule it out. Maybe we can drop anchor in the Caribbean or even toward the South Atlantic. We can live aboard the ship and make shore excursions in the Zodiac.”

Mickey held both hands up as if he wanted to change the subject. However, he didn’t. “I wanna talk to Hebert. We might be able to modify the fuel tanks to hold more diesel. The drums of fuel are an option. Having the Boston Whaler would make a huge difference by giving us some flexibility in finding food, water, and fuel. I suppose we could tow it if the weight of the extra fuel on board didn’t prevent it.”

Billy pulled Hebert’s wish list out of his jacket pocket. “We gotta get her runnin’ first.”

“I need to go shopping,” said Joey. “Am I right?”

“I’ll do it,” replied Mickey. “You won’t know what half of this stuff is.”

Tammy stood and wandered around the fire. “Shopping where? On the mainland?”

Mickey stretched his back and rolled his head around his shoulders. He’d gotten stiff sitting in the chair after a long day working in the co-op’s utility yard. “I was thinkin’ West Marine in Southwest Harbor. They’d have all this stuff.”

Josie wasn’t happy. “Burglary? Seriously?”

Joey shrugged and held his hands up. “I’ll be surprised if the store hasn’t been looted already. I’m sure all the marine batteries are gone.”

“That’s true, son. But I doubt the things we need have been taken unless there’s a mechanic over there as good as Hebert, capable of rebuilding the entire marine electronics on a boat.”

Mickey seemed positive. “Well, Dad, if there is one, we need to beat him to the inventory. I have no problem breaking in. It’s a different world. Lawless, in a way.”

Josie asked, “When would you go?”

“Now,” replied the two brothers in unison. It was the first thing they completely agreed upon all evening.
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DAY FOUR

Midnight

Port of La Havre, France

THE CONTAINER SAT ON THE DOCK for what seemed like an eternity, increasing the couple’s anxiety as they began to question whether they were mistaken about it being destined to be placed on the nearby ship.

“Maybe I was wrong?” said Daniel, who’d just apologized for talking Abbie into this predicament. The couple had rearranged the boxes so they could sit on the cold, steel floor of the container and lean against them. They retrieved their LED headlamps out of the backpack and saved the flashlight for use later. The AA batteries in their new headlamps would last over a hundred hours, not as long as the C cells in their flashlight. However, they’d brought extra AAs as part of their hiking gear.

“Maybe the guy fell asleep at the wheel?” They laughed, not just because Abbie’s sudden attempt at humor was in fact funny, but because it eased the tension they’d felt since being closed into the container.

Suddenly, as if on cue, the concrete dock began to shake as the container crane roared to life. The massive machine rumbled along the row of warehouses, appearing to slowly approach the containers that had been lined up to be loaded.

“He must’ve been waiting for them to finish packing up the containers.” Daniel was pushing himself onto his feet when the crane hovered over them. The sheer vibration of the massive machine caused the dock to shudder. That energy transferred to the container, shaking it furiously and throwing Daniel back to the floor. He landed hard on his back, face up, with his headlamp askew. He never saw what hit him.

As the crane operator secured the machine’s fingerlike clamps under the container, it caused it to be tossed violently from side to side. The couple had immersed themselves in an eight-foot-high canyon of boxes, which swayed and toppled from the sudden movement.

Boxes and bins collapsed inward, pummeling Daniel and Abbie as they both fell to the steel floor. Not unlike a utility trench’s wall collapsing on workers, the two found themselves buried in the piles of sixteen-inch-cubed boxes and similarly sized plastic bins filled with supplies.

Abbie shrieked as they were suddenly lifted upward, the crane’s gripping claws doing little to avoid swaying or rapid motion. It jerked several feet, then jerked again until the crane operator had achieved the desired height above the dock. Then he swiveled suddenly to the right to align himself parallel to the ship. Finally, the forceful lurch forward was the final blow that sent Abbie over the edge.

She screamed uncontrollably as the amusement ride from hell shook her to her core. Daniel desperately tried to shove the boxes off himself. However, there was no room within the container to maneuver the boxes to another location.

“Abbie! I’m coming for you! I promise!” The roar of the machine was deafening as it reverberated off the steel container. The vibration jostled their stomachs, causing bile to rise as nausea overcame them.

Abbie tried to control her breathing to avoid a full-blown panic attack. Her headlamp had been knocked to the floor but was still illuminated. She shimmied until her arm was freed up to grasp it. She pulled it close to her face and pointed in Daniel’s direction.

“I see you!”

Daniel was determined to help her. He managed to crawl onto his hands and knees. With a throaty growl, he used all his muscles to force his back upward to push the boxes behind him. With a strong second effort, they toppled off his back, and he managed to stand.

He adjusted his headlamp and surveyed the situation. Both sides of their hidden space had collapsed inward, as had the next rows behind them. He explained to Abbie what he was doing and continued to talk to her, hoping it would calm her nerves.

“Okay, I’m standing. This is gonna take a minute to move things around.”

“I think I see your feet,” she said in an eerily calm voice. Either she’d recovered from the initial jolt of fear, or she was about to drop off the deep end.

“Great! Great!” he shouted louder as the roar of the crane grew. He suspected the machine was alongside the container ship, causing the engine noise to echo off the steel hull back toward them. Without knowing the protocols of the ship’s crew, he became concerned they would immediately open the container and begin to unload it. He knew he had to hurry.

He worked ferociously to rearrange the boxes to his back and side, using all of the available open space from floor to ceiling. As he stacked, he was gradually digging into the pile of boxes on top of Abbie. With each one he removed, she was able to breathe a little better. Soon, he was able to make out her clothing.

“I see you! Hang on!” he shouted, his exuberant voice having the effect of lifting Abbie’s spirits as well.

“No worries. I’m just chillin’ on the frosty cold steel floor.” She laughed, and he managed a smile, admiring his wife’s perseverance and tenacity.

His words were apropos as the crane suddenly lifted the container higher into the air in order to place it onto the deck of the ship. Some of the boxes toppled over again, causing Daniel to release a barrage of expletives as he restarted the process. His adrenaline spiked because he knew once the container was placed on the deck, those doors could be opened, and their journey would be over before it started.


PART THREE



“Whosoever commands the sea commands the trade.

Whosoever commands the trade of the world commands the riches of the world,

and consequently the world itself.”

~ Sir Walter Raleigh, October 1618
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DAY FIVE

October 30

After Midnight

West Marine

Southwest Harbor, Maine

MICKEY AND JOEY TOOK the Zodiac across the harbor toward Southwest Harbor. They snaked their way through the small islands past the Burnt Coat Harbor Lighthouse and then through the heart of the trio of mostly uninhabited islands of Placentia, Black, and Gott. The trip took less than an hour in the Zodiac, made easier by calm seas and the ability to beach the inflatable directly behind the West Marine store.

The temperature hovered just above forty, slightly unusual for the end of October. The men both wore dark clothing with only their faces exposed to the elements. For many reasons, not a word was spoken as they pulled away from the Dixie Bull, where they’d just dropped off their dad to stand watch. Joey was still salty over his brother’s condescending attitude toward his suggestion to leave for South America. Mickey was concerned they might draw attention to themselves, disregarding the fact the high-pitched sound made by the Zodiac’s outboard motor would be noticeable up and down the shore.

When they entered Southwest Harbor, they turned off the engine and began to paddle, helping the Zodiac approach the shoreline in a more stealth-like manner. Once they hit the rocky sand beach, they pulled the inflatable up to the riprap to avoid being seen from anybody who might be walking the adjacent street in the middle of the night. Thus far, the guys had not seen any signs of light or movement in the seaside community where the U.S. Coast Guard station was located, commanded by the guys’ brother-in-law, Daniel.

The large fabricated metal building was devoid of windows on the back and sides. Only the front façade and part of the sides were covered with weathered wood. The entry consisted of a plate-glass door and fixed window as well as two small windows near a roll-up door used for incoming freight.

In his backpack, Mickey had brought with him a small number of tools to help them break in. First, they nervously made their way to the front of the building, hugging the walls and looking for any signs of movement or light. Once they reached the front, Joey was surprised to find the glass entryway intact. Perhaps he’d been jaded by what he’d observed in his travels, but he’d fully expected the marine store to have been looted by others already.

With his personal knowledge of West Marine from shopping there many times a year, Mickey suggested the men enter through a side door near a dumpster enclosure. Within the wooden fence panels, they could pry the door open while enjoying some cover from anyone approaching the parking lot.

After he and Joey locked eyes and nodded to confirm they were both still on board with breaking in, Mickey retrieved a large, flat pry bar and a three-pound sledgehammer from his backpack turned tool bag. Joey had a similar backpack, which was empty. They planned to fill the packs with the most essential electronics and stuff duffel bags sold in the store with necessary wiring and minor components.

Oddly, during their conversation around the campfire, nobody had seemed to argue with the fact the men would be burglarizing the store. It was stealing. Not for food or water to survive. But parts to repair a boat damaged by the EMP. They vowed to take only what they needed and leave before being discovered. Toward that end, Mickey wedged the pry bar into the door jamb and pushed hard to put maximum stress on the door lock. He handed Joey the sledgehammer.

“Here, I’m not gonna need this. It’s giving already.” Mickey took a deep breath and put his weight into the effort, leaning hard against the pry bar with all of his body weight.

Crack! Snap!

The door flung open. The lack of counterpressure against Mickey resulted in him crashing his shoulder hard into the building. He grunted and then grinned.

“We’re in. Follow me,” he ordered. He described the dark interior for Joey. “They have a large glass counter in the middle of the store with electronics and navigation equipment. I’m gonna grab what we need and set it on the countertop. Head to the back of the store near the sailing gear. You’ll find zippered bags designed to hold sails and rigging. Grab several medium-sized ones and meet me back in the middle. I’ll run around the store and pick up the electrical things we need while you fill up our packs. We can be in and out in less than ten minutes.”

Joey was impressed. His brother had given the store layout a lot of thought and had organized his race against the clock before they arrived at the building.

He illuminated his headlamp and moved quickly into the darkest recesses at the rear of the store. This was a massive retail location for the company, considering it was in a small community. However, the large number of commercial fishing operations around Mount Desert Island warranted the size.

Joey’s biggest concern was his father’s statement regarding their available inventory. If a single critical item on the list was unavailable, the rest of the gear would be useless. The initial issue was whether they would be the first to break into the store. As Joey rushed around in search of the zippered duffel bags, he was pleased to see nothing out of place. Secondly, was the item in stock? If West Marine carried one of the necessary components, they’d find it and immediately be on their way.

Mickey, with the aid of the headlamp and his personal knowledge of the interior of the store, moved quickly to fulfill their wish list. While Joey stuffed their backpacks and the sailing duffels, Mickey added some additional small, easy-to-carry items like handheld GPS devices, small ham radios, and two-way walkie-talkie units. There was also a small, portable solar generator consisting of a three-hundred-watt power station and a foldable sixty-watt solar panel. If the device hadn’t been ruined by the EMP, it would be ideal for keeping their newly acquired handheld devices and anything else they used on board their ship charged.

“Mickey,” Joey said above a loud whisper, “we’re getting kinda full over here.”

“I just need another minute,” Mickey responded.

It was a minute they didn’t have.
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DAY FIVE

After Midnight

West Marine

Southwest Harbor, Maine

THE SOUND OF BREAKING GLASS startled them both. They immediately froze in their tracks and focused their attention to the front of the store. Someone had slowly cracked the large pane of glass next to the door and then kicked the large shards into the store, where they crashed onto the concrete floor.

Mickey and Joey quickly removed their headlamps and turned them off, stuffing them into their pockets. In the dark, they carefully returned to the center display counter, where their stolen gear was lined up to be taken to the Zodiac. Each of the guys had their backpacks as well as a duffel bag for each hand. It was a load, more than they expected to carry. Originally, they’d planned on segregating the necessary from the unnecessary. However, with the presence of another intruder, it was all commingled. Because the necessary was mixed in with the bonus items, they didn’t have the luxury of leaving some of it behind.

“Let’s head back to the storeroom behind the sailing gear. I believe there’s an emergency exit near the restrooms.”

“I think I saw it,” whispered Joey as he helped Mickey don his backpack. “There’s a panic bar. It’ll sound the door alarm if it has a backup battery.”

“It’s our only option. Let’s go.”

Mickey picked up the two largest duffel bags and began pushing his way through some clothing racks. Because the intruder was trying to break into the registers, creating a commotion in the process, he didn’t hear Mickey knocking hangers full of clothes onto the floor as the bulky bags crashed into the racks.

Joey struggled to keep up. Mickey knew the store well and was leading the way. But Joey had to be careful of his footing as he stepped over the debris left in his way by his clumsy brother.

“Hey! Who’s back there?”

The man at the front of the store was bellowing toward the Bartlett brothers, who ignored him. Mickey shoved his way past a sailboard display, knocking a windsurfing rig to the floor with a crash.

“Stop! Wait up! Have you got any weed? Pills? Anything. I need it, you know?”

The man began rushing toward them. He was almost frantic in his attempt to catch the guys, only with the hope he could score some drugs.

Mickey continued without turning, hitting the rear emergency exit panic bar and forcing himself through without dropping the stolen electronics. As Joey predicted, a pulsating wailing sound was emitted from the emergency door as Mickey opened it.

Mickey rushed into the cold air and set his bags to the side. He stopped to hold the door open for Joey until he squeezed through it with all of his gear. Then, just as the drug-starved pursuer reached the door opening, Mickey leaned into the back of the door and slammed it shut, smacking the man on the forehead and knocking him backwards. While Mickey used his body weight to keep the emergency door closed, he motioned for Joey to continue on to the Zodiac.

Joey rushed down the hill, struggling to keep his footing in the dark as the asphalt suddenly reached the sandy path between the riprap. The downhill slope, coupled with his spiked adrenaline, caused him to pick up speed as he entered the packed-sand beach, where he nearly stumbled. He laid his bags next to the water and returned to drag the Zodiac through the sand. Mickey met him at that point.

“Is he behind you?” asked Joey, looking past his brother to determine the whereabouts of the man.

Mickey laughed. “I don’t think so. I think I knocked him out. He never tried the door again.”

Joey slapped his brother on the back. “Oh, man. That’s excellent. Go ahead. I’ve got this.”

Or so he thought. At first, he struggled with the one-hundred-sixty-pound ribbed inflatable until it was dislodged from the wet sand. Then it slid downward until Mickey helped him pull the boat into the water. The guys tossed their loot on board and expertly distributed the weight for the journey back to Swan’s Island.

Unlike the trip into Southwest Harbor, during which the combination of stress and ill feelings toward one another had prevented any casual conversation, the return trip was marked by jubilant chatter between the rookie burglars. They laughed and joked with one another. Talked about the drug addict, and his presumed massive headache, who ended up flat on his back, most likely. The playful banter was the closest thing to kissing and making up. More importantly, the two men had a newfound respect for one another, a comradery they’d need to survive.
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DAY FIVE

Early Morning Hours

Aboard the MSC Tamara

Port of La Havre, France

THE MSC TAMARA STRETCHED nine hundred feet along the dock of the Port of La Havre. The Mediterranean Shipping Company had rapidly grown from a small, regional shipping carrier in the early seventies to one of the leading global shipping lines in the world. The total weight-carrying capacity of the ship, known as deadweight tonnage, was over fifty thousand tons. For a typical voyage, the tonnage included operations weight, from fuel and supplies to crew.

However, the vast amount of excess weight the Tamara carried was from cargo and the steel containers that contained it. This voyage was different. It would be the first time since its maiden voyage nearly twenty years ago that it sailed without cargo other than the thousand-plus human beings on board.

Logically, one might easily assume the round-trip voyage to Canada and back would not be profitable for the Aponte family, Swiss citizens of Italian descent who founded the company. However, in the mind of Gia Aponte, precious metals would rise in value exponentially, as the war would cause economies to crash and fiat money to become worthless. The price to board the ship was hefty. The equivalent of two thousand American dollars in gold, silver or diamonds. At the entry to the port, he’d dispatched expert jewelers to examine the bartered metals to ensure it met the cost of passage. They were fast and efficient, oftentimes collecting more than necessary, as the desperate refugees were willing to trade everything they owned to leave France for perceived safety in Canada.

With regard to the ship’s operations, the cost of the trip in fuel was about half an ordinary journey, as the vessel traveled without the tonnage from freight. This enabled the captain to sail to Quebec City and back without refueling, a necessity, as they were unsure of the availability of fuel in Canada.

What had frustrated the family as they hustled to put their evacuation plan into effect was the fact their best captains were either missing or dead. They had to dig deep into their ranks, even hiring back malcontents who’d been fired, to provide an adequate crew for their ships’ journey across the Atlantic Ocean. Also, they felt compelled to add a security force. The family felt responsible for the well-being of thousands of Frenchmen and French Canadians evacuating the European continent. Plus, always in the back of their minds was the issue of pirates. The Atlantic was not the usual waters for pirate activity like off the shores of Eastern Africa. But times had changed dramatically since the bombs fell.

Khalid Ahmad scratched his beard and looked down from the bridge wing at the activity on the deck of the Tamara. The Syrian captain wore dirty khaki slacks and a soiled sweatshirt bearing the logo of the shipping company. It was the only apparel he’d retained after being fired three years ago for attempting to rape a female crew member. He’d avoided criminal charges because the Aponte family didn’t want to draw unfavorable attention to the incident. The young woman involved had accepted a large financial settlement to remain quiet about the incident. So had the members of the crew who discovered the attempt and saved her.

His dark skin and tangled, long hair made the forty-year-old look more like a wayfaring fisherman than a captain of a vessel as large as the Tamara. However, he was only one of a handful of captains the operations team at MSC had been able to locate. He had been rehired despite his proclivity for drinking too much and his commission of a heinous crime.

When he was told of the opportunity, he’d jumped at it. When he was asked to locate men to act as security for the voyage, he’d known exactly whom to find. His friend and former member of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Navy Corps, Major Ali Shirvani. Shirvani joined Ahmad at the bridge located atop the vessel’s superstructure some five stories above the upper deck. Like his captain, Shirvani had a penchant for whiskey and women.

The navigation bridge had a three-hundred-sixty-degree view of the deck. A handful of duty personnel were making preparations for the voyage, including mapping several courses in the event they encountered military vessels at sea.

Shirvani slapped his friend on the back and pointed down to the passengers who milled about. They looked like ants.

“Odd, isn’t it?”

“Strange times, my friend. Good times, really. The Great Satan is destroyed.” Khalid let out an almost maniacal laugh that drew the attention of the other members of the crew. He had to be careful, he reminded himself. They were French and, therefore, infidels.

“Yes, my brother,” added Shirvani, nodding to the passengers below. “Their fate will be the same, eventually.”

The two men allowed wicked, evil smiles to come across their bearded faces. Captain Khalid asked, “It would be a shame if they fell overboard in rough seas, would it not, my brother?”

“Who would know?” asked Shirvani.

Khalid nodded toward the duty officers. “Them,” he replied nonchalantly.

Shirvani let out a boisterous laugh and then leaned into his captain. “Then they should be first, eh?” He slapped the captain on the back and turned to leave the bridge.

“Where are you going?” Khalid asked.

“It is a long voyage across cold waters, is it not?”

Khalid shrugged and nodded. “Yes. Only seven days, as we run without freight.”

“And seven nights. Cold nights. Nights that require our beds to be warmed by the flesh of a woman. Yes?”

Khalid smiled and waved his arm toward the door. “Of course. Get to work, Chief Mate Shirvani. I have confidence you will choose well.”

After Shirvani’s departure from the bridge, Khalid returned to the task of preparing the ship for sailing the Atlantic. Joking aside, and his personal feelings notwithstanding, he was tempted to do his part to please Allah by killing the refugees. He’d thought about it already, even before Shirvani brought it up. It would be a messy affair, one that required the absolute loyalty of the security team Shirvani had put together. He had no regard for the sanctity of life of the infidels placed in his charge. He was more concerned about whether he could clean the ship of their blood if they resisted jumping into the sea. And then how could he obtain sufficient fuel to sail back to the Middle East?

An evil grin came across his face. He wondered how far into the Atlantic he’d have to travel to accomplish his purpose.

Five miles? Ten?
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DAY FIVE

Early Morning Hours

Aboard the MSC Tamara

Port of La Havre, France

IF THERE HAD BEEN ROOM to pace the floor of the shipping container, Daniel would’ve logged several miles in the two hours they remained inside. The suddenness of the movement of the container from shore to ship, coupled with them being buried by the boxes and bins of supplies, threw their entire plan for the proverbial loop.

Their first inclination was to put the contents back into position, somewhat, taking up positions at the door, awaiting their opportunity to exit. However, Abbie pointed out they might not hear an approaching member of the crew and walk out into their grasp before the ship left port. Or the doors could open, and they’d be there, smiling, begging for mercy before they’d be ordered off the ship.

Finally, it was Daniel who came up with what he called the “possession is nine-tenths of the law” approach. Once the ship was under power, pulling out to sea, even if they were discovered, the worst-case scenario was being locked up in a brig, if the ship had one. Once they arrived at the port in Canada, they’d be released, as he doubted the port authority would want to deal with them.

“What if they separate us?” Abbie asked as they finished reestablishing their hidey-hole behind a wall of boxes.

“I don’t know that’ll happen. I’m not even sure a container ship has a brig. But if they do, it’s probably more comfortable than sleeping on the upper deck or even the container holding areas below. I doubt these people get beds. They just want as far away from Europe as possible.”

Abbie frowned, still concerned about the prospects of being discovered. “So, do they still make people walk the plank?” she asked half-jokingly.

Daniel took her by the hands and drew her close. He kissed her without responding to the seemingly absurd question. “Nobody’s gonna get thrown overboard.”

“Good,” she said softly. “Now, kiss me again.”

The two enjoyed the loving moment as activity picked up outside on the deck. The passengers were beginning to come aboard, which would add to the complexity of their situation. As the ship pulled away from port, Daniel saw an opportunity to make a move while everyone was distracted. Undoubtedly, the passengers saw this as an opportunity to say goodbye to their homeland. Depending on their fortunes in Canada, the passengers might not have the opportunity to return to France. Likewise, the crew, who’d never experienced an itinerary and voyage like this one, might take the opportunity to focus their attention on land.

The ship’s captain released one prolonged blast of the horn, indicating they were leaving the Port of La Havre. As predicted, Daniel could hear the sounds of people racing toward the starboard side of the vessel to get a final look at France.

He and Abbie hastily rearranged the boxes to allow them a path to the doors. It took several minutes and a final effort of stomping on the boxes to reach the handle, but they were ready as the ship began to increase power.

“Shit!” exclaimed Daniel.

“What?”

“The backpack. I forgot it.”

The couple turned back to study the disorderly mess of boxes. It would take several minutes to make a path to return to the center of the container and then just as much time to dig their way back out.

“What if we just leave it?” she asked.

Daniel felt their window of opportunity slipping away as he felt the ship’s speed pick up despite still being in the harbor. Times were different, and the rules of courtesy toward other docked vessels were not being followed by this captain.

“It’s just stuff,” he commented.

“But they’ll know somebody stowed away.”

“There are way too many people on board to tie the pack to us. I’ll get it if you want.”

Abbie grimaced. The last few mementos from their honeymoon were inside the backpack. However, they weren’t worth being dumped back onshore by the crew.

“No, it’s fine. Let’s get out of here.”

The two stood by the opening. Daniel slowly lifted the handle and turned it, wincing as it made the same grinding, squeaking sound as when it had been shut earlier. He stopped and listened. Focusing his hearing on any voices or shoes hitting the deck, racing toward them.

Nothing.

Only the loud conversations of the passengers overlooking the harbor less than fifty feet away.

He turned the handle further until the latch mechanism fully released. The door opened ever so slowly, allowing a burst of cold, salty air into the container, filling their nostrils. Both of them closed their eyes briefly, taking in its familiarity.

Daniel eased open the door just enough to catch a glimpse of their surroundings. Droves of people were standing on the starboard railing, staring at La Havre, many crying uncontrollably.

“Let’s go,” he said in a loud whisper, opening the door just enough for him and Abbie to slip through. In order to conceal their escape from the container, he quickly pressed it closed and turned the exterior handle until it locked in place.

Abbie grabbed his hand and tugged him across the deck to join the other passengers. They needed to blend in. Plus, she wanted to say goodbye to France, too.
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DAY FIVE

Early Morning

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The English Channel

THE PASSENGERS’ MOUTHS were agape as the Tamara cruised through the English Channel, slowly navigating between the islands of Guernsey and Jersey to the south and the peninsula at the southernmost tip of the United Kingdom.

Fires raged across the land, burning up Dartmoor National Park before consuming the quaint, seaside towns of Plymouth and Falmouth. The destruction was beyond comprehension, as was the amount of soot and smoke in the air. The unimpeded wildfires destroyed everything in their paths, scorching the earth until they reached the sea. It took almost an hour to lose sight of the blazes spreading toward Wales on the west coast of England. From the passengers’ perspective, the Irish were indeed lucky, as it appeared Ireland had been untouched by the carnage thus far.

Once there was nothing else to observe, the passengers moved away from the railing and dispersed throughout the upper deck. Daniel and Abbie stuck to themselves, nonchalantly wandering around, hoping to detect anyone speaking English. The ship had lights affixed to the superstructure, and they illuminated the upper deck. They were almost blinding, causing spots to cover Abbie’s eyes when she looked directly at them the first time.

As they wandered about, they came upon another couple who were settling in to sit at the base of the superstructure. They were comfortably dressed, wearing sweatshirts and sweatpants bearing the logo of the Paris Saint-Germain Football Club, the most popular soccer team in France. They’d both pulled up their sleeves as they settled in, which caught Abbie’s eye.

Abbie leaned in to whisper, “Daniel, look at that couple up ahead.”

“Okay. Do you think they might be Americans?”

“Not that. I mean, I don’t know. But look at their wristbands. In fact, others have them, too.”

Daniel studied the people sitting against the wall as well as others in their vicinity. Those who had their wrists exposed and not covered by sleeves appeared to have on the fluorescent yellow wristbands.

“Crap. They are worried about stowaways,” he mumbled.

“We have to remember to keep our sleeves pulled down,” said Abbie as she tugged at hers unnecessarily, as they were already below her wrists.

Daniel followed her lead and then squeezed her hand slightly. “Security,” he whispered, nodding in the direction of two men dressed completely in black, carrying automatic weapons slung over their shoulders. As they walked across the deck, the passengers parted, giving the two sinister-looking men plenty of room to pass. “We’ll avoid those guys, too,” he added.

Abbie looked around and noticed other passengers were settling in on the upper deck. Some sat against the superstructure like the couple she’d noticed, while others leaned against the dozen or so containers that had been set catawampus around the deck.

“There has to be a thousand people or more up here. Where are they all gonna sleep?”

Daniel furrowed his brow. “I’ve never spent time on a container ship, but we did search and board simulations during my training. The only part of the ship that contains sleeping quarters is in the superstructure. Below the upper deck, it’s mainly engine related and reefer containment.”

“Reefer? Seriously?”

“Not that kind of reefer. Reefer as in refrigerated. Below deck, aft, you’ll find the engine room and lifeboats. Below these hatch covers are usually more containers, underdeck stowage and special cargo.”

“Like King Kong?” she asked in an effort to draw a smile at her cuteness.

“Huh?”

“You know. Like in the movie. They brought Kong to America inside the hull of a ship like this one.”

Daniel laughed, drawing the attention of a few passengers. “You have to stop being funny.”

“No, I don’t. You need to learn to contain your laughter.”

They cuddled closer, laughing under their breath, trying to make the most of the situation. It was not their intention to be noticed by any members of the crew. However, standing at a rail, one level above the upper deck, a man’s eyes studied the couple, especially intrigued by the woman with the fiery red hair.
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DAY FIVE

Morning

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

CHIEF MATE ALI SHIRVANI stood, bent at the waist, bare forearms resting on the ship’s railing, seemingly immune to the cooling temperatures brought by a steady wind from the north. Escaping the growing haze of smoke and soot that had overtaken Europe was a welcome relief to the man who’d fought through sandstorms in Iraq.

He took a long draw off a Turkish cigarette and slowly exhaled as the smoke rose, courtesy of the whipping winds. He was pensive, considering what had become of his life. Wondering if the war between the West and their adversaries was fulfilling his dream of destroying the Great Satan. He’d agreed to take the trip with his friend so he could witness with his own eyes the destruction of the United States. It would be a story he could tell his friends and family upon his return to Iran. There, he hoped to join the fight at eradicating the last of any Israelites who walked the earth.

When he’d been dispatched to La Havre via a courier’s delivery of a package containing instructions and payment, he desperately wanted to drive as close to Paris as possible. He wanted to see the city reduced to rubble. To smell the burning flesh of the infidels. To rejoice in the wrath of Allah.

However, the sheer magnitude of the raging fires throwing smoke, soot, and debris into the air had dissuaded his curious notion. His imagination would suffice when it came time to relay the carnage to his friends.

His thoughts were interrupted by a commotion in the center of the upper deck near the supply containers. He took a final draw on the cigarette and wandered toward the end of the railing to flick the remainder into the black sea. Static filled his radio as he was contacted by a member of his security team.

He returned to his perch above the masses of humanity who wandered around the upper deck like the confused ants whose habitat had just been kicked by a man’s boot.

“Go ahead,” he ordered in his native Persian. All of the personnel he’d hired, whether they were qualified or not, would be loyal to him. While he had no quarrel with his friend Captain Ahmad, he’d learned during his early career with the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps naval operations that the command’s directives often conflicted with the crew’s wishes. In a rogue operation such as this one, he who holds the guns holds control over the ship.

“Kitchen workers discovered evidence of a stowaway in one of the ship’s containers.”

“What evidence?”

“Stand by.”

Shirvani considered contacting Captain Ahmad on a separate channel, but he decided to assess this so-called evidence for himself. The kitchen workers were as dumb as donkeys and more useless. He waited somewhat impatiently until a member of his security team emerged from the container in question.

The man held the evidence high over his head. There was no mistaking what they’d discovered. Shirvani’s grip on the railing strengthened as various scenarios ran through his head. The most likely scenario was that the backpack and the weapon belonged to one of the ship’s crew. He’d stashed the gear in a container with plans of retrieving it after they were at sea. Like the passengers, they’d been searched before being allowed on board and never disembarked once put to work.

Another possibility was a stowaway. Somebody with the ingenuity to hide in the container as supplies were being loaded. If this was the case, there could be more of this ilk. They might have designs on hijacking the ship. His palms grew sweaty as he released a barrage of curse words in Farsi. They were barely underway, and there was already trouble.

His men stood near the entrance of the container, awaiting his instructions, which caused him to become annoyed.

“Don’t stand there! Search the rest of the containers. And bring me what you have so far!”
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DAY FIVE

Late Morning

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

DANIEL AND ABBIE SOUGHT OUT the most obscure location to sleep. They were afraid another passenger or the security personnel might notice their lack of wristbands. They were standing along the railing, staring out into the dark water of the Atlantic, when the crew discovered the container they had been riding in. At first, their consternation revolved around the boxes and bins that had been thrown about. However, security was summoned when the couple’s backpack was discovered. They rifled through it and pulled out the short-barreled shotgun. You would’ve thought a five-alarm fire had broken out on board.

Standing on the first level of the superstructure, a man dressed in all black clothing surveyed the chaotic scene. The stowaways positioned themselves against the port-side railing, where they had an unobstructed view of the security team rifling through the container they’d used to gain access to the ship. After several minutes, a bearded man, Middle Eastern in descent, emerged holding their backpack in one hand and the short-barrel shotgun in the other. He stood in front of the container and looked upward toward his superior, holding them both up and away from his body.

The man leaned over the railing and viewed his security officer without the aid of binoculars. It was pretty obvious from a distance what had been discovered.

A radio squawked to life, and the man was given instructions in an Arabic language. Within a few minutes, members of the security team were swarming over the containers, slinging open the doors and rifling through the contents. Boxes of provisions were tossed onto the deck and kicked to the side to make room for more.

The passengers gave the intense-looking men plenty of room, as they feared their curiosity might result in retribution. For every man searching the containers, there was one standing nearby, menacingly swinging the barrel of his rifle back and forth. The murmur of the predominantly French-speaking passengers reflected their trepidation.

Daniel leaned into Abbie. He glanced around to ensure nobody was eavesdropping. He whispered just loud enough to be heard over the chatter of the passengers, “They’re gonna be preoccupied with the search. They’ll toss every one of these containers, searching for stowaways or hidden gear. Then they’ll come looking for the owners of the backpack.”

Abbie sighed and subconsciously ran her fingers through her red hair as if to reveal the reason for her concern. “They won’t have to look long. Our passports are in there. In case you haven’t noticed, my hair is one of a kind among the French.”

“We need a hat for you.”

“In the backpack.”

“Shit,” he muttered. He leaned back to see if her parka had a hoodie. It did not. “This is a big ship, but I don’t know if we’ll be able to hide for a week. Plus, these security thugs look like they have their own set of rules, and they’re not gonna be reasonable. They could turn these thousand passengers into an army of snitches.”

Abbie gulped. “We’re screwed, aren’t we?”

“Maybe. Let’s slip away and find our way below deck,” he replied. He glanced up at the superstructure and noticed the mysterious man, perhaps the captain or a security chief, had retreated inside. “That may be our best bet to hide for a week or more.” His eyes wandered from the top of the superstructure to where it breached the upper deck. Or maybe right under their noses.
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Aboard the MSC Tamara
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LIFE ABOARD A CARGO SHIP was like a tale of three cities, to borrow an adulterated version of Charles Dickens’s famous novel published in 1859. Every available square inch of the upper deck was packed with shipping containers, maximizing the profit for the proprietors. Except on extremely rare occasions when the sea was calm and the sun was bright, cruising across the North Atlantic in late October could be filled with rollicking waves and cold winds.

Inside, especially for those aboard the Tamara, travel could certainly be viewed as separated by the haves and the have-nots. Certainly, the crew’s accommodations were anything but luxurious. They could best be described as rising like a block of apartment floors on about eight levels, starting below the deck and rising upward to the bridge. The normal crew of twenty to twenty-five seafarers slept in dormitory-style conditions on upper and lower bunks. There was a mess hall, an entertainment room with movies and games, as well as a gym. Their quarters were set just below and above the deck. Higher up in the superstructure were the officers’ quarters, which included a lounge, offices and, of course, the bridge. Then there were the bowels of the ship, consisting of the holds, the engine rooms, refrigerated compartments, and the inner shell of the hull.

Trying not to draw attention to themselves, Daniel and Abbie wandered away from the bustling activity toward a steel railing protecting stairs that led beneath the deck. They opened the watertight door and quickly disappeared inside. The interior of the cavernous hold was illuminated primarily by safety lights designed to aid in moving down the steel staircase.

The hold had been made available to the passengers to use as sleeping quarters. It was cold, dark, and damp, which explained why the majority of the passengers remained on deck despite the wind. The sun provided them a modicum of warmth compared to the conditions below deck.

They made their way down the narrow, single-file staircase, holding onto the security railings. Daniel, who was accustomed to sailing on large vessels, rushed downward with ease, his feet barely touching the stair treads as he used his hands to brace his weight on the railings. Abbie quickly fell behind, nearly stumbling in an effort to keep up. She begged him to slow down.

“I’m sorry. Familiarity took over common sense.” He waited for her at a landing.

“It’s huge,” she whispered as her eyes wandered around the cavernous space.

Abbie caught her breath and took a moment to survey the massive interior of the hold. There was enough room to add hundreds of the steel containers. Instead, there were pockets of passengers sleeping on the floor of the ship’s hull. Strangers and acquaintances alike huddled together to create warmth. Those above the deck left their belongings inside the hull of the ship, mostly unattended, giving Daniel an idea.

“With the right hat, could you put your hair up and hide it?”

“Not all of it, but quite a bit. I need something like a beanie hat or, better yet, a wool toboggan.”

“Let’s find one,” he said, taking her by the hand and leading her deeper into the ship.

Shortly thereafter, they emerged on the floor of the hold and began to casually walk through the groups of passengers, who were mostly sleeping.

Abbie turned to him and made a suggestion. “I hate stealing, but we don’t have a choice. We should split up and meet back here.”

“Yeah. I’m gonna look for a few styles, just in case. We might even have you change the look from time to time.”

Abbie kissed him on the cheek and headed toward the bow while Daniel headed aft. He wanted to take a look at the engine compartment and the crew’s storage rooms as possible places to hide. Their lockers might contain plain, dark-colored toboggan hats not unlike the ones stocked for his crews on a Coast Guard ship.

Daniel walked briskly through the hold, his mind racing as he considered the possibilities. As he’d assessed the risk of boarding the ship as a stowaway, he assumed there was a probability of being captured. Because security had been so tight during the boarding process, he didn’t think the ship’s owner would issue wristbands identifying the paying passengers. Second, he presumed the crew would be made up of MSC regulars. While that might be true of the galley workers and those familiar with the ship’s internal operations, the men of Middle Eastern descent hired to handle security looked like seasoned military veterans. This was unexpected, as he couldn’t imagine the owners of the ship anticipated a mutiny or pirate activity. Finally, the debacle inside the container was all on him. He knew the boxes were prone to shifting movements. There was a reason containers were packed full. He’d created a scenario that was destined to fail. And to top it off, in their panic and haste, they’d left behind their backpack, which included their passports.

The clock was ticking, a fast, pounding noise in his mind as he hurriedly moved through the hold, glancing at passengers’ luggage in hopes of stealing headgear sufficient to cover his wife’s beautiful red hair.

By the time he reached the bottom of the superstructure, he’d been unsuccessful. He spotted a couple of hooded windbreakers that would fit Abbie. However, they’d be a last resort, as both of them were brightly colored with unique patterns. They’d be easily noticed by the passengers looking for their pilfered property.

Once he reached the doors entering the bottom of the superstructure, he steeled his nerves, prepared to profusely apologize and exit the restricted areas if confronted. He felt like he had sufficient time to search for a suitable hat because it appeared the security team, or the captain, had ordered all hands to the deck to conduct a search of the storage containers.

The first level was largely empty except for stored equipment and ship parts. He hurried through the large, open space and bounded up the stairs.

On the second level, he had a little more success. After hiding in the shadows behind a stack of boxes as two crew members stacked boxes of supplies brought from the upper deck, Daniel rushed across the room until he reached a door marked la reserve. With a final glance around, he tried the handle and slowly turned it.

It opened, creaking on its somewhat rusty hinges. Everything on a container vessel was rusty, even things below deck or inside the superstructure.

Daniel listened for a brief moment for any sound indicating the storage room was occupied. He eased the door open further and peeked around through the opening. He found what he was looking for.

A variety of jackets and parkas lined the wall on hooks just above a steel bench seat. Rubber boots were stuffed underneath together with a bin of gloves and, yes, black wool toboggan hats. The gear was probably stored on the lower levels of the superstructure to be used by the crew when working with the containers in the hold. It was cold inside, even with the large, steel hatches closed. He could only imagine what the crew dealt with when the containers were being loaded during inclement weather.

He heard voices as two men entered the storage room. Boxes were slammed down, and the two paused to speak to one another in French. Daniel didn’t pause his task, as he expected the flow of traffic in and out of the room to pick up as more containers were unloaded.

The parkas and jackets bore the logo of the Mediterranean Shipping Company sewn onto the back in fluorescent yellow stitching. He pulled one off a peg and tried it on. It was large on him but not a bad fit. He noticed the jacket was reversible to safety yellow in the event the crew found itself working under conditions of poor visibility.

He set it aside and searched for the smallest possible size available. After several minutes and another pause for two crew members working right outside the door of the storage room, he found one that would fit Abbie.

He donned his jacket, shoved hers inside it, and filled the pockets with gloves, toboggans and scarves.

Other than the fact he was wearing jeans compared to the crew’s black work pants, he could pass as one of them. Abbie could now hide her hair and blend in a little better although the bright yellow reversible side of the jacket would stand out for them both. It was something.

Once he was clear, Daniel quickly exited and rushed downward to reenter the hold, where he was astonished at what he found.
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Noon

Swan’s Island Gymnasium

Swan’s Island

THIS WAS THE MOMENT the wheels fell off the combined psyche of the Swan’s Islanders. Tammy had felt the pressure in the powder keg beginning to build with each day she attended the noon meeting of Swan’s Island elected officials and their constituents. She didn’t want to go that day, having stayed up most of the night, concerned about her sons galivanting off to Southwest Harbor to pilfer parts for the Boston Whaler from West Marine. She’d learn in due time that her approval for their mission would play an integral part in the family’s future.

Meanwhile, the islanders had become increasingly frustrated with Farmer and the other members of the Select Board who governed them. Most understood the three men had no control over the events that had put them in this position, nor did they have the resources to provide for them all. Mostly, they looked to them as a source of information. And hope.

They provided neither, resulting in a near melee inside the gymnasium that day.

As had been her practice, Tammy intentionally arrived just as the meeting was getting started. She stood near the exit doors in order to bolt out if for some reason the co-op or her family’s business became the topic of conversation. Tammy was not a small woman by any means, and her fire-red hair, like her daughter’s, could serve as a navigational beacon in the densest of fog. However, she had a knack for finding two burly fishermen to hover behind. Close enough to hear the proceedings, hidden enough to avoid detection.

Gary Farmer made a crucial mistake as he began the town hall setting that day. Seasoned politicians knew better, oftentimes learning from their rookie mistakes. Farmer told the truth.

As it turned out, most of the residents in attendance couldn’t handle the truth.

When Farmer bluntly stated he had nothing to report, they began shouting and cursing and threatening Farmer with silly notions like recall elections or the overthrow of the Swan’s Island government. To be sure, Farmer and the other two members of the board would’ve gladly submitted their resignations.

Since the first day when he’d been in contact with the sheriff’s department, Farmer had been left in the dark, literally. The fact he was unable to raise the sheriff’s department on his ham radio raised the level of angst among the residents in more ways than one.

First, many claimed it was the sheriff’s department’s civic duty to keep them informed as well as to render aid. Tammy didn’t disagree, but she also understood why the deputies ghosted Swan’s Island. They probably had their own families to protect and provide for.

However, it was the mere fact Farmer was unable to reach anyone in the outside world that caused the most consternation.

“Nobody?” many asked.

“Not even a prerecorded emergency broadcast message?” asked another.

Farmer, a usually outgoing, dynamic personality, had grown meek under the strain heaped on his shoulders. He wanted to help. He wanted to be the oracle to the outside world that would provide his constituents the hope they craved. However, after hours of static on the radio, he’d lost hope as well. His dour demeanor was reflected by his responses.

Tammy could barely see Farmer from her perspective behind the wall of beefy men she’d planted herself behind, but she could imagine his slumped shoulders and inability to make eye contact. People were shouting questions at him, and his pat response was simply, “I don’t know.”

Several residents suggested leaving for Canada. It seemed to be the consensus of Swan’s Islanders that somehow Canada was immune from the aftermath of the nuclear detonations. Tammy had an opinion based upon on what her family knew, but she had no intention of sharing it. In a way, the island could benefit from a culling, so to speak. If half the population fled to Canada, the limited resources on Swan’s Island might be distributed among those who chose to remain.

And, as she learned before the meeting broke up, the threat from her fellow man would be minimized. These words sent a chill up her spine. However, it was the response from the crowd that sent her rushing out of the building.

“Farmer! If you can’t help us, then we’re gonna have to start helping ourselves!”

“Yeah!”

“That’s right! There are some folks livin’ high on the hog around here. Maybe it’s time we knock on some doors, right?”

“Yeah!”

With that, Tammy was outta there.
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ABBIE WAS AT A LOSS. She’d nearly reached the bow of the container ship and didn’t find any form of jacket or hat suitable to hide her identity. For a moment, she shed a few tears as she contemplated shaving her head and falsely representing herself as a cancer victim.

While she searched for clothing, she also scanned the ship to consider places to hide. There simply were not that many options. She presumed the ship’s crew would have sufficient knowledge of their ship to know where to look.

She reached the bow and entered a closed-off compartment that contained the ship’s bow thrusters. There were several places to hide inside, including directly behind the massive propeller-shaped system. She recalled that Daniel had commented about the system. Modern container ships included them fore and aft to minimize the need for tugboat assistance in certain less regulated ports of call. His trained ear had noticed tugs had not been involved in moving the container ship away from the dock and toward the English Channel.

She exited the compartment and made her way down a short flight of steps toward the hold again. She tried another door on the outside shell of the ship. It was difficult to open, but after giving the turn of the wheel a final grunt-filled bit of force, it opened. The squeaky hinges were loud, drawing the attention of a small group of passengers who were sleeping near the bow. Disoriented, they put their heads back down to continue their sleeping.

Abbie opened the door a little more until she caught a whiff of the strong odor of seawater inside. She’d inadvertently discovered access to the ballast tanks of the ship. She eased inside the dark space, unable to locate a way to turn on any kind of light. She understood enough about the Dixie Bull to know that controlling the buoyancy of a ship the size of her father’s, at nearly a hundred feet, and this monster, was important. Water was used to correct the trim, or list, depending on conditions.

With the minimal amount of light provided by the crack in the door, she noticed the manhole leading to where the water was held. She didn’t dare open it out of curiosity, but would rely upon Daniel’s advice as to whether they could hide here.

She quickly exited the ballast compartment and shoved the door shut. She pressed her back against the outer wall of the hull when she noticed the slumbering passengers all turn their attention toward the stairwells leading up to the deck.

Passengers were being rushed down the steps. Through the open, seven-story hold, men were shouting in French.

“Bouger!” Get moving.

“Pas d’arret!” No stopping.

“Go!” one shouted in English.

Dozens of people, all at once, tromped down the stairs. Their footsteps were heavy. Clumsy. Not unlike Abbie’s, as the novice cargo ship passengers had difficulty descending the short, steel treads and narrow confines. Abbie began to move toward the rendezvous point to wait for Daniel, upset with herself for not finding any type of apparel that would help disguise her appearance.

She pushed her way past several onlookers as the hold began to fill with people. She tried to visualize the thousand or more passengers who wandered the upper deck now cramming themselves into the hold. It was possible, yet unsettling. For some reason, she had a premonition of hogs being led to slaughter.

Were they gonna be murdered? En masse? Were they gonna clear the upper levels of the ship and drag the passengers out one by one? Checking for wristbands and women with red, curly hair?

She pressed forward, looking for the final rung of steps of the middle set of stairs. She was glad she hadn’t encountered any guards or members of the crew. She didn’t want anyone to remember her by her striking appearance. She wanted to blend in with the rest of the passengers and silently cursed her redheaded mother for the plight she was in.

Then, without warning, Abbie stifled a shriek as someone placed a firm grasp on her arm.
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Afternoon

Aboard the MSC Tamara
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THE CLAMORING OF FOOTSTEPS filled the air as passengers were being herded into the hold like cattle. Daniel could hear the ship’s personnel shouting at them, shoving them as necessary, in an apparent effort to clear the upper deck of anyone besides the crew members. The benefit to the masses of bodies beginning to occupy the hold was that the large space began to warm up. The downside was he’d have to locate Abbie in a sea of people who were being packed in like sardines.

Then he saw her. Like a navigational beacon shining in the night. Her beautiful red hair stood out amongst the ordinary heads of the rest of the passengers. He approached her from behind and grabbed her upper arm as she began to wander away. She recoiled at his touch, and he immediately regretted startling her.

“I’m sorry. Are you all right?”

“Yeah, nervous. That’s all,” she said, pausing to take in his attire. “What is that? A fireman’s suit?”

Daniel laughed. “Don’t make fun of it. I have one for you, also.” He opened the coat to reveal the identical jacket tucked under his arm against his left side. He reached into his pocket and retrieved a toboggan. Abbie grabbed it and quickly put it on, shoving all of her hair inside it until it was no longer visible.

“Perfect,” she whispered. A wide grin came across her face as relief swept over her. She knew this wasn’t the total solution to the threat they faced. However, it should buy them some time. She leaned into Daniel and asked, “What do you think they’re doing?”

Daniel took a deep breath and exhaled. “My guess is the passengers were getting in the way. I don’t know whether they’ve had time to look through our backpack. Clearly, the gun caused them to panic. They’re probably wondering if there are other guns on board and why.”

“Can I put on my jacket?” she asked, holding out her hand to take it from him. He looked around and placed it in her hand.

“You have to wear it inside out. Yellow side out. The other side has the shipping company’s logo stitched on it.”

Abbie began to put her jacket on, and Daniel immediately pulled his off. She tilted her head and gave him a puzzled look.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“We’re gonna change clothes often,” he began. “Sometimes, we’ll wear the yellow out, but not at the same time. Others, we’ll use our hiking jackets. The idea is to switch it up often so that we are less identifiable. You know, unassuming. We don’t wanna stand out in the crowd, especially since they’re gonna be searching for us soon. The toboggan helped a lot. I also have another style, slightly different color. Only switch when others can’t see you. Okay?”

Abbie smiled and nodded. She was proud of Daniel for thinking these things through. Their task was going to be hard enough without a stupid mistake. She also firmly believed that all of these passengers would be interrogated or encouraged to look for her.

“Do you think they’re gonna start dragging people out? Searching for their redhead?”

“Very possible. They might try the easy way first. Despite all of the noise generated by people talking right now, if they take a bullhorn and demand everybody get quiet, these scared passengers will probably stop breathing.”

“What are they gonna do? Ask them to point out the redhead?”

Daniel shrugged and nodded. “That’s what I’d do. Then I’d threaten them all until somebody gives us up.”

“What should we do?”

“First of all, let’s get away from the stairs and entry points to the upper deck. Look around you. Everyone’s attention is directed toward the stairwell and the walkways leading around the top of the hold. If we’re standing in the back, they won’t be looking at us.”

Abbie relayed what she’d done while they were separated. “I found a room with a huge fanlike machine at the very tip of the ship.”

“The bow thruster,” mumbled Daniel as he led her through the crowd toward the starboard side of the ship.

“I knew you’d know what it is. Also, I found a room partially filled with water. I assume it’s part of the ship’s ballast controls.”

“Very good!” he exclaimed as quietly as he could. “Proud of you. But you were able to gain access? There were no locks?”

“No. The doors were hard to open, but I did it. We could hide in there if we had to.”

They reached the starboard side of the hull and inched toward the bow so they were at the back of the room, figuratively speaking.

“Abbie, I’ll be honest. It’s gonna be like a game of cat and mouse. They’re gonna have to be satisfied that the discovery of our stuff is an isolated occurrence and not part of a bigger threat to the ship. Then, I hope, as time passes and there are no incidents, they’ll lose interest. Each day that goes by is another day closer to Canada for us and them.”

“Makes sense. If we find a good place to hide, how are we gonna eat and drink?”

Daniel furrowed his brow. He hadn’t given much thought to the basics of survival such as food and water.

“I can better disguise myself and blend in. Look, I’ve got a weeklong beard, and my hair is shaggy. I don’t look like that clean-cut Coastie on my passport.”

“You’re ruggedly handsome, Mr. Murphy.”

“Well, I don’t know about that. Let’s just hope I can blend in well enough to keep us fed, informed, and alive.”
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THE BRIDGE WAS CLEARED so Captain Ahmad and his security head, Chief Mate Shirvani, could review the contents of the backpack and discuss the ramifications of discovering the short-barreled shotgun. As Shirvani emptied the backpack and spread it across a small table, Ahmad studied the weapon.

“Old and worn,” he observed. “Scratch marks and dents indicate the owner of this is a street fighter. It is not unlike what our people used in Syria when fighting.”

He turned it over and studied the bottom of the wood slide. He lowered his eyes and raised the weapon closer to his face.

“What?” asked Shirvani.

“This marking. It’s crude. But I’m sure of it. Tell me what you think.”

Shirvani tossed the emptied backpack into a nearby chair and took the shotgun from his captain. He rotated the weapon slightly.

“Swastika. This weapon belongs to a Nazi or a gang of Nazi sympathizers.” He gently set it on the table next to the few shotgun shells that remained in the abandoned backpack.

“There is nothing unusual about any of these contents,” said Ahmad, who then noticed the passports stacked on top of each other near a souvenir from Paris. He mumbled, “Americans. This doesn’t make sense. These faces don’t match up with that.” He pointed toward the shotgun as he handed the passports to Shirvani.

“Daniel Murphy. Boston, Massachusetts,” mumbled Shirvani aloud. He flipped through the pages. “United Kingdom, France, Switzerland.”

“Do you see what I mean?” asked Ahmad rhetorically. “Does this man look like he owns a weapon such as this with Nazi markings?”

Shirvani shrugged. “He had shells in the pockets of his backpack. There is a connection.”

“Perhaps he found it and used it as protection after the bombs.”

Shirvani sighed and studied his friend, unsure as to why he appeared to be making excuses for the two stowaways.

Ahmad continued, “This woman is from Maine. Abigail Bartlett. Very pretty.” He handed the passport to Shirvani.

A grin came across the security head’s face. He tapped the passport with his thumb. “I have seen this woman. Striking red hair. They are traveling together. Honeymoon, perhaps.”

Ahmad walked away from the table after giving another look at the contents of the backpack. The captain was uncomfortable with Shirvani’s tactics of locking all of the paid passengers into the hold. While Ahmad had contemplated nefarious actions toward the passengers of his own, Shirvani’s actions without Ahmad’s consent would place all of the passengers, including the stowaways, on edge. Undoubtedly, they’d be more difficult to manage from now on.

He tried to relay his working theory to Shirvani. “The price of passage on the Tamara was very steep. Plus, the passengers were required to be French or French-Canadian. These two couldn’t meet that requirement and, perhaps, because they were travelers, had insufficient jewelry to barter for their ticket.”

“They are stowaways, Captain Ahmad,” Shirvani stated with a hint of contempt. “They are possibly armed and dangerous. We discovered this weapon. What if they have more? They must be apprehended and dealt with.”

“Well, they are now aware of our discovery,” said Ahmad. “However, we have more than a thousand other passengers we need to keep under control.”

“That is why I moved them all into the hold. My officers have spent this time searching the upper deck, all stowage, and the superstructure. They will be checking in with me soon.”

“Then what?” asked Ahmad.

“Then I will address the passengers from the catwalk overlooking the hold. They will be given a choice. I do not believe it will be long before we take Murphy and young Abigail into custody.”
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THE COUPLE HUDDLED in the shadows of the hold, placing themselves near the bow, where they could observe the activity from a distance while having places nearby to hide if necessary.

More than two hours had passed, and the passengers were becoming angry. It was dark, cold, and approaching the time when they expected to be fed. Thus far, there were few grumblings about the MREs, meals ready to eat, they were provided for nourishment. While it was not the French cuisine they were accustomed to, it was sufficient to satisfy their hunger.

However, less than a week from the nuclear Armageddon that destroyed their homeland, the passengers were lamenting their plight, and their expectations of how they should be treated by the crew of the Tamara was shifting. Rather than being grateful to the shipping company and the crew for extricating them from war-ravaged Europe, they were becoming angry at the treatment they received considering the high price of passage. For many, being forced into the hold without explanation had exacerbated their angered state of mind.

A chorus of shouts began to fill the space, echoing off the steel walls, heard above the roar of the engines moving the ship across the Atlantic. At one point, two armed security personnel emerged on the catwalk located around the perimeter of the hold near the upper deck. The men walked slowly along the rail, looking down upon the passengers. Although they patrolled with their automatic rifles held at low ready, the barrels of the weapons were pointed menacingly toward the passengers.

Several panicked out of fear. Rumors ran rampant that the ship had been taken over by armed pirates. Others argued the actions by the crew related to the discovery of the backpack and shotgun within a shipping container holding their supplies. The captain was probably angry and decided to lock them up until they reached Canada.

It was now evening on the North Atlantic, and the consternation of the passengers had reached a fever pitch. Several brave men, ill-advised as they were, banded together to rush up the narrow stairwell toward the catwalk when two more guards and a third man suddenly appeared. Several other men followed their lead, and soon more than a dozen passengers were rushing upward to confront the men who’d appeared on the catwalk. Their ascent ended abruptly.

The two security guards with automatic rifles fired their weapons over the heads of the passengers climbing the stairwell. The bullets ricocheted off the steel treads and railings of the stairwell, bouncing off the bottom of the upper deck, while others struck passengers. The wounds they sustained were superficial and not life-threatening. However, they were sufficient to cause a panic.

The passengers shoved each other, trampling the children and the elderly. They tried to force their way as far away from the guards on the catwalk as possible. For Europeans, the vivid imagery of the mass extermination of Jews by Hitler and his soldiers was fresh in their minds despite the passage of time. The passengers began to fear for their lives, certain the men intended to kill every last one of them.

Shirvani immediately regretted the show of force, but he thought he could use it to his advantage. Before he addressed the terrified people in the hold, he walked along the catwalk, throwing flyers toward them. He’d used the all-in-one printer in the captain’s quarters to enlarge Daniel’s and Abbie’s passport photos onto a single sheet of copy paper. The dozens of pages fluttered several stories downward, sometimes being caught by the breeze generated by the massive fans near the superstructure, designed to keep a steady flow of air below deck. Once he dropped all of the flyers, he tried to calm the passengers.

“Listen to me!” he shouted into a bullhorn. “Everyone. Do not be afraid. I am Chief Mate Shirvani, head of security of the Tamara. You must stop screaming and listen to me!”

Those who had been trampled were the first to give Shirvani their full attention. The rest, still unsure of their fate, stopped screaming gradually. They began to turn so they could retrieve the flyers. Still afraid, they rushed back to the thousand-plus passengers who’d forced themselves against the hull as far away from Shirvani as possible.

Shirvani felt the ship list to port as the weight of the people on one side of the ship upset its equilibrium. He ordered one of the gunmen to run around to the other side of the ship above the passengers, hoping to herd them back to the middle. He tried to explain to the passengers why they had been placed in the hold.

“Listen to me. I have provided you the photographs of two passengers. They are Americans. Stowaways. They smuggled aboard a dangerous weapon and may have more. We must find them immediately. You must assist us by studying their passport photographs and pointing them out to my security officers.”

“Are you going to kill us?” asked an elderly woman below Shirvani’s position on the catwalk.

“No, I will not kill you. However, I need your cooperation. It will not end well for anyone who helps these stowaways hide from us. I know these people. Daniel and Abigail, you can hear me. If anyone is harmed, the blood will be on your hands. Make no mistake, you should turn yourselves in to avoid being harmed and to avoid harm to your fellow passengers!”

The passengers mumbled to one another, the combined voices echoing into an incoherent roar within the hold. Then the shouts for the couple to show themselves and turn themselves in filled the air. Most of those shouting at Daniel and Abbie spoke French, but those who were bilingual, such as most of the French-Canadian passengers, led the chorus demanding the couple come out of hiding in English.

“Give it up! You broke the rules!”

“Yes! We all paid, and you did not!”

“You cannot hide and make us pay for your actions!”

One after another, their anger turned away from the ship’s security personnel and was directed at Daniel and Abbie. However, all the couple heard was the reverberation of their voices and the sloshing of water as the Tamara crashed through the waves.
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ABBIE’S DISCOVERY of the ballast tanks in the bow of the ship was merely the beginning of the complex systems built into the massive container ship. Nothing was more important than keeping the ship upright, especially since it was typically top heavy with containers stacked nearly as tall as the seven-story superstructure.

When the couple watched in horror as the security guards began to carelessly fire their weapons at the men climbing the stairwell, Daniel pulled Abbie away from the people standing at the rear. They rushed toward the bow of the Tamara and entered the forepeak ballast tanks built into the ship’s hull. This tank was interconnected by a series of rung ladders and sealed doors to maintain the integrity of the ballast system. It was like a catacomb, a subterranean system of hidden passageways and tombs. Only, the ballasts ensured the ship didn’t topple and lose the cargo from the upper deck.

Just inside the forepeak ballast tank was a metal clamp that held a rubber-encased flashlight. Daniel pulled it from the wall and illuminated the tight space to get his bearings. He’d trained aboard the USCGC Charles L. Calhoun, a four-hundred-eighteen-foot Legend-class Coast Guard cutter, when it was in Boston. While the Calhoun was not as large as the Tamara and certainly didn’t have as robust a ballast system, the basics were the same.

“Follow me,” he said as he searched for the rung ladder leading upward.

Abbie dutifully stayed on Daniel’s hip, using her hand to let him know she was close by so he could focus his attention on the interior of the ballast tank. He explained his intentions as he searched.

“Everything we’re doing is to evade capture, hoping the security team and the captain will lose interest.”

Abbie interrupted him. “Why should they even care? They got paid, right?”

“The shotgun. If we had just been stowaways, then they’d be pissed, but they wouldn’t have made such a big deal of it. The fact they locked everyone in the hold and then allowed the guards to fire on those guys trying to climb out tells me a lot.”

“Like what?”

“They don’t care who they kill. Including, or especially, us.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t piss them off by trying to hide?”

Daniel paused and turned the flashlight upward. “I think this will take us to where I wanna go.” He began to climb the ladder, which was made slippery by the high humidity in the ballast tanks. He addressed Abbie’s suggestion. “I thought about that. It’s too unpredictable. To me, what is more likely is their losing interest. Sure, the security guards will be watching everyone. All the passengers will know what we look like. I’m gonna count on the guards’ laziness coupled with the fact we are getting closer to Canada by the hour. They’ll rely on the passengers to point us out.”

Daniel climbed the rungs of the ladder, formally exiting the area the ship’s engineers would refer to as the forepeak ballast and entering the topside tanks. As the name suggested, these tanks were located at the topside corner of the ship. Like their counterparts at the stern, they were usually accessed through hatch doors leading to the upper deck.

The transverse frame construction provided several rows of hiding places along the wings, as they were called, of the topside tanks. Abbie, who was continuing to grow more comfortable with the confined spaces built into the ship, likened the rows of steel along the wings of the bow to where the dead were stored in the refrigerator units of a morgue.

The cramped quarters notwithstanding, it provided the couple a place to clear their heads and consider their future.

Daniel continued with his thoughts as he pulled Abbie beside him and turned off the flashlight. “Are you okay with this?” he asked.

“It’s easier with you by my side,” she said. “I’m thinking that may not be possible the entire time.”

“I’ve been doing a lot of mental calculations today. The trip to Canada is probably twenty-three or twenty-four hundred miles. Running empty, they can make it in seven days. We’ve managed one day, almost. If they give up the search, we can make it.”

“Plus, we have our disguises,” added Abbie, her tone of voice hopeful. “Okay, my hair is tucked away, but they might still recognize my face. But think about you. You’ve completely changed from your Coast Guard, clean-cut passport photo to now. With the MSC jacket on, coupled with the shaggy beard, you could easily pass as a member of the crew.”

“I know. I’m counting on it. I’m guessing most of these crew members have not worked together before. It’s possible, assuming I try to look busy, I can make my way around topside and blend in. It’ll be too risky to bring you out of here or any of the other ballast rooms that are connected to this one.”

Abbie shifted to get slightly more comfortable. “Do you think they’ll search in here?”

“Maybe,” replied Daniel quickly, and then he changed his response. “Probably. Like I said, I’m counting on them relying on the other passengers to turn us in so they can be let out of the hold. They may search, but if we hide out of plain sight, they may not care enough to go crawling around the ballast rooms. It’s feasible that we can make it from one ballast tank or room to another without showing our faces topside or in the hold.”

“Bow to stern?” Abbie asked.

“Yeah. We just gotta stay one step ahead of them as they search. Also, it’s important to listen. As you probably noticed, these steel doors are loud.”

“They also let in fresh air when they’re opened.”

“That too.”

Abbie took in a deep breath of the stale seawater coupled with the strong odor of oil. Ordinarily, she might break out into a coughing fit. Not that night, as she found it oddly comforting, reminding her of home.
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DAY FIVE

Early Evening

Bartlett Residence

Swan’s Island

“SHOULD WE STAY, OR SHOULD WE GO?” asked Josie as the family, along with Hebert, sat around the fire. Once again, a meal of lobster was served. Hebert had joined them after Tammy had spread the word to Billy and the boys about the turmoil at the town hall meeting earlier. Josie prepared an aluminum-foil pan of food for Hebert’s wife and children. But he was invited to weigh in on the difficult topic.

“Well, a lot of that depends on what Hebert tells us, which is why I asked him to come over,” Billy began in reply.

Joey chimed in, “Clearly, things are gonna get dicey around here. I couldn’t imagine that it would come to this, but it has.”

Billy continued, “There are so many variables to consider, as we discussed yesterday. I believe it’s only gonna get worse here on the island by the day. It sucks because this is our home. Bartletts have been a part of Swan’s Island since the 1800s. We shouldn’t have to leave, but we need to consider the safety and well-being of our family, especially the children.”

“And I consider Hebert to be family, too,” interjected Mickey. “That’s why he has to be a part of this.”

Hebert, who’d remained standing while the discussion took place, was deeply appreciative of the love and kindness the Bartlett family had shown him over the many years since he’d been hired to service the Dixie Bull and later most of the ships in Burnt Coat Harbor.

“My primary contribution is to provide you with honesty as to your ship’s seaworthiness for a long journey and whether the Whaler can be returned to operation,” he added. He paced back and forth nervously as he spoke. “I believe I can finish retrofitting the Whaler’s electronics in a day with Mickey’s help. Then I can focus my attention on extending the Dixie Bull’s range, which will provide greater options for your destination. That will come with a price.”

Tammy furrowed her brow, unsure of what he meant by that statement. “What price?”

“Miss Tammy, by that I mean a change to the below deck space. To increase the fuel storage, I have to take away from the lobster and crab holds. It is a permanent change, I believe. Well, not necessarily but very difficult to reverse. Also, Captain Billy wants to remove the pots and store fuel in drums on the deck. Once again, doable. However, you will not have the trawls to set when you arrive at your next destination.”

Mickey understood his point. “We have to strike a balance between getting someplace and how to survive once we get there. There are many factors to consider.”

“The most important one being whether to leave, and when,” added Billy.

Josie sensed Tammy was fidgety, and she believed she understood why. “Well, it seems we all agree that remaining on the island is untenable due to lack of resources and, now, the attitudes of our neighbors. That will only get worse with each passing day. But I don’t think we should leave before Abbie and Daniel return home.”

“You’re absolutely right,” said Tammy with conviction. “I’m not leaving without my daughter.”

Hebert sensed the tension between Tammy and the Bartlett men. He’d already been made privy to their opinion. Now, he was certain Tammy would stand firm against leaving immediately. He decided to excuse himself.

“Um, I want to get an early start in the morning, and my wife is expecting me back home. Miss Tammy, thank you for preparing this meal for us. It is much appreciated.”

Tammy stood and lifted the tray to hand to Hebert. As she did, she asked the question that had been on her mind since the discussion of leaving Swan’s Island was first raised.

“Hebert, your wife was born and raised here. Is she okay with leaving? And will the kids be up for a long time at sea?”

Now it was Hebert’s turn to fidget. Holding the tray of food, he felt compelled to kick at the crushed oyster shells around his feet, determined to avoid eye contact.

“I don’t know, Miss Tammy. I’ve tried to speak to her about it, and she shuts down. It has been difficult, as you know.”

“Hebert, I don’t know that we can do this without you,” said Mickey, a valid assessment.

“I’m not saying no. It’s just, um, she’s not in a good place right now. I could press her for an answer, and it might send her over the edge. Or it might boost her spirits. I really don’t know.”

Josie had a suggestion. “Do you want Tammy and me to come over to speak to her about it? I can bring the kids so we adults can be alone.”

However, Tammy stepped in. “Maybe we should hold up until we definitely know what our plans are. Like I said, we need to wait for Abbie. Most likely, Hebert’s wife will be in a better headspace before a decision has to be made.”

Hebert liked that suggestion. “Yes. I think that would be best.” He hastily said his goodbyes and rushed into the dark toward his house, leaving the Bartletts alone.

There was an awkward silence for a moment before Joey said he needed to get to the ship to stand watch. “With the way people’s way of thinking around the island has changed, one of us needs to keep an eye on our boats at all times. The pressure’s gonna be stiff when we have them all running. They’ll be lined up at the dock with their luggage, wanting a ride to someplace or another.”

“Good night, son,” said Billy quietly. “Try to pick up any chatter on the radio.”

“Will do, Dad.” Joey kissed his mother on the cheek and shot Mickey a glance, trying to subliminally send his brother a message that their parents needed some time alone.

Josie picked up on it. “I think we’ll turn in as well. This one had a nap this afternoon, but I didn’t. Maybe you can read the kids a story before they go to sleep?” Josie reached out for Mickey’s hand to pull him out of his chair.

“You want me to read them a story? Since when?”

“Since right now. Come on,” Josie ordered. They disappeared into the house, leaving Billy and Tammy alone.

Billy sighed and tried to make a joke. “I farted, but I didn’t think anyone heard it.” He expected Tammy to burst out laughing, but she didn’t.

“I’m not leaving without her. Without them. No way.” She stood defiantly with her arms crossed, staring down into the fire. She wiped away a few tears.

Billy stood and reached out to take her hand. She remained closed off.

“Honey, I get it. I worry about her every minute of the day. I’ve tried to work through my mind how they’d even get back here. I mean, chances are they’re safer in Switzerland than they are anywhere else. They call it Switzerland for a reason.”

Tammy chuckled and sniffled. “You’re so stupid.”

“What? Why? You know. Haven’t you ever heard somebody say be Switzerland? You know, neutral. Nobody’s gonna bomb Switzerland because they’re neutral.”

Tammy continued to laugh away her tears. Then she simply said, “I heard you fart.”


PART FOUR



“Smoke on the water, a fire in the sky.”

~ Deep Purple, 1972
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DAY SIX

October 31

Noon

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

THE COUPLE PASSED OUT, oblivious to the actions occurring on the rest of the ship. They had not been disturbed by anyone attempting to search the topside ballast tanks. However, it was the sound of rushing water that jolted them awake in unison.

“Daniel, what’s happening?”

Without answering, Daniel slid out of the coffin-like wing and eased himself onto the platform next to the ladder. Droplets of water dropped onto his face, as the humidity within the topside tanks was rising. It must be the middle of the day, he thought.

He listened intently for the sounds of voices. He didn’t want to unduly frighten Abbie, but he considered the possibility the captain might flood the ballast tanks to flush out the vermin, so to speak. Had he been carrying a full cargo with top-heavy containers, it would have been a catastrophic mistake, resulting in the loss of millions of dollars of goods. However, with an empty ship, other than the passengers, he might risk throwing the Tamara off-kilter in order to expedite their search.

“Daniel? Are you there?” asked Abbie, who was unable to see in the dark. The completely sealed tanks would not allow in any ambient light. During the day, if a hatch was opened, the screeching sound coupled with the sudden entry of daylight would raise the alarm for the couple to prepare to be discovered.

The sound of the water rushing into the tanks dissipated, drawing a sigh of relief for the Coastie. “It’s just routine. Despite the rust, this ship is fairly new. My guess is computers on the bridge control the ballast activity automatically.”

“What time do you think it is?” she asked as she shimmied closer to him, feet first.

Out of habit, Daniel looked toward his watch, which he thought he’d lost sometime during his search for an operating vehicle in Zermatt, Switzerland. Then it turned out Abbie had packed it for him in his duffel bag, which was later lost during the skirmish with the Nordkreuz bikers.

“From the rise in the humidity in here, I’m guessin’ late morning. Feel the top of the steel,” he suggested.

Abbie ran her fingers along the rusted metal, causing droplets of condensation to drip on her face. “Ewww,” she said, reacting quickly to wipe the moisture off her face. Had the space been illuminated, she would’ve had a far more repulsive reaction, as the water droplets were rust colored, resembling blood droplets.

She listened for Daniel to say something. He was quiet, focused on their surroundings now that the ballasts had shut down. She eased toward the edge of the shelf and allowed her legs to dangle over the side. Daniel gripped her waist with both hands and helped her down.

Out of caution, he spoke in hushed tones. “Here’s the thing. It’s human nature to crave information, especially when you’re the hunted. All it takes is one mistake during a curious moment and we’re done.”

“So how will we know when it’s safe?”

“We won’t, necessarily. The best thing we can do is be patient. The longer we go undiscovered, if my theory is right, the better our chances are of making it to Canada.”

The moment Daniel finished his statement, the ballasts began to operate again; water was rushing into the forepeak tank below them. The noise was deafening and disconcerting to them both. When the water reached the platform roughly twelve feet below their position, Daniel began to look upward for his options.

“We gotta go up!” Abbie said, somewhat panicked.

She grabbed the bottom rung of the wall ladder and pulled herself up to climb. Daniel was behind her. The ladder led directly toward the upper deck, where a steel hatch awaited. Abbie rushed upward, trying to do her best to stick to the three-point ladder rule her dad had taught her. Always keep three parts of your body on the ladder at all times, and your head doesn’t count, he’d told her. He’d added the ludicrous last part so she’d never forget his fatherly advice. As a result, Abbie could ascend any type of ladder with speed and ease.

So fast that she easily outpaced Daniel as she raced upward. He had to caution her to slow down. After confirming that the water had reached the next level of the ballast tank, he called out, “Abbie! Don’t go to the top. Look for a wing to crawl into.”

Unable to see, she continued climbing until the air began to feel warmer. She sensed she was reaching the deck and waited for Daniel. The water was rising onto his legs; then it would suddenly fall as it reached one of the steel-constructed wings in the bow. When the wing filled, the water would rise further.

“I think I’m two away from the top!” she shouted to him.

“Take the one on the left. I’ll go right!”

He felt her climb out of his way, and he scurried into the right side just as the water flooded the wings below them. Daniel, a seasoned salvage diver and highly trained in capsized ship rescues, recognized that the ship’s bow was beginning to dip considerably. Soon, seawater would be splashing across the deck, prompting the captain to halt the ship or stop the process of flooding the ballast.

“The water’s coming higher,” said Abbie, who’d managed to turn so she could reach downward. The water level had approached her outstretched hands.

Daniel, who’d entered the wing feet first, faced her. “Stay calm. Flooding the entire ballast within the bow is unsustainable. He’ll have to back off.”

“This is intentional?”

“Yeah, I think—” Daniel’s response was cut off as the telltale sound of the creaking hatch opening could be heard. Bright sunshine entered the top-side tank. For the first time, the couple had a close-up look at the water rising just as it began to rush into the wings where they were hidden.
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DAY SIX

Late Morning

The Fishermen’s Co-op

Swan’s Island

“IHATE IT WHEN I’M RIGHT,” said Joey as he rolled another barrel full of diesel fuel onto a steel drum dispensing truck. The low-profile drum dolly, specially made by ULINE to move chemicals in fifty-five-gallon drums, was used around the co-op’s fuel depot from time to time. It, and Joey, was getting a helluva workout that morning. The sight of nearly a dozen people marching down the hill from Harbor Road, pulling rolling suitcases, reminded him of his statement the night before around the fire when he predicted this would happen.

“Where the hell do they think they’re going?” asked Mickey from the other side of the fenced area.

“With me,” a man replied from the rear entrance to the co-op.

Billy emerged from a storage shed to greet the man.

“How’re ya doin’, Tom?” Billy asked Tom Hallman, a retiree and the owner of the forty-six-foot catamaran moored in the harbor.

“Fine, Billy. Just fine. I’ve got a big ask.”

“Does it have to do with those folks comin’ down the hill?”

“It does.”

“Tom, I’m not ferryin’ people anywhere. I’ve got my own to⁠—”

Hallman raised his hands and cut Billy off. “I can understand. And I certainly respect that. It’s not what you think, but I do need a small favor.”

Billy wiped his hands off on a rag and exited the fenced yard to join Hallman. The two men walked to the water’s edge and looked at the hodgepodge of boats, some moored and others adrift.

“Where’s yours?” Billy asked as he craned his neck in search of the Midnight Rambler, the name of Hallman’s Lagoon 46 catamaran.

Hallman gently guided Billy to the edge of the seawall and pointed south. “She’s moored just past the lighthouse near Harbor Island.”

“Yeah, I see it. So what’s the ask, Tom?”

“We’re leaving the island, Billy. Me and the wife plus several others. Headed to Canada.”

“Okay. It seems risky, but you’re experienced enough to figure it out. Your boat has power?”

Hallman shook his head. “No, but we’ve got the perfect wind coming out of the southwest. The hardest part will be getting her out of the lower end of the harbor, but the tide’s going out, so that’ll help.”

“But Tom, I’m not trying to talk you out of anything. Um, you’ve got no electronics. No communications. If you run into trouble, you’ll be on your own. Plus, ya gotta navigate.”

Hallman laughed. “You sailors and your powerful diesel engines think you’ve got all the bells and whistles. Give me the wind and the stars and a clear line of sight to the shoreline, I can circumnavigate the planet.”

Billy shrugged and glanced toward the end of the dock where the Boston Whaler was tied off. Hebert was in the hull, rewiring the marine electrical system before he finalized the project by attaching the electronics.

“If you say so,” said Billy. “I suppose if you have charts and a compass and a knack for dead reckonin’, you could sail anywhere.” Dead reckoning was the art of estimating a boat’s position at sea based on the course steered, speed, and distance travelled. Experienced sailors, whether aboard a sailing yacht or a propeller-driven vessel, learned the age-old practice of dead reckoning.

“We’re willing to give it a go, Billy. We can’t stay here. There were several break-ins around us last night, including TIMS. I mean, that’s just down the street from the so-called police department that has no police. I’m surprised that wasn’t broken into. Chuck Redding said he and his wife were out walking when they busted open his back door, stole a bunch of food and a .38-caliber pistol. That concerns a lot of us the most. Now the criminals are armed.”

This revelation hit Billy in more ways than one. Their neighbors were stealing from one another, and if they continued, armed robberies were a distinct probability.

The men stood in silence for a brief moment before Hallman asked, “Would you help us? Could you have one of the guys take my people out to the cat in your Zodiac? I’d be glad to pay you for the time and gasoline.”

Billy was still shocked that homes were being burglarized. The Hallman place was just up the hill on Harbor Road, a quarter mile from The Island Market & Supply, known as TIMS.

“Joey!” Billy shouted to his son, waving him over. “Help Tom out for a bit. He and these other folks are heading for Canada. They need a ride to his catamaran moored down past the lighthouse. Take a break and fetch the Zodiac.”

“But, Dad—” Joey began to argue, but his father cut him off.

“Thanks for your help, son. Get goin’, and I’ll help Mickey.”

Hallman expressed his thanks and left to join his wife, who was chatting up the passengers. When they heard the news, they exchanged high fives, allowing their excitement of leaving Swan’s Island to show.

Billy wasn’t sure whether he pitied the group, who might or might not make it as far north as Canada, as they’d have to sail through the nuclear fallout from the detonation at Cutler, or was he envious of their adventurous spirit to leave the once close-knit community? He stood for a moment as Joey ferried the first group toward the lighthouse. Billy turned to look up toward his home and then northward in the direction of TIMS.

“When are they gonna come this way?” he mumbled, referring to the burglars.


Thirty-Seven



DAY SIX

Noon

Swan’s Island Gymnasium

“WHY DO I TORTURE MYSELF?” bemoaned Tammy as she entered the town hall meeting for what was expected to be another fruitless exercise. However, it was a daily duty she’d adopted in order to keep abreast of the news and to maintain a pulse on her neighbors’ emotional state. She was glad she attended.

Farmer was determined not to come to the meeting empty-handed. Following the uproar at the prior day’s gathering, he’d hopped a ride on the Whitehall skiff to travel to Bass Harbor. From there, he’d walked several miles to the Hancock County Sheriff’s Office substation in Southwest Harbor. He’d waited for over two hours for a deputy to show up. During the wait, rumors and speculation had been passed on by some local residents walking by. The deputy had been summoned to investigate a break-in at West Marine. However, he’d promised to relay to Farmer what he knew if he’d accompany him to the store.

“Here’s what I learned from the deputies and the residents of Southwest Harbor,” began Farmer. The crowd immediately piped down and proved they were capable of remaining on their best behavior.

He explained, “It’s been all hands on deck for the sheriff’s department and the volunteer firefighters. There have been fires raging throughout the White Mountains in northern Vermont and New Hampshire. The dry season, coupled with fallen leaves, has provided the perfect fuel. As the winds whipped the flames, the fires moved rapidly into Maine toward Augusta.

“Firefighters worked night and day to divert the wildfires away from Augusta, which the deputy said spelled bad news for us. The biggest fire jumped their fire line along Interstate 95 near Waterville. It’s spreading eastward toward Bucksport, south of Bangor.

“The deputy said they’ve been told to expect it to burn all the way to Penobscot Bay.”

One of the residents stood. “But it can’t reach us, right?”

Farmer responded, “Listen, I don’t want to be alarmist, okay? I’ve never seen anything like this. Nobody has. There is nothing the firefighters can do to stop these wildfires. They have no equipment. They can’t pump water. I mean, it’s literally like hand-to-hand combat as they cut trees with chainsaws until the gas runs out. Then they switch to handsaws. People are trying to clear brush to take away the fuel the fire wants, but the heat and smoke is too much. The deputy said it was the saddest thing he’d ever witnessed.”

Another resident asked, “Why aren’t they coming here like promised?”

Farmer let out an obvious sigh and looked downward, trying to keep his composure. “Well, he didn’t know anything about that, nor did he reply to me asking. My guess is they have their hands full. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Tammy raised her eyebrows and nodded. She did not envy Gary Farmer one bit. She wouldn’t be surprised if one night soon, he snuck off the island with his family, never to be seen again.

“Where’s FEMA?” asked one woman toward the back of the gymnasium. FEMA was an acronym for the Federal Emergency Management Agency. FEMA’s job was to coordinate response and recovery efforts during a major disaster. Except one like this, obviously.

All Farmer could do was shrug in response.

Suddenly, the topic changed from the information he’d gathered at Southwest Harbor. Instead, the attendees broached a whole new subject.

“What are you gonna do about the break-ins? We need our own deputy, or you need to create a police force.”

“I’m sorry,” Farmer began in response, genuinely confused. “What break-ins?”

Bad answer.

“You mean you don’t know? We thought you’d be keeping up with what’s going on so you could protect us.”

Farmer glanced at the other two members of the board, both of whom shrugged. Tammy shook her head in disgust. While she wasn’t enamored with Farmer’s crisis management, at least he wasn’t a bump on the log like the other two.

The owners of TIMS market had attended the meeting for the first time. “Yeah, well, let me tell you what happened, Gary, since you aren’t on top of things. This wasn’t some middle-of-the-night deal. It was just after sundown. At first, there were three or four of them. They broke through the front door and ran through our store, loading up boxes and tote bags. I tried to stop them, but they shoved me off the front deck before they ran off.

“Ten minutes later, while I was straightening the mess they made, they came back. This time there were half a dozen others.” He paused to look around the gym at the faces of his fellow residents. Tammy had noticed it was half the normal size of the crowd.

The owner continued, “These were our neighbors. Not the burglars who broke in at first. They saw what happened and decided to join in, looting my store and taking the food I need to support my family. Common thieves. Assholes, to use a better word. Absolute assholes.”

He glared at the attendees as if they were the guilty parties. Some of them might have been, Tammy thought. Several refused to make eye contact with the TIMS owner.

Farmer addressed the man. “I’m sorry this happened to you. Honestly, and this may seem harsh, I’m not surprised it came to that. People are concerned about their survival every bit as much as you are. We’ve supported your store over the years, and many are taken aback by your refusal to sell them even the smallest amount of food.”

The man was enraged. “You’re blaming me? The victim? It’s my fault that we have looters and thugs living among us? Screw you, Gary!” he screamed angrily, and then he turned to address the crowd. “As for the rest of you, know this! If anyone steps one foot on my property, I’ll have something for ya. As God as my witness, you will regret trespassing against me!”

He shoved his way through those standing and rushed through the door barely three feet from Tammy. She withdrew within herself as she realized the co-op could very well be next on the island looters’ hit list.

She closed her eyes for a moment, forcing herself to soak in what she’d just witnessed. Fires raging out of control sixty miles away. Looters rampaging through a long-standing, respected business. The owner threatening to kill anyone who tried it again. Which meant they’d consider other options like the Fishermen’s Co-op.

TICK, TOCK!

The clock was winding down, screaming each second in her head towards their time to leave.
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DAY SIX

Late Afternoon

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

CAPTAIN AHMAD WANDERED aimlessly around the bridge. Shirvani was in the process of interrogating passengers while his team was investigating the many places the stowaways could hide. After hours of searching and interrogation with no success, it was Ahmad who suggested expediting the search by flooding the ballast tanks. However, it was pressure from Shirvani that made him take the extraordinary steps.

Ahmad began to keep his opinions to himself regarding the stowaways and the threat they faced. Personally, he thought the couple couldn’t afford the price of passage and had used their ingenuity to get on board. Ahmad had questioned the crew members who discovered the container in disarray. They thought the container had been packed less than its capacity, a mistake in the cargo shipping industry. Shifting freight could result in containers moving in high seas unexpectedly.

Shirvani seemed to be more obsessed with finding the woman and less about the fact there were stowaways. Upon further investigation of the containers, there was no evidence that any of their contents had been disturbed. In fact, they were fully stacked and packed with little room for shifting. With that in mind, the onshore security had been tight, leading Ahmad to believe the couple who hid in the container were acting alone.

His chief mate constantly made reference to the woman’s appearance. He commented frequently, crudely, about her red hair and fair complexion. Ahmad knew of Shirvani’s proclivities. Ahmad was not one to turn away someone to warm his bed while at sea. However, Shirvani’s actions were excessive, and they did not comport with Ahmad’s scheme of dumping the passengers and heading for his native Syria. The passengers were now angry, and Captain Ahmad could sense an uprising, which was why he ordered Shirvani to order them all out of the hold.

One by one, they exited through the six stairwells leading to the upper deck. Shirvani’s men compared their faces to the passport images printed on the copy paper. They were questioned abrasively, causing more fear and angst. Finally, when the entirety of the passengers had been removed from below deck and the injured tended to, Shirvani and his men began their search. Thus far, it had yielded nothing.

Captain Ahmad stopped to speak to each of the officers who were guiding the ship through the North Atlantic. Not unexpectedly, they were well ahead of schedule. The empty ship would be able to shave many days off the normal nine- or ten-day voyage. Also, to Ahmad’s delight, the ship was using less fuel despite traveling at a higher speed.

After getting an update from his crew, he began to perform a few mental calculations. It was possible, he thought as a smile crossed his face, he’d be able to hijack the ship and return to Syria without ordering the mass murder of the passengers.

“Sir, Chief Mate Shirvani’s men are searching for the stowaways in the top-side tanks. Thus far, nothing. We must empty the tanks immediately, sir, as the deck is taking on water.”

“Do it in fifteen minutes.”

“Aye-aye, sir.”

After a moment of hesitation, Ahmad issued another order. “Once the topside corners are stabilized, continue the process until you reach the stern.”

“Aye-aye, sir. Captain?”

Ahmad approached his second-in-command on the bridge. “Yes?”

“This procedure will take as much as twenty-four hours. We will have to slow our speed, and it puts unnecessary strain on the fill and drain pumps.”

Ahmad sighed. “I understand. Do it anyway.”

His capitulation to Shirvani’s obsession with finding the couple was a reminder to Ahmad who was truly in charge of the Tamara. The man with the guns.


Thirty-Nine



DAY SIX

Late Afternoon

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

THE SECURITY TEAM APPEARED in the opening, dropping to their knees to look inside the top-side tank. The rising water was barely two feet away from the hatch. After it filled the uppermost wing of the ballast tank, it would begin to spill onto the deck, adding to the large amounts of seawater splashing over the bow.

They shined their flashlights into the ballast tank, searching for the stowaways, whether dead or alive. The swirling seawater mixed with debris obscured their view of anything beyond half a foot.

One of the men, speaking an Arabic language, engaged another via two-way walkie-talkie. He stood and then immediately lost his balance as the bow dipped into a wave, sending more seawater over him, further adding to the volume that had accumulated inside the top-side tank.

He received an order from the man on the other end of the conversation. They immediately closed the hatch and turned the steel wheel until it was fully sealed.

For what seemed like an eternity, Daniel, who was capable of holding his breath underwater for nearly three minutes, waited for the ballasts to purge the seawater. He forced himself out of the wing of the top-side tank where he’d been hiding, frantically pushing through the floating debris in search of Abbie.

The two collided, arms flailing and their heads thumping one another. Together, they pushed their way toward the hatch, where they breached the surface in the pitch-black conditions together. Gasping for oxygen, they were unable to speak as they struggled to remain buoyant despite the tug being placed on their lower body by the pumps expelling the seawater from the tanks.

Finally, Daniel was able to speak. “Thank God! I love you, Abbie. I’m so proud of you!”

He gently hugged her as he sensed she was still trying to recover from the ordeal. All she could do was nod in response as tears joined the salty water on her face. She worked to calm her breathing, implementing the 4-7-8 method she’d learned from her brothers when she was a kid. She inhaled for four seconds, held her breath for seven seconds, and let out a deep exhale for eight seconds. After two rounds, during which time her body adsorbed the oxygen, she felt rejuvenated and began to relax now that the immediate threat had passed.

Like most kids growing up on Swan’s Island, water was their life. All were accomplished swimmers and were certainly adept at holding their breath underwater. She had no way of calculating the time she had been below the surface, but she was certain it was an all-time record for her.

“That really sucked.”

Oddly, her frankness drew a laugh from her husband. “You’re amazing, Mrs. Murphy. I love you so much.” Having cheated death and capture, the tears and emotions poured out of Daniel. They held each other and allowed the receding water to carry them down to the first platform, where they were able to regain their footing.

“I love you back,” she said, finally able to take a deep breath once the pressure of the water was off her chest. “Here’s the thing. I used to practice holding my breath under water. I was the best in the family and better than all my friends. The difference between then and now is huge. Back then, I had a watch, and I could come to the surface anytime I wanted. Just now, it was different. I had to focus on not panicking more than holding my breath.”

She began a coughing fit and spit out some debris from her mouth.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Um, at the end, a little water got in my mouth. That’s all.”

Daniel knew what that meant. She had been near drowning. Yet she hadn’t escaped from her hiding place, which would have resulted in their being discovered. He decided to focus on the positive aspect of what they’d just been through.

“I hate it when I’m right,” he mumbled after he illuminated the flashlight. The floating device had become dislodged from his hands when they were scrambling to avoid the rising water. Once they were able to plant their feet on the platform adjacent to the rung ladder, the flashlight floated and bounced off his chest. “Here, that’s better.”

“Right about what? The ballast-tank thing?”

“Yeah. That’s twice that I’ve brought this on us. I need to keep my mouth shut.”

“Twice?”

“Yeah, the first time was when those security guys threatened the passengers and demanded they give us up.”

“An army of snitches,” she added.

“Yeah. And now this. Flooding the ballast tanks to ferret us out. I need to quit saying this shit out loud.”

Abbie gently touched his face and kissed him. “You’ve got it wrong, Daniel. It’s because you can anticipate what they’re gonna try to do that keeps us safe. You’re not overanalyzing any of this. You’re not putting it out there to intentionally get us into a jam. Thinking like them helps us avoid getting caught.”

Daniel nodded, accepting Abbie’s kind words. It was her voice of reason that had led him to falling in love with her to begin with. That, and her gorgeous, smiling face.

“Well, we’ve bought some time, I think. We know they’re gonna go through this process from bow to stern. It’ll take at least the rest of this day and into tomorrow, even if they work all night. Every hour, every day that we can evade getting captured gets us that much closer to home.”

Abbie hugged him, heaping further praise and encouragement on her husband. “Like you said, the longer we can stay safe, they might lose interest. They might assume flooding the ballasts caused us to drown. Right?”

Daniel kissed her and held her tightly against his chest, swearing to himself he’d never let go.


PART FIVE



“There is no hunting like the hunting of man and those who have hunted armed men long enough and liked it never care for anything else thereafter.”

~ Ernest Hemingway


Forty



DAY SEVEN

November 1

Early Morning Hours

The Fishermen’s Co-op

Swan’s Island

JOEY HEARD A NOISE. He’d crashed within minutes of leaving his parents’ house the night before, worried about the stress the nuclear apocalypse was placing on his mother. His dad and Mickey were putting up a good front although they both worried about Abbie’s well-being. Joey, like the other Bartlett men, had a tendency to focus on the things they could control rather than those out of their reach.

Joey had spent the most time with Daniel on a personal level. Without a doubt, he trusted him with his sister’s life. Daniel was a risk-taker, to be sure. Anybody who’d dive into sinking ships to rescue strangers had a special kind of crazy about them. However, after several conversations, he seemed like a guy who’d err on the side of caution now that Abbie was in his life. He had something to live for and fight for.

Joey had been the aberration in the Bartlett family tree. Sure, he’d heard stories from his great-uncles about adventuresome Bartlett men fighting massive sea creatures and riding hundred-foot tsunami waves back in the day. Even as a child, he knew it was all the bluster of old storytellers trying to get a grin or giggle out of a child. Yet after Joey had almost been killed in a car accident, he seemed to adopt the fictional exploits of his ancestors.

Now he was living in a real-world apocalypse. One that he expected to become increasingly dangerous. A time in which he should’ve been sleeping with one eye open. Except on that night, after a long day moving inordinately heavy barrels of fuel coupled with the stress of dealing with people whose anxiety levels were off the charts, he went to sleep without scanning the marine radio for any form of communications.

Perhaps it was the fact he’d fallen asleep hours before normal. Or it was because his mind, although at rest, was subliminally on high alert. Regardless, he felt the ninety-foot Dixie Bull move slightly. Then came the mysterious bump in the night, a thump, followed by the ship moving again.

Joey bolted upright from his triple-stacked mattress set up in the wheelhouse. He focused his senses on his surroundings, waiting for the noise that had awakened him to repeat itself. Instead of a thump, he heard a slight squeak, followed by the ship rocking slightly. Then there was another thump.

The squeaking was familiar to him. He’d walked onto the oak flooring of the family’s home many times with wet sneakers. The squeaking sound always caught his mother’s attention, who admonished him to take off his wet shoes. The sound was unmistakable.

Somebody was boarding the Dixie Bull at the teak stern platform.

Joey didn’t wait for them to run into his makeshift perimeter alarm system, made up of empty soup cans filled with ball bearings, strung across the aft deck. He slowly rose to his feet and retrieved the shotgun that lay across the helm. His mind raced as he questioned whether he could use it.

Could he shoot another human being? Even in self-defense? Would the act of killing someone haunt him for the rest of his life?

His brain swelled with the possibilities, raising his heart rate and causing perspiration to bead up on his forehead despite the chilly temperatures.

Would a warning shot be sufficient to scare off the intruders? Or would it simply notify any armed gunmen of his presence, resulting in him getting shot? Wounded? Or killed?

Joey wiped the sweat of his palms onto his thermal undershirt. Despite the cold outside, the wheelhouse remained warm with the door closed. He approached the oval, fixed-glass window in the door that led down a short set of steps to the aft deck. He could see the shadows of two people although he was unable to make out if they were men or women, adult or child.

He chose to use the element of surprise to frighten them off. Shock and awe.

Holding the shotgun with his right hand, he flung open the door with his left. It slammed hard against the inside of the wheelhouse, a startling noise that might have frightened off the intruder by itself.

Joey left nothing to chance. He growled at them. A deep, loud, primal sound more closely resembling a grizzly than a man. And without hesitation, he racked a round into the shotgun, an unmistakable sound designed to induce fright in any creature, and pointed it at the two silhouettes, who appeared to be frozen in time.

He didn’t shoot them. Oddly, he shouted, “Run!”

Later, Mickey would tease him about his response, asking Joey if he thought the intruders possessed Jesus-like capabilities to walk on water. Joey was embarrassed by the way he’d handled it. However, on this occasion, the powerful approach to the intruders boarding the Dixie Bull worked.

The two fell backwards into the water and began to swim towards shore as if being chased by a school of piranhas in a B movie. Joey had learned from his sister, the marine biologist, that piranhas don’t generally attack humans unless they’re starving, although it makes for good fiction. The would-be intruders had watched too many piranha movies.


Forty-One



DAY SEVEN

Late Morning

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

“CAPTAIN AHMAD, THE BALLASTS have all been flooded as you requested. Sir, Chief Mate Shirvani has nothing to report.” Ahmad’s second-in-command, a longtime employee of the Mediterranean Shipping Company, had remained steadfast by his captain’s side as they sailed toward Canada. He was very observant and had not provided any unsolicited comments or advice as Shirvani undertook his relentless game of cat and mouse in search of the stowaways.

“Thank you,” mumbled Ahmad as he left the bridge and walked onto the bridge wings, a deck running the width and length of the superstructure that overlooked the entire ship. He needed to be left alone with his thoughts. Away from the casual conversations of the ship’s officers. Away from the two-way radio and incessant chatter between Shirvani and his men.

He leaned on the rail and studied the passengers on the upper deck. Most were wandering about, striking up conversations with their fellow passengers. Others looked for a place in the sun to stretch out and sleep. All the railings were full, as those headed for Canada searched for anything of interest to observe. On the open seas, especially in the throes of a world war, they weren’t likely to be entertained by a passing vessel.

While he stared mindlessly at the passengers, he was interrupted by the senior medical officer on the ship, who was also the only medical officer. Claude Bergeron was a French-Canadian who resided in the small town of Berlin, New Hampshire near the Canadian border. Bergeron was a nurse practitioner at Androscoggin Valley Hospital in Berlin. When Bergeron had approached the port entry gates, attempting to gain access to the ship, he’d showed his credentials to the MSC personnel. His résumé not only earned him a spot on the boat, but he was also appointed to the unpaid position of senior medical officer. His only remuneration was a bunk in the ship’s hospital, located on the main deck level of the superstructure.

“Captain Ahmad, may I have a word?” asked Bergeron. His Canadian accent was startling to Ahmad, who’d grown accustomed to hearing the French-speaking passengers and members of the crew.

Ahmad sighed and leaned his back against the rail. “Yes. Go ahead.”

“Sir, I have many patients suffering from hypothermia. I have set up a triage area on temporary bunks in the gymnasium adjacent to the hospital. I have enlisted the assistance of an older passenger, a woman who was once a nurse in a Montreal primary school.”

“Fine,” interjected Ahmad, stretching out the word.

“Well, sir. It’s Shirvani,” he began before checking himself. “Chief Mate Shirvani, sorry. He has ordered the patients out of the gymnasium. He said, perhaps rightfully so, that the use of the gymnasium was for ship’s crewmembers only. While I understand that to be true, we’re operating under unusual circumstances. Not to mention the hypothermia was brought about by locking up the passengers in the hold for nearly an entire day.”

Ahmad looked toward the hazy skies, unusual for the open seas. Blue skies prevailed, and depending on their location within the North Atlantic, lumpy, sheetlike marine stratocumulus clouds were common. He unconsciously shook his head at the anomaly and turned his attention to the medical officer.

“Do you have other options?” After he asked the question, he did his own assessment, as he remembered Bergeron’s inexperience aboard a ship. The purpose of the superstructure was to house living areas, offices, cooking areas, and storage. Although, the single most important purpose was to create visibility for the navigation from the bridge. In essence, the superstructure was just a large building set atop the upper deck with a basement extending into the hull. There was not a lot of excess space, although on this unusual trip, the crew’s numbers were less than half of what was customary to man the ship.

“Sir, the sleeping quarters on the boat deck have been occupied by senior members of the crew, who could move up one level to the crew deck. And with your permission, I can convert the ship’s meeting room to allow four more temporary cots. All in all, with a little cooperation, I can accommodate sixteen patients and vacate the gymnasium completely.”

Ahmad stroked his beard and smiled. He wasn’t all that fond of Americans, even those who were French-Canadian transplants. His disdain for the West was an emotion he carefully controlled when in mixed company. Setting his personal feelings aside, he admired Bergeron for providing a workable solution to the problem he’d presented to his captain.

“Who occupies these quarters on the boat deck?”

The nurse practitioner gulped and hesitated to respond. He was surprised by the question. “Sir, they’re, um, security personnel. They have displaced the cook and his two helpers to the crew quarters. I overheard them speaking when it happened. They are not happy that the security men have complete access to the provisions.”

“What?” Ahmad perked up, suddenly more interested in the predicament.

“I’m sorry, sir. I thought you were aware.”

Ahmad looked up to the sun, allowing it to soak into his skin. He sighed and issued his instructions. “For now, continue to treat the hypothermia patients in the gymnasium. May I assume it was Chief Mate Shirvani who directly objected to your use of the gymnasium?”

“Yes, sir.”

“How much longer will you need to treat these patients?”

Bergeron thought for a moment. “Assuming there isn’t a repeat of what happened yesterday, just a few more days for most. Longer for the elderly patients.”

We’ll be in Canada by then, Ahmad thought. He had been trying to avoid conflicts with Shirvani as he came to realize the grip on power his old friend held over the ship’s operations. Ahmad knew he had to pick and choose his battles with Shirvani, but he wasn’t certain he could win any of them.
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DAY SEVEN

Late Afternoon

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

CABIN FEVER WAS A THING when at sea. Long voyages resulted in boredom for both passengers and crew members unless it was aboard a luxury cruise liner. However, their level of doldrums paled in comparison to the plight of the stowaways.

Hunger had overtaken Daniel and Abbie. They hadn’t had anything to eat since those early hours following their escape from the shipping container. They were both concerned about dehydration. Although they had no concept of time while hidden away in the top-side ballast tank, Daniel had developed a crude way to establish a fairly accurate estimate.

After the tank had been emptied and a normal level of seawater in the ballast tank was established, he began to analyze the amount of moisture on the walls and ceilings of the tank’s wings. Daniel knew from experience at sea, the relative humidity was highest in the early morning when the surface air temperatures were coolest. The humidity levels were lowest in the afternoon when the outside temperatures were highest.

Throughout the day, the droplets of water forming within the tanks disappeared. While the steel surface wasn’t completely dry, it was clearly less moist. He and Abbie made the decision for him to venture out of the top-side tank in search of food and especially water. They could live twenty-one days without food before their bodies would cannibalize themselves. However, after three days without water, severe hydration could occur, causing serious damage to vital organs.

Daniel summarized their two options. “I think it’s late afternoon, maybe early evening. The feel of the hatch compared to earlier makes me think the temperatures are dropping. Less humidity, too.”

“Okay,” added Abbie. “I can’t disagree. Where do you think most of the passengers are? And what about the security guys?”

Daniel looked toward the hatch leading onto the deck. “I’ll bet a lot of them are directly above us. If I’m right about the time of day, the passengers would be crowded onto the bow to watch the sunset.”

“That’s probably where we’d be, too,” said Abbie.

Daniel continued his analysis. “And assuming we’re right about what time of day it is, the MREs are handed out on the upper deck. I would think people would eat there.”

Abbie chuckled. “If I were them, I’d never go in the hold again unless we sailed through a nor’easter. I wouldn’t wanna get locked down like before.”

Daniel retrieved the MSC-logo jacket he’d stolen from the storeroom at the base of the superstructure. They’d hung their jackets up to dry after enduring the flooding of the ballast tank.

“If I’m wearing this when I exit through the door leading to the hold, any onlookers should assume I’m a member of the crew. They might not give it a second thought.”

“Wear the wool cap, too.”

“And I’ll scowl at anyone who looks in my direction,” he added.

“It’s a shame you don’t have an eye patch. They’d be afraid to look at you.”

The couple bumped fists. Daniel handed Abbie the flashlight and made a suggestion to her. “I’m gonna go straight to the superstructure and see what I can find to eat and drink. Maybe blankets and another flashlight.”

“Sounds good,” Abbie said as she adjusted his jacket and turned up his collar. She buttoned the clasps on the front of the oversized coat.

“If you’re okay with it, we had pretty good luck hiding in that second wing from the top. You know, just in case they decide to flood the tank again.”

Abbie donned her jacket and secured its clasps. She pulled the hood over her head, which was already covered with the wool beanie cap.

“I’ve thought about this. I’m gonna scoot as deep into the wing adjacent to the deck as I can, feet first. If they decide to come through the hatch, they’ll have to look hard to see me underneath this thing.” She patted herself on the head.

“Abbie,” Daniel began, hesitating to broach the subject, “we pushed it to the limit before. I don’t want you to⁠—”

Abbie pressed her fingers against his lips, cutting off his sentence. “Don’t say it. I’ll be fine. Remember, we don’t worry about one another; otherwise we’ll lose focus. Right?”

Daniel smiled as she threw his words back at him. “Right. As soon as I return, I’ll call out your name so you know it’s me.”

She kissed him and then whispered, “Find me some chocolate. I need chocolate.”

“Roger that, Mrs. Murphy.”

After a peck on the cheek, Abbie climbed the rung ladder, and Daniel descended into the darkness in search of the exit hatch.
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DAY SEVEN

Early Evening

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

DANIEL KNEW HE’D TAKEN A RISK by staying out in the open for as long as he had. However, his timing couldn’t have been better. The same applied to his calculations as to the time of day. His unconventional method of estimating the time based on humidity levels had proven fairly accurate.

He’d exited into the hold and found it to be practically empty. A single guard roamed the bottom of the hull, probing the passengers’ bags in search of anything that might provide a link to the stowaways. By his unenthusiastic demeanor, it was apparent the guard was simply going through the motions to satisfy his superiors. It was exactly the frame of mind he’d hoped all of the security team would adopt.

Nonetheless, Daniel kept his distance, walking along the outer perimeter of the hold, flashlight illuminated, ostensibly inspecting the hull’s integrity. The guard gave him a slight glance and continued his meandering approach to searching the passengers’ gear, which allowed Daniel to easily cross the length of the hold to the superstructure.

Once again, by stroke of luck and good timing, he suspected the entire crew was topside, feeding the thousand-plus passengers their MREs. The security team was likely keeping a watchful, analytical eye on the passengers as they continued their search for Daniel and Abbie.

He entered the bottom floor of the superstructure and immediately climbed the stairs to the next level, which was just below deck. Ships of this size, capable of two-week journeys and with a crew of more than three dozen, required lots of provisions. It was possible the Tamara had been stocked at the time the nuclear war broke out, hence its ready availability for a long journey across the Atlantic.

The first order of business was sustenance. He found the dry storage room and found it packed with self-heating MREs. He desperately wanted to grab an intact case of twelve, enough to last them the rest of the trip, but it was too bulky to hide under his jacket.

He wasted no time in busting open the box and stuffing the contents into every available pocket. The meals could be eaten directly out of the packaging or warmed with the flameless heater included with each pack. Once the box was emptied, he rearranged the other boxes and shoved it deep into the stack.

Next, he opened up a case of Bonneval, a spring water bottled in France. The plastic, one-liter bottles fit inside the inner pockets of his jacket. The additional weight caused the jacket to sag off his shoulders, which might draw attention to him. Regardless, he took the risk of being noticed.

He returned to the bottom level of the superstructure to rummage through the lockers. But first, he ventured into the laundry room, where there was no activity. He procured two woolen blankets and wrapped them around his midsection. He buttoned his jacket tightly and quietly chuckled when he caught a glimpse of himself in the reflection of the stainless commercial washing machine. He looked like the Michelin Tire man in a raincoat. If he came across the patrolling guard again, the man would think he’d gained fifty pounds.

He crossed the open space of the ground floor and entered the locker room where he’d found the jackets previously. He was in search of two things. A watch and more flashlights. The flashlight was easy. There was one attached to a clamp next to the door just like the one he’d found in the ballast tank.

As for a watch, he was unsuccessful. All of the lockers were equipped and stocked for a specific purpose—use by the crew when in the frigid hold of the ship. Frustrated as he realized he’d pushed his luck by being in the open for so long, he decided to return to Abbie. Just as he was about to exit the superstructure, he looked over his head and noticed a traditional, analog wall clock affixed to the wall with double-sided Velcro. With a short utility ladder found in a closet, Daniel was able to remove the clock from the wall. It would be one more bulky item he’d need to hold onto as he traveled two-thirds the length of the ship back to the ballast tank in the bow.

Suddenly, Daniel heard the voices of several men as they hurriedly descended the stairs toward the lower levels. They were not excitable, most likely crewmembers returning to their below deck duties. He exited into the hold to find a hundred or more passengers milling about, talking amongst themselves. However, their quick pace urged Daniel to get moving.

The clock indicated it was near seven in the evening. Darkness had set in, and the outside temperatures would begin to drop rapidly. He needed to hustle back to Abbie without being noticed.

He only made it halfway through the hold.
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DAY SEVEN

Evening

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

ABBIE HAD SETTLED INTO the wing nearest the upper deck. She lay awake, her chin resting on her clasped hands as she stared into the darkness. She tried to focus her senses on any unusual noises. The top-side ballast room wrapped around both sides of the bow and from the upper deck to the bottom of the hull. To her knowledge, there was only the top hatch located near the center of the ballast room and the one she and Daniel had entered through. After half an hour, she decided it would be remiss of them to not know all of the points of ingress and egress to that part of the ship.

She decided to explore the multiple levels of the ballast tank. Abbie wandered around, making sure to keep the center of the tank where the rung ladder was located in sight. The first thing she noticed was the water levels appeared to be lower than at the time they’d first entered. When Daniel first plucked the flashlight from the clamp, they’d taken a moment to get their bearings. The water in the ballast had been higher than at the present.

The other thing she found were two additional doorways leading into the hull, both near the top of the tanks. She presumed them to be near the level of the catwalk that surrounded the perimeter of the hold. The same catwalk used by the security guards to intimidate and shoot at the passengers. These doorways were much closer to where the couple hid than she realized.

Curious, she descended deeper into the ballast tank. Downward until the smell of oil and seawater filled her nostrils, causing her empty stomach to wrench slightly. She managed to subdue her body’s intense desire to vomit as she moved lower to another platform just at the water level. It appeared she’d made her way to the lowest point of the bow.

She shined the light above and around her, taking in the surroundings. Lastly, she illuminated the water. Abbie furrowed her brow and slowly dropped to one knee as something in the water moved, grabbing her attention.

“Oh, my god!” she exclaimed without regard for anyone hearing her. Within the water, she noticed the telltale glow of bioluminescent jellyfish. Abbie, with her degree in marine biology, had studied the phenomenon, which was common in about half of the jellyfish species. “Comb jellies. So this is how you got there.”

Large cargo ships like the Tamara were known to transport invasive species across oceans from one marine habitat to another. During her studies at Boston University, the common species of comb jellyfish were suspected to be stowaways, so to speak, within the ballast tanks of large shipping vessels. When the water was purged from the tanks at port, all of the invasive species were dumped out with it. The ecosystems of the Atlantic Seaboard had been altered as a result.

Abbie was mesmerized by the creatures when she was suddenly startled by the high-pitched screech of an access door being opened. She jumped to her feet and turned toward the small corridor she’d followed. A flashlight had been illuminated and was shining in all directions as if it was searching for something.

Abbie almost shouted Daniel’s name, but she raised her hand to her mouth and physically stifled herself. He’d said he’d call out to her. He didn’t. Which means, she thought, it isn’t him.

Abbie’s heart raced as she doused the light and thrust the flashlight into her pocket. She froze, slowly easing her back against the cold steel wall of the ballast tank. She hoped the darkness would protect her.

Footsteps. Heavy. More than one person. Two men, quietly talking to one another.

She concentrated on their words, trying to make out the language they spoke. She clenched her eyes shut as her mind kicked into overdrive.

Please be French. Please be French.

With the passengers or even members of the crew, she might have a chance to talk her way out of trouble. However, if the men were Arabic, she was screwed. They were coming closer.

The men. Arabic men. The security guards. And there was no place for Abbie to hide.

Except down there.
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DAY SEVEN

Evening

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

“TOI! ARRET!” a Frenchman hollered at Daniel from his right. You! Stop!

Daniel continued walking briskly toward the bow, struggling to hold onto the blankets and other items he’d pilfered from the superstructure.

The man repeated his command, louder this time. Daniel wanted to ignore him; however, he noticed the bellowing Frenchman was drawing attention to him. He glanced over his shoulder and was somewhat relieved when he discovered the older man trying to get his attention was a passenger. Daniel adapted the demeanor of a perturbed crew member and swung around to address the man.

Then he realized he would be blowing his cover as an American because unlike Abbie, he’d showed little interest in studying basic French before their honeymoon. Instead, he simply glared at the man.

The heavyset passenger approached Daniel with the cardboard center tube from an empty roll of toilet paper. He waggled it in front of Daniel’s face and went on a tirade, in French, clearly expressing his displeasure that the toilets were out of paper. Daniel knew the man was finished when he thrust his hands on his hips, cocked his head, and grunted with eyebrows raised. Sometimes, body language spoke volumes.

Daniel slowly shook his head and muttered, “Ich kann dich nicht verstehen.” I can’t understand you. It was one of only a few German phrases he’d learned during their few days in Switzerland. He pointed toward the upper deck. He added, “Oben,” which translated to upstairs.

A couple strolling by overheard the exchange and immediately translated for the French passenger. Without a thank you, he abruptly turned and pushed his hefty frame through the burgeoning group of passengers who were returning to the hold after watching the sunset.

Daniel wasted no time in walking away from the group, once again hustling toward the bow. To avoid being followed, he took a roundabout way of entering the passageway leading to the steel door he’d used to exit the forward ballast tanks.

His face turned ashen, and beads of nervous perspiration poured out of his forehead when he noticed the door was ajar. He looked up and down the hallway leading to the entry door. There was no sign of Abbie or anyone else. He tried to calm his nerves, hoping that the door had been left open by curious passengers rather than the ship’s personnel. Surely, he thought as his senses kicked into overdrive, crew members would close the door behind them to avoid passengers from interfering with their work.

Unless it was the security guards conducting a search.

He had to struggle to fit through the narrow door. The provisions and blankets, coupled with the bulky jacket, prevented him from easing inside. Inch by inch, he stepped through, intently listening for any signs of movement or conversation.

Daniel resisted the urge to illuminate his flashlight. If others had entered, such as security personnel, they’d use their own lights to find their way around. He looked for beams of light but saw none. Slowly, he made his way through the ballast tank to the center of the compartment. He located the steel rung ladder leading to the hatch at the upper deck as well as to the bowels of the ship where the seawater was contained. He stared upward in search of light or movement.

He heard muffled voices and footsteps, yet there was no light guiding the people inside the ballast tank. Then he realized they were below him in an area he and Abbie had not explored.

Daniel became concerned they’d be discovered, so he called out to Abbie. He spoke in a low whisper at first, hoping she had also detected the intruders.

When he didn’t get a response, and as the voices seemed to move deeper into the tank, he took the risk of speaking louder to get Abbie’s attention.

“Abbie!”

His voice reached every corner of the top-side tanks and the hopper tanks below. Suddenly, flashlights danced around the lower level, and heavy footsteps rushed on the wet steel floor toward the ladder where Daniel stood.

He’d messed up, and now he had to find a way to protect Abbie. He removed his jacket and threw it around the corner of the landing. Then he began to rush up the stairs, crawling like a maniacal spider in pursuit of prey. He’d made it to the next level when his pursuers’ flashlight illuminated his lower body. He continued on until he heard Abbie scream, which caused him to freeze. She screamed again, her voice echoing throughout the ballast tank, which confused Daniel.

Where was she?
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DAY SEVEN

Evening

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

SUDDENLY, THE GUARDS STOPPED. They were heading directly towards Abbie, who searched in vain for a place to hide. She was steeling her nerves for what would happen to her when the brutish security guards confronted her in the dark confines of the ballast tank. Being taken into custody and placed in the brig, if the ship had one, would have been the best outcome. Her eyes grew wide as she feared the alternatives.

Her mind was in a state of confusion when she realized they’d turned their attention back towards the center of the ballast tank. Their flashlights were no longer illuminating the short distance between them, but rather, they focused their attention back toward the rung ladder.

Her heart sank when she heard Daniel call out her name. Not because she didn’t want to see him. She desperately needed him by her side to fight the devilish security guards employed by the ship. She feared his capture. She had to warn him away or at least give him a chance to fight the men on his own terms. Unsure of what to do, she turned to the water.

She knelt down on the floor and dropped into the frigid seawater, sharing the confined space with the jellyfish she’d admired just moments ago. Then, to help Daniel with a distraction, she let out a scream that was partly based on how she felt but mostly to help the one she loved.

Her ploy worked. The men immediately turned their attention back to her and began rushing through the corridor toward the water-filled holding tank. Abbie forced her body, rendered more buoyant by the bulky jacket she wore, beneath the surface so she could push her way under the floor of the corridor. Using her hands to guide her and to avoid bumping her head on the steel bolts protruding through the floor, she inched toward the center of the bow to ease out of sight.

As predicted, the men dropped to their knees and began to shine their flashlights around the water. Like Abbie, they noticed the luminescent jellyfish but found no sign of a screaming woman.

Their rapid chatter echoed through the chamber, reflecting their confusion. Abbie remained calm as she felt the jellyfish bump off her body. They were harmless, of course, unless …

Her mind wandered to the one species that could potentially kill her under these circumstances—the Portuguese man o’ war. Its tentacles were packed with microscopic capsules loaded with coiled, barbed tubes full of venom. While its sting was rarely deadly to people, it packed a painful punch that might cause a form of paralysis.

Abbie struggled to keep any exposed parts of her body out of the water. The bottom of her jeans rose up somewhat from her sneakers, leaving her ankles at risk. Every time one of the creatures brushed up against her leg, she kicked it away.

The men raced away from the seawater’s edge, their heavy boots clamoring on the steel platform directly over her position. Abbie used the steel bolts to rapidly pull her body back to the opening. This time, rather than scream, she chose to warn Daniel.

“Run!”

She hoped he’d heed her warning. The men stopped and turned back toward her, confused.

“This way, assholes!” Daniel’s voice boomed through the chamber. Abbie managed a smile. He understood the ploy and was now trying to draw the men away from her.

“What does he want me to do?” she asked herself.

She considered her options. If he was luring them toward him, he must have an exit strategy. She’d always trusted his judgment. Abbie reached for the ledge to hoist herself out of the water. She kicked her feet in the water to propel her body upward until she flopped on the steel deck like a wayward fish.

After she crawled to her knees, she shook her head to remove the excess water from her head. That was when she had her first oh shit moment. She’d lost her toboggan.

There was no time to return to the seawater to search for it. Daniel had given her a window of opportunity to leave the ballast tank, and he would most likely look for her among the other passengers. They’d never established a rendezvous point in case they were separated, but she was certain they could find a way to reunite with one another.

She pulled the hood of the jacket over her head and tucked her stringy, red hair as far inside it as she could. Then, quietly, she moved through the tight corridor toward the steel rung ladder, careful not to allow her wet sneakers to squeak on the floor.

She reached the bottom of the rung ladder and waited, training her senses for any sounds above her. It was deathly quiet. Lifeless. Unsettlingly so.

She desperately wanted to shine the light up the ladder. To see Daniel’s smiling face looking down at her, arm outstretched, offering to help her join him. But she didn’t. She knew she’d give herself away. She couldn’t even call out his name. Daniel must have a plan. She had to trust the plan, whatever it was.

She waited and listened, assuming there would be some conversation between the guards. The sounds of movement in the ballast tanks commensurate with their search for Daniel.

Nothing.

He must’ve lured them into the hold, she surmised. Abbie slowly, rung by rung, climbed upward until she reached the platform where the doorway into the hold was located. Before climbing onto the platform, she turned and saw that the door was fully open.

Abbie smiled. The ruse had worked. The men must’ve chased after Daniel, playing the cat and mouse game he’d envisioned. Confident in the plan, she hustled onto the platform and began to lean into the doorway to look around.

That was when a hand came out of nowhere. From behind. Clamped down hard over her mouth so she couldn’t yell. Or breathe.

Abbie’s eyes grew wide. Her knees began to buckle. She reflexively reached up to the hand that threatened to cut off her airway.

The hand was not Daniel’s. It was hairy. And it stank. And the breath of the man who whispered in her ear reeked of garlic and liquor. And when he spoke, it was in Arabic.
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DAY SEVEN

Early Evening

Swan’s Island

JOEY HAD AVOIDED SHOOTING at the intruders on the Dixie Bull in the middle of the night, but that was about to change.

Throughout the day, hostilities seemed to boil over among some of the residents of Swan’s Island. Tammy and Billy attended the daily town hall meeting at the gymnasium and learned there had been more break-ins the night before. The locals naturally blamed the remaining tourists who’d extended their stays at the local hotels or VRBOs without approval. The owners of the vacation rental by owner units were investors who rarely visited their properties. They relied upon a local Realtor to handled check-ins, etcetera. However, she’d not returned to the island in the week since the bombs dropped.

The owner of the Harbor Watch Inn, the island’s only hotel, had been empathetic toward the travelers. However, when a drunken party among the three overstays resulted in damage to one of her rooms, she asked them to leave. They simply laughed in her face and slammed the door closed. She’d relayed this to the town’s leaders, who had no suggestions as to how to remove them.

The Bartletts left the meeting with grave concerns about their safety and the potential threats to their business. Mickey and Hebert had focused on preparing the Dixie Bull for a long journey, setting aside the electrical repairs to the Boston Whaler for later. Their first stop was home, where Tammy pulled Josie away from the grandkids to give her a heads-up.

“Things are getting a little dicey around here,” she began, trying not to unnecessarily alarm Josie. The mother of young kids, while strong through most of the ordeal, had a tendency to let fear of the unknown consume her at times.

“What’ve you heard?” she asked.

Tammy took a deep breath and let out a long exhale. “Desperation seems to be taking hold now. Between lack of information and the inability of the sheriff’s department to attend the daily meetings, residents are beginning to lose hope.

“Many are leaving. They now have two sailing skiffs continuously going back and forth to Bass Harbor. On the other side of the harbor, there are people who are trying to come here who are nonresidents. They claim they’re fleeing the fires. Several of the homeowners along the bluffs overlooking Opechee Island thought they saw fires on the islands in the distance. Certainly, that could be someone who didn’t tend to a campfire. We have no way of knowing for sure.”

Josie interrupted her. “Or the flames jumped Jericho Bay. How is that even possible? Has anyone seen the fires on the mainland yet?”

“I know they’re moving east, but they’re not to the shore yet, as far as anyone has said,” replied Tammy. She paused and then spoke frankly. “The biggest issue, or threat, really, is the people who are breaking into businesses and homes. So far, knock on wood, they’ve gone into buildings where no one is present. That could change by the day.”

Josie wandered toward the window and looked out upon Harbor Road, surveilling the street that ran from the top of the hill toward the lighthouse, parallel with the shore. She turned back to Tammy. “What can I do?”

“Mickey said you’re comfortable using a pistol. Is that true?”

Josie lowered her eyes. “Tammy, is it that bad?”

Tammy reluctantly nodded. Now was not the time to mince words. “Getting there, I’ll say that. Are you okay with a gun?”

“Sure. I’ve practiced with a handgun years ago.”

“Good. Billy and I think it’s time we all remain armed. Just in case. I’m not saying we have to shoot anybody. Joey was successful scaring off those two guys last night. I want you and the kids to be safe while we’re gone.”

Josie stood a little taller. Her eyes grew wide. “Wait, where are you going?”

“While Mickey and Hebert work on the boat, I’m gonna help Mickey secure the co-op. Anything of value is gonna be hauled up here. I wanna be honest with you, Josie.”

“Please.”

“I’m beginning to lose trust in our neighbors and especially the mainlanders who overstayed their welcome. Maybe it’s unfair. Maybe the people doing the break-ins are the tourists. All I know is the co-op is the largest business operation left that hasn’t been looted. If they wanna tear the place up, so be it. We need to empty out anything we can use in the future.”

Billy and the kids returned from the backyard. “Um, we need to get going. Did you see all the people walking along the street?”

Tammy rushed to the window to take a look. More than a dozen residents strolled along Harbor Road, rubbernecking the co-op and the activity generated by Mickey, Joey, and Hebert. Their eyes locked upon the Bartletts’ business reflected their curiosity. And their hunger for what might benefit them inside.


PART SIX



Each choice made fabricates your future.

Choose wisely.
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DAY EIGHT

November 2

After Midnight

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

DANIEL WAS FORCED TO AWAKEN from his unconscious state, the open-palm slap to his face sent shockwaves through his battered body. The beating the security guards administered had caused his head to be knocked against the steel interior of the hull multiple times. With eyes barely open, he tried to make out his surroundings.

He was slumped over in a steel chair with his hands bound behind him and ankles strapped to the chair legs. He was in a single room, which resembled the brig on one of the many cutters he’d sailed on during his Coast Guard career. Only, this cell was covered in rusty steel and had no bunk. The sink-toilet combination stank of urine and feces. A single light affixed behind a cage-like cover eerily flickered as if someone were strapped to an electric chair in the adjacent cell.

He’d been stripped of his clothes except for his pair of Under Armour boxer jocks, as the stretch-fabric underwear for men was called. He frantically tried to move his arms and feet. He was immediately punished by his captors with a backhanded slap to the side of his already swollen face.

“Be still, infidel American!” A man hovered over him, partially obscuring the light.

Daniel parted his lips, allowing blood to drip down his chin onto his chest. He ran his tongue around the inside of his mouth, satisfying the need to take inventory of his teeth. As part of his close-quarters combat training with the Coast Guard, he’d also been subjected to capture and torture methods. Although they’d stopped just short of the beating he’d endured.

Without warning, another man who stood behind Daniel grabbed his hair and wrenched his head backwards, leaving his mouth open. A third man lifted a bucket of seawater upward and emptied it on Daniel’s face and into his mouth. The rush of rancid water forced its way through Daniel’s nose and throat, causing him to begin coughing uncontrollably.

The maniacal laughter of his captors angered him, but the need for his stomach to empty its minimal contents prevented him from fighting back. The projectile vomit spewed out of his mouth and onto the floor near the man who’d struck him in the face. In his semiconscious state, he regretted not hitting the man directly in the face with the bile. Instead, the vomit earned him another bucket of seawater splashed over his head and body. The saltwater stung his open wounds, which was oddly refreshing for Daniel, as it served to bring him back to being fully aware of his surroundings.

He turned his head from side to side, not only to take in the room where he was being held but also to search for signs of Abbie. His memory of the events was coming back to him now. He remembered her screaming for him to run, an obvious sign they were both in danger. His decision to draw them away from her and to chase him was a good one. Unfortunately, two additional guards had awaited him when he exited the ballast tank.

Initially, he’d been beaten mercilessly until his body fell in a heap at the entrance to the hold. He recalled dozens of people standing nearby. Watching. Refusing to lift a finger to help, before he passed out.

Daniel coughed to clear his throat. His first attempt to speak resulted in more coughing. It also earned him a smack to the back of the head. He tried again. Why he expected a different result, he’d never know.

“Why are you doing this to me?” he managed to ask.

Smack! The slap to the face hurt worse than the last one. His jaw ached. His cheeks burned.

“Shut up, infidel!” the clear superior among the men yelled in his face. “Why do you have a gun?”

In Daniel’s state of mind, he was finding it impossible to stifle his emotions and concerns for Abbie. Their first question was about the gun. The fact they didn’t ask about Abbie meant they had her, too.

“It isn’t mine.” A poor effort at lying. It was obvious they didn’t buy it when his head was yanked back again, and his face was drenched in seawater. Daniel had the foresight to keep his mouth clamped shut, but that didn’t stop the water from flooding his nostrils. He responded by snorting it back out but not before the water found its way into his throat and airways. A new bout of coughing overtook him. The men were poor practitioners of waterboarding. They seemed better at inducing drowning,

“We know the gun is yours. We found the extra shells in your pack. Answer my question!” He received another slap across the face, on the right cheek this time.

“I took it for protection. From the Nordkreuz. Nazi bikers.”

His interrogator paused. Daniel tried to study the man’s face, but the light overhead blinded him somewhat. Still, there seemed to be some moment of recognition by the man who was beating him.

“Are there more of you?” he asked, calmer than before.

Daniel shook his head. Not necessarily a lie. Just a head shake.

The men didn’t buy it.

“Liar! Again!” He stood back as his men forced another bucket of seawater on Daniel’s face. However, this time they punched him in the stomach, which forced Daniel to open his mouth and gasp for air. The water nearly drowned him.

Daniel writhed in the chair, trying to get loose from his restraints. His interrogator leaned forward, his face close enough for Daniel to smell his foul breath. He clenched his eyes shut and turned his head away.

The man grabbed him by the throat and hissed, “Look at me.”

Daniel locked eyes with the sadist.

“Good, I have your attention. I have your girl. Abigail. She’s mine now.”

Daniel, fearful and incensed, lashed out. “You leave her alone. It’s me you want. It was my idea to stow away. Punish me, not her.”

The man tightened his grip on Daniel’s throat and was about to speak when the steel door to the holding cell swung open and crashed hard against the inside wall.

“Stand back! Now!”
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DAY EIGHT

Predawn

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

ABBIE CURLED INTO THE FETAL position, her hands and feet bound, with her mouth covered with duct tape. There was no light in the empty closet. With the steel door secured, she’d been held in absolute darkness. For several minutes after she’d been unceremoniously dumped into the closet and locked inside, she lay there for a moment to gather herself.

Everything had happened in a blur. The man had covered her mouth. Another man had expertly used wrist zip cuffs to tie her hands in front of her and her feet together. Then he’d quickly strapped duct tape across her mouth before she could scream.

Then, in an awkward form of perp walk, she had been dragged through the hold toward the superstructure as the hundreds of passengers looked on in a combination of shock and amusement. Abbie’s red hair was on full display, a clear indicator to the passengers their life on board the Tamara was going to get better now that the evil stowaways were in custody.

Other than being manhandled and groped by the men, she hadn’t been harmed. They’d not tried to interrogate her or otherwise assault her, yet. Once inside the superstructure, they’d dragged Abbie up a set of stairs to the next level, where she was presented to a man they called Shirvani. His eyes roved over her like she was a delicious leg of lamb cooked to perfection at the end of Ramadan. He reached out and ran his fingers through her wet hair. She recoiled from his touch, revulsed by the thought of another man touching her besides her husband.

He laughed and continued to study her. Abbie tried to avoid eye contact with the man who clearly was the leader of the security guards. He had an air of authority about him. Yet he didn’t meet her general expectations of what the captain of this ship would look like, although they did resemble one another from what she remembered of the man who frequently studied the passengers from the open deck surrounding the bridge.

Speaking to his men in Arabic, he ordered her wrist cuffs removed so they could peel off her jacket. She tried to protectively wrap her arms around her midsection. However, they quickly yanked her hands behind her back and attached a new set of the flexible handcuffs.

After a member of the ship’s crew emptied the closet, she was forcibly thrust inside, where she fell hard to the steel floor. Pain shot through her knees into her lower spine at impact. She’d come to hate steel, as it seemed every part of the Tamara was made of it.

Now, lying on the cold floor in the dark, all she could think about was Daniel. She fought back the tears, demanding her mind to put on a brave front. However, after hours of being left alone and from sheer exhaustion, she couldn’t fight the sleep that overcame her.

She was beset by vivid dreams, likely the result of the stress and energy expended since their decision to enter the container. The scenes she replayed over and over again caused her to toss and turn on the steel floor. Her mind took all the events of the last week to compile them into a pitiless, savage series of events in which she and Daniel fought for their lives.

When she was finally awakened by the creaking of the steel door opening, she yelped in fright despite being gagged. The bright light that entered the closet blinded her temporarily, and then, inexplicably, she heard a man address her in English.

“It’s okay. I won’t hurt you.”
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DAY EIGHT

Predawn

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

“THE CAPTAIN SENT ME to see how you’re doing,” said the man in fluent English with a hint of a French accent. Abbie, who’d lived her entire life in Maine, was able to discern the difference between the various dialects of Canadians. He reminded her of the visitors from Montreal who frequently came to Bar Harbor.

Instinctively, Abbie pushed her way to the back of the closet to avoid the newcomer. Despite being somewhat comforted by an English-speaking member of the crew, she was still leery. She was able to see his face clearly, especially his eyes. They were not menacing.

She tried to speak, but her words only came out as a mumble through the duct-tape impediment. He immediately recognized the problem.

“I’m sorry. This was unnecessary,” he said, glancing back over his shoulder. Abbie tried to look past him, but his frame filled the doorway.

“May I come in to remove the tape?” he asked politely.

This has to be a trick, she screamed in her mind. There is no way this guy is this polite. Yet she had to allow him to remove the duct tape. Besides, she was in no position to say no to anything they demanded of her.

“Okay, good. I’m sorry, but this is going to hurt. Are you ready?”

Abbie nodded, although she wasn’t. The duct tape had adhered firmly to her lips. When he quickly pulled it off, the shock caused her mouth to open, wanting to scream. Yet she couldn’t.

Finally, she was able to speak. “Holy shit, that hurt!”

“I imagine they did that so you would remain quiet and not disrupt the ship,” he said matter-of-factly.

“Will they let me go now? I’m not a threat to anyone.”

“All in good time, Miss Bartlett,” he began.

Abbie longed to correct him, but for now, she felt it better to keep their marriage a secret although the wedding bands surely had given it away already.

He continued, “My name is Bergeron, the senior medical officer on board. Well, the only medical officer, actually. I sort of bartered my résumé in exchange for passage. Honestly, I’m a nurse practitioner, formerly from Quebec Province. Now I live in upstate New York where I am a nurse practitioner.”

Abbie considered trying to lie her way out of custody, but she knew that was a fruitless exercise. One that might enrage her captors. Instead, she wanted to believe the medical officer’s kindness was genuine, so she responded in kind.

“Thank you, Mr. Bergeron. I was having trouble breathing. And since you brought up the captain, I need to apologize to him for hiding in the container to get on board the ship. We’re desperate to get back to my family, and we didn’t have enough jewelry to gain passage.”

He smiled and nodded. “I get it. I was in a similar predicament. I thought I’d try to get on board as part of the medical team. As it turns out, I am the medical team.” He managed a laugh, which also helped break the ice with Abbie.

“Well, I do want to apologize to the captain. Of course, I want to know about my travel companion. Is he okay?”

Bergeron winced, unable to hide the truth. “Okay. About him. Mr. Matthews, right?”

He’s trying to trick me, she thought. “No, Murphy. He’s not dangerous either.”

Bergeron smirked and rocked his head back and forth on his shoulders like a metronome. “You both brought a shotgun on board. To many, that makes you seem dangerous. Don’t you agree?”

“It wasn’t ours,” protested Abbie. “I mean it was, but it wasn’t. We took it from some men who tried to hurt us. We kept it just for, you know, protection. We never used it. I swear.”

He held his hands up to calm her down. “Hey. Hey. That’s okay. I believe you. Listen, are you two alone? Are there others?”

Abbie vehemently shook her head. “No. Just us. I swear! We were on our honey—” She cut herself off and then revealed the truth. “Listen, my name is Abbie Murphy. We got married and came to Europe on our honeymoon. We were in Switzerland when the bombs dropped. We’ve been trying to get home ever since.”

Bergeron crouched down in front of Abbie. He whispered so he wasn’t overheard by the guards hovering around outside. “Listen to me very carefully. I won’t lie. You are both in danger. I’m doing what I can, but just know this. Shirvani, the head of security, and his men are barbarians. Can you be strong and quiet? I will try to convince the captain to see you and to provide you safety for the rest of the voyage to Quebec City. I just want you to be aware. You’ll be facing some difficult challenges ahead.”

Abbie welled up in tears. This was not what she’d hoped to hear. She couldn’t think about her fate alone. She was concerned for Daniel as well. She asked about him again.

“Please tell me about Daniel. Is he, um, still alive?”

Bergeron glanced over his shoulder. “Yes, he’s alive. He is injured, and I am now allowed to tend to him. What happens next will be up to Captain Ahmad. I think.”

Abbie straightened her back and studied the man’s eyes. “You think? What does that mean?”

“Enough!” one of the guards shouted to Bergeron.

“I have to go,” he whispered to Abbie.

“No! Wait! What do you mean?”

Bergeron exited hastily, and the door was slammed shut, leaving Abbie in the dark in more ways than one.
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DAY EIGHT

Morning

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

SHIRVANI IGNORED HIS CAPTAIN’S request to meet him on the bridge. Angry that Captain Ahmad had interrupted the interrogation of the stowaway, he stormed out of the brig after ordering his men to remain at their posts to guard the infidel, as he continuously called Daniel.

Ahmad said very little to Daniel as he examined his injuries. He kept his cards close to the vest, as he was fully aware Shirvani’s men watched his every move and listened to each word he spoke to Daniel. After promising to send the medical officer to assess Daniel’s injuries, the captain abruptly left.

Ahmad returned to the bridge and paced the floor for more than an hour. After morning prayer, he sent two of his officers to search for Shirvani to remind him the captain wanted to speak with him about the stowaways. Finally, after sunrise, Shirvani appeared on the bridge, stoic as always.

“You requested to see me, Captain.” He emphasized the word captain, clearly applying a hint of snark as he spoke. He could no longer hide his lack of respect for Ahmad.

“Ali, please, my friend, join me outside.” Ahmad gestured toward the doorway leading to the bridge deck overlooking the passengers who were milling about below.

“I am busy. Is there something you need from me?”

Ahmad sighed. This wasn’t going to be easy, but he needed to get to the bottom of why Shirvani had become so hostile.

“My old friend, I need to know what is troubling you. What has come between us that leads you to treat me with such disrespect?”

Shirvani scowled and turned toward Ahmad. He was about to respond when the captain’s second-in-command on the bridge burst through the doors onto the deck.

“Captain Ahmad, we need you to return to the bridge. Immediately, sir.”

The man’s voice was urgent, which grabbed Ahmad’s attention. He hustled toward the door held open by the officer. Shirvani strutted past the man and snarled at him as he ducked through the door. He constantly exuded an aura of intimidation.

Another officer greeted the captain and thrust a pair of long-range marine binoculars into his hands. “Two o’clock off the bow, Captain. Approaching naval vessels.”

“Navy?” Ahmad asked. He was shocked by the revelation and somewhat skeptical. “Whose?”

The officer pointed through the windows protecting the bridge so the captain could follow his outstretched arm.

“Russians.”
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DAY EIGHT

Dawn

Swan’s Island

THE FIRES HAD REACHED the shore, and burning embers proved to the residents that the water would not necessarily be a barrier. To the northwest of Swan’s Island, the flames were dancing skyward into the darkness as dawn arrived. The preserve at Harriman Point at the entrance to the Mount Desert Narrows was fully engulfed in flames. The winds had picked up as well. Uninhabited Pond Island, located just north of Opechee Island, where Tammy had slept in the barn the night the bombs fell, was on fire as well. Residents became concerned the islands were too close to one another to benefit from the water as a firebreak. The hot, gusty winds weren’t helping matters.

On the seventh day following the nuclear detonations, the smoky haze became more prevalent across the U.S. The coastal region of Maine was beginning to see a dramatic drop in air quality as well. Residents used scarfs and bandannas to cover their noses and mouths. A few had kept their surgical masks from the COVID pandemic days. More people were staying inside.

However, the dramatic change in conditions didn’t stem the tide of burglaries overnight. Billy had chosen to remain at the co-op, giving Mickey and Hebert some much-needed rest after spending every waking moment retrofitting the Dixie Bull to double the size of her fuel tank. The welding process was tedious and had to be tested frequently. If the expanded tank didn’t hold the weight and pressure of the diesel, it could be deadly for everyone on board.

At sunrise that morning, Billy, who’d remained awake all night, was patrolling the dock when he noticed several men dressed in dark clothing running down the steep slope toward the back side of the co-op. Expecting trouble, he awakened Joey, who’d slept on the Dixie Bull, by slapping the hull several times with the palm of his hand.

Joey stumbled out of the wheelhouse with the shotgun. “Whadya got, Dad?”

Billy spoke above a loud whisper. “I just saw two, maybe three guys running through the backyards of those houses toward the edge of the water. They could be heading over to Kent’s place, but I doubt it. There’s nothing there left to steal.”

“Where do you want me?” Joey asked.

“Can you handle this hunting rifle?”

“Sure. I’ve been with Mick at the hunting camp before.”

Billy stretched his arm upward to give the Remington rifle to Joey. In turn, he lowered the shotgun to his dad.

“Position yourself on the bow. Stay low. They might be armed, and I don’t want you to give them an easy target.”

“Okay. What’re you gonna do?”

Billy pointed toward the parking lot. “I’ll circle around the front of the building. I expect they’ll try to break into the rear doors. I can’t imagine them trying to steal fuel. They were moving fast, but I didn’t see them carrying any containers. Either way, I’m gonna scare them off or drive them over to your side of the building.”

Joey knelt down with a wary eye on the co-op. “Do you want me to shoot ’em?”

“Let’s try to warn them off first. I gotta go.”

Billy lumbered up the dock at a steady pace. Having lost nearly a pound a day since the ordeal began, he found himself having to constantly wear his overalls because the straps kept them from falling off his waist, unlike his jeans, which sagged.

As instructed, Joey dropped to a knee on the bow’s deck, trying to catch a glimpse of any movement along the shore. If the men were coming to break into the co-op, their approach to the building was a good one. There were a few thickets of trees and tall grasses, as well as several stacks of lobster pots at the back of the fuel yard. They could run from one to another, using the cover to get close to the building undetected.

Rather than lay flat as his dad suggested, he remained on one knee and rested the barrel of the rifle on the stainless-steel railing to provide stability. He alternated looking for the approaching men through the scope and by rising up slightly. Thus far, he hadn’t seen anything, leading him to believe the men had gone in the other direction toward Kent’s Wharf, another wholesale seafood operation on the island.

BOOM!

The sound of the shotgun reverberated throughout the harbor, jolting Joey until he almost fumbled the rifle over the railing. Startled, he stood and studied the back utility yard and the water-facing side of the co-op building.

Still no movement.

More gunshots rang out. This time, it was from the intruders.

“Shit, shit, shit!” Joey exclaimed. They were shooting at his dad.

BOOM!

Billy fired back.

Men were shouting to one another. They returned fire. As did Billy.

“There you are, assholes!” Joey saw the men run around the building with the intent to circle around the front. He assumed they wanted to surprise his dad by sneaking up from behind.

Joey took aim at the first man and gently squeezed the trigger. The report of the thirty-aught-six Remington bolt-action rifle in the silent confines of the marina sent a blast wave across Burnt Coat Harbor. The bullet whizzed past the shoulder of the first man, blowing out the plate-glass window of the co-op. The surprise shot from the Dixie Bull caused the second man in line to urinate in his pants.

In unison, they fell to the ground and began to scramble for cover.

Joey fired again with a well-placed bullet between them and the front of the co-op, intentionally missing them. His ploy worked. They turned and scrambled up the shore, using the riprap and overgrown grasses as minimal cover.

Joey decided to fire once more, just behind the last man of the escaping trio. The bullet ricocheted off a granite rock and skipped past the men. They picked up the pace and ran faster, eventually scattering as they tore up the hill toward Harbor Road.

Billy ran toward the ship. “Son! Are you okay?”

“Yeah, they’re gone. You good?”

Billy hesitated before responding, “I’ll be fine.”
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DAY EIGHT

Late Morning

Aboard the Russian Naval Frigate Admiral Gorshkov

The Atlantic Ocean

CAPTAIN FIRST RANK Vasily Stepanovich stood on the bridge of the Admiral Gorshkov, a Russian navy vessel and the namesake of the Gorshkov-class frigate, leading an action group across the North Atlantic.

This was not Stepanovich’s first journey toward the U.S. Atlantic Seaboard. Years prior, the Russian Ministry of Defense, as a show of force, had dispatched a similar grouping of warships accompanied by an M-class guided-missile submarine to Havana, Cuba. The highly visible naval armada had been intended to show Washington that war could be brought to America’s shores. For weeks, the naval action group had patrolled the Atlantic Seaboard from the Florida Keys to off the coast of Maine before returning to Severodvinsk Seaport located on the White Sea in Northwest Russia.

Today’s mission was far different. President Vladimir Putin had survived the nuclear attack on Mother Russia. He’d vowed to destroy what remained of the U.S. The Russian navy commanded one of the largest submarine fleets in the world. The Communist country’s sixteen nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines were considered integral to its strategic deterrent against nuclear war.

Deterrence hadn’t worked. The concept of mutually assured destruction had been disregarded. Putin was taking the first steps toward ruling over the ruins of Russia and America.

Protected by the Admiral Gorshkov, together with a complement of another frigate and a Seliva-class tug, three nuclear submarines lurked deep beneath the ocean’s surface in perfect battle formation as they raced toward the States. In addition, tucked in between the frigates was the newly launched landing ship the Vladimir Andreyev, which carried eight main battle tanks, fifteen armored personnel carriers and over four hundred Russian marines.

The naval action group would be the first wave of the Russian presence into the Northern Hemisphere. Bound for Nova Scotia, a portion of the remains of the Russian armed forces would establish a forward operating base in the country that had not been attacked by nuclear bombs. From Nova Scotia, military planners had designs of destroying the last of the U.S. command and control apparatus while gaining a foothold in the region. Its first target would be the Raven Rock Mountain Complex, in Pennsylvania, where the U.S. president and some members of his cabinet were expected to be secured.

Captain Stepanovich stood on the outside deck of the bridge, staring toward the west. A brisk gust of cold wind chased away the thoughts of a country, not unlike his own, that was burning out of control following the detonations of thousands of nuclear warheads.

This moment was one he wanted to remember. In a matter of days, the pleasure of inhaling fresh air mixed with sea spray would be displaced with the antiquated but still utilized PMK gas mask, which dated back to the Soviet Army days. It would be years, he was told, before the air would be suitable to breathe without protection. Although, the area off the coast of Nova Scotia toward Maine would benefit from wind patterns coming from the Arctic region.

His conning officer, Captain Lieutenant Gromov, had approached Stepanovich’s right shoulder. “Captain, sir. We have spotted another vessel. It is on a similar course toward the American Northwest.”

“Naval?” he asked.

“Sir, it appears to be a cargo vessel. Approximately nine hundred feet in length. We have deployed a drone to record the cargo. Ordinarily, a vessel such as this would be carrying over a thousand shipping containers. There are only a few on its main deck, sir.”

“What is it carrying?” asked Stepanovich with a perplexed look on his face.

“Passengers, sir.”

“Soldiers? How is it flagged? Has it been equipped with weapons?”

“Panamanian flagged, sir. Drone footage is not entirely clear. However, we see no evidence of weapons on deck, nor has the ship been retrofitted with any form of armaments.”

“Are you certain?” asked the captain, now concerned about the mysterious ship. He tried to make sense of the reasons a cargo ship might be sailing toward America. “No turrets. No indication of sea-to-sea missile launchers. No antiaircraft guns.”

The younger man shook his head. “No, sir. Just people. Like ants. Zombielike. Wandering around the main deck aimlessly.”

“Military age?”

“The footage is inclusive.”

“Does their course conflict with ours?”

“Appears to be similar, sir. And Captain, even though we are surely within sight of their binoculars if not their radar, they do not appear to be yielding.”

That was all Captain Stepanovich needed to hear. “Prepare weapon station number one. I assume the cargo vessel is within the twenty-two-kilometer range of our A-192 naval gun?”

“It is, sir.”

“Good. That will be step two. Step one is to deploy the 5P-42 Filin. Let us see how their captain responds to our electro-optic countermeasure systems. Keep it deployed for more than a minute. Even during the day, they will experience dizziness and nausea.”

“Yes, sir,” said Captain Lieutenant Gromov.

“And Gromov, if they do not halt their progress or yield, strafe their vessel from bow to stern with the one-hundred-thirty-millimeter shells for a minute. Let us see if they get the message after a few hundred rounds poke holes in the hull and their passengers.”
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DAY EIGHT

Late Morning

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

AFTER THE CONFRONTATION between a man who apparently was the ship’s captain and his torturer, Daniel was left alone for hours. He kept trying to loosen his restraints, to no avail. Left in near pitch darkness except for ambient light that found its way through a sloppily duct-taped porthole window, he contemplated his fate and that of Abbie’s. He racked his brain, searching for ways to escape. The men who had restrained him were experts. He suspected them to be ex-military from any number of nations from the Middle East. All young men were trained to be part of Allah’s army.

Daniel began to rock back and forth, hoping that toppling over the metal chair might give him a way to slide his bound ankles over the ends of the chair’s legs. He fell over hard against the side of the brig, bouncing his head off a series of rivets that attached two pieces of steel panels together. Blood immediately poured out of the wound, matting his hair.

Undeterred, he forced the pain out of his mind and focused on positioning his body so he could free his legs from the chair’s feet. The zip-tie restraint had become hung on the foot, wedging its way between the chair’s tip glide and the leg. Frustrated, Daniel began kicking his leg to dislodge the glide. Instead, the force of his kick resulted in the plastic zip-tie snapping in two, accomplishing his purpose.

Once his right leg was free, it was easy to get the left loose by writhing on the floor. Using the same wiggle motion, he freed his bound arms from the chair’s back.

Blood found its way onto his forehead and dripped down the bridge of his nose. He didn’t care. He bent his knees slightly and leaned forward. As the blood dripped down his face, he closed his eyes and concentrated. He lifted his arms as far as he could over his back and slammed them hard against his lower spine. He repeated the motion until finally the zip ties snapped, and he was freed.

Daniel fumbled in the dark in search of his clothes, which had been piled in a corner near the door. He retrieved his shirt and used it to wipe off his face. After getting dressed, he then turned his attention to the door leading out of the brig. Because it was designed as a holding cell, he had no way of opening it from the inside. Instead, he had to lie in wait for when his captors returned.

He pressed his ear against the door, hoping to hear any conversation or signs of movement.

Nothing. The seal on the door was tight, preventing him from detecting any sound. Frustrated, he made his way to the porthole window, shuffling his feet to avoid tripping over the chair.

At the window, he lifted the duct tape slightly, allowing in sufficient light so he could get a view of his room. He took the time to ready his chair, placing it upright under the light and facing the door. His plan was to remain in his seat, ankles pressed to the chair legs and his hands behind his back, until the door opened. He’d lend the appearance he was still restrained, using the element of surprise to overpower the guards, who hopefully would not recall his clothes had been removed.

He also took a moment to pace off the measurements of the room. In the dark, he’d have some idea of the distance from his seat to the doorway and the combined sink-toilet. Satisfied he’d committed the space to memory, he took one final look around and returned to the porthole.

He wasn’t sure what inner sense urged him to remove more of the duct tape so he could glance through it. Although they were more than halfway to Canada at this point by his calculations, they were nowhere near land that could be seen on the horizon. Nonetheless, he felt the urge to look at the sea.

His eyes grew wide as he saw the bright beams of light directed at the Tamara. The flickering strobe-light effect forced Daniel to abruptly avert his eyes.

“Eagle owl,” he mumbled to himself, referring to the method of disorienting adversaries often used by the Russian military. “Russian countermeasures. Not good. These fools need to bring this ship to a full stop.”

Daniel wanted to determine the source of the electro-optics. His curiosity demanded to know what Russian navy vessels were doing in the North Atlantic. Which direction were they traveling? Were they returning to their home port, likely in the Arctic regions? He glanced through the porthole just as the beam of light was cut off.

He squinted his eyes as he tried to identify the ship. The distance and the natural spray rising from the ocean obscured his view. That and the hazy skies. He concentrated and thought he saw three or four shadows moving west across the horizon.

Toward America.

The sound of the metallic latch being used to open the brig’s door startled him. He hurriedly pressed the duct tape back into position and quickly retook his seat. Daniel’s heart was racing as his adrenaline peaked. The heavy door swung open, and two armed guards suddenly appeared in the doorway. As one of them stepped inward, Daniel had to make a split-second decision as to whether he wanted to take on both men.

His body tensed. He curled his fingers into a pair of angry fists. Lethal fists that were trained to kill.

Just as the man entered and the overhead light was turned on, Daniel prepared to lunge at him with the intention of driving his bloodied skull into the man’s chest. He never got the chance.

The one-hundred-thirty-millimeter, nearly two-hundred-pound round fired by the Russian frigate obliterated the porthole window and blew through the guard’s chest as well as the chest of his partner, who had remained in the corridor outside the brig.

The round roared just over Daniel’s head. Had he been standing or engaged in hand-to-hand fighting with his captors, he would’ve suffered a similar fate. He was knocked to the floor as all hell broke loose on the Tamara.
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Late Morning

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

THE SUPERSTRUCTURE TOOK a direct hit from the barrage of cannon fire unleashed upon the Tamara by the Russian naval frigate. While the bridge was spared, the captain’s quarters and the main deck of the superstructure were badly damaged. Cannon fire rocked the Tamara from stem to stern, punching holes through steel and passengers alike.

Without having to give the order, Captain Ahmad’s second in charge brought the ship to a halt, ceasing any forward motion and allowing it to drift. The entire crew, including Shirvani and his men, hit the deck in the bridge and remained there until the powerful artillery rounds had ceased destroying the starboard side of the vessel. It took a full minute after the onslaught before any of them had the courage to raise their heads to look through the bridge windows.

In the distance, the Russian navy sailed on without pause. They were too far away to determine if they were going to fire upon the Tamara again. The thought of being torpedoed was on the minds of the entire crew. If that was to be their fate, there was nothing they could do to escape it.

Ahmad was the first to take control of the situation. He began shouting questions to his officers on the bridge. “Do we have full power?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Any indication the hull has been breached below the waterline?”

“Not as of yet, Captain. We must do a visual inspection immediately.”

“Yes,” said Ahmad. “Assemble a team. No, strike that. I want to do it myself. Do we have communications with the crew?”

The communications officer was huddled over a computer, holding his headset in place with both hands. He was unable to hear his captain’s question, so Ahmad quickly approached him. He rested his hand on the man’s shoulder and noticed the tears in his eyes. He looked up to the captain and removed the headset.

Despite wanting to, there was nothing productive about berating the man. He simply asked the question again.

“I have been checking in with each level of the superstructure, sir, as well as the crewmembers on deck preparing to hand out lunch meals. I get no response from our personnel on the accommodation main deck. Most of the cook’s staff were serving lunch MREs to the passengers. I cannot raise all of the crewmembers on the main deck. Those who replied so far report many, many casualties.”

Captain Ahmad left the young man’s side and pushed past Shirvani, who’d hovered over the conversation. Ahmad burst through the rear door leading to the deck surrounding the bridge. He leaned over the rail overlooking the passengers.

What he saw caused him to spontaneously vomit. Bodies had been ripped apart. The passengers wailed in despair. Several comforted one another while others held onto what was left of their loved ones.

Several of the containers holding the MREs for distribution had been demolished. The mast holding the boom used to distribute the shipping containers had been severed from the deck. The massive crane apparatus was hanging over the port side of the ship, straining to hold on to the steel cables affixed to the wheel and pulley system.

Remarkably, however, the ship didn’t appear to be sinking despite the heinous, unprovoked attack by the Russians.

Ahmad returned to the bridge, where he instructed his second-in-command to continue to monitor the ship’s vitals much like a nurse would monitor a badly injured patient. He ordered two of his officers to accompany him to conduct a complete assessment of the ship’s seaworthiness. In particular, he wanted to determine if the hull had been breached below the waterline. Not that he knew what he could do about it.

Then Ahmad froze and looked around the bridge. Shirvani had disappeared.
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ABBIE BEAT HER FISTS against the inside of the closet door until they were bloodied. She’d screamed for help until she was hoarse. She prayed until she didn’t know what else to ask God for. Then she collapsed in a heap on the floor, waiting for someone to tell her what had happened or, preferably, let her out.

From inside the dark coffin-like closet where she was held, it seemed as if each of the powerful rounds that struck the Tamara might burst her eardrums. She felt the vibrations as the ship was pummeled. The faint sound of people moaning and screaming could be heard through the closet door. She tried to visualize the carnage beyond her makeshift prison cell. Then she hoped Daniel was safe and unharmed.

She’d lost track of time but assumed it had been thirty minutes before she heard the heavy handle of the closet door turn. She jumped to her feet and pressed her back against the wall, bracing for what might happen next. She was relieved to see a friendly face. Senior medical officer Bergeron appeared in the doorway. He motioned for her to come out of the closet.

“Abbie, it’s bad. There are a lot of people dead, and the ship is in chaos. Still, you need to be careful. Shirvani, the head of security, is more than ruthless. He’s perverse and barbaric. Please do not get caught.”

“Do you know where Daniel is?” she asked as her eyes adjusted to the light. Within the boat deck, crewmembers were rushing in all directions. Some carried blankets and pillows while others toted cases of bottled water.

“I don’t know. They never allowed me to treat him. The brig is on the main deck.”

Abbie looked through the doorway, searching for the stairwell. “Which way?”

“Wait.” Bergeron handed her a set of light green scrubs and a matching surgical cap. “Put these on and hide your hair as much as possible. Despite what has happened, do not doubt that Shirvani wants you for himself. Do you understand me?” The ominous tone of his voice forced his point to sink in.

Abbie nodded. She’d seen predators before. The head of security frightened her like no other. She stepped back into the dark confines of the closet and quickly put the scrubs on. She wrapped her hair in a ball and attempted to shove it under the surgical cap, but it fell apart. Then she secured her hair into a bun and eased the surgical cap over it. She wasn’t sure how long it would hold, but that was not her primary concern at the moment.

“Okay. Now, which way?”

Bergeron pointed to their left. “That stairwell was not hit. Abbie, you need to be prepared for something.”

“What?”

“The deck where your husband was held has been badly damaged. There are many casualties. The crew had to fight several small fires as well.”

Abbie had heard enough. “Thank you. I have to go.”

As she hustled off, he shouted after her, “Find me later so I know you’re okay. I’ve set up a triage on the upper deck.”

She waved her arm and stepped through an open doorway leading to the stairwell. Men were rushing up and down the stairs. A Frenchman asked her to look at a wound he’d suffered, but she ignored him. When she reached the next level down, she stared in horror as she saw the gaping hole in the interior walls of the boat deck. The galley in the center of the floor had been destroyed. The mess hall, which had been full of crew members at the time, was a grotesque scene of tangled, bloodied body parts.

Ignoring the carnage, she moved through the corridors, stepping over the dead and debris. She looked into each open room, most of which were empty sleeping quarters. She glanced into one open space that had a gaping hole in the side of the hull. The remains of a uniformed guard lay half in and half out of the room. Another guard’s body, which had been torn open, was slumped against the remains of the corridor wall.

The room had no furnishings except for a lone chair. She stuck her head around the edge of the doorway and looked around. It was obvious to Abbie that it was a cell. Her heart leapt when she spotted the broken zip ties on the floor. Daniel had not only survived the blast that killed the guards, he’d escaped.

Frantic, but filled with hope, she moved as quickly as the debris and fallen corpses would allow. Going from room to room, leaving no part of the demolished section of the ship’s superstructure unsearched. She wanted to call out his name, but she feared a surviving guard would hear her. As far as she knew, she and Daniel were the only Americans on board the ship. Bergeron, and his French-Canadian accent, didn’t count.

He was probably searching for her. Had he gone upward, toward the bridge? Had they somehow missed one another as she came down one level in search of him?

She reentered the stairwell, where men were rushing up and down. Then she heard multiple men coming down the stairs toward her, their feet pounding the steel treads as they hurriedly came toward her. One was speaking Arabic, which meant only one thing. They were guards, and she needed to hide.
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DANIEL HAD WASTED NO TIME in taking advantage of the opportunity to escape. First, he took the guards’ weapons—two handguns and an AK-47 rifle. He removed the utility belt of the guard who’d first entered the brig when the shell tore through his midsection. The belt, which contained keys, a flashlight, and additional magazines for his handgun, was covered in blood and parts of his organs. Daniel didn’t care. He was now armed and capable of fighting back as he started his search for Abbie.

Because he was unfamiliar with the ship and had been unconscious when he was dragged into the brig, he had to begin his search without the benefit of knowing the superstructure’s layout. First, he quickly searched the floor he was on. With the AK-47, he was unafraid to call Abbie’s name out, especially amidst the chaos. Anyone who challenged him would pay a price.

Frustrated that he couldn’t find her, he chose to go higher into the superstructure, fully aware that he’d be passing through officers’ quarters, the captain’s floor and, ultimately, onto the bridge. He was prepared to become as brutal as they’d been with him to learn where Abbie was being held.

He rushed through the officers’ deck, which had not been damaged by the attack. There were only half a dozen bedrooms and a single dayroom. He even searched the laundry room and bathrooms.

Next, he rushed up another level into the captain’s quarters, or at least what was left of it. Two rounds had pierced the walls of the superstructure. One had destroyed the lavatory and the radio room. The other had ripped open the bedroom and the adjacent dayroom. Still, he searched each room for Abbie or any evidence that she’d been held there. He was about to ascend the stairs to the bridge when he heard the door swing open and two men hurriedly move down the stairs. Daniel hid behind the opening leading to the captain’s quarters. He was prepared to jump them, and he’d gladly hold the barrel of the rifle to their heads until he got answers.

However, when he saw it was three men, he didn’t like the odds. Instead, he opted to follow them. He gave them a moment to pass and turn the corner at the landing. Daniel, light afoot, began his descent, glancing between the rails to follow their path. They moved past the officers’ floor. He picked up the pace so he didn’t lose contact with them.

The trio continued down the stairs, past the crew deck, which Daniel had already searched. He stayed a safe distance above them, relying on his ability to follow the sound of their footsteps despite the passengers’ cries of grief coming through the openings in the superstructure.

When he saw them continue downward past the boat deck, he realized they were not coming for him, or they would’ve stopped there. They didn’t even give their dead comrades a second glance as they passed the opening. The security personnel were clearly on a mission.

Daniel paused to listen. More men had joined him in the stairwell. They were speaking to one another as they clamored down the steps from the bridge. He was about to get caught between the two groups of crew members.

He ducked through the doorway into the boat deck where he’d started. The space was in shambles but still afforded him places to hide. He made a quick turn to the left and ran straight into Abbie.
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Swan’s Island

NEWS OF THE SHOOTING SPREAD fast around the island. Friends and curiosity-seekers descended upon the co-op to learn the details and to see if anyone had been injured. Billy’s shoulder had been grazed by one of the shots fired at him. It had torn the skin open and ripped off a hunk of flesh. He downplayed the wound, likening it to the time he’d accidentally gotten bit by a grappling hook wielded by a clumsy deckhand.

Billy’s attempt to use humor to calm his wife didn’t work this time. She tried to stitch him up, a practice she’d learned many years ago after they were married. She was adept at suturing but found it difficult through eyes flooded with tears.

Josie had to step in to finish the job, asking her mother-in-law to go outside because she was upsetting her grandkids. Tammy reluctantly agreed, but she could still be heard sobbing as she sat on a tree-stump table in the backyard.

Billy’s getting shot was the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back for Tammy. Now she had to reconcile her fear of staying on the island with leaving, knowing that Abbie was still out there somewhere.

After Josie finished up and reassured Tammy that the wound was mostly superficial, she hugged her husband for a long time without uttering a word. Billy didn’t try to console her or make a joke to ease her angst. He, too, needed the hug.

It was Mickey’s arrival at the house that caused them to break their embrace.

“Hey, um, sorry to interrupt,” he said after approaching them in the kitchen. “How’re ya doin’, Dad?”

“Patched up and good as new. Everything okay down there?”

Mickey sighed and accepted a hug from Josie, who emerged out of the living room, where the kids were playing board games. “Despite the nonstop well-wishers and nosy neighbors, we’ve managed to finish up the retrofit of the ship. Using the manual hand pump, Hebert is filling the tank now, gradually. He’s a perfectionist. He wants to make sure the new weld will hold under the added weight.”

“That’s good,” said Billy. He gestured for all of them to sit at the breakfast room table. “What’s your gut tell ya?”

“Hebert’s the best, Dad. I have a hundred percent confidence in what he’s done. I’ll admit, I wasn’t sure about the whole idea. Now I have no doubt the Dixie Bull can go more than twice as far as her original range.”

Tammy spoke up for the first time. Her words were simple, yet they had a profound effect on everyone. “That’s good. It’s time to go.”

Billy grimaced and closed his eyes as he absorbed her change of mind regarding leaving immediately. Without Abbie.

“Honey, please don’t let what happened this morning change how you feel. Those guys won’t be back.”

“You don’t know that for certain. If anything, they’ll be pissed off and bring some of their buddies. Besides, this is just the beginning. It’s not gonna get better for us here. Only worse.”

Mickey nodded. He had to ask, “What about Abbie?”

Tammy leaned back in her chair, making eye contact with each of them. “I have a few questions, okay?”

“Sure,” replied Mickey.

“What’s your opinion about Hebert and his wife? Do you think they’ll go with us?”

Mickey shook his head. “Honestly, I don’t think so. I’ve spoken to him about it, and every time I bring the subject up, he says we’ll be fine without him. I tried to explain it wasn’t about using his mechanic’s skills. I said he was part of the family. Still, I’m pretty sure that his phony reassurances are intended to be a no.”

Tammy turned to Billy. “Can we make repairs without him?”

Billy looked toward Mickey and shrugged. “Here’s the thing. Mickey and I can handle most anything. It’s rare that Hebert joined us at sea. But if something catastrophic happens to the mechanicals, we might be screwed.”

“Dad, that’s gonna be true with or without Hebert on board,” added Mickey. “Parts will always be the main issue.”

“It’s a risk we’re willing to take, right?” asked Tammy.

The guys nodded.

“Okay, if we’re gonna head south, when should we go?” asked Josie. “I mean, there’s stuff to do, right?”

Billy replied, “We need to fill the ship with fuel and load the last of the fuel barrels on the deck. I mean, she’s gonna be packed and heavy.”

“We need to stock her with our food and supplies,” added Mickey. “There’s plenty of room for that based on what we have.”

“Bedding, too,” said Josie. “There are six bunks on board, and there are five plus three children goin’.”

Billy turned to Mickey. “You, Josie and the kids can have the bunkroom. Me and Tammy can set up camp in the wheelhouse.”

“What about Joey?” asked Mickey.

Billy feigned innocence. “Um, you mean we gotta take him, too?”

Tammy delivered a well-deserved punch to his upper arm. Luckily for her husband, she was sitting on the opposite side of his wounded shoulder.

“Zip it, Captain Billy. Of course he’s going with us. Maybe I should make you sleep on the deck somewhere.” She stood and mussed Billy’s hair as if he were a child. A man-child. She asked one final question. “Boys, bottom-line it. When can we sail?”

“Tomorrow,” replied Billy, which drew Mickey’s nod of approval.

Tammy arched her back and wandered toward the front door before turning. “Okay, I wanna speak with Hebert myself. Do you think he can prepare the Boston Whaler for a long trip like he did the Dixie Bull?”

Mickey nodded. “That’s what he was working on next after he finished the electrical system. I think I see where you’re headed with this.”

Tammy lovingly rubbed her husband’s neck as she spoke. “I wanna leave word for the kids so when they return, they know where we’re going. They have to be able to catch up to us. Let’s put our heads together on an itinerary. You know, logical places for us to stop for a day to wait for them.”

“Well, we’ll have the radios and the ability to track each other via GPS and the EPIRB,” suggested Mickey. “Certainly, the ocean is huge, but we can stay as close to the shore as possible. Maybe along the intracoastal waterway.”

“There’s gonna be a point where we gotta cross the open sea, son. Otherwise, we won’t have enough fuel to get there.”

“You’ve already thought of this?” Tammy asked.

He nodded. “Yeah, probably somewhere off the Carolinas. We can skirt the north side of the Bahamas and the Lesser Antilles. Then we’ll sail well off the coastal regions until around Brazil.”

Mickey thought for a moment. “While we’re getting ready, let’s think of a point to stop near Cape Hatteras or thereabouts.”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Tammy, who was unexpectedly chipper. She’d reconciled herself to leaving, and now was the time. She suppressed her emotions as it related to Abbie. She had the rest of her family to protect first.
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Afternoon

Aboard the MSC Tamara

The Atlantic Ocean

“FIND THE GIRL!” snarled Shirvani at his two security personnel when he found the closet door had been unlocked so she could escape. He grabbed one of them firmly by the front of his jacket. “Who has keys to this closet?”

The man thought about his answer, wanting to be accurate in the face of his tyrannical superior. “The captain and his officers. The cook. The mechanical engineer. Um, maybe the medical officer?”

“Find out! Return to the bridge and demand answers. If they do not cooperate, use the radio to summon me. I will make them comply.”

Shirvani had turned back toward the stairwell when Captain Ahmad suddenly appeared. He had overheard much of the conversation.

“Comply with what, my friend?” he asked. “Comply with your demands. Your orders. Subject my officers to your obsessions? It’s time to remind you that I am the captain of this vessel. You are here because I urged MSC to hire you. I vouched for you as a former associate and, mostly, as a friend.”

Shirvani glared at Ahmad for an incredibly long, uncomfortable ten seconds. Ahmad’s officers stood behind him, unarmed. Shirvani’s men flanked him on both sides with their AK-47 rifles held at low ready.

“I have a job to do, Captain,” he hissed. His disdain for Ahmad was apparent to all. “Perhaps you should focus on your own. Perhaps, Captain, had you reacted to the Russians’ warning and halted the ship, we would not be surrounded by mayhem and battling fires.”

“Fires?” asked Ahmad, genuinely unaware that any part of the ship was ablaze.

“That’s right, Captain. Fires. Perhaps you should focus on your own duties and ensure we do not sink.” He paused to allow a condescending laugh. “Then again, the frigid waters of the Atlantic will douse the fires, will they not?”

Without saying another word, Shirvani and one of his men shoved their way past Ahmad and entered the stairwell, where they descended toward the deck. The remaining security guard remained to question the captain and his officers about access to the closet where Abbie had been held.

Ahmad answered truthfully and allowed the security guard to continue his search for the escaped stowaways. He ordered one of his officers to trail Shirvani’s man back to the bridge to ensure there was no conflict between the two sides. He also told them to cooperate fully. Although Ahmad didn’t approve of his chief mate’s tactics as it related to the stowaways, there were still lots of questions unanswered regarding their intentions on his ship. However, any threat they posed paled in comparison to the damage to the structural integrity of his ship.

“Follow me,” he ordered his junior officer as they took the stairwell to the bottom of the superstructure. Although it was his duty to check on the passengers, whose safety he was responsible for, he needed to inspect the hull first.

The two men exited into the hold and found a horrific scene. It appeared the Russian gunners had been deadly accurate with their aim. The first volley, which began at the bow, had riddled the starboard side of the ship with several dozen heavy artillery rounds. With the second volley beginning at the stern, the gunners had aimed higher, striking the superstructure, any mechanical apparatus located on the main deck and, of course, the passengers who were receiving their lunchtime meals.

Still, there were more than a hundred passengers in the hold. Their grief was overwhelming for Ahmad. Emotions welled up inside him as he saw the death wrought by the Russian warships. Death and destruction that had been unprovoked and unnecessary. Then again, he thought as he tried to block out the cries for help, was the nuclear war that brought the world to this point necessary?

Ahmad closed his eyes and said a quick prayer for the dead. He tapped his officer on the arm to bring him out of a melancholy trance. “Engine room first.” He reminded the young man to look for breaches in the hull that might be located below the waterline. The two began their inspection, using the inside of the hold along the starboard side of the ship to guide them.

There were many holes resulting from the powerful armaments. However, luckily for the Tamara, they’d missed the vital organs within the engine room, at the propeller shaft, or below the waterline around the keel and rudder. Also, Ahmad was relieved that none of the shells had pierced the ship’s bunker tanks, the biggest containers on board the Tamara, which stored fuel and diesel oil in bulk, located near the engine room, contained within a double-bottom tank at the waterline and just below it.

After a quick jog along the starboard side to confirm the ballast water tanks were not damaged, they arrived at the bow. What he discovered concerned him. In the medical field, they sometimes refer to a gunshot as going through and through, meaning in layman’s terms that it struck a body on one side and came out clean on the other. The Tamara had suffered a similar wound in her bow.

With the ship adrift, waves were crashing into the bow, causing water to enter through the gaping hole above the waterline. It could not be repaired even if Ahmad had an experienced welding crew and the materials to do so. The hole, large enough to drive a small car through, added water near the ballast tanks with each passing wave. The volume would be more than the ballasts could handle.

He paced the steel floor, alternating his attention between the breaches in the hull and the water gathering near his feet. He thought for a moment, rubbing his temples to relieve the tension. He sighed as he considered the best solution. Ahmad didn’t like the option because not only would it potentially create another problem, but it also ended his plans to commandeer the Tamara back to Syria after removing the passengers.

Better than sinking, he thought.

He needed to raise the bow out of the water. The more force he placed on the stern, the higher the bow would lift. He didn’t need much. Just a few feet. Running at near full speed would spend his fuel stores, but the propeller would shove the boat forward while the drag of the hull fought against it. The result would be a ship traveling with the bow slightly lifted.

“I just need a few feet,” he mumbled to himself.

With a new sense of urgency, he ordered his junior officer to raise the bridge on the radio. The young man had to move around the forward part of the hold to get a clear signal on the two-way radio. Once he did, he handed it to the captain.

Ahmad issued his orders. “We have considerable damage to the bow, and we are taking on water. We need to continue our voyage. Immediately and at the fastest speed these engines can muster. I want the bow raised out of the water as much as possible.”

He handed the radio back to the young man. What a mess, Ahmad thought. Although he wasn’t sure which threat was greater—sinking or Shirvani.
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“THANK GOD!” Abbie couldn’t contain herself as the tears flowed. She wrapped her arms around Daniel’s neck and squeezed, vowing never to let go. Daniel also cried, alternating between showering her with kisses and visually examining her to make sure she hadn’t been harmed.

However, their reunion was short-lived on the mostly destroyed boat deck where the mess halls were located. Arabic voices in the stairwell coupled with their heavy feet racing upward reminded the couple they were still in danger.

Daniel took Abbie by the hand and hurriedly guided her down the corridor, slowly stepping through the spilled blood of the mangled bodies outside the brig. Abbie glanced into the room with the gaping hole. She thought about how close Daniel had come to death when she took in the toppled chair and the broken zip-tie cuffs.

“Is this where?” she began to ask.

Daniel nodded. “Karma got those assholes.”

“With what?” she asked as she picked up the pace to follow Daniel.

“Somebody’s warship. Russians, I think.”

“Why?”

“These guys were in their way and didn’t heed the initial warning.”

“In their way to where?”

She paused slightly, prompting a tug on the arm from Daniel, who didn’t respond to her question. That was a topic he needed to analyze for himself. Why would the Russian navy be steaming toward the Atlantic Seaboard of the States? Were they initiating a ground war too?

They reached the end of the corridor, and Daniel turned toward the port side of the ship past the crew’s lounge and the steward’s quarters. He entered another stairwell and abruptly stopped. He forcibly grabbed Abbie by the shoulders with both hands.

“Please. Stay here.”

“But—” she began before he cut her off.

“Trust me. I’ll be less than a minute.” He handed her a pistol.

“Don’t hesitate, okay?”

She pouted but followed his instructions. She looked down through the stairwell to ensure nobody was headed toward them.

Daniel dashed out of the landing and back into the boat deck. He rushed from opening to opening until he found the galley. There, he gathered up water and some protein bars, shoving them into the pockets of his bloodstained jeans.

He listened intently to determine if the security guards had come onto this level. He couldn’t hear any activity, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t any. He had to be careful as he searched for clothing. He arrived in the cook’s cabin. He flung open a closet door and pulled out a stack of khaki pants, woolen socks, and blue flannel shirts. After looking back into the corridor to confirm it was clear, he rushed back to Abbie’s side.

“That was more than a minute,” she said jokingly.

“Yeah, sorry. I wanted to find some different clothes for you. The scrubs are, um, different. However, you’ll freeze with what I have in mind.”

“Are we jumping overboard?”

Daniel smiled and shook his head in disbelief. Her ability to joke under the circumstances immediately relaxed him.

“No, not yet anyway. Let me show you another option.”
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CAPTAIN AHMAD ARRIVED back on the bridge with the Tamara sailing full speed ahead. Even a novice seaman could tell the difference the faster pace had on the orientation of the ship. He had to hold onto the console to allow for the rise in the bow.

He desperately wanted a quiet place to perform some fuel calculations. The captain’s deck had been destroyed. Had he been in his sleeping quarters at the time, his body would have been ripped in half by the artillery shell. For now, he had a slightly greater concern, which he expressed to his second-in-command. He pulled the young man onto the bridge deck to speak so their conversation wouldn’t be overheard by the rest of the ship’s officers.

“I will keep this short and simple. I can no longer trust Shirvani. We are at odds over the stowaways, and he has become unstable.”

“May I speak freely, Captain?”

“Of course.”

“It is for reasons like this that MSC and most long-voyage container vessels prohibit firearms on board. Insurance regulations prevent it and even international laws, at times.”

Ahmad acknowledged his point. Obviously, he was aware of the myriad of reasons to disallow weapons on board. “These are not ordinary times,” he interjected. “MSC allowed me to hire an armed security team with both semiautomatic rifles and handguns. Now the men I’m at odds with are armed, and we are not.”

His second-in-command looked away and swallowed hard. Ahmad noticed his change in demeanor. He moved in front of him so they could lock eyes. “What is troubling you? Is it Shirvani?”

“Yes. And a confession.”

Ahmad took a step back. What if his right-hand man was with his old friend, the new enemy? “What is it?”

“I am sorry, Captain. I have weapons. I violated the company rules.”

A huge smile came across Ahmad’s face. He’d planned on probing the younger man to determine if he, or any other of the officers, had brought a gun on board.

He let out a long, relaxing exhale, as he was somewhat relieved at being able to defend his bridge if it came down to it.

He placed both hands on the shoulders of the shorter officer. “I want you to immediately go to your cabin and retrieve these weapons and ammunition before Shirvani or his men return. Do you know whether any of the other bridge officers have guns?”

“Yes. One other, sir.”

“Great! Have him do the same. Go. Now.”

The officer turned to enter the bridge and gave Ahmad one final glance before disappearing inside. Ahmad followed him and closed the door, securely latching it so nobody could enter from the bridge deck.

He walked from station to station, checking on his officers and asking them about their progress. The ballasts in the bow were effectively expelling the excess seawater. Assuming the weather cooperated, and they weren’t caught in high seas, they could continue to sail with the bow elevated, which solved the problem of the breached hull.

The ship’s medical officer had reported the casualties of the passengers were near one hundred, and the injured were too numerous to count. He advised the bridge officer there were not nearly enough medical supplies on board to treat all the wounded, so he’d had to adjust his triage procedures. Ordinarily, the medical officer explained, the patients were assigned categories from immediate, to delayed, to minimal, to expectant and to dead, the most obvious option. He’d adopted a simple triage method, moving the expectant deaths to the already dead. Minimal and the delayed, meaning not immediately life-threatening, were on their own. Only the severe injuries with the highest potential of survival with treatment were taken into the ship’s infirmary.

Finally, he approached the young man who continuously studied their radar and the horizon with his long-range binoculars.

“Any sign of them?” asked Ahmad.

“No, sir. My concern is probably the same as yours. At this speed, we will likely overtake the Russian naval ships.”

This had weighed heavily on his mind. He asked the young man several questions, insisting he give his honest opinion.

“Because the ship is empty, we’re sailing at nearly eighteen knots, well above our loaded maximum speed,” Ahmad prefaced his question. “What is your expected arrival time in Canadian waters.”

“Canadian territorial waters? Day and a half, sir. Another day to Quebec City.”

Ahmad continued, “The Russians are at war with America. Where do you think the naval ships’ likely destination is?”

The young man took a deep breath and exhaled as he considered the question. “Sir, I have to assume the States has been destroyed much like Europe. Maybe more so. Canada has no nuclear weapons. Therefore, the chance of them being bombed was very slim, which is why MSC commissioned this voyage full of refugees.”

“Okay, very logical, and I agree. So what is their destination?”

“Canada. Somewhere within the Gulf of St. Lawrence. It is a perfect hiding place for the naval frigates and the submarines even if they surface.”

“Directly in our path,” muttered Ahmad.

“Yes, sir. I will say that the Russian ships were moving at a rapid pace. Much faster than our capability.”

“Are you saying we cannot overtake them?”

“Only if they stop or slow considerably, sir,” the young man answered. “Or if they turn south toward America’s Mid-Atlantic coastal region.”

He patted the young man on the back and stepped away, staring through the windows of the bridge toward the increasingly hazy skies. He despised the uncertainty related to their course, their port of arrival, and whether the ship could handle a day-and-a-half voyage at near maximum speed.

With all of those matters weighing heavily on his mind, Ahmad had to make a decision. If he locked down the bridge, it would be impenetrable to Shirvani’s men. He would be able to complete their journey to Canada without crew interference. At the same time, he thought, Shirvani would be in complete control of the entirety of the ship except for the bridge. Ahmad would have to think long and hard about alienating the increasingly unhinged chief first mate, who would kill his captain with little or no remorse.
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DANIEL OPENED THE BRIGHT orange hatch of the totally enclosed lifeboat located on the port side of the ship. On the starboard side of this boat deck level was an identical model. Manufactured by Euro Offshore, the dry cargo version, measuring thirty-eight feet long and fourteen feet wide, was capable of holding one hundred twenty-five crew members or passengers.

The inboard diesel engine might not produce much speed, as it only averaged six knots, but its substantial fuel tank ensured the lifeboat could travel for more than twenty-four hours at a distance of one hundred ninety miles.

Once the couple was inside, Daniel secured the latch and, for the first time, genuinely emitted a sigh of relief. Abbie, on the other hand, took their initial moment alone to hug her husband. A long, meaningful hug, during which time the couple who’d been through so much had an opportunity to reconnect.

A dim emergency light illuminated the interior of the oddly shaped boat. The lifesaving vessel was certainly short on creature comforts. The majority of the white, padded seats lined the interior similar to an airplane. Each seat position had waist and shoulder harnesses together with padded headrests to protect the passengers during the free-fall launch into the ocean.

When the lifeboat was launched, it was simply released from its davits, allowing a multistory free fall into what could be turbulent ocean waters. The hull, reinforced with fireproof, glass-fiber polyester, was injected with foam to cushion the passengers from the blow when it crashed into the sea. The design also ensured the lifeboat would remain upright even if the helmsman piloting the vessel was unable to operate it properly.

After they confirmed they hadn’t been seen entering the lifeboat, Daniel took Abbie on a brief tour, starting with the console system located in the middle.

“This is new technology,” he observed as he slid into the helmsman’s seat. “Probably never used except for abandon-ship drills. These gauges keep the helmsman informed of every aspect of the vessel. These simple-to-use controls are designed to be used by virtually anyone after a little practice. The theory is that when abandoning ship, the captain and crew might stay behind. I kinda doubt that would occur in reality on a cargo ship like this.”

“Especially now, right?” asked Abbie.

“No doubt,” he muttered in response. He checked the gauges and smiled when he confirmed it was completely filled with fuel.

“Daniel, why don’t we just go for it? Steal this big, orange almond-shaped boat and take off.”

Daniel laughed as he stood. “For one, we’d run out of gas. We could always row, I guess.” He pointed above the seats at several sets of oars firmly affixed to the upper part of the hull.

“Okay,” she began, stretching out the word. “I know there are a lot of variables, including whether these assholes search this thing. At first sight of land, why don’t we launch it? The guys who are after us are not gonna give up. I could see it in their eyes.”

Daniel wandered back toward the hatch, where he’d set down the AK-47, the handguns, and the clothing he’d found. Then he moved forward into the small galley, where cases of high-calorie emergency food bars were inside. At thirty-six hundred calories each, the stored foods would provide them rations for several weeks.

Daniel, whose mind was considering all the variables, replied, “It would be risky, but we could try to calculate our distance to shore or wait until we can see it from up there.” He pointed at a navigational platform at the rear of the lifeboat. There were two forward-facing windows as well as small windows facing left and right. Then he added, “Assuming, of course, we can evade these thugs.”

Abbie rubbed her husband’s shoulders to ease the tension. She gently knocked on one of several large box containers that ran down the center of the lifeboat. She reached down, unlatched one of them, and opened the lid. The storage container was full of standard-issue life jackets.

“We could watch for activity outside the lifeboat. If anyone tries to gain entry, we could bury ourselves in these storage boxes under the life jackets. But let’s unscrew these, okay?” She pointed to the stainless-steel latches that could be used to lock them inside.

“Yeah, roger that,” he said with a smile. “Well, if anything, it’s quiet. I feel better now that we’re armed.”

“Yeah. So, are you gonna tell me how you got the guns? And I saw the brig. How’d you avoid what happened there?”

Daniel hoped he’d never have to provide Abbie those painful details. He passed her a bottle of water and a protein bar. Together, they sat on top of the fiberglass storage box beside each other to nourish their bodies. He deflected her question by asking one of his own.

“Ladies first. Are you gonna tell me where you got the doctor scrubs?”

Abbie laughed and snuggled her husband. The two found the wool blankets and a handful of pillows in a storage compartment and stretched out on a row of seats, each with a gun within reach. They took turns sharing their stories of what had happened once they’d been separated, leaving out the details that might cause concern for the other.

Soon, their conversation turned toward their plans to return to Swan’s Island. The several-hundred-mile trek across the Canadian border through Down East would be slow and dangerous. At least, they assured one another, they wouldn’t be confined like now.

Minutes stretched to hours without incident as the Tamara continued to sail toward Canada at a rapid pace. They took turns napping and standing watch, gradually gaining confidence they’d be able to reach North America without further incident. Without further suffering and despair, of which they’d had their share.

They began to imagine what life would be like on Swan’s Island without power. It was a form of daydreaming designed to pass the time away. But you know what they say about dreams and despair.

Despair is like a night without lights. Dreams are like a sunrise leading out of the darkness. Only, in a world ravaged by nuclear war, the sun rises and sets with regularity, as do dreams and despair.
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Morning

The Fishermen’s Co-op

Swan’s Island

TAMMY CRIED HERSELF TO SLEEP in Billy’s arms just after midnight. They’d all remained busy preparing for their departure. Even the children helped Josie tote their supplies and belongings down the hill to the dock.

While the guys readied the ship, Tammy met with Hebert and his wife, who finally emerged from the darkness of her bedroom. Her disheveled appearance only revealed part of the story regarding her deep depression. She’d lost a substantial amount of weight since Tammy had seen her last. Her face was gaunt, eyes sunken, almost cadaver-like. She wondered if she was subconsciously trying to kill herself. A tragic act that her conscious mind couldn’t bring herself to do.

Her final words to Tammy were I’m sorry. They hit Tammy hard, as the woman knew they should leave and that Hebert was a valuable part of their extended family. Yet his wife was unable to lift herself out of her despondency.

For his part, Hebert reiterated his loyalty and commitment to helping Abbie and Daniel in every way he could. He’d assured Tammy the Boston Whaler would be seaworthy for the long journey and that the five-day supply of food and water she’d boxed up for them would be awaiting their return to Swan’s Island.

They both cried as they said their goodbyes. Of course, Tammy promised Hebert they’d return as soon as it was feasible. A year, maybe longer. But they’d be back because, after all, Swan’s Island was their home.

She cried the last of her tears as she walked briskly to the co-op, the second-biggest accomplishment of her life after her family. She was proud of the success, both as a businesswoman and as a mom capable of juggling both jobs. The Fishermen’s Co-op had become the center of the fishing and lobstering industry on Swan’s Island. It was a gathering place for the seafarers who lived there. It was a place for them to do business, but it had also become a social club of sorts. Frequently, the co-op was a place to exchange ideas and tall tales of their exploits.

Josie and the kids sat on the foredeck, taking in one last look of Burnt Coat Harbor and the island they called home. All of the children wore masks now to protect their tender lungs from the increasingly toxic air that had settled into the region. For the first night, the tops of the wildfires could be seen dancing in the air as the expansive forests on the mainland were obliterated by the flames.

Billy greeted her at the end of the dock. His mood was pensive as the reality of leaving the place where he was born hit him. As if to drive the point home that the decision they’d made was a good one, Billy broke out into a coughing fit resulting from inhaling too much of the smoke-filled air.

“You need to put on a mask, too, Captain Billy,” his wife ordered.

He smiled and let out another cough. “You know, I’ve been looking forward to this day for a long time.”

Tammy scowled. “What? Don’t say that.”

“No, I mean the day when you’d be on the Dixie Bull again. You know, as my first mate.”

Tammy let out a hearty laugh and waggled her finger at him as she walked past him on the dock. “Not as your first mate, Captain Billy. As the shipowner. You might be the captain, but my name is on all the paperwork, remember? Therefore, accordingly, once I board her, you work for me and will do as I say.”

She kept walking toward the ship, where Joey awaited to assist her on board. Tammy stopped to turn and looked toward Billy, who stood at the end of the dock with his hands thrust into his overalls’ pockets.

“Well, are you comin’?”

“Nope.”

She laughed and turned to Joey, who stood on the stern platform. The ship rocked slightly from the slight breeze, which had brought more of the smoky air with it.

“Um, Mom, he’s not comin’,” said Joey.

She swung around. “Billy Bartlett, you big baby. Come on. Time’s awastin’. You can be captain, and I’ll play first mate like in the old days.”

Billy’s stubbornness was subdued, and a huge grin came across his face. “I remember those days,” he shouted back as he lumbered down the dock toward her. “I think.”

Once he boarded the Dixie Bull, he headed straight to the wheelhouse and fired up the powerful diesel engines. Mickey and Joey removed the dock lines from the cleats before Billy carefully eased the lobstering vessel through the ships scattered about the harbor.

The family stood on the railing, staring at the co-op and their home perched atop the hill. Then they shifted their attention to the Burnt Coat Lighthouse, which marked the boundary between the harbor and Georges Bank.

Billy brought the Dixie Bull up to speed, and they sailed away, straining to get a final look at Swan’s Island before the gray, hazy air swallowed it.
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