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    Chapter 1: Chasing Ghosts 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kelly 
 
    Ladycat stopped at the edge of the dune and shuffled her feet as if preparing to attack. Her entire body trembled. She filled her lungs then howled across the water—not a roar, more a heartbroken scream. 
 
    Scott stopped next to my shoulder and growled deep in his throat, sounding more a beast than the lioness. 
 
    A hundred yards out to sea, the Teledyne-marked cutter bobbed on the gentle swells of low tide. Ansen Pringle looked up at Lady’s cry. Too far to see his expression, even for me, but he straightened his shoulders. 
 
    The rain came light but gloomy, turning the boats to muted gray shapes. Ladycat paced, alternating between growling and whining, scooping out big chunks of sand every few steps, as if swatting her enemy. I fought to take deliberate breaths and slow my mind, suppressing the rage tightening my chest. How could I be such a fool? I should have known his political maneuvers were just one facet of his plans. Even so, I couldn’t beat myself up for not predicting that he intended a kidnapping. 
 
    “What do we do?” Scott asked. 
 
    I didn’t have an immediate answer. The cutter under Captain Kirkpatrick’s command was either back in Eureka or on patrol. Pringle’s cutter was bigger, so maybe ours was faster? I needed to ask. I didn’t know if there were any other boats that could catch the TD ship. Try as I might, I couldn’t think of a way to get to Pringle or his hostages. 
 
    “We wait.” A sense of dread crawled along my skin. “It’s his move.”  
 
    “He won’t hurt them,” Scott said. 
 
    “He doesn’t have to,” I replied. “He knows it.” I looked at my brother and waited for him to look back. “He’s going to find Mom, and he is forcing us to join him. We don’t have a choice.” 
 
    Ansen Pringle had come back into our lives as if risen from the dead only a few weeks before. Pringle had worked for Teledyne Industries, one of the largest Corporations in the world. The Corporations had grown into vastly powerful entities that had supplanted all civil authorities in the territories they controlled. The drive to seek advantage as the wars among the Corporations escalated led to discoveries in genetic manipulation and nano-machine integration and, ultimately, to human augmentation. 
 
    Using genetically modified humans as weapons changed the landscape of the conflicts. Natural humans became little more than pawns and cannon fodder when Obsidian Agents and Teledyne Specialists were unleashed. The former had a distinct advantage that spelled almost certain defeat for TD. In desperation, Pringle concocted a plan to give Specialist modifications to some of the most violent and dangerous prison inmates in the world, then release them into Obsidian territory with no controls whatsoever. I had nicknamed them Con Mods. Worst of all, the scientists working for Pringle’s Operation Chaos had changed the protocols to allow these Con Mods to pass their enhancements to their offspring. The potential consequences of the multi-generation danger might have been worse than the Fall itself. Teledyne resorted to a nuclear attack before Pringle’s operation could be completed. 
 
    Pringle survived because he had taken liberties with his position to augment himself. When Pringle recognized the war between Teledyne and Obsidian Corporation had advanced to the stage of possible nuclear exchange, he took the precaution of modifying my brother Scott and me, his children, in hopes the changes would give us the tools to survive whatever came next. 
 
    Six of Pringle’s eight Specialist bodyguards and fifteen Con Mods had survived with Pringle. Scott and I, along with my special friend Morgan Campbell, had been grappling for weeks with mitigating the impact of their arrival in the Eureka Bubble. 
 
    Just when I thought I had outmaneuvered Pringle, he changed the rules. 
 
    The rain obscured activity on the ship, but the smaller craft stayed next to the cutter. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Scott asked, echoing my thoughts. 
 
    “Deciding?” I guessed. “Hostages only work if you tell the people you’re targeting. I don’t think this went the way he planned.” 
 
    We had waited in the increasing rain for about twenty minutes when the sound of the motorboat revving its engine came muffled through the rain. The boat cut through the water coming back to us. Three people occupied the craft, including the driver, who steered the craft up the river toward us and then brought it to a stop with its bow set into the sand, still about a yard before the water’s edge. 
 
    Ladycat launched into a charge from her prone position but stopped at the waterline. Scott and I followed closely. 
 
    One of the men came to the open bow. 
 
    “Stay in the boat,” I warned. “She’ll kill you.” 
 
    The man froze and stared at the seven-hundred-pound lioness, who stood poised to leap, growling deep. 
 
    “Can’t you control her?” His tone was condescending. 
 
    “She’s friendly, not tame,” I countered. 
 
    Terrance Miles, one of Pringle’s bodyguards, had been deathly ill when he arrived in the Bubble from Tillamook. He and the other Specialist in the boat, Greg McGinty, had only started working for Pringle a few months before the Fall, which meant Scott hadn’t known them well. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked, far colder than the rain. 
 
    “Your dad wants you to come with us.” There was no compromise in his tone. 
 
    I exchanged a guarded look with Scott. 
 
    “We’re not packed for a trip,” Scott responded. 
 
    “Not you. He just wants Kelly.” Miles swallowed as Scott tensed. 
 
    “Why just me?” I asked, genuinely confused. 
 
    “Daddy’s orders,” Miles said. 
 
    McGinty yelled from the back, “Come on, Princess, get in the boat. Bobbing around in this thing isn’t fun for us, and I want to get out of the damn rain.” 
 
    I bristled and stepped forward, but Scott grabbed my arm to stop me. 
 
    “You can’t just—” 
 
    “I don’t see where I have much choice,” I told Scott. “I need to take care of Nicole and Chelsea. I don’t trust Pringle not to hurt them, grandchild or not.” 
 
    Scott nodded and released my arm. My feet sank into the sand as I sloshed over. Miles held out a hand to steady me. I stepped up on the inflated side, then down into the boat. I squeezed by him in the narrow bow and edged around the driver’s control stand. The driver gave me an apologetic look as I passed him. I found two seats in file behind the driver and two more side by side behind those. I picked a stern seat. 
 
    McGinty handed me a life jacket with a scowl that didn’t appear to be directed at me. I hesitated but accepted the puffy orange vest. I had never been a strong swimmer. Learning my fortified bones and muscles made me less buoyant than natural humans had both assuaged my ego a little and made me acutely aware of the danger posed by deep water. I secured the vest and settled in. 
 
    I looked up into the rain, embracing the misery. I hadn’t brought a hat or any clothes appropriate for the rain when I rushed from home the day before. My thick hemp pants and flannel shirt clung heavily. Underneath, the smell was probably epic, especially after all the exertion earlier in the day.  
 
    The driver backed us off the sand and spun the boat, then we rumbled out the river mouth and toward the waiting cutter. I was wet, angry, and scared. Only hours before, I had feared Ansen Pringle was going to take complete control over the Eureka Bubble, backed by the threat of extreme violence. I thought I had derailed his plans. Now, I wondered if Pringle was truly in control of his own actions. 
 
    The driver didn’t bring us alongside the cutter as he had when they delivered the hostages. Instead, he circled around to the rear. To my surprise, the stern opened to reveal a ramp that took up at least a third of the rear deck. With little hesitation, the driver revved the engines and drove us right up into the boat cradle. The bottom scraped, and the boat rocked back and forth until a mechanism locked it into place. 
 
    Pringle waited for me on deck. His resemblance to Scott struck me yet again, but I had never seen my brother as angry as Pringle appeared. Nobody came near him, and even the two Specialists looked close to terrified. 
 
    He looked at me but didn’t speak, just shook his head before motioning me to follow. He led me through a door and down a tight staircase. We found two more Specialists in a hall, Ken Bauman and Sam Kreuger. Both leaned against the wall next to a door and breathed heavily. I only had a few months’ experience with modified people, but I’d never seen one fully winded before. Both sported patches of blood, and one held his hand against his freely bleeding throat dangerously close to his carotid artery. He looked like he had seen a ghost. 
 
    “Sorry, boss,” Kreuger said. “We didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
    Pringle rushed into the room. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Pringle said, with feeling. “Kelly?” 
 
    I rushed over, spurred by the alarm in his voice. The room appeared to be a small meeting room or dining hall, possibly both. It held a single table with chairs placed at regular intervals and bolted to the floor.  
 
    Nicole sat in one of the chairs across the table from the door. She had been tied down, her arms bound tightly to her sides, and a thick rope set between her teeth. 
 
    “Wha—” Words couldn’t convey the flare of pure hatred I felt. “Oh, sweetie.” I softened my voice for her sake. 
 
    I paused. Nicole didn’t react. She stared with wide eyes, crazed. The sound from her throat was a mix of growling and crying. 
 
    “Nicole?” I circled the table and put my hand on her head.  
 
    She still didn’t react. I waved my hand in front of her eyes. She continued to stare and growl; she’d almost chewed through the rope. Pringle stood at the door, the anger from earlier even more intense, joined by pain and concern. 
 
    “Nic?” I said as gently as I could and stroked her hair. She trembled all over. Blood on her shocked me, but I couldn’t find any wounds. Her clothes weren’t torn. “Not her blood,” I whispered, deeply relieved. 
 
    “What happened?” Pringle demanded. 
 
    “Sorry, boss,” Bauman said, appearing in the doorway. “It was all we could think of. She went crazy, completely freaked. She broke a handrail and ripped one of the chairs right out of the deck. Two of the Coasties are in the sick bay, at least two others have minor injuries. Never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “Why is she even here?” I asked, keeping my voice gentle. I continued to stroke her hair. She didn’t seem to know I was there. 
 
    Pringle looked over his shoulder at Bauman expectantly. The man hesitated. 
 
    “Tell her,” Pringle ordered. “You don’t get to hide behind me on this one.” 
 
    “We thought she was you,” the guard said, fully abashed. 
 
    It was weak but believable. Since Biggs and Willis typically stayed close to Pringle during my visits to the Carson Mansion, I had only minimal contact with the Specs. The same was true for the two Specialists who had been in the boat. 
 
    “What do we do?” Pringle asked. 
 
    “We wait.” I was getting tired of saying that. “She’ll burn herself out eventually, maybe fall asleep. If nothing else, she’ll get hungry.” 
 
    “Make yourselves useful,” Pringle said to the Specialists. “Find Princess some dry clothes.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” the one I could see said, then left. 
 
    “My turn to ask, now what?” I asked, giving Pringle a hard look. 
 
    “We go find your mother.” His tone held no compromise. 
 
    “I want to see Chelsea,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll have someone take you to her as soon as we’re underway.” 
 
    Pringle left me alone, knowing I could do little more than try to help Nicole. I hated to think Pringle would hurt Chelsea to force my compliance, but I honestly couldn’t discount the possibility, either. 
 
    I spoke softly into Nicole’s ear, stroked her hair, and rubbed her neck, hoping the touch would get through. She continued to growl and strain. Considering her state, the guards had probably been right to tie her down, despite how horrible it looked. 
 
    Eventually, the engines rumbled, and the ship began to move. I tried to focus on Nicole. When we first left the Bubble six months before, I knew I would no longer be restricted to the region, as large as it was, but I never expected to see so much of this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2: Family Business 
 
      
 
      
 
    Scott 
 
    I grabbed Ladycat by the neck with both hands in time to stop her from pouncing. Thankfully, she settled for a disappointed growl and sat, since I doubt I could have restrained her. Kelly didn’t notice. 
 
    “It’s okay, girl. We’ll get them back.” 
 
    I watched the boat pull away, paralyzed by indecision and soaked to the skin. An eerie silence settled within me, utterly hollow and devoid of emotion. My sanity clung to the odor of wet lioness and the murmur of the surf. 
 
    “We’ll get them back, but we can’t get there from here. We’ll get some dry clothes from home, then go find Morgan.” 
 
    We watched until the cutter moved out of sight. The afternoon was growing late and dark. I turned and walked back home the same way we had come. Lady caught up a minute later and plodded next to me with her head down, breathing heavier than normal. She was not built for endurance and had run more than a mile when she had tracked the girls to the river. 
 
    Hunger gnawed at me, but I couldn’t find the desire to move any faster. I had a vague plan to tell Morgan and my circle of allies. Convincing Captain Kirkpatrick to pursue Dad’s ship fit somewhere into the picture, but the details eluded me.  
 
    The sun had set by the time we arrived home, but neither of us had trouble seeing through the gloom. Part way up our driveway, the glow of a light muted by the misty rain warned us someone else was there first. Ladycat raised her head, her eyes more alert, and sped up to a trot. I knew she was smart enough not to hurt anyone she shouldn’t. Granted, the list of people I would protect from her was pretty short; I only hoped she wouldn’t get too much blood on the carpet. 
 
    Morgan Campbell came out on the porch and waved in minimal fashion as I rounded the last curve. I didn’t see the lioness and assumed she had gone in to escape the rain. 
 
    “What happened?” Morgan’s tone was restrained. 
 
    “Dad took the girls,” I replied. Morgan stiffened. I explained about the boat in as few words as possible as we went inside. 
 
    Lynn Guthrie hadn’t exaggerated when she brought Princess and me the news about Chelsea and Nicole missing; the house was a mess. Not as bad as I feared, just upended furniture and scattered objects, no new holes in the walls or broken windows. 
 
    As we righted the furniture, I told Morgan everything Princess and I had done before learning about the kidnapping, including Kelly’s plan to ally with Brandy Hackett and the fight at the stable when we recovered Prince. 
 
    Ladycat roared in the backyard, startling us both. I opened the back door and found her pacing the patio. The carcass of a young deer had been dropped against the house. 
 
    “I completely forgot she was hunting when Dad’s goons took the girls,” I told Morgan. “Come inside, Lady. Morgan, can you get a fire started so she can dry off? I’ll get this ready. I don’t know about you, but I’m sure Lady is as hungry as I am.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What I don’t understand is why Dad insisted on only taking Kelly to the ship,” I explained to Morgan later as we ate. 
 
    Ladycat slept in front of the fire, curled in a tight ball. Since she typically stretched out when she lounged, I assumed her posture indicated how anxious she felt. I expected she also felt as frustrated as I did. 
 
    “Control,” Morgan answered. “He likes to control the playing field as much as he can. He’s damn good at it, too.” 
 
    I shrugged; I couldn’t deny the logic. 
 
    “Your father never plays fair if he can help it. He took Nic and Chelsea as leverage for your good behavior but realized the last thing he wants is to have the two of you where you can work together. Also, he’s probably heard and seen enough to know the effort to keep you in line would be exhausting and dangerous. It’s the hostage taker’s dilemma. In this case, he would have to keep Chelsea, in particular, under constant threat. In turn, mistakes happen and that makes for an enormous risk.” 
 
    “Why her and not me?” I asked. “He and I get along better than they do. I mean, a lot better.” 
 
    He chewed a bite and thought for a moment. 
 
    “Sheer practicality is my guess.” He sighed. “You’re simply too dangerous. You’re as big and strong as his Specialists, with mods and training that at least rival theirs, not to mention more combat experience than most of them. If things went sideways on a boat where spaces tend to be confined, your father or his men might find themselves facing you one at a time.” 
 
    “Overwhelming firepower?” I countered. 
 
    “An option your father would avoid at all costs,” Morgan replied. He looked down at his plate, concentrating on his food just a little too hard. 
 
    “What else? What aren’t you saying? Out with it.” 
 
    He took a bite and chewed slowly. I smiled at him, just a little half-smile to let him know I saw through him. 
 
    “She’s more useful to him than you are.” He shrugged.  
 
    “Less dangerous but more useful? Not sure that makes sense.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” Morgan chuckled. “For what it’s worth, it might also be a big mistake.” 
 
    “So, what now?” I asked and laid down my utensils. 
 
    “When in doubt…” 
 
    “Weapons and ammo,” I concluded. 
 
    “We’ll go to Dale’s first thing in the morning,” Morgan declared. “Then, we go see the sheriff and Captain Kirkpatrick.” 
 
    “Not sure I can wait until morning,” I admitted. “No way I’m sleeping tonight.” 
 
    “Me either,” he said, “but I don’t feel like waking everyone up. We can pack and prepare the house for an extended absence. Gear up for anything. Think light and versatile. We may not be back for a few days, at least.” 
 
    He stopped talking but didn’t move, and silence fell between us. I met his eyes. He had perfected his poker face through decades of undercover and covert operations and gave no hint of what he was thinking, but the silence itself told me volumes. Minutes passed. 
 
    “I have to kill him.” 
 
    “You can try,” I replied. Only hours before, I was certain I would have done anything to stop Morgan from following his Agent programming. Now, I wasn’t sure I felt so protective about Ansen Pringle. 
 
    “We’ve talked about this,” Morgan said. “You know I don’t have control over that imperative.” 
 
    “Can you set it aside until Chelsea and Nicole are safely home? We can figure out where we stand, you and me, afterward.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” He looked away. “I may be under control, but I’m angry, and it’s all directed at him.” He picked at the scraps of his meal. “I don’t think he would intentionally hurt them, but just taking them from here might expose them to danger. He doesn’t know what’s out there any more than we do. I keep thinking about life without Chelsea’s boring steaks.” 
 
    I smiled and took a mental note not to tell Chelsea about the comment. 
 
    “I can’t go with you,” Morgan concluded. “You’re going after them. I don’t know if I could hold back from attacking him the minute I’m in range. I don’t think we can afford that level of unpredictability. However, I will do anything I can to get you on your way.” 
 
    “That’s fair. And honest. It would be better to have you, but this is family business.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3: Fool’s Errand 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kelly 
 
    Nicole lasted for hours before exhaustion claimed her. Nobody disturbed us except to deliver the dry clothes Pringle had ordered for me and equally dry sandwiches. It was just Nicole and me, the sound of her piteous growling, the rumble and vibration of engines, and the gentle ocean sway. I spoke quietly into her ear, mostly nonsense intended to let her know I was there, while my thoughts circled each other incessantly. Since I couldn’t drag a chair next to her, I changed position frequently to relieve stiffness. Nicole slept without warning, just fell quiet and slumped forward with her eyes closed. 
 
    I started to untie her but thought better of it. If she woke up enraged again, she could still hurt herself. I left her as she was and poked my head out the door to find a female crewman standing watch in the hall. 
 
    “She’s asleep, finally,” I told her. 
 
    “Poor thing,” the woman said. 
 
    “Is there somewhere I can lay her down?” I asked. “I want to keep her restrained until I know she’s under control.” 
 
    “The brig or sick bay are the best options,” she said. “I’ll check with Captain Chamberlain.” 
 
    “The brig, if we can leave the door open. Less likely to destroy the place.” 
 
    She nodded and reached for a panel where an antique style telephone receiver hung. 
 
    “Thank you… I’m sorry, I don’t read military ranks.” 
 
    “Ensign,” she replied. “Smith. You can call me Ensign Smith—” she grinned “—especially if the boss is around.” I returned the smile. 
 
    “As soon as we get a little bit settled, I want to see Chelsea.” 
 
    Ensign Smith helped me move Nicole to the brig. We kept her bound, wrapped up like in a cocoon, just in case she woke up in transit. I laid her in the narrow bed and unwrapped the thick ropes. With the ensign’s help, I retied the rope around her waist, then secured her wrists to the makeshift belt.  
 
    “Wait,” the ensign said. “If she moves a lot, the rope can tighten and cut off her circulation or even cause nerve damage. Like this.” She re-tied Nicole’s wrists using a type of double loop, then demonstrated she could pull on the loop safely without it cinching tighter. 
 
    “They teach you that in the Coast Guard?” I asked. 
 
    “Uh, no.” She blushed and wouldn’t look at me. I chose not to ask further. 
 
    We finished by tying Nicole’s ankles together and securing the rope end to the bed with a long lead. 
 
    “I can’t be gone for too long. I want to be here when she wakes up,” I said. “Those ropes will slow her down long enough for me to do a better job if she freaks out again. I don’t trust her not to hurt someone else.” 
 
    “I’ll stay here while you’re away and use the PA if anything happens before you get back.” Smith looked in on Nicole. “Someone should be here soon to take you to the other one.” 
 
    “I don’t need a babysitter,” I said. “I’ll be good.” 
 
    “It’s just an escort so you don’t get lost.” She shrugged an apology. 
 
    A man about my age arrived a few minutes later, wearing a poorly fitted uniform, who led me to a room in the upper levels. Tall and lanky, he walked with a slight hunch. The door he indicated was a common interior door, not the heavy doors segmenting the halls. It was closed, and another crewman stood nearby leaning against the wall. My guide motioned at the door, nodded his head, then walked away. He hadn’t said a word. The other crewman smiled at me and stood straighter. 
 
    Chelsea sat on one of two bunks in the cabin and looked up when I opened the door. Arranged like a college dorm, it would be cramped at twice the size. She sighed and gave me a relieved smile. 
 
    “You look awful. What did they do to you?” I sat next to her and pulled her close with one arm. 
 
    “Not too fast,” she warned, holding up a hand. “I’ve never been on a boat before, not even a small one.” She pointed to an empty bucket against the wall. “I was looking forward to not getting morning sickness like my mom.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say, so I just hugged her tight. The covers on the bunk where she sat were disheveled. My rainbow pony plushie was in the upper corner. Chelsea wiped a red eye and leaned her head on my shoulder, moving very slowly. 
 
    “The first mate said getting on deck and finding the horizon should help,” Chelsea said. “I don’t think that works at night, though.” She paused to swallow. “Your dad told me you were here taking care of Nicole. How is she?” 
 
    “She finally fell asleep,” I replied. “We have her in the brig tied to the bed. We left the door open. I’ll be there when she wakes up.” 
 
    “You may need to wake her up and make her eat. If you let her sleep too long after burning so much energy, it’s just going to make it worse.” 
 
    “Good idea. If it’s like getting injured, the hunger alone could make her panic even worse.” 
 
    She broke away and dove for the bucket. I scooted closer and placed my hand on her back as she retched over the plastic rim. 
 
    “Shouldn’t have talked about eating,” she gasped. “It’s just dry heaves now.” 
 
    “Can’t the doctor give you something?” 
 
    “They don’t have a doctor.” She sat back on her heals and breathed deep. “Just a medic. She doesn’t know if it will affect the pregnancy.” 
 
    “Can she read the label?” I asked, with ample contempt. 
 
    Chelsea shrugged.  
 
    “I feel like a fucking cliché,” she mumbled. 
 
    “I’ll talk to the medic,” I said. “I need to talk to Pringle, too. Will you be okay for a little while?” 
 
    She nodded and reached out her hand for help. I put my hand under hers and allowed her to brace her slight weight as she stood high enough to sit on the bunk. 
 
    “I’ll ask your babysitter to get some water,” I said as I stood. I took the plushie. She smiled weakly. 
 
    After making my request, I left Chelsea’s room without waiting for an escort. The ship was enough of a prison as it was; I wasn’t going to tolerate a jailer, too. Chelsea looked bad, and I knew she probably felt even worse, but she was tougher than she looked, and I knew the condition would pass. Hovering over her wouldn’t help. 
 
    Ensign Smith had not exaggerated; it was easy to lose your way. Almost every room I peeked into held a crewman or two working. I eventually found the sick bay, which I only recognized by the sign outside the door. 
 
    I didn’t see anyone inside but found a bell on the podium desk. I rang the bell and waited for a response. 
 
    Despite the early hour, the woman who came from somewhere in the back room wore the most pristine uniform I had seen, white instead of the TD blue on the rest of the crew. Her dramatic proportions and stately bearing were hard to ignore. She appeared to be about Scott’s age and stood a little taller than me. Her combination of soft features and tightly trimmed hair made her look like a very pretty boy. 
 
    “Why haven’t you given the pregnant lady something for her motion sickness?” I asked without introduction.  
 
    “Excuse me—” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “This is a military force, miss. You will treat me and the other members of this crew with respect as long as you are on this ship.” She straightened her shoulders and looked down her nose. 
 
    I paused a second to consider my response. Like so many times when someone responded to me by asserting the authority of their position, she would have been correct to do so in another time and place, not now. I spoke calmly, almost gently. 
 
    “Your so-called military is owned by one of the defunct Corporations that destroyed the world. That makes you mercenaries.” Her face flushed, and she sucked in air as if preparing to shout. “Since your current operation involves kidnapping women and children—” I held my stuffed pony on the podium desk, forcing her to look at it “—you’ll forgive me if the amount of respect I hold for you and your crewmates ranks somewhat lower than for the bacteria in my colon.” I paused to let her sneer and clench her fists at her side. “I will treat you with exactly the amount of respect you earn by your individual actions. That said, I understand your general lack of control over the situation, and I respect your attempt to live up to the standards you believe this ‘military force’ should hold. 
 
    “Now, why don’t you explain why you haven’t given your prisoner something for her sea sickness?” 
 
    “I don’t have to explain myself to you.” She calmed herself and crossed her arms. “Patient confidentiality.” 
 
    I paused, silently giving her points for being technically correct.  
 
    “So, it’s not a high standard, it’s just petty control issues.” I sighed and affected the most condescending look and posture I could. “Is there someone senior I can talk to, or should I go straight to the captain? I’m not going anywhere, and I have nothing better to do than make you as miserable as your victims.” 
 
    “I’m in charge of sick bay,” she said, bristling. 
 
    “You still answer to a superior officer, not to mention Mr. Pringle. I can assure you that I don’t need anyone’s help to make you wish you had stayed up north, but I don’t mind enlisting them.” I rolled my eyes. “Just tell me if you have seasickness medicine in there.” 
 
    “It’s all expired by more than a decade.” She shrugged. 
 
    “Is it sealed?” I asked. 
 
    “Most of it.” 
 
    “Then it should be fine. At least, it shouldn’t be dangerous. Give me some.” 
 
    “I can’t do that,” she insisted. 
 
    I stepped around the desk, leaving the pony on top, and stopped less than a foot from her. My speed startled her, and she took a step back. I squared my shoulders and looked into her very wide eyes. 
 
    “I tried to be nice. Now, I’m out of patience. Get me what I want and don’t fuck around.” I reached behind me and put my hand on the grip of my Kimber. “I don’t want to make you a casualty in a dispute you got dragged into, but you need to know this isn’t a game.” 
 
    Minutes later, I left the sick bay with a cardboard box containing several doses of a once common motion sickness drug. I checked the box and the instruction insert to verify there were no warnings about pregnancy. The medic, some level of petty officer apparently, was firmly on my shit list. She had allowed Chelsea to suffer either to assert control over her domain or punish her for the injuries Nicole had inflicted on the crewmen. 
 
    I was also angry with myself for losing my patience and resorting to threats. It was getting to be a habit, and I didn’t like the trend. 
 
    I found my way back to the brig, with a few misdirects, where I lay the pony next to Nicole, so she would see it when she woke up. I then returned to Chelsea’s cabin and delivered the medicine.  
 
    The crewman watching Chelsea gave me directions to the bridge, where I hoped to find Pringle. It was time we talked.  
 
    The bridge was located on the highest deck, topped only by the communications tower. It had three doors from the exterior and a staircase at the rear. It was easy to find once I spotted the sign trail. The space looked much like a media production room with windows all around and monitors arrayed across the front wall.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” a deep voice snapped when I reached the top of the stairs. “This is a restricted area. Didn’t you see the signs?” 
 
    There were three men in the room, two seated at workstations in the front and one standing near the waist-tall handrail around the staircase. It was the last who spoke and now glared angrily at me with his hands on his hips. 
 
    “Are you the captain?” I asked. 
 
    “You don’t enter the bridge without permission. If you want to speak to the captain, you ask a crewman, and they’ll tell you what to do.” 
 
    “Umm, I don’t want to speak to the captain.” I made a placating gesture. “I just asked if you were him.” 
 
    “You’re not listening. Get off my bridge.” He pointed to the side. “Now.” 
 
    The bearded man was only my height, maybe shorter, with broad shoulders, thick hands, and a fierce expression. 
 
    “I’m not looking to move in.” I shrugged. His reaction was so extreme, I couldn’t help myself. 
 
    “Out!” 
 
    “If you don’t want people here, you should put up a sign or something.” I put my hands on my hips to mimic his posture. I also balanced my weight and prepared to draw the Kimber. “Anyway,” I continued before he could say anything more, “I’m just looking for Mr. Pringle.” 
 
    “He’s not here. Get out.” 
 
    “Do you know where he is?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s right out on the deck.” He pointed toward the bow. “You would have seen him if you’d looked. Now, get off my bridge.” 
 
    “Thank you, dear sir.” I smiled sweetly. 
 
    I stood at the top stair, and the rear door was only a few feet to my left. Instead of taking either, I crossed the bridge to the starboard door, on the opposite side from where the loudmouth stood. I walked slowly and turned my back on him before I opened the door but watched his reflection in the windows. 
 
    The deck in front of the bridge tapered, following the hull shape, and formed a narrow space with rounded corners. Pringle leaned on the balustrade staring across the lower decks and into the darkness. A light breeze brushed his hair back and cooled the deck. The air smelled much fresher than I expected, lacking the sourness I associated with the ocean. I didn’t hear any birds, only the lapping of waves against the ship and the wind sweeping over us. 
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I kept my voice quiet as I turned my back to the ocean and leaned against the handrail to look frankly at my father. 
 
    “Thinking.” He matched my quiet volume. 
 
    “Can we please not play games right now?” 
 
    “You’re one to talk. I heard you back there.” 
 
    “He deserved it.” 
 
    “Probably,” he said. “Grimsby’s an ass.” 
 
    “Your thugs kidnapped a little girl and a pregnant woman, then you used them as hostages to force me to come along. Ass doesn’t begin to describe my contempt for you right now.” 
 
    “How is Nicole?” he asked, turning his head to face me, but then looked away again. I couldn’t deny the sincerity in his voice. 
 
    “She’s asleep. With everything you know about her history, you didn’t think attacking her would traumatize her?” 
 
    “Nobody was supposed to attack her; they were supposed to bring you and Chelsea.” 
 
    “Which brings me back to the original question,” I said. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “We’re going to find your mother.” He stood up but still didn’t look at me. “I tried to be nice about it.” The fact his comment echoed my own from earlier rankled. 
 
    “You just had to get your way,” I accused. 
 
    “I don’t lose very often.” 
 
    “That’s going to depend entirely on how you define ‘lose.’ You might win over our refusal by forcing us to join you, but you’re likely to lose any possibility of earning the respect of your children.” 
 
    “I have to find her.” 
 
    “You don’t even know if she’s alive.” I paused and reminded myself not to shout. “Your whole theory is based on speculation. You don’t know if she diverted her plane. If she did, you don’t know where she went. Even if she did divert to Maui, you don’t know Maui wasn’t hit by a nuke.” 
 
    “I have to try.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” I countered. “We can all understand that. But, why this? What’s the hurry? We could have taken our time and fully prepared. When Scott and I did our first trip outside the Bubble, the scientists planned the trip for weeks, if not months, and we were never at risk of drowning.” 
 
    I paused but he didn’t respond. 
 
    “Why force us to come with you? Why do we need to be here? Why did you ask for me and not Scott?” 
 
    He turned to look at me then leaned against the rail. 
 
    “I thought I explained that,” he said. Despite his confidence, his demeanor was subdued. 
 
    “Not really, you said something about her not believing you without us, that’s all.” 
 
    “Several reasons, to be honest.” He folded his arms, then squeezed them as if hugging himself a little. 
 
    “I need you two with me as proof you survived,” he admitted. “I fear she might think I’m trying to manipulate her to come back with me.” 
 
    “Why is it every time you answer a question, I have a hundred more?” I shook my head in exasperation. 
 
    He chuckled, then his face settled into a fond smile. 
 
    “Except for your eyes, you don’t look much like Serena, but I see her in your mannerisms.” 
 
     Tears blurred my vision, and my throat tightened. I crossed my arms and imitated his self-hug, fighting against the emotions heating my face. I couldn’t remember the last time I really cried. 
 
    “Serena?” I asked. 
 
    “Your mother’s name,” he said slowly, confused. 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” I squeaked. I squeezed my eyes shut and bowed my head, but the tears came, anyway. Pain, loss, and guilt clamped down on my throat and twisted.  
 
    Pringle was silent. I heard him move, then his arms wrapped around me, strong and warm. I buried my face in his shoulder and cried as Mother’s name carved itself into that hollow place inside me. I still found no memories of her. 
 
    “Scott never told me, just called her Mom.” 
 
    “Oh, Princess,” was all he said. 
 
    Gradually, the tightness in my chest eased, and I pushed away gently. 
 
    “You’re still an asshole, and I want answers,” I said. He didn’t react to the insult. I was certain he had been called worse. I wiped my eyes with the sleeves of my borrowed shirt, remembering what I was going to ask him. “There was something you weren’t telling me, another reason you wanted us to come with you. What was it?” 
 
    He shrugged and looked around, deciding how to respond. 
 
    “I want you both with me in case she doesn’t want to come back here.” His declaration felt like a brick landed between us. “We can all stay there as a family.” 
 
    As far as I could remember, the last time something left me speechless was watching Ladycat figuring out how to cook her own food. I tried to imagine his vision of us all living in Hawaii together. I couldn’t make it feel like a real possibility. 
 
    “What about your plan to rebuild Teledyne from the State of Humboldt?” I couldn’t resist layering the sarcasm on the new formal name of the Bubble. 
 
    “I’ll adjust the plan.” He waved his hand to dismiss my concern. “It’s just a question of logistics—my specialty.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, looking around as if searching for something. “Someone’s missing from your little fantasy.” 
 
    “He’ll figure something out. It was too dangerous to have the two of you on the boat together.” He looked at me pointedly. 
 
    “You planned it this way?” I spoke louder than I intended. 
 
    “Not exactly. The plan was to bring you and Chelsea, so Scott would follow. I assumed Nicole would join him.” 
 
    “What about Ladycat?”  
 
    “She’s not really a factor any more than your horses, and she’s less useful. She’s a neat pet, but just packing enough food for the trip will be a problem.” 
 
    “You’re nuts.” I stared at him, shocked. Now that he was talking, I suppressed my anger at the thought of leaving Ladycat alone in the Bubble. “How is Scott supposed to follow us? I doubt there’s another boat in the Bubble that could make the trip to Maui. Specialists aren’t known for their swimming prowess.” 
 
    “Scott will figure something out. You know it as well as I do.” The emotion fled from his face and voice. “Of course, I’m sure he’ll get plenty of help from the boyfriend you pretend doesn’t exist.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 4: Devil and the Deep Blue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan 
 
    “No way in hell,” Captain Kirkpatrick said. “There is nothing in our fleet that can make that trip, and certainly nothing that could match the Futura’s speed and endurance.” 
 
    “We can try,” Scott said, his voice coarse. 
 
    “Our two cutters were built back at the turn of the century.” The skipper shook his head and held open his hands, helpless. “We’re lucky they were refurbished before the Fall. The Futura is a Sentinel-class ship, a Fast Response Cutter. It’s at least twenty years younger, bigger, faster, better armed, with at least fifty percent greater range than the Barracuda when it was new.” 
 
    “We could bring extra fuel in barrels,” I suggested, “strip one down to the bare necessities.” 
 
    “I don’t think we could make enough of a difference without removing critical safety equipment, including the weapons and ammo. That would be foolish, but we can keep it in mind as a last resort.” 
 
    “Does Teledyne have any more cutters up north as big as his?” Scott asked. 
 
    “Nothing even close according to our records,” Kirkpatrick answered. “We’d have to look all the way up in Seattle. Crescent City had one twice the size. Obviously, that’s not an option.” 
 
    “What about some of the private vessels in the area?” I asked. “There’s got to be something.” 
 
    The captain sat back and squinted at me, then folded his arms and looked up at the ceiling. The skipper’s office was fastidiously kept, with the wall lined with tidy bookshelves. A window looked to the west and provided ample daylight, even if muted by the seasonal gray. Another window showed the hall outside, and uniformed men and women passed on occasion. 
 
    “I can’t be sure on that,” Kirkpatrick said. “Larger fishing rigs might have the range, if they could store enough fuel for the return trip. The problem would be speed and supplies.” 
 
    “But how likely is it the captains would agree to such a trip?” Scott asked. 
 
    “Not very,” I replied. 
 
    The captain shrugged. “However,” he said, “there is that yacht that started this whole thing. You can’t beat the combination of fuel capacity and efficiency.” 
 
    “Jimmy’s yacht,” I said. “He said he took that thing all the way to the Gulf of Mexico.” 
 
    “Yes, but he was following the coast,” the captain said. 
 
    “How long of a trip are we talking about, anyway,” I asked. “How far?” 
 
    “Hold on,” the captain said, then left his office. 
 
    I expressed my curiosity to Scott with a look and a half-shrug. 
 
    The captain returned a few minutes later holding a long roll of paper, with only the blank backing in view, yellowed with age. He moved the sundry objects on his desk to the edges and unrolled the paper to reveal a map of the Pacific Ocean. Scott and I stood and helped reset the items to hold down the edges. 
 
    The captain pulled a ruler from a drawer, then held it against the scale at the bottom corner. He located Eureka, then the Hawaiian Islands, pointing at each, then measured the distance between the two. 
 
    “As a rough estimate,” the captain said, “it’s about 2,300 nautical miles.” 
 
    “Dad said something about going south first,” Scott said. 
 
    “Makes sense.” The captain nodded and traced his finger along the coastline away from Eureka. “Prevailing winds and currents make it easier to go south then turn west between San Francisco and Los Angeles. Hopefully, they’re smart enough to keep their distance from land there. I can’t imagine the radiation is any better than the worst spots around here.” 
 
    “I think Dad said they wouldn’t be turning west until L.A.” Scott said. 
 
    The captain shrugged.  
 
    “How long?” I asked. 
 
    “Rough estimate?” Kirkpatrick rolled his eyes upward as he calculated in his head. “The standard time frame we used to give private sailboats was about two weeks. The Futura new could do almost thirty knots. If she can average around twenty, they’re looking at seven to ten days on the water. It really depends on how hard they want to press the engines.” 
 
    Scott traced an imaginary line directly from the Bubble to the islands. 
 
    “If we went straight, we could beat them there?” he asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t try it without information about weather and sea conditions,” the captain said. “Too unpredictable. If we follow their route, we face the same conditions.” 
 
    “You think Jimmy’s boat could make it?” I asked. 
 
    “Crossing open ocean is a very different proposition than following the coast.” 
 
    “I’d be a lot more worried about the lack of armament,” Scott said. 
 
    “If Jimmy’s boat could make it,” Kirkpatrick cautioned, “it would take time to prepare for such a trip, and I doubt it could be ready in less than a week, if it’s in top shape. From what I gathered from Jimmy, he’s lived on his boat since the Fall, a real nomad. For all we know, his engines need to be overhauled.” 
 
    “What about that sailboat you brought down?” Scott asked me. 
 
    I frowned and shook my head. “Thad would love the trip, I’m sure, but only after a thorough shake down, weeks if not months.” 
 
    I looked over the map, following our coastline up to Tillamook, the farthest town north Pringle had annexed as his territory. I could hear other voices in the building and a strong wind outside. Something nagged in the back of my mind, like there was an answer I was missing. 
 
    “Is there any way we can talk to the Futura?” I asked. 
 
    “We can try to get a radio signal to them, maybe at night.”  
 
    He shrugged, and the look on his face spelled only disappointment.  
 
    “Without the relay station network most of the Pacific relied on for the past century or more, our radio range is limited. Chamberlain told me their satellite comms haven’t worked for ten years or more. We talked about getting them repaired while we’re here, but the equipment was scavenged or destroyed at some point.” 
 
    “What about your ships?” I asked. “Didn’t you tell me you can access satellites?” 
 
    “Our systems still work, both land-based and shipboard.” The captain straightened his shoulders with unconscious pride. “Kevin Tanner has made a few requests to, uhh, repurpose the equipment. We keep track of operational satellites by pinging them about once a quarter.” 
 
    “We should be able to track them, at least.” Scott said, his spirits lifting. 
 
    “Unfortunately, we can’t do more than ping the satellites,” Kirkpatrick said. “We can’t access them.” 
 
    “Security lockouts,” I added. 
 
    Scott deflated but focused his attention with renewed determination. 
 
    “We can’t catch them,” I concluded. The others nodded. “They have three days on us already. We might be able to follow them, eventually. Realistically, it’ll be weeks.” They nodded again. “If they make it, they could be back here before we’re ready to leave.” 
 
    The silence in the room felt heavy, filled with emotions and thoughts not shared. 
 
    “All right, let’s break this down,” I said, organizing my thoughts. I returned to my chair and leaned back. “We might want to write this down.” 
 
    The skipper took a few sheets of ragged scratch paper from a pile on the cherrywood credenza behind his desk and sat down. He tried several pens from a drawer before finding one that worked. Scott also sat, his face taut and pensive. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Kirkpatrick said. “We’re all going to be back to using fountain pens soon.” 
 
    “I doubt that.” I chuckled. “If we find all the ballpoints under all the couches in the Bubble, including all the cheap promotional swag, and use them until they actually run out, we’ll have enough for another two, maybe three, centuries.” 
 
    The skipper laughed, and even Scott smiled a little. Kirkpatrick nodded at me to proceed. I fell into team planning mode. 
 
    “First, on the radio front, what are the chances of getting this relay network you mentioned back online, even temporarily? It might be the fastest way to end this.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to my tech people,” the skipper replied. “The only relay station on this coast is at Point Reyes. There’s a CAMSPAC facility there. It was still in use as a backup to satellites before the Fall. We’ll need a team of experts on that, assuming it’s now accessible.” 
 
    Scott nodded, his face grave. I admired his patience under the circumstances. 
 
    “Next?” the skipper prompted, letting me take the lead for the moment. 
 
    “We check the options we have for a following mission,” I said. “The Bucephelus, Jimmy’s boat, and any fishing boats or other options that might make the trip. We’ll consult with the captains or owners, compare conditions and needs, then choose the best option.” 
 
    A figure walking past the hallway window caught my attention. Commander Jeremy Carter, the officer in charge of the motor lifeboat that had taken me to Oregon a few weeks before, stopped and leaned in the door with a smile. 
 
    “Excuse me, Skipper,” Carter said. “I just wanted to say hello. Back for more spy games?” He directed the last at me. 
 
    “If I told you…” I said, leaving the conclusion to hang. 
 
    Carter laughed. 
 
    “As you were, Commander,” Kirkpatrick said. 
 
    Carter saluted Kirkpatrick and turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait,” I said and stood to look at the map. “Carter, come back.” I traced the coastline with my finger as I had before as the commander returned. “Remember the dead little town we visited, the one with the hangar on the water? Where was that?” 
 
    “You mean the secure dry dock?” he replied with mild disdain but leaned over the map to look closer with me. 
 
    I nodded and continued perusing the map. 
 
    “Right there.” He pointed to a spot. “Brookings.” 
 
    “Did you ever get into the dock?” I asked. 
 
    “Not yet. We’re planning a trip for when the weather improves.” 
 
    I looked at the skipper, expectant. 
 
    “We won’t know unless we look,” I said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Scott said. 
 
    “This little town was mostly spared by the nukes,” Carter explained. “When we first went north, we didn’t know what we would find. Nothing but dead here. Looks like a huge radiation hit, killed everyone. But the Guard facility there was much newer than we expected. It had a huge dry dock facility, completely secure. We couldn’t get in without running power to it.” 
 
    “That would be the Chetco River Station, much smaller than us,” Kirkpatrick said. “Different chain of command until way above my pay grade.” 
 
    “The dock itself had Teledyne markings on the building, very discreet,” Carter said, standing at ease. “I don’t know what that means; it seemed significant.” 
 
    “I wish I had remembered that when I was in the Coos Bay Tower,” I admitted. The skipper’s eyes appeared unfocused, and he pursed his lips. “What are you thinking?” I asked him. 
 
    “I wonder if it was a collaboration?” he answered.  
 
    “What do you mean, sir?” Carter asked for all of us. 
 
    “Back when democracy around here was at least nominally democratic—” the skipper assumed a professorial tone, and I sat down to listen “—the mission of the U.S. Coast Guard was multi-faceted, from SAR, to immigration, to national security, and a long list of others. It was the most active military branch in the country on any given day. Only the DOJ rivaled it in terms of direct government action. When the U.S. stopped functioning as a government, the Corporations faced a huge dilemma. An enormous portion of goods used ocean transportation. This meant naval operations, that is, large navies duking it out on the high seas, was bad for business. The Corporations especially hated the idea of navies blockading commercial traffic. Piracy was a growing problem as national governments collapsed and rogue states turned to piracy. 
 
    “Well, the Corporate solution was to turn every navy in the world to anti-pirate operations then leave each other alone.” The skipper sighed and shook his head. He pointed at a chair in the corner, inviting Carter to sit. Carter moved the seat closer. 
 
    “The Corporations bought or stole every naval asset available in the world. Servicemen became indentured employees. Almost overnight, the bigger navies, particularly the U.S., were revamped and drastically streamlined. Nobody needs a battleship to take on pirates with AKs.” 
 
    “I’ve read stories about pirates getting ahold of some of those navy assets,” Carter said. “One group even had a destroyer.” 
 
    “It wasn’t an isolated incident,” Kirkpatrick replied. “The Corporations kept some big ships in reserve to eliminate those threats. You can also bet that is exactly where some of the nukes came from.” 
 
    “What does this have to do with us?” Scott asked, showing a crack in his patience. 
 
    “Sorry,” the skipper said, inclining his head. “The Coast Guard was cut out from the general Corporate takeover and left under civilian control. Again, nominally, since they had influence over the civilians. The Corporations had no interest in assuming the liabilities for a large portion of our duties, such as aids to navigation or rescue. Out of this grew the requirement of maintaining a neutral position vis-a-vis competing business interests.” 
 
    “That’s why you work so hard to stay neutral around here,” Scott observed. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Carter agreed. “It runs deep with all of us.” 
 
    “Nobody wanted to be guilty of rescuing a Teledyne-owned ship instead of a family-owned fishing trawler,” I suggested.  
 
    “Something like that,” the skipper said. “As an agency tasked solely with public benefit missions, our assets and assignments are public record. The locations of our stations, the types of ships, even the names of serving officers and crewmen, were all available to the public. 
 
    “Now, imagine you’re a Corporation and you want to place an asset where it won’t easily be found without investing in a secret facility.” Kirkpatrick paused. 
 
    “You build your facility exactly where people would expect to see such a place,” Carter said. “Like putting a secure dry dock next to a Coast Guard station.” 
 
    “Anyone seeing it would assume it belongs to the Guard,” Scott said. 
 
    “Right. And if you make a deal with the Coast Guard to borrow some personnel to help run the facility, or whatever…” Kirkpatrick challenged me with a smile and a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “You see CG personnel going in and out as part of normal operations,” I said. “That’s devious. Even most spies would look right past it.” The skipper nodded. I turned toward Scott and Carter. “They would do exactly what I did, assume by its proximity it belongs to the Guard station. They wouldn’t bother to verify it really was a Guard asset. If you’re a citizen concerned about the CG showing favoritism, you can walk up to the building and easily learn it’s a separate operation. This would be suspicious to a spy, but they wouldn’t think to ask the question.  
 
    “On the other hand, it’s easy enough for the Corp to keep its connection to the facility off the books. So, if I’m an enemy doing recon for an op, I would have no reason to believe that building was anything but something the Guard used. Then, if I researched the Guard’s assets in the area, I would only find the rescue boats, which may or may not deter my op.” 
 
    “And get a big damn surprise when you tried to move on the area but wind up facing a fully armed cutter,” Carter finished my thought. 
 
    “So, you think this little town might have a ship we could use?” Scott asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” the skipper replied. “If not, there’s nothing to say we won’t find one in a similar dock in another town. Our record of assets might be completely wrong.” 
 
    “At the same time,” I said, nodding, “Pringle would have found any other large cutters. It’s just very unlikely he would have missed any in his territory. That means we should concentrate any further search at stations outside his control.” 
 
    “So, farther north,” Carter said. “That would definitely require one of our cutters to go.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem at all,” Kirkpatrick replied. “We’ve already agreed to share some resources with the communities up there.” 
 
    “So, the fact still remains there is no way for us to catch Pringle before he reaches Hawaii or some intermediate stop,” I said, bringing the conversation back to topic. “This means we either wait for him to return or trail after him as best we can and find an opportunity to retrieve the girls.” 
 
    Scott’s furrowed brow and tight visage expressed his bitter distaste for my proclamation, with a bare hint of acceptance. 
 
    “A bigger, newer cutter could do a lot for the Bubble,” Carter added. “If you’re right about that dock, I’m confident we’ll find something we can use, somewhere.” 
 
    Scott relaxed a shade at the commander’s confidence. 
 
    “Shit,” the skipper said, the first time I noticed him swear. “You have no idea how much work this makes for me. Carter, I’m going to task you with this mission. Take the Fox. We’ll need to adjust duty rosters for the whole unit. You’re going to need techs. Collar some civilians if you need to. Morgan and Scott will go with you for better security. We’ll decide who’s in charge of what before you go.” He wrote more notes as he talked. He held up his paper when he stopped writing. 
 
    “We have a plan,” he said. “Time is short. Let’s get to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5: Adrift 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kelly 
 
    I watched the sunrise with Pringle until he refused my demand to take us home for the third time. Either the rain stopped, or we passed out of it, and the sky brightened to reveal blue sky peeking through white clouds in streaks. I checked in on Chelsea on my way back to the brig and found her fast asleep. According to her guard, she still hadn’t eaten. 
 
    Sitting on the floor with my back against the open brig door, my legs held tight against me and my head on my knees, the ocean sway rocked me into a light doze. Scott had taught me how Specialists could operate for long periods without sleep when necessary. It took a small degree of concentration and capitalizing on opportunities to rest. 
 
    A tiny whimper shocked me awake, and I lunged into the cell. I sat on the edge of the bed and stroked Nicole’s hair off her forehead. She twisted against the ropes, and her head swung back and forth, eyes still closed. 
 
    “Sssh,” I hissed. “It’s okay, Nic. You’re safe. I’m here.” 
 
    “Kelly?” she asked, opening her eyes and trying to focus. She never called me Kelly. 
 
    “Hush, patience,” I said. 
 
    “Why am I tied up?” She stopped tugging on the ropes, and her head cleared quickly. 
 
    “You went a little crazy and hurt some people.” I worked at the knots. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I held her face in both hands and made her look at me. 
 
    “Don’t be. They attacked you. You had every right to fight. Do you understand?” She nodded. “It’s their fault they got you angry enough to lose control.” 
 
    I heard the crewman stationed in the front office of the tiny brig leave as I finished untying Nicole. Someone else arrived soon after, a person with a much heavier footstep. 
 
    “Is Scott here?” Nicole asked. 
 
    “No, and neither is Ladycat.” I helped her sit up and related my conversation with Pringle. 
 
    “So, we’re bait?” she asked bitterly. 
 
    “We’re family.” I shrugged, then thought she might take the gesture as a dismissal. I took her chin gently to make her look at me. “Pringle understands you’re valuable enough to us to be used as bait.” 
 
    She blushed and nodded. 
 
    “So, what are we going to do?” she asked with a tiny sneer, her tone eager. 
 
    “We’re going to behave ourselves the best we can,” I replied with a helpless shrug. I put my arm around her shoulder. “I mean, we can attack them with smug superiority and righteous indignation to make them feel bad.” 
 
    “I don’t like that plan.” She made an exaggerated scowl and crossed her arms. 
 
    “I know, but we’re in the middle of the ocean, at least a mile from shore. I don’t think Pringle will let his goons throw us overboard, but if we try something and things go really bad, we could end up in the drink. Our types don’t fare well in deep water.” 
 
    “We can wear those vests.” Her forced petulance made me smile. 
 
    “And how do we get home?” I looked at her pointedly until she shrugged. “It’s a long walk, if we get to the coast.” 
 
    “Mr. Pringle says we can move about the ship, but he’s instructed his men to keep you and Chelsea separate.” I delivered the news as gently as I could. “I have to go back and forth to see you two. We can walk around, but only two of us together.” 
 
    The emotions that played across her face told me she understood the implications of Pringle’s directive. She nodded her reluctant acceptance. 
 
    “The good news is you don’t have to stay here. They have a cabin for us. It’s not really that far from Chelsea’s, but it’s a deck lower. Shall we go see it?” 
 
    She nodded then stood and stretched. I waved her toward the open door. She started to leave but turned back to grab the stuffed pony. I followed her out of the brig. A Specialist waited for us in the front office, leaning against the door jamb. He stood out of the way when he saw us. Nicole scowled at the man and tensed. 
 
    “I guess you’re our babysitter?” I asked. 
 
    “Escort,” he replied. 
 
    Both of us watched Nicole with caution. I stepped in front of her to block her view. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay, Nic?” I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Take a breath and calm down.” 
 
    She nodded and filled her lungs, keeping her eyes on me, then exhaled slowly. I let her continue the exercise for a few more repetitions. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    She stood straighter and nodded confidently. 
 
    “Are you Miles or McGinty?” I asked, moving to the side enough for Nicole to see him. 
 
    “Seriously?” he asked. “Miles is three inches shorter, and he’s black.” He shook his head. “Call me Mac.” 
 
    “Nicole, this is Greg McGinty. Feel free to call him names, especially in front of Mr. Pringle. Men who beat up little girls deserve all the humiliation you can heap on them.” I gave the Specialist a beaming smile. Nicole grinned because she took an absurd amount of glee from inventing creative insults. 
 
    “I would never intentionally hurt a little girl.” His tone was stern and deliberate, yet apologetic, as he looked between us with hard eyes. “I had sisters, too.” He surveyed me from the floor up. “I thought she was you. Biggs told me about the pony. I thought you were younger and didn’t expect her to fight so hard.” He cocked his head suddenly and smiled a crooked smile, charming and warm. “I would definitely prefer to put my hands on you.” 
 
    My face flushed, and I stared at him a second, my mind blank. Damn, his eyes were blue. Nicole’s mouth opened in shock. I charged ahead, ducking as if to avoid his chin. Nicole followed, stifling a giggle. 
 
    “Are you blushing?” she whispered, staying close behind. I ignored her and kept walking. “I’ve never seen you speechless before.” 
 
    “Hush,” I said but couldn’t put any heat into it—fostering her amusement would do more good than avoiding her teasing. 
 
    “He’s cute,” she whispered. 
 
    “Is not.” Well, except for his eyes. And the broad shoulders. And how those soft waves textured his light brown hair. Like all Specialists I’d met, he appeared young, but with a ruggedness to his features other augmented men lacked. Nope, not cute. Puppies were cute, and Mac was no puppy.  
 
    “Did you see his biceps?” 
 
    “Stop it,” I hissed. She chuckled louder. 
 
    “What’s wrong? He’s probably not that bad once you get to know him.” I could practically hear her grin. 
 
    “He’s… lewd.” I didn’t know where I came up with the word. 
 
    “Lewd can be fun.” I could barely hear her. “So, I’ve heard.” 
 
    McGinty followed a few steps behind, and I suspected he heard every word. I didn’t look back, but I knew he was still grinning. I tried to muster a little anger, a touch of indignation, at least, but only achieved embarrassment. Egged on by Nicole’s teasing, my imagination was getting out of hand. 
 
    Bad Princess. 
 
    As I marched through the corridor, I vaguely noted a few heads poking out from rooms or crossing paths then retreating when they saw us coming. 
 
    “Princess?” His voice sounded like smokey honey. “Where are you going?” 
 
    I looked up and realized I had no idea. I didn’t care, either. Getting away seemed more important than getting to anywhere, just then. 
 
    “The bridge, I guess?” 
 
    “That’s the other way,” McGinty replied helpfully. 
 
    Of course, it is. I looked back only to whip my head forward again when I spotted Nicole turning red with the effort of biting back her laughter. 
 
    “I’m taking a different route,” I insisted. 
 
    “Always good to see the whole boat, I guess.” 
 
    “Maybe I want some fresh air,” I snapped harsher than intended. “I want to see the view from the back, I mean stern… whatever it’s called.” 
 
    “Trust me,” he said, low and cool, “the view from the back is spectacular.” 
 
    I stopped, my face hot, then turned around slowly. I wanted to say something but still hadn’t decided what. Nicole looked at my face, and her eyes grew big. She spun around, set her feet shoulder width apart, and crossed her arms. 
 
    “Stop it, right now,” she ordered McGinty. 
 
    The big Specialist halted and looked down at the girl, incredulous. 
 
    “What’d I do, little princess?” 
 
    “You flustered her, and it’s not fair,” Nicole insisted. 
 
    Shut up; he did not, I thought at her. 
 
    “All’s fair—” 
 
    “No, it’s not fair.” I couldn’t see her face, but she sounded serious. “I hardly ever get to see her flustered, and it’s not fair that I don’t have anyone to tell about it.” 
 
    Seriously? 
 
    “You have to stop, or you have to let me go tell Chelsea.” 
 
    Traitor! 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t do that. I have a boss.” There was both understanding and regret in his voice, neither very sincere. 
 
    “Well, then it’s your choice,” Nicole said imperiously. 
 
    He bent down to put his head even with Nicole’s and smiled gently. “Tell you what, little princess, I would love to let you see your friend. I’ll take it up with the boss, just for you. Good enough for now?” 
 
    Nicole nodded shyly. 
 
    “Good.” He looked at me over Nicole’s head. “Now, are you just going to stand here or keep walking so I can enjoy the view?” 
 
    My cheeks burned as I spun on my heel and stomped away. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You’re not mad at me, are you? For teasing you?” Nicole’s quiet question pulled my attention from staring at the ship’s wake. I was leaning on my elbows on the stern handrail, trying to trance, the state I enter by hyper-focusing my thoughts, on our situation and failing. Was it because I had already spent hours dwelling on the matter and had nothing new to consider or was I just too distracted? Either way, a small part of me noticed Nicole asked without any hint of fear or hesitation, a sign she felt safe again. 
 
    “Huh? No, it’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”  
 
    “It doesn’t sound fine,” she challenged. “It sounds like something’s bothering you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, sweetie. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “If you can’t talk to me about it, you should talk to Chelsea.” She reached over and touched my back as if to comfort me and fingered the hair at the base of my neck. 
 
    It wasn’t a bad idea. I considered whether I really wanted to confide in Nicole. Though still younger than me, Chelsea was much older than Nicole in all the ways that mattered and much more experienced with relationships. She could also be trusted. 
 
    “Nice try.” I chuckled and gave her a withering look. “If I talk to Chelsea about it, I’ll have to tell on myself. Wouldn’t you just love that?” 
 
    She grinned. 
 
    Oddly enough, she had just clarified the beast gnawing me from inside. How much could I admit to her or Chelsea? Did I dare tell them how McGinty’s behavior made me feel? I wasn’t even sure what that meant beyond the physical response, if anything. Was that flash of sensation from just a comment normal for other women? Wasn’t this exactly the type of thing one would want to ask her mother about? 
 
    If I turned my head a little further to the left, I would probably still find him standing against another section of the same handrail. I stared harder at the water, fighting the itch to check and watching the muted sunlight play off the ripples and foam. I had never smelled air so fresh. 
 
    “Earth to Princess.” I looked up to find Nicole watching me, intensely curious. “Hello?” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Wow, you really are freaked out,” she said and touched my shoulder. 
 
    “So much easier just deciding whether to shoot them or not,” I said. 
 
    “You know I was joking about him, right? He helped kidnap us.” 
 
    “It’s not just about him.” I knew my voice wouldn’t carry to McGinty since the boat was moving fast enough to create a breeze away from him. “I don’t understand how Pringle can be so nice and so evil at the same time. And I don’t mean that sickly sweet fake nice you get from guys like that dude who led the bandits up in Shasta Valley.” 
 
    “You mean Merle?” she asked, and I nodded. “What a dick.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I chuckled. “But Pringle, he’s genuinely… polite, even gracious, and it’s not superficial.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with Mac?” 
 
    “I have to wonder how much of Pringle rubbed off on him after almost twenty years.” 
 
    She nodded, and her gaze drifted toward the water. 
 
    “I have no idea what to think about the guy,” I said after several minutes. “I have no good reason to like him, and I miss Morgan already. It doesn’t help to be stuck on this boat with him.” 
 
    “He’s hot,” Nicole said. “And kinda funny.” She paused and shrugged, choosing her words. “I think he meant what he said about not hurting little girls. I mean, I didn’t make it easy for them.” 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself,” I warned. 
 
    “I’m not, really. I blame your dad. He gets to be nice because he can make others, like Mr. Perfect, do his dirty work—doesn’t have to get his hands dirty.”  
 
    “He could if he needed to,” I said. 
 
    “But he doesn’t,” she countered, looking me in the eye. “That’s really important.” 
 
    The firmness of her voice brought me fully back to the present. It was almost humbling to hear such conviction and clarity from a twelve-year-old holding a stuffed pony. Nicole acted so young most the time, as silly and goofy as anyone else her age, it was easy to forget she had grown up hard and fast. 
 
    “Your dad never pays for his choices; everyone else does.” She gestured to herself. “It’s not hard to see Mac as a decent guy if he didn’t work for Pringle, but that’s true of just about anyone who worked for the Corporations.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do,” I admitted. “I’ve just never been in a situation like that before.” 
 
    “You know, Daddy Pig Shit wasn’t good for much, but he knew a lot about being in prison.” She smiled at the face I made at her. “One thing I remember was him saying the best way to make prison bearable was to make the guards like you.” I didn’t need her pointed look to know where she was headed. “For us, this boat is a prison. Maybe we should make the guards like us.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I could pull that off.” 
 
    “Of course, you can. You did it in Lakeville. Just think of it as being undercover.” 
 
    I nodded but decided I didn’t need her to be privy to my internal debate about just how far to take such a scheme. 
 
    “Hey, ladies.” Mac’s voice caressed my entire spine. We turned together and found him holding a plastic tray piled with sandwiches. “I thought you might be hungry. You didn’t seem to be in a hurry to go inside.” 
 
    Yeah, I was hungry, all right. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 6: Through the Keyhole 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan 
 
    Despite my impatience, the end of week two since the project began was creeping up on the two dozen of us at the Coast Guard dock working to prepare the Sea Fox for the trip north. This project required the attention of all available Coasties as well as a gang of skilled civilians. Better to be paranoid in preparation than handicapped on mission, according to Commander Carter. Even the weapons systems had been thoroughly serviced and stocked. However, the antique cutter only took a crew of ten, with room for a small number of guests, so we were limited on how many people could work on it simultaneously.  
 
    Still, the progress was faster than I feared it would be, and the other options were as bad or worse. Jimmy’s boat needed substantial engine repairs, and we needed to gather stores and repair worn equipment. The work was already started. The techs helping Jimmy were excited to work on the craft. Most boats of similar size had been cannibalized for the fishing fleet. Jimmy was confident the yacht could make the trip once the repairs were complete. Unfortunately, that could take weeks, even with the rush.  
 
    I followed Scott from the lower decks after storing several lengths of heavy power cables, the high-powered type used to traverse long distances. The smell of steel, diesel, grease, and sweat was quickly relieved by the briny odor above.  
 
    “I’m forgetting something; something that should be obvious,” I told Scott as we stopped on the main deck. 
 
    “Food, tools, equipment—” he opened fingers as he listed the items then closed them again when he ran out on one hand “—fuel, eggheads, weapons, and ammo. Your toothbrush, maybe? Underwear?” 
 
    I chuckled. Ladycat stood and trotted over when she saw us stepping off the ramp. The lioness had been unpredictable, arriving and leaving randomly. One time, she had scared several of the crew when they had discovered her belowdecks. 
 
    “Cat litter?” Scott asked as he scratched Ladycat’s broad head. 
 
    Trying to remember what I needed made it harder to find, so I let my thoughts drift. I surveyed the HQ grounds and the final activities nearby. Prepping the ship had revealed stores that needed to be refreshed and areas which had escaped the normally fanatical cleaning the Guard practiced. Apparently, “Semper Paratus” didn’t mean always ready when heading into unknown waters, literally and figuratively. Much had been unpacked and reorganized. I would have denounced it as unnecessary; however, because of other needs, we couldn’t have left any sooner, anyway. 
 
    “I got it,” I told Scott. I had finally remembered the missing task while picturing how the operation would play out considering the extra preparations. “I need to go talk to Michelle. She might know where else we can look if the Brookings location is empty.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Scott said. “She should still be staying at Scott Tanner’s.” 
 
    “I’ll head over now. I should be back for dinner.” I petted Ladycat’s head. 
 
    Luckily, Scott’s horse, Prince, and the heavy mare I typically used were still roaming inside the fenced yard of the station. I equipped the mare’s saddle, which was resting on the porch, then set off at an efficient pace. 
 
    Kevin Tanner was an engineer and fabricator who excelled at practical adaptations of technology to the needs of our Fallen World. He made his home on a property east of Myrtletown, a town annexed to Eureka, situated next to an expanse of marshland along a slough that snaked its way to Arcata Bay. The house was large but simple. Behind the house, however, rose several steel-clad buildings Kevin, along with a small team of friends, used for his innumerable projects. 
 
    The entire property had recently been completely fenced for security, including a heavy steel gate across the driveway to the workshops. The ranch-style house at the road was a single story with a cozy porch across the front. The fence there was short with a latching gate. 
 
    The sun set before I arrived and tied my horse’s reins to the fence. With my loose raincoat and hat, I imagined how much the scene resembled something from an old Western. A muffled voice from inside the house alerted me someone was home as I mounted the steps to the front door. The voice fell silent at my loud knock. After a short pause, footsteps on the wooden floor tracked from the back of the house. 
 
    The door opened a few inches to reveal the stunning face of Michelle Eisen in the gap. She leaned forward, so only her face would show, and clutched something around her neck. A light blinked on behind her. 
 
    “Morgan,” she said, surprised. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m looking for you, actually.” I motioned vaguely to the property. 
 
    “Who is it?” Kevin called from inside the house. 
 
    “It’s Morgan,” she replied, her musical voice echoing behind her. 
 
    Michelle had been surgically and genetically modified to maximize her beauty, expressly for the purpose of distracting Teledyne clients and customers. It was a tactic often used by Corporations. Competing execs could make poor decisions when their libidos were triggered. Michelle had fully committed to her role, even adopting the alias of Britney Schell to sell the façade of an exquisite but vacuous service associate. 
 
    “Come on in,” Michelle said and opened the door while hiding behind it. She closed it behind me and tied the robe she wore tighter around her.  
 
    Kevin entered the room from a side hallway. The front room was sparsely furnished but clean and welcoming. 
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt your evening,” I said to Michelle. “I need to speak to you before we leave.” 
 
    “You’re going after the girls?” Kevin asked hopefully. 
 
    “Eventually.” At Michelle’s inviting gesture, I sat in a simple high-backed chair with curved legs. It groaned under my weight. They sat next to each other on the faded love seat. 
 
    I explained our situation in detail. Word of the kidnapping had spread, and while we made no effort to keep our intent secret, we’d managed to keep the details of our project muddy. Many believed we could simply hop in the Sea Fox and chase after the Futura. 
 
    “I’m really hoping this isn’t a snipe hunt,” I said as I finished the explanation. “If there’s nothing at the Chetco River Station, we intend to search for other facilities. I was hoping you could give us at least some idea of where else we might look.” 
 
    “Sorry, Morgan,” Michelle said. “I spent most of my time in the tower itself. I never left Coos Bay.” 
 
    “I suspected as much,” I countered. “However, you know the names of places, the constitution of the communities. At minimum, you could help eliminate locations you’re certain we won’t find anything.” She nodded as I spoke. “We don’t need exact information. Give us some direction, and we’ll do the rest.” 
 
    “Sure.” Even skewed in concentration, her face was striking. “I know some of the communities are just too small to have a station, but there may be some places large enough to hide something like that who don’t have a Guard station.” 
 
    Michelle carefully listed a dozen towns from memory, discussing the background and geography of each. 
 
    “So, Tillamook and Newport are the best candidates,” I said. “Three more close behind, another three possible but not likely, and the rest are outside chances by a large margin.” 
 
    “That about sums it up,” Michelle concluded. 
 
    “Too bad we can’t use satellites to verify,” Kevin added. 
 
    “The skipper said the same thing. He even asked his techs to try to crack the security again.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “No luck, of course.” 
 
    “Wait, crack the security?” Michelle’s expression matched her incredulous tone. “They can access the satellites?” 
 
    “All the Teledyne devices are in security lockdown since the war,” I said, then detailed my conversation with Kirkpatrick on the topic. 
 
    When I finished, Michelle looked at Kevin with a crooked smile, then at me. 
 
    “Wow, if only we had codes that could access Teledyne security systems.” Her sarcasm was unmistakable. 
 
    Kevin’s confusion only lasted a couple of seconds before his eyes opened wide in understanding, followed quickly by a wide grin. 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” Michelle patted my knee and rushed toward the rear of the house. The back door slammed seconds later. 
 
    “You know, Teledyne isn’t the only company with satellites up there,” Kevin suggested. “Has anyone tried those?” 
 
    “From what I gathered, there are, but software conflicts prevent accessing them. The problem is the few computer systems still running, such as on the cutters, are not at the level that would be used by system security pros.” 
 
    “Oh, that makes sense,” he said. “My most important projects are aimed at finding ways to build new CPUs or—” he exhaled dramatically “—finding ways to do things after the last computer fails for good.” 
 
    Michelle returned in a rush and held out a familiar data chip encased in red plastic and aluminum. 
 
    “This has the security codes I copied from the main computer at the TD tower before we left,” she explained. “Obviously, I can’t guarantee they’ll get you into the satellites, but if they can’t nothing will. The only other thing I could think of would be Ansen’s biometrics or someone else’s at least as high in the company. Don’t worry, I have another copy of those, as well as a lot of other data we haven’t had a chance to examine yet.” 
 
    I took the chip and turned it over to examine it from all angles. It was one of the devices she had given Princess when they first met. She had refused to turn them over to me on the grounds I was technically still an Agent from Obsidian. 
 
    “I guess I need to get back,” I said. 
 
    “Good luck,” they said together.  
 
    I was already stepping onto the porch. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Five possible locations,” the tech said as he sat back in his chair to clear the view of the monitor. 
 
    The bridge of Sea Fox was filled with the ticking of electronic equipment and the heavy breathing of five of us crowded around the monitor, including the crewman who was supposed to be guarding the door. The tech had written notes of his findings on a slip of scratch paper next to the keyboard and roller ball mouse on the desk. 
 
    Commander Carter reached over and used the roller ball to scroll along the satellite image of the coast, his brow furrowed and his lips tight as he focused. 
 
    “Wait, what’s that?” Scott said, pointing to the monitor. “I thought I saw something. Up around Tillamook.” 
 
    “We already found one in Tillamook,” the tech replied. 
 
    Carter centered the monitor on the bay and expanded the image. The outline of a dry dock identical to the others we identified was clear. All five sites we found were labeled with code numbers in the image. 
 
    “North,” Scott ordered. “Just a little.” 
 
    “You’re right, sir,” the tech said, pointing. “Another one in that river just north of Tillamook Bay.” 
 
    “What the hell is a Nehalem?” I quipped. 
 
    “A river,” Scott intoned, too distracted to notice the humor. “And a town, apparently.”  
 
    “Barely large enough to be called a river,” Carter said. “I’m not sure a cutter could get through there.” 
 
    The computer tech expanded the image until our perspective was only a few hundred feet above the water. 
 
     “Hard to say for sure, but the mouth looks like it’s been dredged.” The tech nodded sagely. Easily in his sixties, satellite imagery and data had once been a specialty of his. “It will fill in eventually, but that could take a few decades, depending on how deep they dug.” 
 
    “Good thing the Fox has a shallow draft,” Carter said. He patted the tech on the shoulder. “Bronson, dig into those satellites, download anything you can. Maybe they’ll tell us if any of those docks are occupied.” 
 
    The order sparked an idea. 
 
    “I say we start there,” Scott said. “If Chetco River is empty, that is.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s the farthest and hardest.” He nodded as he worked through his argument. “Whatever reason the Corporation may have had for moving the assets hidden in those docks, if they did, that one would have been the last to be moved. It’s practically right next to the Tillamook dock but not as clearly marked. It’s a backup.” 
 
    “I have to agree,” I said. I didn’t bother detailing my experience with understanding Teledyne’s thinking. “If Chetco River is empty, we’ll go up there first. I think we’ll be less likely to draw a crowd there, as well. What do you think, Carter?” 
 
    “Works for me. If that’s a bust, we can work our way south, starting at the most likely candidate. It’s a good plan. Let’s break this up for the night. Get some grub and some sleep; it’s an early start.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” Bronson said. 
 
    I pulled Bronson aside as we cleared the bridge and stopped to one side of the bridge deck. No longer active in the Guard, he wore civilian clothes. 
 
    “Can I talk to you? I have an idea.” 
 
    “Shoot,” he said. 
 
    “You have computers here on base that can access the satellites, too, right?” 
 
    He affirmed with a nod and a grunt. 
 
    “Is it possible some of these satellites tracked and recorded flight data from before the Fall?” I knew my gaze was intense, but he bore it with ease. 
 
    “Tracking, yes,” he answered. “Whether they still have the data? I’d have to look.” 
 
    “I’m looking for flights leaving Crescent City within a couple of days before the nukes dropped.” 
 
    He nodded slowly in understanding. The nature of Pringle’s mission was secret to nobody. 
 
    “If it’s there, I’ll find it,” he declared. “Can you get me a tail number or transponder ID?” 
 
    “I’ll get something.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
     Chapter 7: Lost at Sea 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kelly 
 
    Night five on the water found me sitting in the stern with my back against the starboard generator tower. The crew had stretched a canvas awning above the whole rear area at the same level as the bridge deck. Beyond the shelter, invisible clouds hid the stars, and the moon was a negligent sliver hidden behind the body of the ship. For some reason, Lieutenant Commander Grimsby, the ship’s executive officer, kept the exterior lights out at night. Only the dim lights from the pilothouse broke up the darkness, and those were hidden by the awning, which meant the view on deck wasn’t much different from the view in the cabin I shared with Nicole. 
 
    The combination of rocking deck, unfamiliar location, and being surrounded by Pringle’s goons kept me on constant alert and made sleep impossible. True to his brand of being monumentally inconsiderate unless it suited him, Pringle had made no provisions whatsoever for keeping his guests entertained or occupied. Resistance to sleep deprivation was great for productivity in normal life. It became the last thing I wanted while stuck on a boat with nothing to do. 
 
    Each day, I spent time with Nicole, Chelsea, and Pringle separately, Pringle’s goons shadowing us much of the time. They would generally keep their distance, except McGinty, unless the girls came too close to each other by accident. For their part, Nicole and Chelsea tried to follow the rules laid down by Pringle, each more afraid for the other than for themselves, and both saved their complaints for me. Nicole still needed a normal amount of sleep like Chelsea, so my choices of distraction at night were limited. 
 
    Ever since we left the seagulls screeching behind us, the steady rush of wind and drone of engines became the soundtrack of our journey, highlighted by the occasional variation in tone and water lapping against the hull. Some whistling came from the antenna tower over the pilothouse, which held the cutter’s various transmitters and receivers, as well as a series of lights fed by cables and wires. The tower rose about twenty feet tall and was made from thick tube steel painted orange for some reason. Five heavy masts were anchored to a broad base and converged at the top, with two platforms along the way. Crossbars on the outside posts held lights and other equipment I couldn’t identify. The construction was robust, intended to endure serious punishment. 
 
    I imagined tearing down that tower joint by joint, then moving on to the rest of the cutter and dismantling it rivet by rivet. Did it have rivets? I didn’t know. The images replayed themselves on a loop while I struggled to find something to think about that didn’t relate to being stuck on a boat in the middle of an ocean. 
 
    I couldn’t see the tower from where I sat or even the pilothouse. 
 
    A shadow moved to my right, a vaguely person-shaped blotch barely discernable even with enhanced vision. It folded and shrank, sitting only a few feet away at the edge against a post of the three-cable safety rail. A hint of light outlined the face of the ship’s medic for only a second. She seemed to wrap her arms around her knees in a pose remarkably similar to my own, with one elbow hooked around the rail post. 
 
    She hadn’t noticed me, so I kept my breathing shallow to give her the privacy she came to find. Practicing this type of patience was more Scott’s craft than mine, not that I had anything better to do. She sat there for a long time and appeared to be sobbing at one point. Eventually, she grasped the top rail with both hands and stood. 
 
    I thought she was going to leave. Instead, she placed her foot on the lowest safety cable. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Ah!” She lurched forward, accidentally pitching her upper body over the safety rail. Her arms flailed to reset her balance. 
 
    I leapt up, grabbed the back of her jacket, and righted her on the deck. She stared into the dark and panted. 
 
    “Didn’t mean to scare you. Sorry.” I rubbed her between the shoulder blades. “I know how hard it is to get some privacy; I didn’t want to disturb you.” 
 
    “Yeah. No. Of course.” Her whole body shook under my hand. “You’d think I would have seen your hair.” 
 
    “Contrary to rumor, it doesn’t glow in the dark and neither do my eyes.” I chuckled. 
 
    Her breathing calmed slowly, but she still trembled. 
 
    “Were you going to—” 
 
    “I just want to go home.” She looked at me, now crying in earnest. “I don’t want to be here.” 
 
    “Stay. Talk to me. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I didn’t sign up for this.” Her tone was deadly bitter among the angry tears.  
 
    “What’s your name?” I kept my voice quiet, gentle. 
 
    “Sanders.” 
 
    “What’s your first name?” 
 
    “Josie.” 
 
    “Where are you from, Josie?” 
 
    “Newport.” 
 
    “Talk to me,” I repeated. “You know I don’t want to be here, either.” 
 
    The wind and engines filled speechless seconds. 
 
    “I was happy to keep serving in the Guard, even when Mr. Pringle co-opted us for Teledyne. I never agreed to become a mercenary or to cross an ocean in winter on a rickety old ship on some personal quest.” 
 
    I patted her back, restraining the inclination to comment on Pringle. 
 
    “I’ve tried to be as positive as I can—” her voice cracked with emotion “—but I just can’t get there. There is no logical reason to believe we’ll make it back alive. Even if some of us do, I have a bad feeling it won’t be everyone. I’m being used for something I don’t want to be a part of, and I wasn’t even given a chance to object.” 
 
    “You didn’t know where we’re going?” 
 
    “I thought we were going home.” She sniffled and might have wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “We were in the bay, loading supplies. Pringle came aboard. The next thing I know, we’re heading south instead of north. When I asked, I was told to shut up and do my job. I’ve been away from home for more than a month now and have no idea when I’ll be back, if ever. Even if we get back to Eureka, I don’t know if he’ll ever let me go home.” 
 
    What could I say that wouldn’t just cause her more grief? 
 
    “Rickety? Exactly how rickety?” 
 
    “The engines are overdue for an overhaul by almost double the recommended service time. We can only run one generator at a time for some reason. It needs a haul-out for some bottom work, and there’s a small leak around the screws. It only takes one broken part we can’t fix, and we’ll be adrift. Most of that isn’t very important when you’re working close to home. This—” the dark blob of her head jerked up “—is a totally different situation.” 
 
    “Are we in danger?” 
 
    “Probably not as much as I’m making it out to be.” She sighed heavily.  
 
    “Do you really think we won’t get home?” 
 
    “We barely brought enough fuel to get back home, with no room for detours. But we’re already behind schedule because nobody has done this in thirty years or more, and we have to move so slow. We won’t get home unless we can find more fuel.” 
 
    “Does Pringle know this?” I wanted to believe the man was smarter than this, but I was starting to wonder. 
 
    “He’s convinced we can make more if we can’t find any.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes in the dark. Optimism was dangerous without being tempered by some realism. 
 
    “Now what?” I asked. “Anything I can do?” 
 
    There was another pause, and I really wished Grimsby wasn’t so stingy with the lights. 
 
    “I wish, Princess,” she said hesitantly, followed with a deep sigh. The touch of her hand on my cheek caught me off guard. “But I’ve seen how you look at the big guard dog watching us from the bridge deck. Happens to me all the time.” 
 
    I blushed hot, a heartbeat too slow to recognize her innuendo. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with that,” she said. “Mac is good people. I’ve known him a few years. Nothing wrong with taking a little comfort where you can. How old are you, Princess?” 
 
    “Twenty-two.” The question ambushed me. 
 
    “I have ten years on you. Trust me, you should find a way to spike your own adrenaline.” 
 
    My blush felt hot enough to combust. I’d been with Morgan for months, my first romance of any type, and still found it difficult to talk about such things openly.  
 
    Josie started walking away. I grabbed the back of her jacket again. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    She turned and looked down at me. I sensed she was searching for my eyes; hers were even more shadowed than before. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure, but that helped. I’ll be okay for tonight.” 
 
    “I’ll check on you in a couple of days.” My voice sounded hollow to me. 
 
    “Look forward to it.” She turned away again, and her tone lightened dramatically. “I’ll be in my bunk.” 
 
    The last remark felt like she intended something deeper, but I couldn’t decipher it. 
 
    That was a first, I thought and looked out into the dark. The humor of the encounter felt astronomically distant and retreating, the spark of a dead star millions of years away. 
 
    “She won’t be the last.” A shiver climbed my spine in reaction to Mac’s deep, lazy voice. Had I really been watching him that closely? “Morale is super low.” 
 
    “More lights would help. Make it harder to sneak up on people.” I laced my tone with annoyance, which I often did when Mac was around. 
 
    “Talk to Grimsby,” he rumbled. 
 
    “I hate talking to Grimsby.” 
 
    “Nobody likes talking to the little prick.” 
 
    “How are you doing?” I asked on impulse. “How is your morale?” 
 
    His response was a grunt followed by silence. No comic deflection, no salacious innuendo.  
 
    “Why does it have to be so fucking dark?” I couldn’t see his face at all, much less his expression. 
 
    He still didn’t answer. 
 
    “You can’t answer the question, can you? Not honestly.” I couldn’t conceal my concern. Specialist conditioning was even more vile than Agent programming. Installing a personality and skills with specific directions into a meat tool was callous, but twisting a person’s mind from their own control was monstrous. “What can you tell me?” 
 
    He thought for a moment longer than I expected. 
 
    “I enjoy my assignment on the boat.” 
 
    At first, I thought the answer contradicted his initial silence, but then the distinction seemed obvious. “Which mostly entails watching me,” I concluded. 
 
    “Watching whichever girl you’re around, anyway. You know, to keep the two separated.” 
 
    “You’re not watching either of them now.” 
 
    “I’m day shift.” 
 
    “Why watch the girl I’m with instead of the other?” 
 
    “I like the view.” 
 
    I only blushed a little, partly from feeling like I’d begged for the compliment. 
 
    “Sometimes you sound like a politician or a lawyer.” 
 
    “Dad was a salesman.” 
 
    “You realize I hate being followed?”  
 
    “It’s a small ship.” He chuckled. “It always feels like everyone is following everyone.” 
 
    I smiled at the comical image his comment conjured. 
 
    “I know you can’t answer this—” I paused and affected a less breezy attitude “—but I’ll bet you don’t want to be here. I wish you could tell me how you feel about this whole adventure.” 
 
    “I can say that our success would be more certain with better preparation.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s generic.” 
 
    He turned away and bent over to rest his weight on the rail. I did the same, careful to keep my shoulder from touching his. 
 
    “Aren’t you bored?” 
 
    His unrestrained, barking laughter surprised me. 
 
    “We don’t get bored,” he said when the laughter subsided. 
 
    “Specialists don’t get bored?” 
 
    “People who survived almost ten years in a fallout shelter don’t get bored. We cope.” 
 
    His humorous tone didn’t make me laugh. I could barely imagine how utterly harrowing that period had been. 
 
    “You must hate Pringle.” 
 
    The quiet between us stretched. 
 
    “I can’t hate him.” His tone was little more than factual. “That’s not just conditioning, it’s experience. We’d be dead but for him. I am disappointed, maybe even angry, but I can’t hate him.” 
 
    My curiosity begged for more information, but I waited, expecting the silence to coax him to share his thought. 
 
    “I would prefer to be in Coos Bay,” he admitted at last. “There was a woman there. She and your father were together for a time, but that ended a year ago or more.” 
 
    Luckily, the night hid my shock. There was only one woman he could be thinking of, and she was resting safely in the Bubble. 
 
    “She was—” 
 
    “I don’t need to know the details. Do you want to go back?” 
 
    “Yes. I was hoping your father would settle in Eureka and send me back to run the tower. He’s going to have to retire us some day.” 
 
    “So, why are you—” I searched for the right words “—paying so much attention to me? Don’t let it go to your head, but if Pringle released you to go back, there’s no reason this other woman shouldn’t be happy to… you know.” 
 
    “The chances of getting back are close to zero. I’ve adjusted to the idea of living out my life in the islands, whether I want to or not. Maybe I’d prefer to do that with a partner who doesn’t have to shave his face.” He nudged my shoulder. “You’re… intimidating. I like it.” 
 
    “That’s bleak,” I deflected. I could swear he could hear me blushing. 
 
    “It’s realistic.” His voice was a caress. 
 
    My breathing suddenly deepened as Josie’s advice rang alarm bells in my head. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 8: Voyage of the Sea Fox 
 
      
 
      
 
    Scott 
 
    “Oof!” I said, looking at the rusted shell of a cutter inside the Brookings dry dock. 
 
    The Sea Fox had made excellent time up the coast, delivering us to the Chetco River Station well before noon just over three weeks after the project began. The Coasties and the few civilian engineers who had come with us spent much of the day rigging up power from the ship to the dock. Now, with sunset only an hour away, the powered doors to the dry dock had opened to a tragic sight. We stood next to each other at the fore of the bridge deck, which gave us a clear view through the open doors. 
 
    “Looks like it was never pulled out of the water,” Carter said.  
 
    The hull had rusted through and collapsed under the weight of the upper decks, which now lay in oil slicked water. 
 
    “For what it’s worth,” Carter continued, “that’s the same size as the Fox. It couldn’t have made the trip, anyway.” 
 
    “So, all we’ve lost is more time,” I concluded. 
 
    “Don’t sweat it too much, Scott.” The commander placed his hand on my shoulder. “With the satellites and GPS working, we don’t need to be as careful. We can travel all night and be at Tillamook at dawn.” Carter turned away and barked orders to prepare to leave. 
 
    I thanked the commander for the encouragement and went ashore to help roll up the power cables once the experts disconnected them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We didn’t bother closing the doors to the dry dock and headed out across the river bar just before sunset. It was a tricky crossing because the commander didn’t want to wait for high tide. Once clear of the surf, we powered north, heading out to sea to avoid obstacles close to the shore. 
 
    I spent most of the trip in the pilothouse with the command crew. Adding the civilian help and enough crewmen for a prize crew, as well as me and Morgan, made for a crowded ship. Twenty barrels of additional fuel didn’t help. Many extras chose to spend the night bundled up on the cold deck since there simply wasn’t enough room below and to allow the off-duty crew as much rest with as little disturbance as possible. 
 
    Overloaded as we were, Carter kept our speed sedate, allowing two days to reach our destination. We weren’t in danger of foundering without some catastrophic event, but damages or injuries could derail the project.  
 
    “If there’s a ship we can use anywhere, I’m willing to bet it’s at Nehalem,” Commander Carter said without greeting as he entered the pilothouse. “Most of the other options are just too busy. I doubt the people in those areas would have left the docks unmolested.” 
 
    I nodded to acknowledge him. I had no idea whether he was right. The commander conferred with the woman at the helm, then patted her on the shoulder for her good work. 
 
    “We’re right on target,” he told me. “Lieutenant Simpson, order an away team and take the CB ahead. We need to check the mouth of the river before trying to take the Fox in.” 
 
    “Aye, Commander.” The executive officer picked up an intercom mic and started issuing the orders. 
 
    “What’s a CB?” I asked Carter. 
 
    “It stands for ‘cutter boat,’” he replied. “The official name is Over the Horizon Cutter Boat or OTH-CB. OTH or CB for short.” He chuckled at my expression. “I know, pretty utilitarian. You would think they would call it a rescue interceptor or something more dramatic.” 
 
    “You can call it that, if you want,” I said. “Nothing’s stopping you.” 
 
    “Get behind me, Satan.” Carter and the helmsman both laughed. 
 
    The coast came into view as the cutter boat was prepared. Thin grasses topped dunes on deep beaches back to the dark green tree line. Trees stunted and twisted by the wind silhouetted tall, sandy bluffs. Waves of green and darker green, topped with white foam, washed the beach. We approached the mouth of the river, a gap in the cliffs behind a sandbar from our perspective, almost straight on. The helmsman had placed us almost exactly on target. 
 
    A few minutes later, the boat and a crew of three raced ahead of us as the Fox slowed and waited for word. I watched curiously as the little boat disappeared behind the sandbar. 
 
    “Motor One to Sea Fox,” a voice said over the radio. 
 
    “Sea Fox to Motor One, we read you five by five,” the comms officer replied. 
 
    “Sea Fox, I’m seeing a good channel here. It’s narrow, so we’ll need to watch the sides, but it’s good for at least two hundred meters. Proceeding upriver.” 
 
    “Copy, Ensign,” the comms officer said after a nod from Carter. 
 
    “Take us in,” the commander ordered. “We’ll go as deep as we can, even if we can’t get all the way there. Watch the sonar.” 
 
    “Aye, Commander.” 
 
    The Fox moved forward at a cautious speed. We entered the gap without touching bottom. The river snaked around to the left just past the mouth and then back to the right before continuing to twist in its course. The riverbed was low and muddy, except for the channel in the center, and it sat in a deep valley with high sides. 
 
    Morgan entered the bridge, scratching his young beard, and nodded to the commander, who motioned for him to join us. Morgan’s growing hair was pressed to one side as if he’d slept against his arm. 
 
    “Motor One to Sea Fox, we found the building. It’s tucked away a bit. Looks like they dug out a piece of riverbank to squeeze it in.” 
 
    “That’s probably why we almost missed it,” the commander said to me, speaking over the comms officer’s reply. “It looked different from the others on satellite.” 
 
    “Sea Fox, Motor One. Be aware, we’re not seeing any residents in the area.” 
 
    “Copy, Motor One.” 
 
    “Check the radiation,” I suggested. 
 
    Carter nodded to the comms officer, who relayed the order.  
 
    “Sea Fox, Motor One,” the team reported minutes later. “Good call, sir. Rads are high near the shore in patches. It’s above safe but below dangerous.” 
 
    “Shit,” Carter said. He turned to us. “What do you think? You’re the experts on this.” 
 
    “We can do it,” Morgan said. “We need to be out of here in a few hours but judging by how long we spent at the last place, we should be fine. Let’s shoot for noon. That should keep everyone safe.” 
 
    “Sounds right,” I added. “We can do the initial recon and string the cables over. We’ll limit the time for any other personnel to the bare minimum.” 
 
    “We’re almost there,” the helmsman said. 
 
    Rounding another bend, we found the building on the north side where a rectangular space had been cut out of the cliffs looming over the river to fit the imposing structure, which was shorter and broader than the Chetco River facility. 
 
    “Let’s get to work,” Morgan said to me. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “If they stored it properly, it should work.” The old engineer nodded with a confident smile. “It looks good from here.” 
 
    “It’s a Sentinel-class, same as the Futura,” Commander Carter said. “Load it with extra fuel, and it should make the trip both ways—if we can get it to work.” 
 
    “We have a lot of work before we get to that point,” the engineer said. 
 
    The cutter sat high out of the water inside a shell made of concrete and steel, with its bow pointing toward the river. Lit by the late-morning sun, the white and red paint was faded with time, but mostly intact. Carter’s officers and the civilian engineers had gathered with me and Morgan on the bridge deck to review the situation before moving to the next step. 
 
    “How do we get it out of there?” Morgan asked. “Even if we flood the dock, it’s too high to get it down into the river.” 
 
    “The whole shell sinks,” the old engineer explained. “We only need to remove the locks and pump enough water to sink it a few inches. The river should do the rest. High tide should speed up the process. We’ll need to use the Fox to tow the ship out.” 
 
    “I don’t want anyone on board until it’s floating on its own,” Carter ordered. “Then we can see about waking it up.” 
 
    “Where’s the antenna tower?” Morgan pointed behind us and above the pilothouse. 
 
    “Probably removed for storage since it wouldn’t fit under the roof,” the engineer explained. “Getting that reinstalled and connected will be a top priority, right after the engines.” 
 
    “If we don’t have what we need here, I’m sure we’ll be able to put together something that works back in Eureka.” Lieutenant Simpson straightened his shoulders at his note of optimism. 
 
    “I would feel a lot better about taking this to Hawaii than Jimmy’s yacht,” I said. 
 
    “How are the rad levels?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Normal inside the building,” Simpson replied. “It looks like the higher levels are from debris washed from upriver.” 
 
    “We’ve seen that before,” Morgan said with a sigh. 
 
    “Try to stay away from the outside of the building,” the executive officer added. “We’ll ferry people in and out on the water through the main doors.” 
 
    “I want one crew getting the locks released and power to the pumps,” the commander ordered. “A second team to rig the tow lines.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hours later, Morgan and I wrestled the antenna tower into place under the watchful guidance of civil and Coasty engineers as the sun set on the watery horizon. It had been found lying in the building, as expected. Placing and securing the rig while bobbing in the ocean would have been impossible without our augmented strength and dexterity. The ship’s engines were now turning over at an idle, easily holding station off the coast. 
 
    Once the location was approved by the technicians, Morgan and I stood back to look at our handiwork. Six engineers and mechanics raced to tighten the anchor bolts of the trapezoidal base and scrambled to string securing cables in place. 
 
    “Looking good, so far,” Morgan said. I only nodded in response. “You can fuel up back in Eureka, load up extra barrels, and head out to Hawaii. We might even be able to track them by satellite. Why the sour face?” 
 
    I sighed and watched the other men work in the dying light for a few moments before responding. They set right to work mounting and connecting the various monitoring equipment that made the cutters so formidable. 
 
    “I can’t help but wonder if Dad knew about this ship,” I admitted. “I can’t think of any other reason why he would have left me behind.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised.” Morgan wagged his head toward the bow, then turned and hopped down to the bridge deck. I followed. “He knew our cutters don’t have the range to follow, but he had to know you would try.” 
 
    “I think he counted on it. It’s the only thing that makes sense.” 
 
    “You’re starting to sound like your sister,” he quipped. 
 
    “Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you,” I quoted. 
 
    “I think I’ve heard that one.” He chuckled. 
 
    “Hey, gentlemen,” the old engineer said coming out from the pilothouse. “The engines are turning just fine. A few leaks, but we expected as much. Hopefully, they won’t get worse when we crank up the RPMs and put on a heavier load.” 
 
    “Will they hold out?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Oh, sure, nothing serious. We get home, the techs will replace some gaskets. Main seals are holding, that’s the tough part. Nothing to it. Quick repair. She’ll get you there.” 
 
    I nodded. As if in answer, the engines revved up, and the cutter started to plow through the lapping waves. 
 
    “CGC Kevin Clausen rides again,” the old man said. 
 
    “Boring name,” Morgan said. 
 
    “Coast Guard liked to name their ships after accomplished cuttermen,” the engineer explained. 
 
    “Cuttermen?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, crew on a cutter, cuttermen,” he explained. 
 
    “Were you in the Guard?” Morgan asked. “You seem to know a lot.” 
 
    “Twenty-eight years. Retired just after the wars began. Worked on every system on these rigs. Tore ’em down and put ’em back together a hundred times or more. Helped train a lot of the mechanics still in the Guard.” 
 
    “Glad to have you helping us.” Morgan placed his hand on the man’s shrunken shoulder. “Your experience has been invaluable.” 
 
    “Glad I can still help. Nice to be on the water again, even if I’m gonna pay for it for the next week.” 
 
    A mechanical grunt and clang echoed through the ship, and the engines ground to a stop. I ran to the pilothouse and took the two flights of stairs down. Smoke was filling the lower decks. I found mechanics gathering around the engines, including one who was grabbing his hair and looking between the two monster engines in dismay. I couldn’t identify the precise source of the smoke. 
 
    The mechanics grumbled and looked away from me, embarrassed. I was deciding what to say to assure them I wouldn’t blame them when a pair of footsteps came to a calm halt next to me. 
 
    “Excellent,” Lieutenant Simpson said, standing at ease with his shoulders straight with pride. Carter had assigned the lieutenant command of the Clausen for the return to Eureka. His comment was greeted with confused looks, including mine. “Good thinking. If we can find all the ways to break it before we get home, there’s no way they’ll break it just going to Hawaii.”  
 
    The mechanics, cuttermen, and civilians, grinned at each other. 
 
    “As soon we get this fixed, we’ll find another way to break it.” Simpson nodded and smiled in satisfaction, projecting unwavering confidence. 
 
    Sure, it was completely transparent, but the group bought into it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We limped into Eureka near sunset two days later. Slowed by engine problems, including more leaks, the techs all cheered every time something broke. Yeah, Bubblers could be weird. 
 
    Upon arrival, the team offered to work through the night to correct all the failures identified. We decided the sacrifice was unnecessary because staying long enough to correct the known faults would pay off in higher confidence in the ship. The crew was dismissed for the night when we tied up at the docks but was quickly replaced by another shift of techs impatient to tackle the new toy. 
 
    Captain Kirkpatrick declared a hard deadline of thirty-six hours and set an early departure time for the morning after. I stayed on board, helping where I could, while Morgan came and went. I knew I would have plenty of time to rest in transit. At sundown before our departure, Lieutenant Simpson chased everyone from the ship who was slated for the Hawaii mission to get packed and rested. Even with the extra time, the remaining crews worked almost until dawn. 
 
    We spent the last hours sorting equipment, stowing gear and supplies far above what the ship was designed to hold, and cleaning.  
 
    As the sky began to lighten, I left the ship to retrieve my weapons and gear from the Coast Guard station. We had stored our packs, weapons, and ammo in the station armory. The crew for the trip started to arrive, some with families to see them off. Many civilians who had helped with repairs or some facet of the mission to retrieve the Clausen gathered on the shore near the pier. 
 
    Ladycat greeted me as I came to the exit with my large pack strapped on my shoulders and holding my long guns in their carry cases. Her head moved about restlessly, and her tail twitched, displaying her anxiety. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Lady, I’ll find them. You worry about keeping Morgan out of trouble.” She shook her head and slapped my rear with her tail. 
 
    I was more than a little surprised to find the gathering at the pier had grown to a small crowd, including a quartet of Coasties with shiny brass horns who stood to one side, along with a drummer carrying a bass drum on a shoulder harness. I quickly spotted Commander Carter standing with a small group of other officers near the base of the pier, speaking to Morgan. Lady followed me over to them. 
 
    “What’s all this?” I asked the commander. 
 
    “Captain Kirkpatrick decided we needed to have a brief commissioning, or recommissioning, ceremony,” Carter explained. “He felt the crew would appreciate it and see it as a sign of good luck.” 
 
    A jumble of musical notes and drum taps announced the band warming up. At some unseen cue, the musicians began playing a simple march. I followed Morgan’s glance behind me and saw Captain Kirkpatrick coming from the station wearing his formal dress uniform. The skipper smiled uncharacteristically at the music and nodded to the band. He raised his hand in a halfhearted wave. 
 
    “Attention!” Carter’s bark brought the Coast Guard members to the proper posture, and even the civilians stood straighter.  
 
    The crowd numbered around seventy, a large gathering in the Bubble at any time aside from the New Year’s fair. I stepped away from Carter and turned to stand shoulder to shoulder with Morgan as we watched the skipper’s approach. Kirkpatrick was a good four inches shorter than me with an unremarkable physique, aside from his admirable fitness, yet he bore a physical presence like nobody else I’d known, including my father. The immaculate uniform enhanced the impression. The gathered Coasties looked proud and somber. I realized Kirkpatrick had been correct about the ceremony; this was a moment to be remembered. 
 
    Kirkpatrick stopped in front of Carter and the music ceased. He snapped a precise salute. He turned to face the gathering, nodded at the musicians, then turned back to look at the top of the cutter with another salute. We all turned with him, and the uniformed Coasties also saluted. The band played a somber chord. Morgan’s eyes opened wide, and he stood straighter. Their tune started low and ranged up high, following a powerful and vaguely familiar melody up to a triumphant crescendo and back down to a determined finish. 
 
    Morgan wiped a tear from his eye. I gave him a questioning look. 
 
    “Star Spangled Banner,” he whispered. “National anthem. Used to be, anyway.” 
 
    I nodded, only then realizing the uniforms had been saluting the flag above the pilothouse. I understood the reference but not his emotion. 
 
    “At ease,” Captain Kirkpatrick said, loud but not harsh, and turned to face the disorganized gathering. “We are fortunate the documentation for the ship, found by Lieutenant Simpson—” he nodded toward the lieutenant “—included a little history of the ship’s namesake. We don’t have time for an extended ceremony, so I decided to make do with sharing a little of his story. 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Kevin Clausen was one of the very few members of the U.S. Coast Guard to also qualify as a U.S. Navy Seal. Deployed in direct support of Operation Wolverines, the U.S. led combat missions supporting resistance movements throughout Europe. 
 
    “Clausen conducted training operations in a strategically important region to provide security, governance, and development to bolster insurgent influence and control over liberated regions. His leadership was instrumental to the expansion of security within the region and for his efforts Clausen was awarded the Bronze Star with Combat V device. Clausen was wounded and received a purple heart.  
 
    “During an ambush, his combined element came under intense enemy fire, including small arms and man-portable missiles. He maneuvered under fire to counter the attack, simultaneously synchronizing drone overwatch and ordnance to destroy the enemy assault. 
 
    “His citation reads, ‘By his total dedication to duty, Clausen reflected great credit upon himself and upheld the highest traditions of the United States Coast Guard and United States Naval Service.’ The lieutenant commander did not survive his wounds.” Kirkpatrick paused. 
 
    “I think that says it all, ladies and gentlemen. I have decided to take command of the Clausen for this mission. I ask only for your very best, and that you live up to the highest traditions of our service. As you were.” 
 
    We sailed out of Eureka two hours later. Chelsea had been gone for twenty-five days already. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 9: Island Paradise 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kelly 
 
    “I see land! Kelly, I see land.” 
 
    Nicole stood at the very top of the antenna tower pointing to the horizon over the port side. The captain and his little troll had complained about her climbing up there, so she continued to do it. The morning sun cast her as a skinny silhouette bouncing on her toes in excitement. Leaning over the starboard bow, I couldn’t see what she was pointing at, but the ship began to swing in that direction. 
 
    I hopped to the top of the autocannon and over to the deck space in front of the pilothouse. I called it the patio. Lieutenant Grimsby hated the name, so I continued to use it. He also complained about me jumping from deck to deck, which only led to Nicole and the Specialists doing the same. I would not have bet against the lieutenant having a stroke before returning to the Bubble. 
 
    I found Chamberlain and Grimsby bent over the chart table alongside a younger officer. They were pointing and measuring things while speaking very little. As a contemporary of Captain Kirkpatrick, I had expected to see more of a similarity with Chamberlain. Instead, Chamberlain always struck me as someone following a script, and not a particularly creative one. Slightly taller than average, with hair more white than gray, he cut a handsome figure in a completely unremarkable way. 
 
    I waited quietly while the officers looked over the bank of monitors, pointing and exchanging curt remarks I couldn’t follow. I waited for a break in the discussion. 
 
    “Excuse me, Captain.” I tapped him on the shoulder. I kept my tone and volume polite but forced him to turn around instead of moving where he could see me. 
 
    “Get off the bridge,” Grimsby snapped, careful not to yell in the captain’s ear, and pointed at the door. 
 
    “Shut up,” I told him. “I’m not addressing you.” 
 
    Grimsby stiffened, and his face turned burgundy. Since our confrontation that first night out, the XO had decided to hate me, an attitude to which he had committed so thoroughly he could hardly speak to me without shouting or dropping gratuitous insults. I didn’t care why and, naturally, I rarely passed up an opportunity to get on his nerves. 
 
    “What’s going on? Are we there?” I asked the captain. 
 
    “Get off the bridge,” Grimsby said with gritted teeth. “You don’t have permission to be up here.” 
 
    I grabbed his throat with my left hand and lifted, forcing him up onto his toes. The move so surprised me, it took a second before I realized what had triggered the reaction. Grimsby reached for my arm, but I tightened my grip until he stopped. I faced Grimsby’s watering eyes. To my side, Chamberlain paled. 
 
    “Miss Pringle,” Chamberlain said, both firm and cautious. 
 
    I squeezed the XO’s throat a little tighter still and turned to the captain. “Don’t call me that.” The captain swallowed, his eyes wide with fear. 
 
    I turned back to Grimsby. His knees started to buckle, and I took his whole weight with the one arm. He couldn’t break my hold that way, so he fought to keep his feet. 
 
    “Permission?” I asked through grinding teeth. “You kidnap me, then demand I ask for permission to be here?” 
 
    I heard the distinct sound of a round being chambered in a handgun. I could see a petty officer take aim at me in the faint reflection of the windows. 
 
    “I can kill him and you before that trigger is pulled,” I told the captain coldly. “And then I will let loose on everyone else in this room.” 
 
    The captain gestured toward the petty officer to lower his gun. 
 
    “I’ll have you confined to the brig for the rest of this voyage,” the captain replied. 
 
    “Try it.” I squeezed a little more, and the XO started to gag. I pulled him close until our noses were only inches apart. “Don’t ever raise your voice to me again. I’ll put you right through a bulkhead.” Using both hands, I shoved him across the bridge where he crashed into the opposite wall. 
 
    “Back to my question, Captain. Why did we change heading? I know this thing is already pushing its fuel capacity to the limit. I’m concerned for our safety.” 
 
    “I’m wondering the same thing,” Pringle said as he stepped into the pilothouse from the staircase. “What happened?” He pointed at Grimsby, who was on his hands and knees, holding the back of his head. 
 
    “Your daughter has a temper, sir,” Captain Chamberlain replied. “Maybe you could speak to her about not attacking my officers?” 
 
    Pringle gave me a stern look. 
 
    “Maybe your officers can learn some manners.” I met Pringle’s eyes coolly. He sighed, resigned. 
 
    “Captain?” Pringle prompted. 
 
    “Does this mean we’re there?” I repeated. 
 
    “I think so, but we’re off course by a few degrees,” the captain explained. “We were about to pass by the islands, but radar picked up a land mass at the very edge of its range.” 
 
    “Nicole spotted it,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe I should have given her a radio.” His self-effacing tone revealed a humility I hadn’t expected. “Navigating by the stars was a lost skill before I was first commissioned. I’m happy it wasn’t worse. We should be heading straight toward Maui now.” 
 
    “Or Molokai,” the younger officer added. 
 
    “Or Hawaii itself.” Grimsby brushed at his knees as he stood, trying to appear composed despite his undignified state. 
 
    “We should be there in about an hour,” the captain said, looking directly at me for the first time. “We’ll be slowing close to shore. We need to be cautious. The crew has a lot of work to do. Try to stay out of the way.” His tone was polite but firm. 
 
    “What about Nicole?” I asked. 
 
    He looked at the scowling Grimsby with a neutral expression before answering. “Let her stay there if she wants. Yell out if she sees anything suspicious or dangerous.” 
 
    I nodded and turned to leave but stopped at the door to say, “Thanks, Captain.” 
 
    I decided waiting with Nicole would be the least annoying way to pass the time. The pitch of the droning engine lowered, and the boat slowed. From the bridge roof, I could see a mountain top peaking over the horizon and slowly grow into a whole island. I ignored the orders echoing from the speaker system and the sounds of crew rushing around on the other decks. The smell of the air started to change as fresher scents broke up the monotony of the ocean. 
 
    The weather had warmed beyond comfort over the past two days to the point Chelsea, Nicole, and I had to cut our pants down to shorts and remove the sleeves from our shirts. Chelsea’s skill with fabric kept us from turning the garments into rags but not by much. Exposing so much skin reminded me of my visit to Lakeview, however the humid warmth was less comfortable than Lakeview’s dry heat. 
 
    “Well done, Nicole. I can see it now.” 
 
    “It’s so pretty!” 
 
    “It’s got to be as wet as home to be that green,” I said. 
 
    A soft bump alerted me to Mac joining us. His grin softened when I smiled at him. 
 
    “I hear it rains every day almost,” he said. 
 
    “Coming to babysit us again?” Nicole asked. 
 
    “I was told to stay out of the way.” He shrugged up at her, and she responded with a chuckle. “You okay?” he asked quietly in my ear. His scent told me he had just showered. 
 
    I folded my arms and let my uncertainty show when I looked up at him. He placed a comforting hand, broad and meaty, at the base of my neck. 
 
    “Looks like we’re going for that big bay there.” Nicole pointed. 
 
    We were now close enough for the southern horizon to stop at the mountain looming over the island. The rocky coastline reached away in front of us in both directions. The smell of land was strong, including the sour odors of tidal life. The town and marina in the bay before us were still too far to distinguish one boat or building from another. 
 
    “A ship! It has sails!” 
 
    I looked up to see where Nicole pointed. A boat driven by triangular sails detached itself from among the other boats and came toward us from a few degrees to starboard. 
 
    A faint but familiar snap cracked across the water, breaking through the noise of the ship. 
 
    Nicole screamed and kept screaming. 
 
    She clutched her right arm to her chest and barely held herself in place with the other, squatting down on the crossbar. 
 
    “Drop now!” Mac ordered, his bark loud enough to feel in my chest. “I’ll catch you.” 
 
    I fought through my disbelief as I watched Nic, sobbing in anguish, lower herself to sit on the crossbar and then slide off in panic to escape. Blood soaked her right shoulder and spattered her face. They shot Nicole. 
 
    “Sniper!”  
 
    More gunshots broke over the waves. 
 
    Alarms rang, and the engines sprang back to life. 
 
    “Action stations, action stations. All hands, action stations.” The voice on the loudspeakers managed to be emotionless and demanding at the same time.  
 
    Nicole dropped from the antenna. Friction held her too long, and she hit the next crossbar on her way down. She screamed again. Mac adjusted perfectly and caught her before she hit the deck. 
 
    I pulled her from his arms and cradled her to me. She wailed in pain. 
 
    “Let’s get her below,” Mac said, his voice intense.  
 
    He jumped down to the patio and held up his arms. The two starboard machine guns roared their .50 caliber serenade, but one fell silent almost as soon as it started. I handed the girl down as gently as I could. Her wailing broke my heart. The second machine gun stopped. My anger spiked. What were they doing? They should be killing the people who shot my girl. A whisper of reason and my fear for Nicole edged out my need to attack this new enemy. I followed Mac as he carried Nicole to the sick bay. 
 
    Cuttermen raced about the ship, and orders from the bridge rocked the speakers, but passageways cleared at the sight of blood. 
 
    Mac barreled into sick bay to the first empty bed. The medic rushed to help. 
 
    “I think she’ll be okay, but we need to clean her up to be sure,” Mac told the medic. 
 
    “Oh my god,” Chelsea said at my elbow. She rushed over to the girl, who still bawled loudly, and took a position across from the wounded shoulder. “Josie, is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “Be her friend and stay out of the way,” the medic replied. Chelsea nodded emphatically. 
 
    Josie moved in with thick white pads and began soaking up blood with them. Mac turned away when she cut away Nicole’s ruined shirt, then quietly left. I watched the medic work. Nicole’s nanites would dull the pain. Seeing her still sobbing and writhing told me the wound was serious. 
 
    More alarms sounded along with more gunfire. 
 
    Chelsea winced as Nicole squeezed her hand but refused to pull away. She stroked the girl’s cream-colored hair and whispered in her ear, all while watching Josie work. 
 
    Josie jerked her hand away and stared wide-eyed at the clean wound. With the bleeding stopped, we could see the ragged, palm-sized gash. Josie turned to me in horror. It looked as if every nanite in the girl’s body had come to work. We couldn’t see the microscopic bio-machines, but the entire surface of torn flesh moved with their labor. 
 
    “It should not look like that,” Josie said and swallowed. “It should just be a small hole, and there’s no exit wound.” 
 
    I squinted at the wound. She was right. I’d seen far too many bullet holes in too many bodies not to recognize the difference. 
 
    “I think her reinforced shoulder stopped the bullet and created a hydraulic back-blast.” She hesitated and swallowed again. “The bullet shattered the ball and the socket. She might need surgery. We can’t do that here.” 
 
    Chelsea gasped and pointed at the mangled flesh, which seemed to be moving on its own. A sharp point of metal rose slowly to the surface, a bullet fragment being pushed out by the nanites. Chelsea yanked her hand from Nicole’s and dove for a nearby trashcan where she emptied her stomach. 
 
    “Sorry,” she told Nicole when she returned, pointedly looking away from the wound. 
 
    “S’okay,” the girl whispered back. 
 
    More fragments appeared, and Josie collected them with a pair of tweezers. Nicole’s sobs calmed to whimpers as the medic finished undressing her and covered her with a blanket. A moment later, Nicole fell asleep. 
 
    A scream echoed from the corridor, a man’s voice, full of pain and anger. Heavy steps brought the screaming closer until Sam Kreuger ran in carrying a bloody crewman. He stopped and waited just long enough for Josie to direct him to an open bed. 
 
    “We’ve lost three gunners to that damn sniper already,” Kreuger said. “It’s a real battle out there, and there is fuck-all we can do about it in the middle of an ocean.” 
 
    “Battle stations, battle stations,” the loudspeakers blared. “All hands, battle stations!” 
 
    “Bad words,” Josie spat, as if cursing. “I’ve never heard that call outside of drills.” She hesitated, looking around at us. “Okay, everyone into life jackets, now. Then we secure the patients. I’ll try to stabilize this one.” 
 
    “How do we secure them?” Chelsea responded first. 
 
    “Tie them to the beds. Work around me. The beds will float if we take water.” 
 
    The three of us nodded together and rushed over to a cabinet marked for life jackets. I put one on and took another to the medic. The low-profile style allowed the medic to work unhindered. 
 
    “Are there more wounded?” I asked Kreuger. 
 
    “Yeah, but he was the worst.” 
 
    “We’ll get them as soon as we’re secure here,” I said.  
 
    “Just go, Princess.” The quiet command in Chelsea’s voice brought me up short. “I know you’re dying to get into the fight. I’ve got this.” 
 
    The hull rang with a screeching impact. 
 
    “Not good,” Josie said to my back. 
 
    The corridor was clear, and I ran straight to the stairs and up to the bridge. The action around me appeared to slow as my mind raced. The cutter had turned east, parallel to the coast, away from the approaching sailboat. The engines roared at full throttle, and the machine guns thundered from astern. The young officer in the pilot seat rocked the boat in an erratic path. Ahead of us, the island’s coast curved away to the south. Another island could be seen miles beyond, just a shadowy silhouette in the haze. 
 
    “Why are we running from a sailboat?” I asked, as confused as I was angry. 
 
    Nobody spoke to me, but an ensign pointed behind us and to port. A second boat was chasing us, a cutter that looked almost identical to the Futura except it had been painted in a chaotic mix of colors and shapes. My stomach fell. The muzzle of the other ship’s front cannon flashed. 
 
    “It was hiding in the radar shadow of that headland back there.” Pringle watched the crew from where he squatted down next to the handrail around the stairs. “It showed up when the captain turned to bring the cannon to bear on the sailboat. It popped out from behind the cliffs with guns already firing. The sniper is forcing everyone to keep their heads down.” 
 
    The other ship’s gun flashed again. 
 
    “At least their aim is terrible,” Pringle commented, his jaw tight. “They’ve only hit us a few times.” 
 
    We changed bearing toward the south, following the coast and bringing us closer to the shore. The steep jungle island filled the view to starboard. The gauges showed us pushing thirty knots. The other cutter was keeping up but couldn’t close the distance. The rocky shore prevented it from transecting the curve of our turn. I swallowed, imagining what would happen if we hit rocks at speed. 
 
    “If we can get close enough to the coast to cut off the sniper’s view, I’m hoping we can swing around far enough to target them with the cannon.” The bridge fell quiet in response to the captain’s explanation.  
 
    “Contact.” A strong hint of panic edged the radar operator’s voice. “Heritage class! It’s heading this way at twenty-eight knots.” 
 
    We passed the east end of the island and saw the open water between it and the next island and a beast of a ship sparkling with muzzle flashes. Its cannon popped rounds at us with the speed of a semi-auto rifle. I ducked as .50 caliber bullets raked the pilothouse, shattering the windows and tearing through vital equipment. Their chain guns could fire even faster than our Ma Deuces. 
 
    The crew dove for cover, except the helmsman, who merely ducked. Our cannon responded at its fastest cycle rate. Men and women screamed, some in fear and some in pain. 
 
    “Full reverse,” Captain Chamberlain barked and nudged the pilot out of position to take control. He stood tall enough to look out the windows, then ducked down again. 
 
    Our forward movement slowed suddenly as the crew responded to the order. 
 
    “We’re hit,” a crewman shouted. 
 
    Kreuger had been right about us not being able to attack the enemy directly. Chelsea was right that I couldn’t stay out of the fight. 
 
    Dumping adrenaline into my system, I ran out the side door. I reached the starboard machine gun and the dead gunner fouling the deck. The gun emplacement provided no cover. I pushed the body aside with my foot, pointed the gun, and squeezed the twin triggers. As I hoped, the gun was already charged for firing and responded. Using the tracing rounds as a guide, I aimed for the monster’s bridge. I could see people jumping for cover inside, but the ship continued its assault. 
 
    The Futura’s engines whined louder than ever as we accelerated in retreat. I kept firing, hoping the captain had a plan. 
 
    Even as I asked myself the question, we swept sharply to starboard. Our cannon swung to follow its target. The other ship’s main gun didn’t follow us. 
 
    The cutter felt weird under my feet as we raced backward. I checked our course over my shoulder. The captain was aiming us toward a lagoon in a horseshoe of tall cliffs and forest. 
 
    I fought back panic. We would be hopelessly cornered. Worse, the beach was coming closer, and the ship wasn’t slowing. 
 
    “Brace for impact!” 
 
    Our path straightened. I aimed the gun as far forward as I could. Our 25mm autocannon paused as the western spur of the lagoon cut off our view. With no targets in sight, I released the triggers. 
 
    “Brace for impact!” the loudspeakers repeated. 
 
    I braced. Futura hit the beach. The impact almost broke my grip on the gun handles, and the yank would have severely injured natural tissues. 
 
    The ship scraping deeply into the sand seemed rudely quiet against the shouts from the ship, the crack of snapping steel, and the general cacophony of destruction around me. 
 
    The main gun shifted. The larger cutter reached past the edge of the land, and our cannon fired several rounds. The timing was perfect, and sparks on the distant hull signaled direct hits. The enemy ship turned away, and Captain Chamberlain’s strategy suddenly made sense to me. 
 
    We were trapped, but the enemy ships couldn’t approach without facing our cannon and the two forward machine guns. We could move the rear guns forward and further bolster the firepower with small arms, as well. It was far from perfect because the lagoon entrance was too wide to easily defend. 
 
    Two cuttermen arrived to take position at the machine gun, a man and a woman. They stopped short at the sight of their crewmate, who had been partly dismembered and pulped by the chain guns. Both crewmembers fought to keep from vomiting. 
 
    “Abandon ship,” the woman ordered and pointed to the beach. 
 
    I decided not to argue, for once. 
 
    I saw the survivors gathering on the beach. Everyone presented an array of injuries. Captain Chamberlain spoke with gritted teeth, and his left arm dangled limp from his shoulder. 
 
    “Princess,” Chelsea called from behind me. 
 
    She stood in the door to the lower accommodations with a bleeding crewman leaning on her tiny shoulders. I rushed back to help. 
 
    “I got this one,” she said. “They need help with the others.” 
 
    I helped her negotiate the narrow door and wiggled past her. A light haze greeted me, and a sharp burning smell stabbed my nose, along with the faint smell of blood. I only made it a few steps before Bauman and Miles appeared carrying a gurney between them with an injured crewman strapped on tightly. I stepped to the side while they negotiated the tricky exit. 
 
    I didn’t make it far before Mac appeared pushing a gurney holding Nicole, still sound asleep. 
 
    “She’s the last,” he said. “Everyone else went to the other side.” 
 
    I nodded and took the foot of the gurney. Mac collapsed the wheels and stand so we could carry her between us. Outside, we found the other three Specialists collected at the stern with Chelsea and Josie looking around in confusion. The collision had destroyed the bay with the cutter boat and the craft itself. Even with the stern collapsed, the deck still stood about eight feet above the sand. 
 
    “What’s the holdup?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re all too injured to help,” Miles replied, nodding at the survivors. “Everyone else is on the weapons.” 
 
    I thought only for a second. The solution should have been obvious. I shook my head. The Specs were too cowed by the boss to ask for help. 
 
    “Pringle,” I yelled. “Get over here!” 
 
    We were able to hand down one end of Nicole’s gurney to him, then Mac jumped down to help him finish lowering her. To his credit, Pringle stayed around until we offloaded all the wounded. 
 
    Once safely off the boat, we collected the wounded at a spot off the beach, under the shelter of palm trees. The sand smelled different here, dryer somehow, and flowery odors infused the jungle. 
 
    “We still have a lot to do,” Josie said when we had settled the wounded. 
 
    “Medical, survival, and weapons,” I completed the thought for her. She nodded. “Mac, go get everything you can from the sick bay. I’ll talk to the captain and let him give the orders about the rest.” 
 
    “Come on, Terry, time to lug and haul for the Princess.” Mac gave me a crooked smile as he led Miles back toward the stranded cutter. 
 
    Josie looked at me gratefully, then began checking her patients. I left Chelsea to watch over Nicole and walked down to where Pringle stood with Chamberlain, Grimsby, and a young lieutenant. Nobody was talking; they were just looking around trying not to appear confused. Under his false composure, Captain Chamberlain held his jaw locked as he stared at the Futura. 
 
    “Was that really our only choice?” I asked when I stopped at the little circle. 
 
    Chamberlain blinked and shook his head as if to clear his thoughts. He looked pale under the tropical sun. Grimsby scowled at me but held his tongue. 
 
    “They got us,” he replied after a moment. “At least ten holes at or below the waterline. Too big to fix while fighting. We were going down.” 
 
    “You picked a good spot.” I looked at him directly until he looked back. “Tactically excellent given the situation, a defensible position.” He nodded and appeared to relax, if only slightly. “How many?” I asked the lieutenant. 
 
    “Ten casualties, six fatal, plus the girl,” he replied. “Everyone else has minor wounds.” I wasn’t surprised he knew what I meant. 
 
    “Half the crew,” the captain said, his voice growing hoarse. 
 
    “We need survival gear and weapons,” I said. 
 
    Chamberlain nodded and looked at Grimsby, who acknowledged the unspoken order with a glower. The captain looked at me and his nod slowed. He worked his mouth as if trying to swallow. He looked to the side but then his eyes rolled up and his knees folded. Grimsby and the lieutenant shouted in alarm. I caught Chamberlain as he fell and lowered him to the ground. 
 
    “Grab his feet,” I said. The lieutenant jumped to help. “Stabilize his arm, it’s broken.” 
 
    Pringle took the captain’s legs while the lieutenant, Baker by his nametag, gently placed the captain’s left arm across his stomach and held it in place as we carried him up by the other patients, where we laid him gently on the sand.  
 
    Pringle walked away several paces as we tried to make the captain comfortable. Once satisfied, I joined Pringle in looking over the beach and the destroyed cutter. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re on the wrong island. We need to find a way to get across to Maui.” 
 
    I looked at him in shock for several seconds before taking a slow breath. He had been willing to destroy the old world to get what he wanted. I should have expected the deaths of a few Coasties would mean nothing. Was Ansen Pringle too dangerous for this Fallen World? 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 10: Vigil  
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan 
 
    The band continued to play the old national anthem as the Clausen cruised through the channel toward the open sea. The lead trumpet played with the anguish of a New Orleans jazzman mourning a life filled with prostitutes and cigarettes. It might as well have been “Taps.” 
 
    The melody continued to play in my head long after the last crescendo sang across the Bay. The music was an anchor to emotions buried in the original Morgan Campbell, too integral to his experience to be rooted out by the imperatives of imprint technology. I had once been a tiny part of an inspired dream, a vision of a world where individual freedom created shared prosperity on a scale never before imagined.  
 
    The old cutter faded from sight where the dark gray clouds met the open sea. I shook my head and looked around when I realized I had been staring into the gray and green for several minutes. I stood alone on an empty beach just above the waterline near the channel. Boot prints in the sand led back to the Coast Guard station, but I didn’t remember leaving them. 
 
    I turned back and tried to catch one final glimpse of the retreating cutter. 
 
    A strange noise drew my attention down to my right hand. I looked down to discover I was stroking the top of Ladycat’s head, and she was purring in response. Her high, rounded forehead made for an odd look for a feline. Nicole claimed it made her look more human, but I didn’t see it. It was just weird to me, if kind of cute. Ladycat’s purr was not a pleasant sound, but we had all come to embrace it as one of her endearing quirks. I didn’t remember her arriving or when I started petting her. I realized I was standing just beyond the waterline looking north along the outer beach of the Samoa peninsula. I had walked around the tip and continued along the beach, wholly lost in old thoughts. 
 
    Obsidian Agents didn’t get lost in thought. We were just as prone to deep thoughts as anyone; however, I had never been so thoroughly distracted as to lose awareness of my surroundings. 
 
    “Okay, kitty,” I said, “can you find your way back to the Coast Guard station or do we need to take the long way along the beach?” 
 
    The lioness gave me a slow blink and cocked her head slightly to the side before nudging my hand for more petting.  
 
    “I guess we are not in a hurry.” I knelt and gave her head a good scratching with both hands. She closed her eyes and indulged the sensation, purring louder. 
 
    After a few seconds, she shook her head free and started walking away from the beach, telling me to follow with a motion of her large head. She led me across the dunes until we found the road. We had come much farther north than I expected and needed to turn south toward the station. 
 
    I could feel my body tense as I considered the phenomenon of becoming so distracted, my thoughts seemed to wander off again even as I followed the lioness. It was only after several minutes of walking that I was able to focus my thoughts on the need to retrieve my gear from the station. 
 
    Ladycat chose a spot on the porch to lounge while I went inside alone. An ensign led me to the armory and let me in to retrieve my large pack and gun case. I stopped outside the building, pack slung on my shoulders and gun case in hand, with absolutely no idea what to do next. I had exited the rear of the station, so I faced the Coast Guard docks and the channel. 
 
    I spotted one of the 47-foot motor lifeboats at the pier with several crewmen bustling around it. I decided to hitch a ride across to shorten my trip back to the city. I shouted Ladycat’s name as I strode toward the docks, and the lioness joined me a few seconds later, arriving at a graceful canter, her massive, padded feet making surprisingly little sound. The crewmen were amused to see Ladycat join us for the transit. 
 
    I stepped off the boat onto the dock near the fueling station, surprised the crossing had ended so soon. I took a few steps and stopped. Ladycat sat next to me and looked up at me, her wide eyes somehow expressing patience. I should not have been surprised that she noticed something was wrong. She did that sometimes. 
 
    I didn’t know what to do next. 
 
    A line from an old movie crossed my thoughts unexpectantly, a glimmer from Morgan Campbell’s oldest memories, and reminded me of Kelly and Scott just after the Fall. Kelly had been so tiny and confused. Scott had been so young and worked hard to be strong and brave. Back to the beginning. 
 
    I had taken on those two children as my charges the day of the Fall. Considering the events leading to that moment, one could certainly question whether it was a moral decision. Regardless, they had been my mission ever since. That had never been clear to me until now when they were both gone.  
 
    I had quietly worked to preserve peace in the Bubble since our arrival. However, that mission had always appeared to be a question of my own survival, not altruism. Balancing the need for stability with my need to conceal my Corporate affiliation at times forced me to allow conflicts to run their course, sometimes with tragic results. In every instance, however, the Pringle/Ansen kids had been safe from those conflicts.  
 
    In the past six months, Kelly’s self-appointed mission to protect and strengthen the Bubble had become my mission and inseparable from my feelings for her. Guarding the Bubble and its people was my primary mission because it ensured the survival of the Ansen kids. 
 
    But with my charges gone from the Bubble and far from my protection, the status of the mission was hazy, at best, and this internal conflict was probably causing the lapses of awareness. Vague loyalty to the people of a region wasn’t a mission. Now removed from the equation, the absence of the Ansens fully exposed the connection between their welfare and my work in the Bubble. 
 
    What if Princess and Scott never returned? 
 
    Until Scott left, I hadn’t really examined the problem. There was a distinct possibility Kelly could be at the bottom of the Pacific. After the flurry of repairs, the Clausen was in marginally better condition than the Futura, but that was far from a guarantee of Scott’s survival. They could both be fine, yet still be unable to return. What would become of my mission then? 
 
    A metaphorical pit opened before me. Had everything I had done since the Fall been motivated by my imprint latching onto the preservation of the Pringle/Ansen children as a new mission? The logic was sound. In essence, those children, their genetic coding, was a wealth of Corporate intelligence, a gold mine for Obsidian. Were my feelings for Kelly and even Scott real or the necessary manipulation of calculated programming? Did being an Agent mean I was no longer truly human? 
 
    I thought I had answered these questions when I extracted Michelle from the Teledyne Tower in Coos Bay. And maybe I had. Rescuing the TD exec felt like the right thing to do, but it was hardly necessary for the preservation of the Bubble. The intelligence she brought with her may ultimately have created more harm than good by rescuing Pringle’s Specialists and Con Mods from a painful death. It was still the right thing to do. 
 
    I half-knelt next to Ladycat, discontent. I imagined how angry Management would be if they knew I’d saved Michelle from Julio’s abuse or about my liaison with Princess. The compulsion of my imprint couldn’t explain my lapse in focus. If anything, I should actually be more focused. The fact remained the West Coast was enemy territory for an Obsidian Agent. If Princess and Scott didn’t return, then my time in the Bubble would be over. 
 
    I already knew I could head out cross-country. I could take the MRAP, load it down with spare fuel, and probably make my way back to Obsidian territory. The vehicle would be perfect for such a trek. Princess and I had even discussed the possibility of exploring farther east together. My information about Pringle, the Con Mods, and even the Teledyne satellites would be valuable to Obsidian, or what was left of it. I would be sure to get the computer information Michelle had taken from the tower. Considering her break with TD, maybe I could talk her and Kevin Tanner into coming with me. 
 
    Alternatively, I could steal a ship and go by sea. Jimmy the boat captain and his partner were proof it was possible. I might even be able to convince them to join me with his yacht once it was repaired. It was not a trip I could make on my own, so I would need to get help from somewhere. 
 
    On the other hand, Pringle and his Specialists and Con Mods, fully healthy and refreshed, could eventually pose a danger to Obsidian, if it still existed. I doubted Management, and thus my imprint, would countenance allowing them to run amok. I would need to either handicap them or have a reliable means of putting them down before I left. Ultimately, even if Princess and Scott never returned, my mission for Obsidian should still be clear. 
 
    Stroking Ladycat’s short fur made me think of Nicole and wonder how the lioness would take losing the girl. Would she come with me if I left? We weren’t friends to the same extent she was with the Ansens, all four of them, but I hoped she would. 
 
    The ache of loss gripped my chest. I missed Princess, and the thought of not seeing her again hurt, physically. 
 
    Could it be that simple? 
 
    Maybe this distracting malaise wasn’t evidence of my lack of humanity but proof it thrived and overwhelmed my Agent programming. 
 
    I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, stroking Ladycat’s fur again. Back to the beginning. 
 
    “I’m going to visit the sheriff,” I told the lioness, giving her head a rub. “You can come with me if you want, but you should make yourself scarce in town. Maybe you could check on the house.” 
 
    Ladycat nodded, then rubbed her head against my stomach, pushing me back a step. Even my magnified weight couldn’t stand still against her seven hundred pounds of muscle and bone. 
 
    I suppressed the creeping melancholy and sneered at my absent enemy. Pringle and his stooges had taken away my Princess. There needed to be consequences. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” Sheriff Barber’s hard eyes and bitter tone put me on high alert.  
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that.” 
 
    “Close the door,” he growled. 
 
    I did. The normal piles of clutter on the sheriff’s desk had been reduced to a single stack of papers with a lot of handwritten notes. He didn’t look up at me until I sat in a chair across from him. 
 
    “When was the last time you shaved? You look like a barn hound.” 
 
    “Just before we went up the coast. Hasn’t seemed important.” 
 
    “This is. News is out about Pringle’s excursion to Hawaii and, now, about the Coasties planning to follow. It’s not good.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Riekhoff and Chief Shephard—” thick disdain colored his use of Shephard’s title “—have been making appearances all around the Bubble backed by those Con Mods. They’ve been asking questions and checking up on things in the name of Governor Hackett and Teledyne.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I whispered. 
 
    “Shephard’s police officers have been shadowing my deputies. Any time someone approaches them for help, they step in and take over. They work in twos and threes, so they always outnumber the deputies. They push my people aside as if they were the neighborhood watch or even the PTA. There have been a few minor confrontations. I’ve instructed my people not to escalate, if possible, especially if one of those augmented goons is present.” 
 
    “Winning hearts and minds,” I said with heavy sarcasm. 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” the sheriff agreed. “Hackett promised more order and control, and Riekhoff’s mob is putting on a good show. From what I can tell, reactions are mixed. You can bet the Bubblers are going to chafe at that amount of control, but there will always be those who see it as a sign of safety.” 
 
    “Tale as old as time,” I said. 
 
    “We need—” 
 
    The door opened abruptly, and a senior deputy stepped in. He practically vibrated with tension, and anger reddened his deeply lined face. His footsteps in the hall had kept his arrival from surprising me. 
 
    “We just got a report that one of those Con Mods and some of Reikhoff’s boys chased the Farrells off their ranch. That’s the Arcata livery stable. They’re both in the hospital, beat up pretty badly.” 
 
    “Cowards,” I said. “That’s where Scott and Princess had the fight about the horses. Probably Julio retaliating for what Princess did to him.” 
 
    “She did kill the guy,” the sheriff said. 
 
    “Lame excuse; he got better.” I leaned back in my chair and sulked. “The Farrells didn’t hurt anybody; they were just trying to help out.” 
 
    “The Con Mods were pretty open about it,” the deputy said. “Like they wanted people to know exactly what happened.” 
 
    “Of course, they did; they’re sending a message,” the sheriff added. 
 
    “Well, what are we gonna do about it?” The deputy’s demanding look bounced between me and the sheriff. 
 
    “That’s an awfully good question,” the sheriff said. He dropped his pen on the desk in surrender. “I’m not sure there’s anything we can do without starting a war, a war we are likely to lose very quickly without a lot more planning.” 
 
    “Exactly what Princess was trying to avoid.” 
 
    “Looks to me like they already started the war,” the deputy said. 
 
    “Technically we drew first blood,” I replied. 
 
    “We can’t just show our bellies,” the deputy snapped. 
 
    “I didn’t say anything about surrender,” I rebuked the man. “I said we need a plan. We can’t go toe-to-toe with Con Mods. I can probably take them one-on-one or maybe a couple at a time. You can bet if I take out any one of them, they will travel in packs.” 
 
    “Worse than that,” the sheriff added, “is the danger of further retaliation. That was the point of beating up the Farrells and kicking them off their land.” 
 
    “Pour encourager les autres,” I said with a lousy accent. 
 
    “So, I guess they’re just going to take over?” the deputy asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it that way,” I replied. “We’ve been preparing for something like this since they arrived. Princess is big on preparing for the worst but hoping for the best.”  
 
    The sheriff chuckled. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked. 
 
    “Just reminded me of Scott’s version of that line.” 
 
    I chuckled in response. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked the deputy. 
 
    “If you expect the worst, then all of your surprises are good ones,” the sheriff said. “Or something like that.” 
 
    “Yeah, sounds like him.” The deputy grinned sideways. 
 
    “You know what, though?” Sheriff Barber asked. “That reminds me of something Princess hinted at. Pringle’s bodyguards may not take a side now, but we might be able to recruit them.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” I countered. “But there might be a way to manipulate them, or the other Con Mods, into reducing or mitigating the threat to the public.” 
 
    The sheriff picked up his pen and tapped the desk with it. He wrote a note, then another, making us wait while he finished his thought. 
 
    “Inspiration?” I asked. 
 
    “Somewhat,” he replied. “Goes back to something you said a moment ago. We need more information. It’s hard to manipulate someone if you don’t know who they are and what makes them tick. Pringle’s guards are generally a pretty easy read. From what I understand, Pringle is no fan of chaos unless it serves his own purposes. I’m willing to bet that extends to the guards as well. I think there are only two left here in the Bubble. But those guards are probably worth two or three of the Con Mods each. That still leaves us outnumbered, but it’s a start.” 
 
    “I see what you’re getting at. You want me to recon the opposition.” 
 
    “Damn straight. Don’t get caught. We wanna keep your presence a secret as long as we can.”  
 
    “Got it. I’ll do my best, but these guys have senses as acute as mine.” 
 
    “Pass the word,” the sheriff ordered the deputy. “I want all the deputies focused on information gathering. Who is who, who goes where, where they live, everything. I especially want to know any observations about alliances or possible alliances.” 
 
    “You got it, boss,” the deputy responded. He nodded as he left, his face hard and determined. 
 
    “I’ll go see if I can get close to the Farrells without being spotted. I also want to check out this ranch to see what’s going on there. Do you mind if I keep my stuff here at the station? They might be watching the Ansen house. I will definitely get noticed if I go back there.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Back on mission as I left the sheriff’s office, the world around me felt more solid, more real. I was grateful for the focus.  
 
    In situations like this, paranoia could be your worst enemy. Sure, Con Mods were dangerous, but they had been restrained in throwing their weight around, so far. The last thing I wanted to do was inspire them to be more aggressive. 
 
    I left my gear at the sheriff’s office and only took my favorite .45 and a backup, along with a few throwing knives and a good boot knife. A fight now would be a disaster. 
 
    At the hospital in Arcata, I only made it as far as a nurse in the front lobby. She assured me the Farrells were on the mend. The doctor had been forced to sedate both of them because they were so angry and determined to return and take back their farm. 
 
    The Farrells’ ranch was one of several Princess, Scott, and I had subcontracted to care for and board the horses we had collected from outside the Bubble. Horses hadn’t survived in the Bubble through the early years after the Fall. A combination of unfortunate circumstances and sheer desperation in those lean years had left us with no breeding stock. During our excursions outside the Bubble, we collected enough to form a sizable herd. There were too few to serve everyone who needed a horse for farm work or transportation among the 50,000 or so residents of the Humboldt region, so we decided to keep nominal ownership and rent them out at low rates in hopes that all who needed the extra muscle would have access.  
 
    The system seemed to be working until Reikhoff convinced the newly self-appointed governor to declare the horses a public asset and make them state property. I hadn’t been around for the confrontation between the Ansens and Julio’s Con Mods at the Farrell ranch, but Scott had described it in gory detail. Princess had beaten and humiliated Julio for all to see. 
 
    Approaching the ranch without being noticed was a high-level infiltration. The property was located near the wetlands adjacent to Arcata Bay, which made for flat, open ground in every direction. I waited for sunset to make my approach, taking full advantage of my enhanced eyesight. I ended up stalking through the grass like a sniper, crawling on my belly for the last 200 meters. I craved a higher vantage point. In the full dark of night, I was able to sit up behind a small bush and boulder to watch for movement in the house. 
 
    Electric lights lit parts of the interior of the house, casting a dim glow from the windows. The was no porch light, which wasn’t uncommon. Light bulbs and electric cable had been the other two commodities we had collected on our excursions, but availability was still limited. I could see shadows moving back and forth but not much else. I tried to separate the different shapes to identify how many occupants were there. I’m not sure what I expected, but free-flowing laughter from the two-story classic set my teeth on edge. There was at least one woman in the house, and she sounded delighted to be there. After a couple of hours of watching, the lights blinked off one at a time until the house was dark. I counted seven different shadows, reasonably confident the count was accurate. 
 
    I snuck away with as much care as I had used on approaching and followed Highway 101 north until I was beyond view. I knew I was facing more nights sneaking around and huddling in the cold to gather information on the enemy. A stakeout was the most difficult type of work I had done in my many decades of intel work. Regardless of the setting, the combination of tedium and danger was a perfect recipe for deadly mistakes.  
 
    I continued north into Arcata when the sun lit the sky from behind the mountains. I planned to contact the local deputies to help decide my next target. I walked through the quiet winter morning and revisited my plans for leaving the Bubble. I laughed out loud as I imagined the Ansen family and I piling into the MRAP for a road trip across the Fallen World, with Nicole whining “Are we there yet?” every ten miles while Chelsea tried to keep Ladycat from eating all the food. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 11: Interior Security 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan 
 
    I had developed a number of tricks over the years for getting around the Bubble without being seen or at least not noticed in such a way as to be remembered. However, I rarely had cause to go to the Coast Guard Station or anywhere on the peninsula. The image of a lone traveler crossing the bridge might be too distinctive to avoid being remembered, so I had to choose a different means. The best I could come up with was hanging out at the docks of the fuel depot until a motor lifeboat came by to fuel up. 
 
    Surprisingly, it worked.  
 
    The depot had increased its security at the sheriff’s suggestion, assigning guards to patrol the perimeter. Several days of wet weather had left bright snow highlights on the peaks and ridges of the coastal mountains, which stood out in sharp relief against the cold blue sky above the city. The chill at our level was almost sharp enough for at least a good dusting if the clouds returned. With the guards focused as much on staying warm as watching their assigned areas, bypassing the main entrance proved unchallenging. 
 
    The docks were filled with fishing and other boats waiting their turns for fuel, which made for a lot of people coming and going. Dressed against the weather, I blended in with the crowd to approach the MLB. With a combination of blurring speed and precise timing I slipped onto the boat and into the survivor’s cabin with nobody the wiser. 
 
    Well, almost nobody. The young lieutenant commanding the boat sat in the survivor’s cabin soaking up the heat. Luckily, she recognized me and nodded in greeting. 
 
    “We should talk to the commander about setting up a system for you to signal us for a ride if this is going to become a regular arrangement,” she said, grinning. 
 
    “How about one if by land and two if by sea?” 
 
    She squinted in confusion. There was an intensity to the lieutenant that caught my attention. She was extremely fit, above the standard of the Coast Guard, and the combination of attributes reminded me favorably of Captain Kirkpatrick. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said. “Maybe just a bonfire on the beach?” I settled in to wait for the choppy ride across the channel. 
 
    I found Ted Bronson in the communications room perched over a desk with three monitors, one of which showed pixelated chaos on half its surface. Impeccably clean and organized, even for a military facility, the comms room smelled of ozone and pine cleaner. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to find you alone down here. Are you ready to dazzle me with your brilliance?” 
 
    “Best I can do is mildly impress you with my work ethic,” he replied without breaking his concentration on the monitors. I chuckled at the comeback and patted him on the shoulder. “Captain Ripley limits the number of people who know what I’m doing. She and Captain Kirkpatrick decided to keep this asset top secret at Sheriff Barber’s suggestion.” 
 
    “What have you got for me?” 
 
    “Not as much as I’d like.” He shrugged without lifting his hands from the keyboard and mouse. “We have good visual surveillance but only one fully functional comms satellite. Unfortunately, it’s not geostationary.” He shrugged. “It’s slow enough to give us a few hours of communications every day. I have access to several others with partial functionality, so I can send data and texts in packets with no problem, but we only get voice during that window.” 
 
    “Any sign of the Futura?” 
 
    “No transponder response. It’s definitely turned off or broken, which is what we expected. I have the Clausen.” He pointed to a dot on the half-broken monitor which appeared to be a bird’s eye view of little more than the ocean. “I tried doing visual sweeps, but the territory is just far too big.” 
 
    “That’s not helpful.” 
 
    “It’s not all hopeless. I’ve picked up several IFF transponders from former Coast Guard vessels around the islands. Some of them have been moving, which tells us the ships are still working and being used.” 
 
    “If they’re friendly, that could be good news,” I said. 
 
    “I’m tracking the various signals, then seeking out a visual. If the Futura makes contact with any of the vessels I’m tracking, we should be able to see it on satellite.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” I said. “We need to be careful not to narrow your view too much, of course, but it’s a logical approach.” 
 
    “I just started that today. I’m working my way from east to west, starting with any transponder clusters.” 
 
    “How many are we talking about?” 
 
    “Less than a hundred,” he said. “Because it’s a slow process, it may take a while, but I should be able to get through all of them in just a few hours.” 
 
    “So, where’s the Clausen? How far is it from Hawaii?” 
 
    “They were slowed down by that storm. I’m guessing about six days, maybe a week. They’re kind of moving slow at the moment, waiting for a firm destination and good intel. Since we’ve got the tools, we can prevent them from stumbling into a bad situation.” 
 
    “Excellent. I wish we could move this along faster, but I’m sure the captain will be pleased with the results. I am.” I patted his shoulder again. 
 
    “How are things going for you?” 
 
    “You mean us? Not so great.” I pulled an empty chair over to watch him work. “What have you heard?” 
 
    “We got a message from Dale Rosford. His shop is under full-time surveillance now, and he thinks there’s at least one Con Mod involved.” 
 
    “That’s the least of our worries, but I will look into it. The Con Mods have spread themselves around the Bubble, like what they did in Pringle’s territory up north. They’ve displaced families to take the best homes for themselves, with the help of the police in many cases. They take what they want from merchants and claim it’s the cost of protection.” 
 
    “No better than gangsters or governments,” Ted interjected. 
 
    “There have been more beatings and confrontations. It’s only a matter of time until they kill someone. Expect it to get worse.”  
 
    “Can’t you do anything?” He looked at me with hope. 
 
    “Not without creating even more problems.” 
 
    A warning sound blared from a PA speaker, causing us both to turn and look at the offending instrument up in the corner. 
 
    “Attention all hands, attention all hands! This is a security alert. A large group is approaching the station. This is a security alert.” 
 
    “Let’s lock this up.” I pointed at the computer. 
 
    “You got it, boss.” 
 
    Ted’s fingers flew along the keyboards, and the images on the monitors were quickly replaced with dense spreadsheets. 
 
    “Are you sure that’ll work?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s just to keep the curious away. No one else can get in.” 
 
    Another announcement called the acting commander to the “deck,” which I assumed meant the front. 
 
    “I want to see what’s happening,” I said. I left the comms room in the basement and quickly made my way to the third story. 
 
    A room at the front with windows provided a view of the gates. I stood a foot back from the window so the reflection on the glass would prevent anyone from recognizing me. 
 
    A trio of people on horses came down the road at the head of a group of about twenty-five people on foot in sloppy rows. The marchers carried long guns over their shoulders, and I spotted weapons on the saddles. 
 
    I identified the riders before they reached the gate. Donald Reikhoff, Gavin Shephard, and Brandy Hackett, the governor herself. The first person on foot behind the trio was the infamous Julio, keeping a low profile. I couldn’t tell if anyone else in the group was augmented. My breath caught when I recognized that Reikhoff was riding Prince, Scott’s prized charger. 
 
    As the group entered the gate, an armed security detail of two met them about halfway to the building and held up their hands to stop. They were outnumbered and outgunned significantly, but they kept their dignity as they exchanged words with the visitors. Both men stiffened and gripped their weapons tighter at Hackett’s response. 
 
    I opened the window a crack, so I could hear. 
 
    Captain Theresa Ripley, Kirkpatrick’s second in command at the station, approached the group with two more security officers flanking her. 
 
    “Governor Hackett. What a pleasant surprise.” The captain’s voice was notably absent of any pleasure. 
 
    “Likewise,” the governor said in a tone suggesting she would rather be anywhere else. 
 
    “May I ask the purpose of your visit?” 
 
    Hackett looked from Reikhoff to Shephard before answering, “It has been decided that the Coast Guard Station and all Guard assets are to be put under the management of Chief Shephard. The Eureka police force will be supervising and coordinating all matters of public safety, including maritime operations.” 
 
    “I’m afraid Captain Kirkpatrick isn’t here at the moment to discuss such an arrangement,” Captain Ripley interrupted. “You’ll have to wait until he returns.” 
 
    “It’s not the captain’s decision,” Hackett replied. There was little force to her assertion. In fact, it felt more like resignation. “As the duly appointed governor of the Humboldt Region, public safety is one of my primary duties. Mr. Reikhoff has been appointed Minister of Interior Security. Chief Shephard will be working under his direction. We—” she emphasized the word “—believe that Chief Shephard is in the best position to ensure smooth coordination among public safety services.” 
 
    The captain paused before responding, her gaze fixed on Hackett’s face. After several seconds, her shoulders dropped a fraction of an inch, telling me she recognized the futility of resisting. 
 
    Julio’s lip curled up slightly to one side, both victorious and disappointed. Behind him in the group, a head nodded, drawing my attention. I didn’t know who he was, but I was certain he was enhanced. He had that unnatural stillness common to Specialists and Agents. I expected there was at least a third and possibly a fourth in the group of armed men and women. They had come prepared to crush any objections. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch,” I told the security people and left the room at augmented speed before they could respond. I raced down to the communications room. 
 
    “Quick, we need to send a message to Captain Kirkpatrick. How do I send a written message?” 
 
    Bronson brought up a new window with a few clicks of his mouse and keyboard. “What do you want to say?” he asked, posing his fingers above the keyboard.” 
 
    “Can’t you just say it?” 
 
    “Microphone’s dead, sorry.”  
 
    “Okay, let me do it.” I rolled him in his wheeled office chair out of my way. I typed a quick report about Hackett’s announcement, then included a summary of movements and tactics I’d observed since Scott’s departure. I had to be cautious not to break the keyboard while still typing as fast as I could. 
 
    “I’m done. How do I send it?” I asked. 
 
    “Holy shit. I thought I could type fast.” 
 
    “I cheated,” I replied with a shrug. 
 
    “I’ll send it right now.” I moved out of his way. Ted rolled himself back into position at the desk. 
 
    “How do we tell Captain Kirkpatrick where the Futura is when we find it?” 
 
    “Don’t worry too much about that,” he replied. “I should still have access to the system. I will just need to do it when nobody is around.” 
 
    “Roger,” I replied. He gave a dramatic tap to the keyboard and nodded, apparently sending the message. 
 
    “Now, how do I get out of here without being spotted?” I asked. 
 
    “No idea,” he replied. “You could hide until dark then sneak out? Still a lot of daylight left, though.” 
 
    My mind raced. It might be my only option, but it was too much to hope Hackett’s people wouldn’t search the station. If I ran into Julio, I could probably pass myself off as Rinardi again with a convincing reason to be there. But Hackett knew me by sight as a resident. There was certainly no way I could pretend to be someone other than the man Julio knew from our confrontation up in Coos Bay. 
 
    “What about the armory?” Bronson asked. 
 
    “The first thing they’ll do is secure all the weapons.” 
 
    “The hell they will.” Bronson bristled. 
 
    “No,” I countered harsher than I intended. “Don’t worry, weapons will be there when you need them. Trust me.” 
 
    “Boathouse,” he suggested. 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “Only option.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “You can’t run straight there, either,” he warned. “You’ll have to run to the water and swim to the boathouse.”  
 
    He was right. The boathouse that sheltered the motor lifeboats was set behind the station and a bit to the north behind the protection of a rocky breakwater. Traveling in a straight line from the station to the boathouse could put me in the line of sight of anyone in the front. 
 
    “I can’t swim. Doesn’t work for us.” 
 
    “You don’t have to swim, just squat low enough to keep your head below ground level before it dips into the water.” He gestured with his hands to illustrate the shape of the ground and path of travel. 
 
    “I’m gonna freeze to death in the water.” 
 
    “I’ll pass the word to the captain. She can arrange a patrol later, and they can take you where you need to go.” 
 
    “It’ll have to work.” 
 
    “Better hurry.” 
 
    With that, I grabbed my pack and rushed back up to the ground floor. I could hear voices coming from the front of the station, probably the captain speaking with Hackett’s entourage. I snuck to the back door and paused at the rear exit. I took a steadying breath then dumped my adrenal glands to race from the station. At the crest of the shore where the ground sloped down into the water, I slid down the bank like sliding into home base. Rocks were piled at the base of the slope to inhibit erosion. They were too jumbled to walk on without exposing my head, so I picked my way across them and out into the water. I lowered myself so my head was barely above the surface and crawled toward the breakwater between me and the boathouse. I climbed out of the water and scrambled across the jetty in a crouch then plunged back in. I left the safety of touching bottom for a brief stretch before the entrance to the boathouse. 
 
    There was only one MLB. 
 
    I pulled myself onto the covered pier and shivered uncontrollably for several seconds before trusting my balance enough to step across the cut-out in the gunwale and onto the boat. I only hesitated an instant before breaking the lock to the survivor’s cabin. The heat in the cabin was turned off, but thick wool blankets from their storage locker served almost as well. I stripped off my pack and sodden clothing and wrung out everything I could. 
 
    Wrapped naked in blankets, sitting on one of the center-facing padded seats felt too exposed. 
 
    I gathered my clothes and pack and moved deeper into the ship, all the way to the storage compartment in the bow, which held survival gear and other equipment. Laid out and hung up where possible, the clothes would dry eventually. I returned to the survivor’s cabin and wiped up the water from the deck to remove any signs of my passing. There was nothing I could do about the broken lock. I returned to the bow where I snuggled into the curved hull between two thick aluminum ribs until I dozed off. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A gentle prodding from the same lieutenant who brought me to the station woke me. 
 
    “Baxter,” I said, reading her nametag. 
 
    “Bronson told me you would be here,” she explained. “We’ll be heading out soon. I’ll turn on the heat down here, and your clothes should dry quickly.” 
 
    “Thanks, LT,” I said, remembering an ancient habit.   
 
    “Where do you want to go? I need to file my patrol plan.” 
 
    I thought briefly before deciding. 
 
    “Can you take me to the mouth of the Eel River or maybe a little south of there?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” She reassured me with a pat on my knee and dimpled smile. “I’ll send someone to alert you when we’re close. Keep your head down until then. If we get a call-out, we’ll need to respond, and you’ll need to stay out of sight.” 
 
    “Roger,” I acknowledged. 
 
    The hull vibrated with power from the engines, and the space warmed quickly. I dozed off in short order. 
 
    My clothes dried by the time the lieutenant dropped me off just before full dark. I think she did some patrolling to be less conspicuous. Salt from the water left my garments stiff and scratchy, so I decided a covert trip home was in order. 
 
    Instead of the river itself, I asked the lieutenant to drop me off at the south end of Centerville Beach. From there, I followed old Centerville Road, skirting the base of the mountains. Plenty of shrubbery lined the narrow road and offered ample concealment, especially in the waning light. Few homes out this far were occupied, and most lacked electric lighting. 
 
    I didn’t rush. As I got closer to home, I slowed further and worked the shadows through the corner of town and into the woods. Cloud cover made it dark enough to challenge my vision. For the last quarter mile, I approached the house at a snail’s pace and stopped every few steps to look and listen for anyone who might be watching. There was nowhere near the house that provided both a good overlook and good concealment. The few spots on the surrounding hills sat exposed to anyone on the property, or there were too many trees to get a straight view. It was a sniper’s nightmare, and I always wondered if that had been on purpose or a happy accident. 
 
    I found a spot across the road where I could at least watch the outer edges of the property and the driveway. I regretted leaving my rifle with the sheriff. The thought caused me to touch the holster at the small of my back, and the gesture made me wonder when I had started carrying it there instead of on my ankle. I needed to clean both .45s as soon as I could after the drenching they took. I put my hand over the grip of my primary under my coat and squatted in the brush to watch for movement. 
 
    A heavy weight hit my left arm and knocked me sideways. Stupid. I hadn’t balanced properly. I twisted to face the threat while pulling the sidearm. The landing forced a soft grunt from me. I lined up a shot and immediately crooked my arm to point the gun away from Ladycat’s forehead. 
 
    The lioness sat on her haunches and looked at me with her head tilted to the side almost ninety degrees. 
 
    “Smart ass.” 
 
    She laughed shortly, a sound something between a cough and a roar, then planted her forehead in my chest almost gently. 
 
    “I guess this means the coast is clear?” 
 
    She stepped back and laughed again then waved her head toward the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 12: Pinch 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan 
 
    Dale Rosford wasn’t kidding when he said his shop was being watched. Hackett’s new police forces, aided by men and women without uniforms, blocked every road around the Rohnerville Airport, including the only one that actually reached the shop. They allowed people to pass but only after searching their possessions and recording who came and went. The only exception was the MRAP, which left and returned with no resistance. Hackett’s minions had no stomach for facing the armored transport and its turret gun. 
 
    My plans to spend a leisurely evening at home had failed when I couldn’t stop thinking about Dale’s warning and Hackett’s takeover of the Coast Guard. Ladycat sensed my unease and couldn’t settle, either. After changing my clothes, cleaning my weapons, and eating a quick bite, we headed directly to the airport in the early morning. Keeping to small roads and trails, we moved in secret. 
 
    Hidden in the shadows of trees atop the long hill overlooking the airport, we watched for hours, using the rifle scope I kept in my utility pack. I noted additional surveillance posts all around the airport. Nobody at the spy posts wore uniforms. There was a little camp around an aged RV set up at the far south end, not far past the old runway. The grunts at the roadblocks or surveillance teams were unmodified, but I expected they reported to the Con Mod team which had taken over a couple of houses up on Osprey Terrace. 
 
    Dale’s shop was widely known as the most fortified building in the region and, therefore, a strategic asset for anyone who opposed Hackett’s power play. Once an airplane hangar, the building had been armed and armored against attack in response to the violence after the Fall. 
 
    Two things nagged at me during my counter-surveillance. The first was that the number of people behind Hackett at the Coast Guard station and those tasked with watching the gun shop comprised a decent amount of manpower. Was the support voluntary or something more sinister? The second was how easy it would be for Hackett to do the same to critical infrastructure like the fuel depot and the power plant. 
 
    Survival of the Bubble relied on the fuel and power plants. Hunger had been a constant threat, as it still was in most of the world we had seen outside the Bubble, until the biofuel plant allowed us to fuel the fishing fleet and farm equipment, as well as generate electricity. 
 
    Most Bubblers understood the importance of the fuel and power plants but were unaware of just how fragile our supply chain still was. Without the tools and shops necessary to maintain the fleet and farm equipment, the system would fail. Distributing fish from the shore safely relied on three industrial icemakers that, in turn, relied on some creative engineering and maintenance. In the same vein, only two large chum grinders provided necessary fertilizer for farming, as well as material for fishing. There were several more points of failure I could think of with little effort. 
 
    The sheriff and his council were acutely aware of these weaknesses. I had strong doubts about whether Hackett or anyone around her had a similar understanding. It would be far too easy for her ambitious maneuvering to cause a chain reaction she wouldn’t anticipate. 
 
    “You see that, Ladycat?” I tapped her head and pointed to the shop. “Dale’s been busy. He’s got concrete barriers all around the shop. Looks like mostly traffic barriers, but some of those are structural pieces for something. He had to have a lot of help moving those.”  
 
    I examined the rings around the shop through the scope. They appeared to be laid with no rhyme or reason, with some piled on top of others. Closer examination revealed a strategy. 
 
    “There’s no straight approach for a vehicle without exposing it to a broadside from those Ma Deuces on the roof.” I smiled. “See right there—” I pointed for Ladycat’s benefit “—and another right there; those are death funnels. You’ve got cover all the way to there. Then, right there, you think you’re still covered, but you’re not, totally exposed. You step out thinking you’re moving to more cover and you’re right in someone’s sights. Bam.” I rubbed the fur between her ears and chuckled. “Even a Specialist might find himself hard-pressed to make a successful entry. It took careful planning to create that much confusion.” 
 
    The only real defect was the possibility a Con Mod or Specialist could displace the concrete blocks. In contrast, I could see several places where defenders could hide among the blocks rather than simply waiting back in the shop.  
 
    “Okay, kitty cat,” I said to the lioness. 
 
    She growled low in response and lashed her tail. Ladycat disliked house cats and their feral cousins and always resented any comparisons. Rightfully so, in my opinion. 
 
    “Sorry, just kidding.” 
 
    She snorted in disgust. 
 
    “You wanna have some fun?” I asked with a wicked grin. 
 
    She looked back with wide eyes and stiff ears. 
 
    “Why don’t you go give those spies and cops something to think about?” She bared her fangs. “Exactly. Dale’s a friend, and we don’t like people harassing our friends. Try not to hurt anyone unless they point a gun at you.” 
 
    Ladycat stood and shook out her fur. She scanned the airport twice before trotting off to the south, following the hill crest rather than heading directly toward the watchers. I expected the combination of her unnatural intelligence and hunter’s instincts were going to give somebody a very bad day. 
 
    I questioned the competence of whoever placed the roadblock. The intersection was open and had visibility in every direction. Yet the roadblock was positioned a few hundred feet down next to rows of large storage buildings on one side and an overgrown field on the other. Two people held overwatch posts on the roofs. Two more held the intersection corners, protected by shade structures. 
 
    I left the road, hopped the fence, and approached through the storage facility using the buildings and stranded vehicles for cover. The overwatch were completely exposed and never looked in my direction. I was certain the entire detail was within range of the M2 nests of Dale’s shop. Granted, hitting a human target at that distance would be pure luck. 
 
    I stopped with the last building between me and the roadblock when I heard an engine coming. No muffler made it easy to tell it came from the east. I crossed to the side of the building closer to the road. Peeking around the corner, I saw a lifted pickup truck with several armed men in the bed. Black smoke spewed from its tailpipe with every surge of acceleration. 
 
    A void opened in my gut. 
 
    The truck turned hard and fishtailed between the shade structures. It charged forward and skidded to a stop mostly out of my view. 
 
    “Stop ri—” a man’s voice started in a casual drawl. 
 
    “Move this roadblock right damn now!” a familiar voice demanded, followed by a truck door slamming. 
 
    “Whoa there—” 
 
    “Don’t you ‘whoa there’ me,” the angry voice demanded. “I’m with the sheriff’s office, and you have no business and no right to be here.” That was Luther Cogan’s snarl. 
 
    Back on the road, I ran toward the intersection. I wasn’t sure I could close the two hundred feet in time. 
 
    “Well, the governor—” the first voice said. 
 
    I could hear the clicks and rattles of guns. 
 
    “Stand down!” 
 
    “Don’t point that gun at me!” 
 
    The police officers raised their weapons, too focused to notice me. 
 
    “Back off!” 
 
    A gun fired. 
 
    I shoulder-checked the first cop under the arm and lifted the heavy man off the ground. His ribs caved. I carried him across the road and smashed into the other cop, tossing them both in the drainage ditch.  
 
    Gunshots cracked and boomed. Men screamed in pain and anger. The man and woman on overwatch toppled off their respective perches. The sheriff’s deputies took cover behind the truck. One of them shot over the cab from the bed, smart enough to stand to the side rather than behind the back window. 
 
    I sprinted along the left roadside and hurdled the wooden barrier. A one-ton flatbed and an antique sedan blocked the road. Two of the cops were on the ground and another was grabbing at a leg wound. I pulled out the .45 as I circled behind the vehicles and shot the first police officer, then I switched to a two-handed grip, picked my next target, bent my knees for a lower profile, and shot. Stepped left and back, shot. Three quick steps left, three quick shots. 
 
    “Cease fire,” I barked when the last man dropped. 
 
    With the shooting stopped, I walked around the blocking cars to face the deputies in the silence, hoping at least one of them would recognize me. Steam spewed from their truck radiator and the shattered windshield sagged in its frame. 
 
    “We have injured,” a man said. 
 
    Another gunshot broke the silence. Behind the deputies, one of the police officers I had knocked down dropped a handgun and looked down at the hole in his chest. The deputy who shot him closed and kicked the gun away. He touched the cop’s neck for a second before shaking his head. 
 
    “Looks like this other one is dead, too,” the young deputy said, nodding toward the ditch. He slid down in and checked for a pulse. “Yup. Broken neck or something.” 
 
    Another deputy hustled behind the roadblock and checked all the bodies. The third and fourth jumped to help the fifth where he lay on the road near the driver’s door. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing, Luther?” I asked the injured man, lacing my voice with disapproval. I had known the older man since he became a deputy more than a decade ago. 
 
    “Thanks for the help, Morgan,” he replied, his throat tight with pain. “Shit’s getting bad, dude. Gotta stand up for ourselves.” 
 
    Luther was bleeding from wounds in his arm and thigh. The two other deputies worked to stop the bleeding. 
 
    “They started stealing guns and ammo from people going to Dale’s shop.” The deputy who shot the cops at the corner slung his rifle over his shoulder. He appeared to be second in command. “Dale is practically under siege. We needed to end it.” 
 
    “Need to send a message,” Luther croaked. “Tell Bubbleheads they don’t have to fall in line.” 
 
    “What about all the other roadblocks?” I asked. 
 
    “Gotta start somewhere.” Luther grunted in pain. 
 
    “How many?” Luther’s second asked when the second deputy returned. 
 
    “Twelve, including the two in the grass.” 
 
    “I have to say, you and your men did well, Luther. But do you have any idea what a shitstorm you just started?” I asked. “What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    Luther shrugged and winced in pain but smiled. “I just asked ‘What would Princess do?’” 
 
    “That’s a good way to get yourself and others killed when you’re not genetically modified to take the punishment she can.” 
 
    “We had to do something,” the second in command said. “No exaggeration, either. We don’t know if all the rumors are true, but we hear these new police are making life hard everywhere. It’s gotten a lot worse the past week. It’s gone from petty bullying to terrorizing people with some really bad examples. This—” he nodded toward the airport “—we couldn’t allow to continue. Bullying people then disarming them so you can bully them even more.” 
 
    All things being equal, he was right. But matters weren’t equal at all in this case, not with Con Mods and Specialists involved. But if they didn’t act now, would they be able to act later? I couldn’t expect everyone else to wait for Princess and Scott to return before defending their homes. 
 
    “Let’s get this mess cleaned up,” I said. “Two of you can take their car to get Luther to a doctor. I’ll let you sheriffs do whatever you do to deal with a pile of dead bodies. I’ll stay with you in case the local Con Mods decide to make trouble.” 
 
    “Morgan, you’re shot!” The deputy on my left, the second one, pointed at my side. 
 
    Blood soaked the side of my shirt. Looking down, I vaguely remembered feeling a pinch there. With the fingers of my left hand, I opened the new hole in the fabric and lined it up with the new hole in my side. The bleeding had almost stopped. A tingle caressed the flesh below the surface, and something moved. I held my hand under the wound. It opened enough to drop a fat .45 slug into my palm then closed, leaving only a trickle of blood that quickly ceased. 
 
    I found five sets of very wide eyes staring at me, including the men working on Luther. 
 
    “You’re one of them,” Luther said between labored breaths. 
 
    “You’re a Specialist, too?” the second in command echoed. 
 
    It took me a beat to recognize why they were confused. The truth about Scott and Princess had been revealed six months ago with the attack at the Compass in Eureka. That fight had been seen by too many witnesses to conceal their abilities. I had assumed Bubblers knew I had the same modifications because of my close association with the Ansens. Yet, my only role in the fight had been shooting from cover, and we never discussed my modified nature except with close allies and associates—there was no reason these men would have known. 
 
    “That explains a lot,” Luther said. “Like why you haven’t gotten any older in the last fifteen years.” 
 
    Nobody spoke, but Luther’s second squinted at me with undisguised suspicion. He moved the rifle strap closer to the edge of his shoulder. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” he said. “It doesn’t explain nearly enough." 
 
    “How’s that?” I asked him, preparing to dump my adrenal glands. 
 
    “What are you on about, Cal?” Luther asked. 
 
    “Think about it, Luther. Specialists are conditioned to obey Teledyne management. They can’t disobey. The sheriff explained all about it. That’s what makes Mr. Pringle’s bodyguards so loyal; they couldn’t betray him if they wanted to. I can guarantee you Morgan’s never been in prison, so he’s not a Con Mod. If he’s a Specialist, why isn’t he working with the others at the mansion?” 
 
    “I have to admit,” Luther said with a small grunt, “those are good questions.” 
 
    I pushed down the image of me trying to explain to Sheriff Barber how the cops and deputies had managed to kill each other. I would tell him how I tried to save Luther, but his wounds were just too severe. 
 
    “But we all know you’re loyal to Scott and Princess,” Cal continued, “so why didn’t you go with Scott to get her? You’re not at the mansion and you’re not with Scott.” Cal paused and pulled his rifle off his shoulder. He gripped the stock without pointing directly at me. My hand flexed on the grip of the .45 still hanging at my side. “You don’t want Mr. Pringle to know you’re here. I don’t claim to know what’s going on, but I can’t think of a single honest reason for a Specialist to hide his presence from his boss.” 
 
    “Unless Pringle isn’t his boss,” Luther said, slow and dark. 
 
    I looked down at the wounded man, who gave me a hard sneer. 
 
    “Are you even Teledyne?” Cal asked. 
 
    My breath caught at the question. I couldn’t remember the last time my cover was blown. I tensed—so much for avoiding more bodies. 
 
    Well-lubricated parts rubbing together and friction between skin on steel whispered to me—the exact sound of five pounds of pressure against a rifle trigger. The gunshot from my left pounded my ears and a .30 caliber bullet carved a path of fire from just under the ribs of my left side, near the first wound, all the way across my torso, broke through my reinforced ribs, and lodged in my upper right arm. My pistol fell from my numb hand. I dropped to my knees. I couldn’t breathe or talk. 
 
    “What did you do that for?” Luther’s strained voice lacked any reproach. 
 
    I looked to the young deputy to my left. He watched me with wide eyes and abject fear. Smoke still streamed from the muzzle. He hadn’t lifted his rifle, just shot it from the hip. It would have been hard to miss from only five feet away. 
 
    “What would Princess do?” the young deputy quoted. 
 
    Kill you where you stand, I thought as the world became vague. 
 
    “He was fixin’ to kill us all if I didn’t.” 
 
    “You’d better hope she doesn’t find out when she gets back.” 
 
    “If she gets back.” 
 
    My vision spiraled down to a tunnel, and the voices became murmurs. Something hard slapped my face and smelled of dust. 
 
    “Are we there yet?” Nicole’s voice floated through my mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 13: Plan of Attack 
 
      
 
      
 
    Scott 
 
    “You need to see this.” Commander Carter waved me into the pilothouse and to one side of a bank of monitors that formed the control center of the CGC Clausen. “I think we finally have something.” 
 
    A satellite image filled the monitor he and a tech examined together. The past few days of little movement had seen a string of such images, a ragged coastline, an expanse of ocean, and the silhouettes of boats or settlements. This showed a section of coastline with a small inlet. 
 
    Since receiving Morgan’s warning about Hackett’s takeover of the Coast Guard, the technicians on the Clausen had been combining their efforts with Ted Bronson back home, using transponder codes to locate ships and search for the Futura. 
 
    The tech pointed to an inlet with two beaches divided by a stream, which was more of a lagoon than a bay. An object sat in the surf and broke up the smooth line of the beach, but the image wasn’t magnified enough to determine exactly what the object was. 
 
    “I think that’s the Futura,” the tech said. “We found transponder codes here and here.” He pointed to two spots in the ocean in the open water past the inlet. One was large enough to identify as a ship while the other was little more than a smudge on the water. “I can’t see exactly what’s going on, but these two ships appear to be guarding the mouth of that inlet. This other object—” he pointed to a spot in the water “—is also a boat, but it’s very small. There’s no transponder signal. I think the three boats are working together, and that the boat crashed on the beach here is the Futura.” 
 
    He centered the focus above the wrecked ship and magnified the image. The object on the beach was definitely a ship, but the focus was still too distant to view precise features. 
 
    “This is just a pass-over image,” the tech explained. “The satellite doesn’t stay long enough to get a clear view. I am moving another satellite into position to verify. To me, the shape of the hull looks like a Sentinel-class. But so does this one out here.” He pointed to the smaller of two ships with codes in the open. 
 
    “How long?” I asked. 
 
    “No more than an hour.” His nod bounced with excitement and confidence. 
 
    “Do we know where that is?” 
 
    “We know exactly where it is,” Commander Carter said. 
 
    “Can we head there?” 
 
    “We’re making plans now,” Carter answered. “It’s about four days away. If these ships are hostile, we need to be ready. This one here—” he pointed to the largest “—is big. If it’s operated with anything resembling competence, it’s going to be a huge challenge.” 
 
    “How big?” I asked. 
 
    “A little more than twice the size of a Sentinel-class.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “With the satellites, we can keep land between us and them, so they won’t see us coming,” Carter said. 
 
    “A direct confrontation with that big ship is a bad idea. If I can get close enough to it without being blown out of the water, we might be able to avoid that.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that’s gonna happen,” Carter said. “The approach is all open water. Even if they don’t have working radar, it would be close to impossible to surprise them.” 
 
    “I’ll think of something.” I pursed my lips in concentration as I memorized the image on the screen. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The crew of the Clausen appeared more animated than usual when I returned to the bridge in response to a page from Captain Kirkpatrick. I found Carter and the captain at the shoulders of the satellite tech, murmuring and nodding to each other. 
 
    “You rang?” I asked. 
 
    “We got him,” Kirkpatrick said.  
 
    He pointed to the screen where an image of the wreck in the lagoon had been dramatically magnified. The ship was easily identifiable as a Sentinel-class cutter. The catastrophic damage to roughly half the ship when it impacted the beach was obvious. From the top-down view, the only way to identify it as the correct ship was the patches of Teledyne blue on sections of metal which had been contorted sideways to face the sky. It was enough. 
 
    “I want as much information as I can on all three of these ships,” Kirkpatrick ordered. He pointed to the small ship without the transponder code. “This doesn’t make much sense to me. Something that small is probably useless to these two larger ships, so it must have something worth having on board. It might need to be our first target, before anyone knows we’re there, unless there is some other way to keep it out of action.” 
 
    “Roger,” Carter said. 
 
    “Also, take a good look around for any assets on the ground or other boats close by. I want to be the surprise in this scenario.” 
 
    “Roger, skipper,” the tech said. 
 
    “Scott, didn’t you say your parents’ villa was on Maui?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “They’re not on Maui, that’s Molokai. That means they overshot Maui or were chased away from it.” 
 
    “I bet my dad is pissed. Are we close enough to contact them?” 
 
    “We are almost close enough, but we don’t have a prearranged communications plan, which means we would need to hail them on open channels. Open channels means giving ourselves away to these other ships, if they have working radios. It’s not worth the risk.” 
 
    “I’m more worried about how we can get close to them without barreling in like a bunch of idiots.” The captain’s lips twisted in an uncharacteristic show of annoyance. “In a direct approach, we could go farther east, then skirt the coastline back west and hope to use the terrain for cover, but I hate to rely on a foreign shore when we don’t know what is lurking there. We don’t have any more firepower than the Futura did, except for more bodies and small arms. I have no reason to believe we would fare any better.” 
 
    “Whatever is happening,” Commander Carter said, “it looks like the Futura is keeping those other boats at bay. No pun intended.” 
 
    “That’s good work, though,” I said. “The bay mouth is pretty wide. I expect Dad will have the land approaches protected considering he has four Specialists at his disposal.” 
 
    “That wide entrance works both ways.” Carter pointed at the inlet. “From where the Futura is parked, all this is within range of the 25mm. A fully operational 25mm can destroy just about anything short of a destroyer with that much time on target, not to mention what it can do to their pilothouse.” 
 
    “So, their big gun is probably still working,” I guessed. 
 
    “Bring up the larger plot,” Kirkpatrick said. 
 
    The tech obliged, and the image shifted to show the entire island chain. He thought for a moment before speaking. 
 
    “I want to circle south of Maui.” Kirkpatrick described his intended route by pointing at the monitor. “If we drop down south now, we’ll be outside radar range until we’re in Maui’s shadow. Then we can go north between Maui and Molokai, stay close to Molokai for cover. Show me the theater.”  
 
    The tech adjusted the image to show the inlet and the coast. 
 
    “When we round the curve of the island—” he stabbed a finger at the screen “—we will be aft of the big cutter.” 
 
    “That will also put it between us and the other cutter as well as whatever surprise the smaller boat has,” I concluded. “If they don’t move.” 
 
    “We’ll try to sink the big boy before it can turn on us,” Commander Carter said. “Then we’ll have two of the big guns take out the smaller cutter, if the Futura can help out.” Carter nodded and sneered in anticipation. “Remember when we joined the Guard because we didn’t want to go to war?” 
 
    “That’s a Heritage-class cutter.” Kirkpatrick sighed, a combination of regret and envy. “It’s a whole different ball game. Vital systems are armored; it has a 57mm cannon plus two big guns to our one, and six .50 cals, two of which are automated. It’s a beast. We’ll try to take out the rudder so it can’t turn on us, then punch holes in it until it can’t float anymore.” 
 
    “The more important question is whether we should sink it,” I said. “We have a double crew as it is. How the hell are we going to get everyone from the Futura back home?” 
 
    “We’ll have more room once we empty all the extra fuel into the ship’s tanks,” Carter answered. “We’ll have to make do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two days later, the technician’s work with the satellites had been so precise we identified the smallest ship as a sailboat with the forward deck arranged as a sniper’s nest. The sniper had to have remarkable skills to be effective shooting on a moving boat like that. 
 
    Of course, I wanted to try it, which gave me a great idea. 
 
    “That’s a terrible idea,” Commander Carter said after I explained my plan. “You’ll die.” 
 
    I scoffed at his bluntness and nudged him with my shoulder. The captain’s stateroom and office were barely adequate for the task, which was typical for the interior spaces of Coast Guard vessels. The situation was exacerbated by the fact we had removed the additional seating space from his office to pile stores of rations against the wall opposite his desk. This gave visitors standing room only. 
 
    “He has a point,” the captain said, leaning back in his chair with a quizzical look. “It’s my understanding that Specialists don’t do well in deep water.” 
 
    “My plan is to rig a flotation device. If I approach in the dark, they won’t even see me coming.” 
 
    “You’re going to need more than just a lifejacket,” Carter said. 
 
    “You might need several,” the captain added. 
 
    “We can test it before I get out of reach of the ship.” 
 
    “You know, if we strap several together, we could make a kind of raft,” Kirkpatrick mused. 
 
    “At that point, we could actually use a life raft.” 
 
    “Too big and too awkward. I need something not much bigger than me.” 
 
    “What about color?” Carter asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Life jackets have reflective materials to make them easy to spot. Even if you remove the reflective material without damaging the equipment, they’re still bright orange. That may not be enough to expose you at night, but if they have guards with spotlights, it won’t take much to find you.” 
 
    “Those are all important concerns,” Kirkpatrick interjected, “but it sounds more like it’s just a matter of figuring out how to do it rather than whether it can be done.” 
 
    Commander Carter looked me up and down, his face tight in concentration, then he started to nod and rub his chin. 
 
    “I think we’re overthinking this,” Carter said. “You may not actually be swimming, but you may need to submerge to keep from being spotted. If we strap a couple of life preservers together, we can keep your feet underwater and your head above. That will allow you to kick under water where they can’t hear it and minimize your profile.” 
 
    “We might be able to disguise the rig completely,” the captain said.  
 
    “Do we actually need more than one donut?” Carter added. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind getting wet, I don’t think we have any type of waterproof bags to carry your clothes in.” 
 
    “The water is pretty warm, I can deal.” 
 
    “All right, let’s do it,” the captain concluded. “We scrub the idea if we can’t be sure you won’t drown.” 
 
    “What are you smiling at?” Commander Carter asked as we left. 
 
    “What do you mean? This is gonna be fun. I like busting heads.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 14: No Way Out 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan 
 
    “Baby, come here, he’s alive!” The voice was pretty, high, and full of gentle concern. “I need your help.” 
 
    Was the voice real or a dream? My fragmented thoughts bounced between “I think, therefore I am” to “Et tu, Brute,” and why did everything taste so green? 
 
    “You okay?” a deep voice asked, growing louder. 
 
    “Just hold his hands so he doesn’t hurt me by accident.” 
 
    “I got him.” The deeper voice could have been next to my ear. 
 
    Tender pressure against my wrists moved my arms a fraction of an inch, and a stab of pain prompted a moan. Pain exploded, and my breathing stopped. 
 
    “Mr. Rinardi? Mr. Rinardi?” The voice was bright sunshine, flowers, and butterflies. “You need to eat. That’s it, open your eyes.” 
 
    I did. The face above me was as pretty as the voice, with wide, friendly eyes and framed by lush, dark hair. Except for the darker skin, she looked remarkably like Brandy Hackett. 
 
    “There you are,” she said, smiling in welcome. “Baby, he’s awake.” 
 
    I was lying on a couch, leather or a reasonable facsimile, in a large room with hardwood floors and a vaulted ceiling accented with dark beams. A fireplace with a rustic stone mantle and chimney dominated the facing wall. 
 
    “Take it easy, Joe.” The voice belonged to none other than a man called Animal, one of Pringle’s Con Mods. We’d met in Coos Bay, where he had made it very clear he didn’t like me. I knew he was one of two Con Mods who had taken up residence in finer homes on the mountain slopes overlooking Fortuna. His tone was calming, and his smile hinted at relief, surprising me. “You’ve been mostly dead all day,” he added in a decent French accent. 
 
    I smiled in spite of my discomfort. 
 
    “You look different.” Talking was a strain, and I could barely hear my own voice. 
 
    He laughed and pointed to his face. “After you broke my nose, it healed straight. You don’t have any room to talk. You’re lucky I recognized you with the murder hobo beard.” 
 
    Pain cut off my responding chuckle. I laid my head back and focused on breathing as gently as I could. A guy nicknamed Animal should have a deeper voice, I thought. 
 
    “Baby says you’re probably hungry,” the girl said with genuine tenderness. 
 
    I nodded, starting to feel the hunger of recovery. 
 
    “You’re lucky to be alive.” Animal squatted next to the girl, who had placed a kitchen chair next to me.  
 
    The girl held up something between her fingers, a bite-sized strip of tortilla wrapped around cuts of meat and cheese. I opened my mouth. She nudged it open further to fit the morsel in. 
 
    “You’re going to be here a few days, at least,” Animal continued. “We can probably talk in a few hours. Try to stay quiet.” 
 
    I nodded and continued to chew. He was right about how long it would take to heal. The tingle of my nanites working frantically to repair my vitals suggested an enormous amount of damage. The fluid dynamics of that much energy crashing through human organs would have been ferocious. 
 
    The girl fed me one bite at a time for hours. My stomach constantly demanded I eat faster than I could, with my nanites breaking down the food for energy faster than I could swallow it. I was still in an energy deficit from the initial shock of healing. When I first became an Agent, they warned me that, in most situations, hunger was more dangerous than most injuries, and it was a torturous way to die. Animal must have warned the girl about how much we could eat because she had prepared a seemingly endless supply of little wraps. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I woke to the sharp smell of bacon cooking underscored by the more rounded odor of eggs and toast with no recollection of going to sleep. My left arm felt fine, but the right was useless. I suspected the nanites had disabled it completely to protect it. They did weird things like that sometimes. An attempt to sit up failed. 
 
    The pretty brunette came into the room from behind the couch, followed by Animal. The girl was dressed in typical Bubble fashion, with leather pants and a flannel shirt. Thick fleece slippers protected her feet from the cold floor. Animal wore a pair of new hemp denim pants and a loose flannel but went barefoot. They both smelled of pine soap. 
 
     Each one held a large mixing bowl, and Animal carried a kitchen chair in one hand. The girl smiled as she sat next to me, and Animal arranged his chair to face her. She helped me lift my head and propped me up against the couch arm with some pillows behind me. She settled into the chair with the bowl in her lap, which appeared to be filled with scrambled eggs. Animal’s bowl held strips of bacon and slices of toast. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked, my voice slightly stronger than the day before but rough from lack of moisture. 
 
    “Oh, sorry, I didn’t introduce myself. I’m Grace, Grace Weathers.” 
 
    Grace spooned a large clump of eggs into my mouth. The two waited while I chewed. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Grace,” I said after I swallowed. She had another spoonful waiting. 
 
    “So, Baby says you two met up north, in Mr. Pringle’s territory up there.” 
 
    I nodded around the new mouthful. 
 
    “How long have you been down here?” Animal asked, holding out a piece of crispy bacon. Grace took the bacon from him and fed it to me instead of making me lift my hand to hold it. 
 
    “Just a couple of weeks. When I went back to Coos Bay, you and Julio were gone and Britney was missing. Nobody seemed to know where she went. They said you all came down here.” 
 
    “Yeah, Mr. Pringle sent the ship back to Coos Bay and was collecting us to come down here. Technically, he ordered us to come down, but I understand Brad and Hollister both stayed put.” 
 
    “Those two are a little weird,” I said. “They are the only others like you I’ve met. I don’t get them at all.” 
 
    “They’re stoners, man,” Animal said with a laugh. “All they want to do is smoke weed and f… have sex.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with getting mellow once in a while,” Grace added, feeding me more. 
 
    “It took me a little while to find someone who was willing to come all the way down here,” I continued. “Then, when I got here, Pringle had just left.” 
 
    “Bad timing,” Animal said, taking a bite of bacon. “Although, I guess it doesn’t matter much for you. You weren’t in Crescent City, so your nanites aren’t damaged.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    While I continued to eat, Animal explained the problems with the failing nanites that had caused Pringle, his Specialist bodyguards, and the Con Mods to fall ill. Granted, I knew the story, but it was a revelation hearing it from his perspective and hearing the relief in his tone when he told me that Dr. Felix had given him a clean bill of health. 
 
    “Wow, they can actually do that?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, they call this the Bubble because you couldn’t leave because of all the radiation around it. But inside, they kept the lights on and boats going and all kinds of stuff, even better than the TD tower in Coos.” 
 
    “I see they have it pretty good here.” 
 
    Grace continued to spoon eggs for me, while my stomach asked for more. 
 
    “Wanna know something crazier? Did you know Pringle’s kids were here? They survived the war here and grew up. Dangdest thing.” 
 
    “No way.” I played up my pretend ignorance. 
 
    “Yeah, so his son and his daughter were both modified like us right before the bombs. They escaped down here somehow and grew up here. I haven’t met his boy, Scott, but his daughter, Princess, is a real pistol.” 
 
    “She’s pretty well known around here,” added Grace. “Makes the best soap.” 
 
    “When I first met her, I thought she was a bit of a bitch.” Animal shrugged. “But she made sure we all got our nanites fixed so we won’t die. Julio kind of deserved it when she slapped him down.” 
 
    “Really? Julio?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, verbally. Right in front of everybody, too,” he said with a little bit of a chuckle. “She basically told him to go fuck himself—” 
 
    “Baby…”  
 
    “Sorry, sweetie, screw himself when he tried to play macho with her. Then they got in a real fight later, and she killed him.” 
 
    “Julio’s dead?” I asked with a suitable amount of surprise. 
 
    “No, he got better. The guys who were there said she did it on purpose, stabbed him in the heart but made sure the damage wasn’t too bad for his system to heal. So, he wasn’t really dead. Prick deserved it.” 
 
    “I thought you and Julio were tight.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did, too. But after what he did to Britney at the tower, I just, man, that was a bit much. Then, we came down here, and he really started getting full of himself, thinking he’s like the boss of everyone.” Animal’s head rocked back and forth, and his hands flexed. 
 
    “Relax, baby,” Grace said, patting him on the knee. He nodded and smiled in response. 
 
    “So, you seem to like it here.” 
 
    “Yeah, man, these people get it, you know. They call us Con Mods, by the way. I’m really worried about some of the shit going on right now ’cause it could go bad. And I don’t want to see any more of that.” 
 
    “People are getting scared,” Grace said, feeding me more eggs. “There’s this one group of people who seem to think they’re suddenly in charge all of a sudden and they wanna tell everybody else what to do. They’ve even started talking about collecting taxes and stuff like that. Most of us can barely feed ourselves for more than a couple weeks, and they’re talking about taking more from us. I know that we’ve done better than other parts of the world, but it’s still a struggle all the time.” 
 
    I could hear the combination of regret and determination in her voice. 
 
    “So, what happened down there?” Animal asked. 
 
    “Bad timing.” Grace held up another spoonful for me. 
 
    “How’s that?” Animal prompted. 
 
    “I heard that this guy at the airport has the best guns and ammo. What I had was getting pretty old and tired. When I showed up, these cops wouldn’t let me go in, and they wanted to take my guns. Then these other guys show up on a truck and bang, bang, bang, bullets are flying.” 
 
    “Seriously? You got caught in the crossfire?” 
 
    “I feel pretty stupid about it. I hesitated trying to decide whether to jump in on one side or the other or just get out of the way, then there was a whole lot of ouch. The next thing I remember, I woke up here.” 
 
    “Whoever they are, they took all your weapons. I didn’t find anything on you.” 
 
    “That’s not good, baby,” Grace said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “These new police and the old sheriff’s deputies don’t get along. I’ll bet it was them. This could be another big fight.” Her pretty face twisted in distaste. 
 
    “Another one?” I asked. I was sensitive about appearing to know too much. 
 
    “We’ve had them a bunch of times over the years. It’s been about five years since the last one. There’s always someone who wants to be in control, live the easy life while the rest of us work.” 
 
    “Yes, same old story,” Animal said. “And now, with Julio and the guys following him, and the governor and her guys and everybody fighting with the old sheriff’s guys, it’s starting all over again. I just have to look at it and say ‘are we stupid?’ I don’t want to have anything to do with any of it.” 
 
    “So, are you just reformed all of a sudden?” I asked. 
 
    “Sort of, I guess.” 
 
    “Is this one of those love of a pretty girl things?” I smiled at him so he wouldn’t think I was teasing. 
 
    “A little more than that.” He smiled shyly. “It was something Sheriff Barber said.” The big man looked down, trying to control his emotions. Surprised by the reaction, I stayed quiet, so he could get through it. “He said we didn’t deserve what happened to us. And I could tell he meant it, like he really understood how bad it was getting stuck in that hole after the bombs. But it was more than that. We didn’t ask to get changed like this; they just made us. Teledyne prison, Teledyne rules. If it wasn’t for Mr. Pringle, we’d all be dead. I know that sounds bad, but our problems would be over, right? Instead, we went through hell. 
 
    “But, the sheriff, man… Nobody ever said that to me before, not even Mr. Pringle. Everyone else just acts like I’m a criminal, so I deserve whatever I got. Pringle acts like he owns us, even when we try to make it clear we won’t be his lackies. I went to prison for a fight someone else started. I was 23, and I was supposed to do five years. I only had two years left when the bombs dropped.” 
 
    Grace reached out and touched his knee tenderly. Animal’s powerful fingers wrapped around her delicate hand. The big man took a deep breath. 
 
    “Then I also heard something this Princess said. It was just a little thing, right? I was hanging out with the other guys, and they were talking about this fight between Princess and Julio. She told Julio something like, we could have made friends, or something. They were totally making fun of her, but I thought, ‘what’s wrong with making friends?’ That’s what normal people do. 
 
    “And it was Princess and the doctors helping with getting the nanites fixed. It just made me look at everything different. It was like the Bubble was giving me permission to be human again, not just an ex-convict.” 
 
    Grace squeezed his hand and gave it a little shake of encouragement along with her kilowatt smile. 
 
    “Did you happen to mention me to Pringle?” 
 
    “Never came up. I haven’t spent more than a couple of minutes with him for months.” 
 
    “You know, he set up a sort of headquarters at the old Carson Mansion,” Grace said. “He left a couple of bodyguards there. They’ll probably put you up. We can contact them for you; I have a friend with a radio.” 
 
    And there it was, exactly the same problem I had with the deputies at the airport. Sympathy would hold off suspicion for a time but only promised a short reprieve. 
 
    “Not a good idea until I can travel.” I smiled weakly. “Not sure what type of reception I’m looking at.” Time to change the subject. “So, did you two steal this place or what?” 
 
    “Don’t get me started on that,” Grace said, standing and gathering the empty bowls before marching toward the kitchen. “Some things the Con Mods are doing are way worse than what we’ve seen before. They’re gonna cause a war, worse than all the others.” 
 
    “It belonged to Grace’s grandparents,” Animal explained. “They needed a smaller place, too old to take care of such a big property. We’ve only been here about a week.” 
 
    My surveillance hadn’t revealed the connection. Not surprising when I couldn’t ask around for details. I was willing to bet the other Con Mod, some tall skinny guy I couldn’t name yet, had acquired his home by less legitimate means. 
 
    “Spanky just moved into a house up the road,” Grace unknowingly answered my question as she returned. “He didn’t even ask them to leave, just moved in and started eating their food. They’re like ‘Get out!’ and he’s like ‘Nah, I like it here. Pretty drapes.’” 
 
    I managed to smile without laughing. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said with a grin, “didn’t mean to make you laugh.” 
 
    They kept me company and fed me until I was finally full and felt sleepy. Grace turned out to be an intelligence gold mine and updated me on the local gossip. Confrontations between deputies and police were almost daily and very public. The fight at the airport was the first escalation. Residents were traveling in groups and going armed more than usual. As far as they knew, the story was repeating itself throughout the Bubble. 
 
    “Hey, Animal,” I croaked as they left me to rest, “what’s your real name?” 
 
    “Animal,” he responded firmly. 
 
    “I thought that was your prison name.” 
 
    “Nah, man; that’s my Fallen World name. I keep it to remind me what I don’t want to be anymore.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I woke late at night. Three days later. With an urgent need for the bathroom. It was the first time since the injury. My nanites had so thoroughly consumed everything I ate and drank up to that point, there had been no need. I stood on my own, moving with utmost care. I felt fragile. Every movement triggered a cascade of pain, like I was a burlap sack full of crumbled glass. 
 
    The white noise of soft rain enveloped the house. I walked slowly but took no effort to conceal my movements. There was little chance I could avoid alerting Animal in my current state. 
 
    When I returned to the couch, soft footsteps approaching from the hall drew my attention. I sat and waited for Grace’s silhouette to appear across the room. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked just above a whisper. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    She looked at me intently, her mouth working silently as she considered what she would say. I waited. 
 
    “You don’t strike me as one of those people smart enough to stay put until you’re fully healed.” 
 
    “Am I that obvious?” 
 
    “What are your plans from here?” she asked, folding her arms. 
 
    “I haven’t decided.” Acutely aware of the mistakes I made with the deputies, I considered the answer least likely to stir suspicion. “I should probably go up to Eureka, to this Carson Mansion you mentioned, and report in.” I paused. “I don’t want to do that.” 
 
    We listened to the rain as I took my time formulating my thoughts. 
 
    “I’ve been on my own since the Fall. Since I finished the last task the Chairman gave me, I’ve been free. I don’t know if I can describe the importance of that freedom. I came down here because I heard rumors the basics of life—fuel, electricity—were easier, not to join a war. If I meet Pringle face to face, I fear my conditioning will kick in, and I’ll have to obey him just like before.” 
 
    “I think Animal is right about trying to stay out of whatever is happening here.” She hugged herself. “I’m afraid he won’t be able to. He could become a target just for who he is. Do you think you can actually stay on the sidelines?” 
 
    “The Bubble is a big place. If I can keep my profile low enough and stay out of this mess, I should be okay.” 
 
    “That sounds a lot like running away.” Her sudden smile softened the rebuke. 
 
    I looked down at my torso with a wry grin. “Running away might be a good idea in this case. I didn’t do a very good job of staying out of trouble. As it is, I’m going to have to keep out of sight almost completely. If any of those deputies see me alive—” I paused “—I don’t know what will happen.” 
 
    I looked at her carefully; she had a good point. At the same time, I was just playing a role, trying to convince her and Animal of my identity as a Specialist. 
 
    “With all the fighting going on,” I said, “my best choice might be to head back north to Coos Bay. From there, I can head to Seattle, which was my original plan.” 
 
    She looked down at the floor and pursed her lips before looking back up at me. 
 
    “We can’t help you,” she said, surprisingly firm. “Like I said, Animal is going to have his hands full. Adding you into the mix will make things more complicated. It will make him look like a hypocrite, like he’s siding with Pringle and TD.” 
 
    “If things are getting as bad as you say, then I need to leave sooner rather than later.” 
 
    She nodded quietly in agreement. 
 
    “I went to town today. More stories about fighting between the sheriffs and police, but now others are getting involved, normal people.” 
 
    “I will leave as soon as I can. You wouldn’t have a gun I can borrow, would you?” 
 
    She shook her head and shrugged. 
 
    I laid back down on the couch and stretched out, knowing I probably wouldn’t sleep. Grace’s soft footsteps retreated deeper into the house. 
 
    Allegories aside, the injury put me at a crossroads. It was the direct result of a conflict between my desire to protect the sheriff’s deputies, as my perceived allies, and the need to protect my identity as an Obsidian Agent. I should have either stayed out of the confrontation or killed everyone as soon as Deputy Cal cast suspicion on my identity. 
 
    However, even as the thought crossed my mind, my Agent protocols made clear to me I could no longer remain on the sidelines. The Bubble was about to become the State of Humboldt under the control of Brandy Hackett, with significant industrial and military assets by current standards, backed by the might of enough Specialists and Con Mods to constitute a powerful army—provided by Teledyne. Worse, the new authority would have ready access to communities to the east, including Lakeview and its Con Mod residents. Humboldt was poised to become a dominant power in the region and a threat to whatever remained of Obsidian—exactly as Ansen Pringle envisioned. If Pringle returned, that power would be consolidated under the Teledyne banner. 
 
    My duty to Obsidian required me to stop Teledyne’s resurgence at all costs, without regard to collateral damage. 
 
    This Obsidian Agent had a job to do. And it was likely to get me killed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 15: Dead of Night 
 
      
 
      
 
    Scott 
 
    As the sun set behind the mountain that dominated the island, the Clausen cruised north as close as it dared to the coast of Molokai. Creeping north with the engines revving low, we kept in the radar shadow as well as the actual shadow of the island. We had no way of knowing the extent of our enemies’ resources, so we took every precaution. We also took full advantage of the satellites. 
 
    From our surveillance, we concluded the cutters were at anchor and the sailboat moved around at will, which indicated careful use of fuel. The sailboat appeared to visit the two cutters from time to time. We guessed it must act as a supply transport. Unfortunately, while we had been able to determine there were survivors around the Futura, we couldn’t get an accurate count or identify anyone specific. We guessed the survivors were careful to stay out of sight for some reason. 
 
    The Clausen took up station-keeping well beyond the curve of the island, keeping us out of sight and out of hearing range of our target. The cutters were still in position, and the sailboat had moved off, heading west. We anticipated it would return in the morning. 
 
    Between the time the plan for my infiltration was made and the time to launch, my vision of making a simple flotation device transitioned to crafting a sophisticated approach vehicle, courtesy of the abundance of bored techs in engineering. They made a floating box connected by composite rods attached to four life preservers. They covered the whole unit with a dark blue tarp with a wire framework to create a dome for my head. The tarps didn’t match the color of the water, but they would be unnoticeable at night. Between the connecting rods, they strung a section of cargo net to create a platform I could lie on. The netting was tight enough for me to hold my head above water while dangling my feet behind. For propulsion, I would kick my feet, equipped with a pair of diving fins, under the water. A viewport in the front was created by the simple expediency of a narrow band of clear plastic. 
 
    It was a great little rig, ingenious in its simplicity. It also wasn’t ready to be used by the time we arrived at our staging point. The homemade epoxy concocted in the ship’s workshop still needed hours to harden. I settled for taking the last two life preservers and tying them together to create a simple rope sling between them. 
 
    Chauffeured by two crew members, we took the cutter boat to reduce the distance I had to swim. The driver kept the boat so tight to the shore, I could have jumped across without getting my feet wet. He slowed to a crawl as we came closer and stopped just out of view of the big ship, which was barely visible in the growing darkness. 
 
    I fit the diving fins on my bare feet and settled the simple rig into the water then lowered myself onto the sling by passing the ropes under my arms. I sank quickly and pulled the life preservers halfway into the water until they stood up vertically. Several seconds passed as I adjusted my position with my mouth and nose bobbing over and under the surface. The rope was too long, and keeping my head above water was painfully awkward. 
 
    I climbed back onto the boat and shortened the lines. I also tried to widen their pattern and spread the pressure. When I settled back into the warm water, the preservers hugged me tight, restricting the range of motion of my arms. Still awkward, but I felt safer. 
 
    I had never been much of a swimmer, so it took a few seconds to figure out how to change directions. I pointed myself toward the big cutter and started kicking my feet. With my legs hanging down deep below the surface, the movement made no sound above the water.  
 
    I increased my kicking to superhuman speed, gritting my teeth at the strain. Whoever the jokers in that ship were, they had stranded my entire family on a beach and destroyed the Futura. It would be their last mistake. 
 
    I was pleased with the stealth of my approach, but as I slowed to prepare for boarding, I realized I needn’t have bothered. The ship was lit, though poorly, and the hum of at least one generator could be heard even dozens of yards away. Yet, there were no lights on the water. The noise would have readily masked even the sound of the cutter boat, and there were no guards on deck. The lights around the boat provided just enough illumination to keep people from stumbling into the water in the dark. Of course, to an enemy, they might as well have been a beacon. 
 
    The stern featured a bay for a cutter boat similar to those in the Sentinel-class cutters. Chrome ladders fixed to the hull allowed for easy access over the stern. I pulled up the flotation rig right behind me and set it aside. Above me, the ship was dominated by a pad for rescue helicopters. 
 
    I jumped up onto the helicopter pad and crouched to lower my profile. There was no one in sight. The pad ended at a square structure with a large roll door. According to Captain Kirkpatrick, the structure housed a large bay for repairing the helicopters and other equipment. After being crowded onto the Clausen for two weeks, the ship felt like a luxury liner. 
 
    I pulled my knife from the holster at my ankle. I had left my guns on the Clausen, knowing the knife would be more useful in close quarters. 
 
    I had reviewed the layout with the captain and Commander Carter to plan the most logical attack pattern. However, I had expected at least some resistance. Since I found nobody, I decided to start below deck. I hopped back down to the lower deck and focused my hearing, trying to filter out the hum of the generator. Covered passageways on both deck sides led to the interior. I chose the starboard side and listened at the door before entering. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I pitched the last body over the side from the bridge deck, hoping the abundance of fresh chum wouldn’t attract too many sharks. I cringed at seeing its hand snap against the safety rail as it pinwheeled over the side. Oops. I counted seventeen, all told. Everyone I found appeared underweight but not sickly. None were augmented; several were quite drunk. 
 
    From the roof of the helicopter bay, I signaled the cutter boat by covering and uncovering an elevated light several times. I didn’t bother with a pattern; nobody else was watching for the signal. 
 
    I had time to inspect the ship while I waited in the gap between the section with the helicopter bays and the superstructure with the pilothouse. The deck above the bridge held a tower for comms and sensor equipment like those on the Sentinel-class, but much larger. I smiled; this was going to be fun. 
 
    The wild colors on the hull led me to expect the interior would be unkept and derelict. Instead, it was remarkably squared away. The engine room was particularly clean and maintained. It didn’t mean everything worked, but it would be easy to access. The fuel odor around the engines contained an odd trace of something I couldn’t identify. The gauges showed the tanks were close to empty, confirming our suspicions. I wondered if I had just killed any former Coasties and made a mental note to feel bad about it later, a little anyway. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The sky turned a deep indigo as I removed the long-range rifle, courteously delivered from the Clausen, from its carrying case. It was a custom unit based on a French design that had proved itself in the best and worst war theaters in the world. The uniquely molded stock was as much art as craft, exactly the rifle one would expect Wes Baker would buy for himself, with the butt mounted nameplate and everything. I still thought of it as his rifle every time I used it. 
 
    I inspected every inch of the rifle in the dim light then loaded the magazine with .338 cartridges. I only had a couple thousand rounds left of the original stock Wes had supplied. I attached the bipod and positioned the gun on the deck above the pilothouse with the muzzle a short distance back from the edge. 
 
    I settled into a prone position to wait for the sailboat. Thanks to the satellite intel, I knew the general direction it would come from and the approximate position where it would set up. With any luck it would be early enough to put the sun in the sniper’s eyes if he looked my way. 
 
    Below me, techs and mechanics from the Clausen methodically inspected every system of the ship. Kirkpatrick had come aboard to direct the efforts and ordered everyone to stay below decks until I gave the sign. From what I had learned helping with the Clausen, the Midgett looked to be sound enough to make the trip back to Eureka. First impressions of techs from the Clausen agreed. 
 
    The remaining enemy cutter sat at anchor less than a mile away. Avoiding sudden movements, I pointed the gun at the pilothouse and looked through the scope. A single bearded man puttered around inside, checking readings. I tested the slight wind and distance and adjusted the sight accordingly. The world narrowed to observing how the bobbing motion affected my sight picture. Eventually I grew confidant I could make the shot despite the motion. 
 
    The sun was still low behind me when the sailboat arrived, its sail furled. The wind didn’t seem strong enough to move a boat. For some reason, I hadn’t considered it might have a working engine. To my surprise, it took position closer to the inlet than we had seen during our few days of observation and more directly in front of the inlet. It stopped roughly halfway between us and the other cutter. 
 
    I redirected the rifle, adjusted my sight, and waited. 
 
    The boat held three people. They dropped two anchors and unfurled the mainsail just a little. I was mystified until I realized the pressure of wind in the sail was just enough to put tension on the anchor chain, which held the boat with its bowsprit pointing reliably toward the inlet where the Futura had come to grief. 
 
    One man exited the cabin through the companionway holding a long anti-material rifle, at least .50 caliber. I sighted in on his sniper nest and observed the relative motion of our vessels. 
 
    The shooter took a kneeling position and placed his massive barrel on a tall bipod, high enough to clear the bow. He seemed to be taking extraordinary care in positioning the rifle and adjusting his scope. After a few seconds watching his meticulous preparation, I realized this wasn’t just the normal overwatch we had seen before. He was setting up a shot and had a target in mind. He grew very still waiting for his moment. 
 
    My shoulder hardly moved under the recoil of the artisanal stock. The first shot put a neat hole in the sail. I guess I shouldn’t have expected my first ocean-based target shot to be perfect, but I gave the rifle a dirty look anyway. 
 
    Adrenaline sped my perceptions and everything else slowed. I adjusted my aim, watching the sailboat shooter turn his head slowly toward me. The second .338 round missed the shooter but blew his big rifle in two. He screamed and turned fully to look in my direction, perfectly framing his chest in my sight picture. The third shot went high, taking the shooter in the throat. The spray of red mist behind him from my fourth round confirmed the kill. 
 
    A deafening blast of automatic fire erupted from the foredeck, sending 25mm rounds to stitch the sailboat hull. The mast tore apart close to the deck and fell over. There was nobody alive to care. 
 
    I sat up and braced the rifle on my knee, similar to the sailboat sniper’s technique, and aimed for the pilothouse of the other cutter. Before I picked a target, the 57mm below me came to life and started putting holes through the garishly painted hull. The 25mm changed its aim and began blowing apart the unarmored pilothouse. 
 
    The Clausen charged out from behind us, its engines roaring angrily, and raced north to take the enemy cutter from a wider angle. Its own 25mm joined the onslaught as soon as the ship reached a clear line of sight. 
 
    The enemy cutter never fired a shot before flames began tearing it apart from inside. It disappeared under the water less than ten minutes after my first round. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 16: A Grand Entrance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princess 
 
    Three more graves in the jungle were all we had to show for twenty days trapped on the beach. Nicole finished healing, as far as we could tell, with her shoulder partly fused, restricting her movement significantly. She was lucky to have a shoulder at all given the sailboat sniper used a damn big gun. Even sophisticated healing nanites had their limits. Josie believed she would need the shoulder replaced entirely. Nicole didn’t relish the prospect but disliked even more being unable to fully lift her arm. 
 
    The two enemy cutters, whoever they were, remained out of sight and out of range of our 25mm behind the cliffs that wrapped around the inlet. Sometimes, the sailboat would anchor outside the lagoon and take shots at people on the beach. The Specialists had tried to take out the sniper by climbing the mountains for a good overwatch position. Unfortunately, we didn’t have a rifle with the range and accuracy necessary or trained snipers among the crew and bodyguards. 
 
    The sailboat and the cutters had learned to watch the ridges for our people until we stopped sending them up there. 
 
    I was staring up through the trees and watching the sky change colors when a distant gunshot echoed through the morning. Two more followed seconds later. A barrage of gunfire broke the morning quiet and made me sit up. The unmistakable sound of a 25mm was joined by the deeper sound of an even larger gun. 
 
    I raced to the beach and quickly determined the sound was coming from where the larger enemy cutter was anchored. The thin line of a sailboat mast collapsed. 
 
    Pringle strolled onto the beach behind me followed quickly by his four Specialists, who arrived at superhuman speed. The shooting continued for a couple of minutes after the last arrived then stopped and left the morning silent. 
 
    “Do we dare send someone to look?” one of the Specialists asked. 
 
    “Give it a few minutes,” Pringle said. 
 
    Across the lagoon, in the open ocean, the bow of a ship passed the eastern arm of the inlet. Except for the traditional Coast Guard paint scheme, it was identical to the Futura. It headed toward the lagoon before curving around to show its stern toward the inlet, then reversed toward us, much like the Futura had without the suicidal panic. 
 
    The name “Clausen” was painted on the side and stern. 
 
    The rest of the crew arrived from the camp in the trees along with Nicole, who came to stand close to my shoulder. We were a ragged looking bunch. Reduced to cutoff pants and stained tank tops, we looked every bit the castaways we were.  
 
    The Clausen stopped in the lagoon where the water was still deep enough for it. We only waited a few minutes before the stern opened and their cutter boat slid backward into the water. 
 
    When the hard bottom scraped to a stop in the sand, Captain Kirkpatrick himself debarked from the boat. He looked over the wrecked Futura with a grim mien then scanned all of us as he approached with stiff dignity. Another officer joined the captain, and the cutter boat reversed and sped off back toward the Clausen. I didn’t know the other officer, but his uniform labeled him as Carter. 
 
    I stared at Kirkpatrick, unashamed of my open-mouthed surprise. I had firmly believed someone from the Bubble would try to follow us. I never believed they would find us before we found a way out of our trap and over to Maui. I had even reconciled myself to the probability it could be years before we saw the Bubble again, if ever. 
 
    I looked down at Nicole, who returned my gaze with deep concern. I shrugged, knowing exactly what she was thinking. To my other side, Mac stood next to Terry Miles. I only met his eyes for a few seconds before turning back to the new arrivals. Oh well, I didn’t think anyone could blame me for decisions I made when I thought I would never see Morgan again. Hell, I still didn’t know if I would see him again. The Clausen was no larger than the Futura. With another crew—three-fourths of a crew anyway—and passengers to rescue, I had no reason to believe it could make the return trip. 
 
    Captain Chamberlain, his uniform no less ragged than the rest of ours and leaning on a crude crutch cut from a tree branch, walked up to Captain Kirkpatrick and saluted. Kirkpatrick returned the gesture solemnly. Pringle joined the two of them as Chamberlain reported our situation with notable efficiency. I joined the group without an invitation and listened to Chamberlain’s summary. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear all that,” said Captain Kirkpatrick. “The good news is we can get you back home if you’re finished with your vacation.” 
 
    “Can we all fit on that thing?” Pringle asked. 
 
    “No. We’ve taken possession of the enemy cutter, the big Heritage-class. It’s the Midgett.” Chamberlain raised his eyebrows in recognition. “We squeezed a prize crew onto the Clausen along with extra fuel and supplies because we anticipated we might need another boat.” 
 
    “With the extra fuel from the Futura and anything left in the tanks,” Chamberlain said, “we should have a good supply.”  
 
    Pringle crossed his arms, and his typically stern visage relaxed in relief. 
 
    “Once we get it all moved over, we can decide if we need to scuttle the Clausen and take its fuel, too,” Kirkpatrick added. “I would hate to do that, but we’ll do what we need to.” 
 
    I put my left arm around Nicole and gave her a quick squeeze and an encouraging smile. She struggled to return the smile and laid her head on my shoulder. To my other side, I saw Chelsea looking out at the water, breathless. Her baby tummy was starting to push against her shirt, and she was adorably cute. Even now, Miles placed himself between us. Kirkpatrick’s eyes flitted in her direction briefly, and his face tightened. 
 
    “Why are you still on the beach? Are there enemies in the woods?” Kirkpatrick asked. 
 
    “Nothing so dire,” Pringle responded. “We don’t have the means or manpower to pack out everything we need. There was no point in dealing with the pirates until the captain was back on his feet. Obviously, he’s almost recovered now.” 
 
    I had to fight back a violent reaction at his casual attitude and complete dismissal of the lost lives his people had suffered. 
 
    “How did you find us?” Pringle continued. 
 
    “Mostly luck.” Kirkpatrick clasped his hands behind his back. “The CB spotted the two cutters. They wouldn’t respond to radio hails, and they appeared suspicious the way they were anchored to block the lagoon. Oh, and the paint scheme on the hulls suggested they’d been stolen.” 
 
    “How did you beat that big cutter with that little boat?” 
 
    “We cheated,” Kirkpatrick deadpanned. He looked at each Specialist before forming a wry smile. “Scott snuck aboard last night and cleared the way. Or polluted the way, depending on how you look at it.” 
 
    “His idea?” I asked. 
 
    “Naturally,” the skipper replied. 
 
    “How did he get out to the ship?” Krueger asked, clearly dismayed. “We talked about something similar but couldn’t figure out how to get a raft close without getting spotted.” 
 
    “He made a flotation device with life preservers and rope and swam over in the dark.” 
 
    “He swam? In the dark?” Krueger asked, nonplussed. 
 
    I bit back a chuckle at the way the Specialists all paled.  
 
    “That sounds horrifying,” Nicole said quietly. “One slip and it’s blub, blub, blub.” 
 
    “He was motivated,” I whispered back. 
 
    “Scott’s with you?” Chelsea squeaked. 
 
    “Yes. You’re Mrs. Ansen, I presume? You match the description.” The skipper turned to face Chelsea fully as he spoke. Chelsea nodded. “He’s safe on the Midgett. We’ll bring him ashore soon. I thought it was more important to check on you after all the noise.” 
 
    I smiled at her, and Chelsea blushed. It was the first time anyone had called her Mrs. Ansen. 
 
    “Thank you,” Chelsea said. “Was he hurt?” 
 
    “He whined about some stab wounds and a broken knuckle but nothing serious.” Kirkpatrick shrugged. “The boat should be back with him in just a few minutes. Our prize crew is checking the ship over and cleaning up Scott’s mess. I didn’t have the guts, pardon the pun, to see it for myself.” 
 
    “Captains, if I may,” Carter said, “we don’t know if there are other enemies who may respond to the battle. If we can gather the officers together, we can plan the exfil.” 
 
    “We should strip the Futura of anything we can salvage,” Kirkpatrick ordered. “Let’s get an inventory and organize the loading. Bruce, who’s acting as quartermaster for you?” 
 
    “Baker,” Chamberlain called. The ensign trotted over to join the group. “You’re with Carter on supplies and salvage.” He turned back to the skipper. “Our ammo stock isn’t what we’d like, but it’s enough to make for slow loading. I don’t want to leave a single cartridge behind.” 
 
    “What should we do?” Nicole asked. 
 
    “Breakfast,” I answered. “We’re just guests on this misadventure. I’m not loading shit.” 
 
    I looked over at Chelsea, past Miles, and frowned. I knew Pringle would continue to keep us separated. She returned my frown with a helpless shrug. 
 
    The sound of the cutter boat drew our attention to the lagoon before we could leave the beach. The small craft was coming around from behind the cutter ahead of a frothy wake. 
 
    Scott didn’t wait for the boat to stop. As soon as the hull scratched bottom, he jumped from the bowsprit and landed on dry sand, casually clearing the distance of at least thirty feet. 
 
    Chelsea took a step toward Scott. Miles reached out for her shoulder. Mac grabbed his wrist and stopped him before I could react, then stood between Miles and Chelsea. 
 
    “You touch her in front of him, and he’ll kill you.” Mac pitched his voice low for Miles, but we all heard it. “Then I’ll have to kill him, and that’s gonna make things really uncomfortable for me.” 
 
    Chelsea ran to Scott, oblivious of the by-play behind her. Scott held her protectively, and the two exchanged whispers we couldn’t hear. They stayed together long enough for the rest of us to become antsy, long enough for Commander Carter and Ensign Baker to walk away.  
 
    Scott gently pulled away from Chelsea. She looked like a child next to him. He walked up to Pringle, calm and deliberate, expressing no emotion in his face or body language. In a blur of motion, he backhanded Pringle and knocked him to the sand. 
 
    I could only stare in shock. 
 
    Pringle was on his hands and knees shaking his head. The four Specialists charged in but stopped, squared up and waited to see what Scott would do next. Scott looked down at Pringle for several seconds before returning to Chelsea’s side and taking her hand, still outwardly calm. 
 
    I exchanged a brief smile with my brother before turning Nicole toward our camp in the woods. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nicole and I were sitting on a fallen log bench at the far end of the camp eating a breakfast of canned fruit when the command group arrived. The Futura crew scattered about the camp to begin preparations for leaving. 
 
    Scott walked in with Chelsea in tow and waved in greeting. Miles stepped in front of him when he was only a few yards away. 
 
    “Sorry, Scott,” Miles said. “Mr. Pringle has ordered us to keep Chelsea and Nicole separated.” 
 
    “You need to reconsider obeying that order,” Scott said dangerously. 
 
    Miles shrugged fatalistically. 
 
    “Leave it, Scott,” Pringle said in a commanding voice. 
 
    Scott replied by turning his dangerous stare on Pringle. 
 
    “Captain Chamberlain,” Pringle continued with his voice pitched for all to hear, “you will take command of the new cutter.” Captain Kirkpatrick looked at Pringle with an obvious effort to control his anger. “McGinty,” Pringle continued, “I want all the Coast Guard personnel disarmed. The same with Scott. Captain Kirkpatrick, I recommend that you advise your people not to resist. I want to get this operation moving quickly. I’ve been here long enough, and I’m out of patience. Captain Chamberlain, as soon as we’re loaded, we’ll set a course for Maui to continue our investigation.” 
 
    There was silence in the camp as everybody looked at Pringle in surprise and shock, except for the four Specialists, who simply nodded. Mac walked over to Scott and held out his hand. Scott replied to the gesture with an incredulous look. 
 
    “Why are we heading to Maui?” Scott asked, ignoring Mac. 
 
    Pringle looked at him, squinting as if he didn’t quite understand the question. “We’re going to find your mother,” Pringle said as if the answer were obvious. 
 
    “She’s dead,” Scott said.  
 
    Pringle stiffened in obvious anger at being contradicted.  
 
    “You don’t know that,” Pringle said tightly. 
 
    “But we do,” Scott replied. He took a breath and looked around at me then gave a small shrug. “We were able to access some TD satellites. One still had tracking data for flights around the time of the Fall. We identified Mom’s plane by the tail and transponder number. It flew from Crescent city to Los Angeles. She never diverted. She was in L.A. when the bombs fell.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” Pringle said. 
 
    “I have the data to show you on the Clausen. I knew you wouldn’t believe me. You’re obsessed.” 
 
    Pringle deflated slightly. Whatever grief he felt wouldn’t be shown in public. Scott turned away from Pringle, but I could still see his face. He stared down at the ground, fighting back his own emotions. I despised Pringle as much as ever in that moment. On top of wasting the lives of the Teledyne crew members, he had forced Scott to experience learning the truth of Mom’s death all over again. 
 
    Even as I quietly sympathized with Scott and raged at Pringle, I recognized Kirkpatrick’s earlier lie about how the Clausen had found us. Someone had accessed TD’s surveillance satellites and tracked us down. It was the only possibility. 
 
    “Scott, you and Chelsea can ride on the Clausen,” Pringle continued. “Kelly and Nicole on the new cutter. Kelly, give your gun to Mac and any other weapons you have squirreled away. He’ll be with me on the Clausen, too.” 
 
    I bristled, but Captain Kirkpatrick spoke before I could. 
 
    “Mr. Pringle, I have to ask, what do you think gives you the authority to give these orders?” He faced Pringle across a few yards of open area in the center of camp, his posture both non-threatening and unintimidated. 
 
    All eyes were on Pringle, and he let the silence in the camp stretch. 
 
    “Does it matter?” Pringle’s voice was quiet but clear. “Use whatever works for you; I don’t care. However you identify the source of my authority, we will be doing what I order. Is that clear?” 
 
    The four Specialists took a step closer to Pringle, straightened their postures, and scanned their audience with firm stares, making it abundantly clear who they would obey. 
 
    Scott and I exchanged a look, mine angry and his impassive, as usual. I noticed him tighten his grip on Chelsea’s hand. Confronting Pringle and his Specialists with five to two odds was more of a challenge than I liked, but the risk to Nicole, Chelsea, and everyone else eliminated the option—exactly as Pringle knew it would. I sneered at Mac in disgust so he would know my contempt, not that I ever expected him to be anything but loyal to Pringle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 17: Showdown 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan 
 
    I holed up with Grace and Animal for one more day to regain more strength. I left in the early morning under another light, misty rain. Bundled in borrowed clothes and a raincoat, I headed south and kept off the roads, keeping to the woods as much as possible. I wanted to pick up where I left off checking over Dale Rosford’s shop. It was surprisingly difficult to find a vantage point where the view of the airport wasn’t blocked by thick trees and bushes. I climbed a tree for a better view but couldn’t get high enough with my weight. It was full morning by the time I found the right spot. If my guess was correct, the sun would have been peeking over the mountains if it had not been obscured by the thick cloud cover.  
 
    I scanned the airfield perimeter for the observation posts I’d seen before. I grinned to myself. They were all abandoned, including the camp at the end of the runway. Ladycat had done her job. I wondered where she was hiding. I knew I wouldn’t find her if she didn’t want to be found. I silently chastised myself for not setting a prearranged meet-up, not that I could be certain she would remember it. 
 
    I continued south to circle around the airport where there would be fewer residents and less frequented roads. A trip home for another change of clothes was in order. It was also the most logical retreat for Ladycat after her efforts. 
 
    Once again, I approached the house with extreme caution. Nobody watched the house when I arrived, however there were signs someone had been lurking in the woods nearby. I moved about the house quietly as I changed my clothes, ate, and re-supplied. There were no spare handguns, just Kelly’s rifle. After a short debate with myself, I included it with the gear collecting on the kitchen table. The only food was canned, and the only clothes that fit were old and warm. On the upside, there was a respectable set of body armor stolen from the Teledyne tower in Coos Bay and a long leather duster and wide-brimmed hat Scott no longer used. The last two items were pretty worn but still serviceable. More important, they would be perfect for partially concealing my face. 
 
    A visit to the sheriff was in order, where I could swap the Princess gun for my own rifle. The little carbine was some of Dale’s best work and even included a small engraving of a bobcat on the upper next to the neatly engraved “X-caliber,” but I still preferred my own rifle. I swapped out my utility pack for a larger backpack so I could include extra magazines for the rifles. 
 
    Packed and ready to go, duster and backpack in place, I clipped the carbine to the armor by the single point sling with the stock folded for easier carrying. I donned the raggedy hat and stepped out onto the front porch. Ladycat was napping on the porch to the sound of rain. 
 
    I squatted down and petted her head. Her fur was dry, so she must have been on the porch for a couple of hours, at least. 
 
    “Good job at the airport. You may have overdone it a little, but you took some heat off Dale, which is what we wanted. You might go back over and remind them to stay away if you’re in the mood. However, it’s probably best if you stay close to the house. Things are getting dangerous, and I don’t want you getting hurt because somebody panics. I’ll stop in town and tell Lynn you’re around; she’ll feed you if you want.” 
 
    Ladycat looked at me and rubbed her head against my hand, a hopeful indication she understood all I had said. It was the best I could do for now. 
 
    I set out under the rain, staying off the roads all the way into Ferndale. I snuck into the livery stables through a back door. Lynn Guthrie still operated the rental business and cared for the horses there. Only two horses occupied the stables, smaller ones generally used for riders on errands rather than heavier projects. Lynn sat in the rustic office checking over several handwritten documents. 
 
    “So, how does it feel working for the government?” 
 
    Lynn jumped and tossed papers in the air, her face turning deep red. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sneak up on you.” 
 
    “Morgan?” The note of surprise in her voice took me aback. She even squinted as she examined me. 
 
    “I keep forgetting about the beard.” I stroked my cheeks, surprised at how thick and ragged it felt. “I can’t remember the last time I shaved. Do you like it?” 
 
    “No, it’s creepy,” she said quite firmly. 
 
    “Good. I think I’ll keep it as a cheap disguise.” 
 
    I stepped behind the customer counter, then squatted so I couldn’t be easily seen. We spent several minutes updating each other with a combination of gossip and useful information. I asked her to keep an eye out for Ladycat. The lioness was generally self-sufficient, but her inability to eat raw meat made her dependent on her human friends. Ladycat fascinated Lynn, and the girl had developed the habit of keeping jerky and other snacks around the stables just for the lioness and Nicole. She gave me a supply wrapped in paper to include in my pack. 
 
    Encouraged by Lynn’s reaction, I left the stables with my collar up and hat down low. Getting around without being identified would be easier than I had hoped. My face was not well known in Ferndale since I had only been living with the Ansens for a few months. Also, with ready access to horses during that time, I wasn’t known for traveling on foot. My passing might be noted by some, but it should be sufficiently unremarkable for them not to remember me. 
 
    I had only gotten two blocks down Francis Street when I noticed people gathering where it became Main Street a few blocks away. Decision time. The crowd was too large to move past without being seen. More important, passing by without taking time to see what was happening would appear highly suspicious to anyone who noticed me. And that raised the more important question, what was happening to draw such a big crowd? 
 
    Staying out of sight, I took a back way to one of the nearby buildings and climbed to the roof to investigate. The gathering was twice as large as I anticipated, spilling onto the side streets and surrounding the irregular shaped crossing. The crowd’s attention was focused on the center of the intersection. I held my breath. Four men in police uniforms stood in the intersection. At the south end, a man and woman stood out from the crowd and held the officers at gunpoint. I recognized the man as a deputy sheriff. At least half the people in the crowd carried guns, many pointed at the police officers in support of the deputies. 
 
    “We live here,” one cop said. 
 
    “Lose the uniforms and stop trying to enforce Hackett’s orders, and you can stay,” the male deputy said, both calm and condescending, like he was repeating himself. 
 
    One officer looked angry, two of them looked annoyed, and the last looked downright terrified. 
 
    “Ferndale doesn’t want anything to do with Hackett or her police officers or anything else. We don’t want to be involved in Eureka’s power struggles. Leave us alone. Join us or go away.” 
 
    “That’s not your decision,” the angry officer snapped. 
 
    “Says who?” the deputy replied, but he was drowned out by angry yells from the crowd. The deputy waved his hand for quiet and waited for the shouting to subside. 
 
    I scanned the crowd and spotted what I feared the most—two Con Mods, nicknamed Birddog and Smiles, who had taken up residence in Ferndale. They had unapologetically evicted the owners of two nicer homes in the downtown area. Neither was physically intimidating to look at, but they were quick to demonstrate their proclivity for violence. When the sheriff’s deputies and others tried to confront them, they quickly responded by beating several people senseless. The male deputy still had nasty bruises on one side of his face. 
 
    I didn’t know what the deputies and the crowd were thinking. Perhaps they believed the sheer number of guns facing the Con Mods would deter them from acting or retaliating. Of course, people unfamiliar with the capabilities of genetic modification could not appreciate how wrong they were. They certainly hadn’t considered the tactical implications of forming a circle and providing a supply of human shields to a couple of sociopaths. 
 
    Both Con Mods were sneering at the display. The people near them appeared unaware of their presence. 
 
    I sat back and stroked my beard. I had never envied more Princess’s ability to “trance”—her ability to speed up her thinking at will—on a problem. As quietly as possible, I lined up a shot on each Con Mod. No good. There was no way to avoid hitting bystanders, especially with iron sights. Collateral damage was a secondary consideration to the likelihood of failure. I needed to get closer. 
 
    “Come on, you can’t do this,” the scared officer was pleading with the deputies and their supporters. “Come on, D,” he addressed the female deputy, “you know what I’ve been through, you know what it’s been like. I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “You always have a choice,” the male deputy said. Murmurs of assent passed through the crowd in a wave. 
 
    The situation was too fluid for more than a hazy plan. It might be best to let things play out without me. 
 
    “It’s not that easy,” the scared deputy whined. 
 
    “I know you’ve had it hard,” the female deputy said loud enough for everyone to hear. “That doesn’t excuse what you’re doing now and making it hard for everybody else. You guys are bullies. Calling yourselves agents of the governor doesn’t change that. You’re still bullies.” 
 
    “I’m just doing my job,” the officer insisted. “They’ve got rules and stuff now.” 
 
    “We’ve always had rules and stuff,” the male deputy said, the last two words dripping with contempt. “What we didn’t have was knuckleheads making up rules for no other reason than to create excuses to punish people. How is this any different from the scum who started the McKinleyville mess?” 
 
    I quietly backed away from the facia wall far enough for the building to block my view. Still bent low, I walked quickly to the back and jumped to the ground. I gave a quick tug on the straps of my body armor to seat it more securely. I crossed the road and walked quietly toward the intersection. The buildings there hid my approach from the two Con Mods. 
 
    There was no response from the officers. 
 
    “Look, if you’re really that committed to working for Hackett, go work somewhere else. Your family will be safe here because there aren’t any of you here to cause trouble.” 
 
    Looking over the shorter heads in the crowd, I saw the scared deputy look at the woman and squint as he worked to understand what she was saying. The others appeared to consider her suggestion. 
 
    It made sense. If the police had authority throughout the State of Humboldt, as they claimed, there was no reason they were required to work in Ferndale. A slight ray of hope lifted my spirits. I wasn’t hopeful this would end well, only that it wouldn’t be the massacre I envisioned. 
 
    “The same goes for all of you,” the male deputy said. “Keep your uniforms if you want but get out of Ferndale. We promise there won’t be any retaliation against your families, and you can even come home after work. And tell Hackett not to send anyone to replace you. We have things under control here in Ferndale.” 
 
    The crowd murmured in response. 
 
    A slow clap from a single pair of hands hushed the crowd. A second pair joined the first. Heads turned to where the Con Mods had been observing. 
 
    “This has been a great show, everyone.” Spectators moved to allow the Con Mods into the circle around the police.  
 
    “Yeah, great show,” the other Con Mod said, the one known as Smiles. 
 
    I filtered through the crowd along the wall of the corner building. 
 
    “I think the show’s over for today. You can all run home and let these good police officers get back to work.” Birddog stood with his hands on his hips and puffed out his chest. 
 
    When I had scouted these two Con Mods during my rounds over the past few weeks, I had missed the fact they were both so short. Neither of them was much taller than Princess, and Smiles was actually narrower at the shoulders than she was. The danger in facing them lay in the possibility of speed and special training. Beyond that, I didn’t see much of a threat. 
 
    I seated a round in X-caliber and took the grip. I rotated the selector switch to burst fire and quietly shouldered my way through the last lines of spectators. A couple of offended glances followed me, but nobody objected when they realized how easily I was pushing past them. 
 
    “You’re not gonna do anything to these fine officers.” Smiles rubbed his hands together greedily. Sociopath. 
 
    The two men stood together on the near side of the row of cops, their backs to me. 
 
    The angry police officer now had his hand on his sidearm. 
 
    “Don’t ask yourselves whether someone’s gonna get hurt today,” Birddog said. “Ask yourselves who is getting hurt and how badly. You know, deputy—” he spat the title “—I thought we’d already taught you your place in the scheme of things. I guess we have to repeat the lesson.” 
 
    I couldn’t be certain, but none of the faces in the crowd were familiar. With luck, nobody here knew Morgan Campbell by sight. Acutely aware of my failure at the airport, the trick here was to pretend I wasn’t augmented, just in case I was recognized. 
 
    The male deputy pointed his gun at Birddog but kept his finger on the trigger guard. 
 
    Birddog laughed. “I wouldn’t take that shot deputy,” Birddog declared. “You’re just gonna shoot one of these fine people behind me and then I’m going to break that rifle in two and shove one part down your throat and the other part up your ass.” 
 
    Smiles laughed at the threat. 
 
    The male deputy swallowed and tightened his grip on the gun. It was a classic .30 caliber hunting rifle, bolt action. He’d only have one shot before the Con Mod tore him apart. The crowd shifted, suddenly recognizing the danger they posed to each other. Weapons raised toward the Con Mods and cops, seeking safer angles. Those at the north side started moving away from the line of fire. Unfortunately, they were packed in so tightly their shuffling wasn’t getting them very far. 
 
    I took one step out from the crowd and leveled the muzzle of X-caliber. With the rifle down at the end of the sling and braced against my side, I kept my head down so the hat would hide my face. 
 
    Birddog heard the movement and turned to look at me with a contemptuous sneer. Just like I had done at the airport, he didn’t recognize the danger. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    Smiles turned to look at me and pulled a knife from somewhere in a blur of motion. 
 
    I put a three-round burst into Birddog’s chest.  
 
    Other guns fired in reaction. The deputies yelled for a ceasefire. I put another burst into Birddog before he hit the ground. Despite the commotion, I knew there would be eyes on me as the first to shoot and had to be careful about moving too fast. 
 
    I only needed to move X-caliber’s muzzle a fraction of an inch, but Smiles came at me. Another burst stitched the Con Mod’s torso but couldn’t stop his momentum. He slammed into me, and his right fist drove his knife into my left side with an irresistible impact. I hit the pavement as he died on top of me. 
 
    The shooting stopped. I rolled the body off me and took a moment to breathe before standing. The people near me had scattered and left the area around us clear. Several people lay around the intersection, most still moving, and others rushed over to help. 
 
    I switched the rifle to semi-auto and shot Smiles twice more in the chest and twice in the head. I was an Obsidian Agent fighting Teledyne assets, and I had the upper hand. There was no question or hesitation about how this fight would end. I walked over to Birddog and delivered the same service to him. 
 
    “What the hell did you do?” the male sheriff yelled at the top of his voice, coming at me with his rifle pointed at my chest. 
 
    “When somebody publicly threatens to kill you, Deputy, you should believe them. React accordingly. Kill them before they can kill you.” 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    “Just a guy.” I raised my voice so those in the intersection could hear me. “When one of these guys threatens you, there’s no such thing as a fair fight. There’s no such thing as sportsmanship. You kill them before they can move, before they can react in any way at all. Even then, you have to kill them fast enough that they die before they can get to you. Before they can return the favor.” 
 
    As I talked, I switched the gun to safe then dropped the magazine. I intended to reload it later. I checked my armor, but I had forgotten to put any mags in the webbing. With the deputy pointing his rifle at me, it was probably best to leave the gun unloaded. 
 
    The female deputy put her hand on the other deputy’s rifle and prompted him to lower it. “You might want to take care of that.” She pointed at me. 
 
    The handle of the knife Smiles had stabbed me with stuck out just under my ribs. I removed it with a grunt. The slight burn quickly dissipated under the onslaught of my healing nanites. The ceramic blade was serviceable but too short to do much damage. 
 
    I looked at the deputies and shrugged. 
 
    Only one police officer remained. He sat where he had stood before while two others bandaged a superficial wound on his leg. A quick review of the other wounded suggested the Con Mods were the only casualties. 
 
    “Who are you?” The deputy slung his rifle over his shoulder. 
 
    “If anybody asks, my name is Joe Rinardi. Mr. Pringle knows who I am.” 
 
    My thoughts grew grim as I walked toward the coast. Sometimes, you just had to kill some guys in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 18: Home Again 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princess 
 
    Nicole and I settled into a stateroom on the new cutter, named the Midgett, while the crew prepared for the long voyage home by getting oriented in their new assignments, dividing stores between ships, and conducting general maintenance. Three days had passed since Kirkpatrick arrived, and we planned to leave early the next morning. I watched the Coasties scuttle the Futura with improvised explosives and a few rounds from the Midgett’s 57mm cannon. We felt the shock wave from the explosion all the way to our anchorage just outside the lagoon. 
 
    After a long, cool shower, and feeling completely clean for the first time in weeks, I left Nicole to her own devices to explore Teledyne’s newest asset. With her damaged wing, she was slow to clean up and had trouble with the stairs and ladders. Interior spaces of the Midgett were just as cramped as those on the Sentinel-class ships with more of them. The wide-open deck spaces made for a dramatically different experience. 
 
    The sun was setting when I wandered into the pilothouse, hoping to stir up some trouble if Grimsby was present. I found him and Chamberlain with Pringle bent over a large map. 
 
    “It’s right here,” Pringle was saying, indicating a spot with the tip of a pen. “I should be able to recognize it when we’re closer. The scale isn’t detailed enough to see it on this map.” 
 
    “I couldn’t find a larger one,” Grimsby said with a hint of apology. 
 
    “No problem. We’ll get there.” Pringle stood and nodded at the shorter man. 
 
    “We can get you close enough to identify it,” Chamberlain reassured him. 
 
    “I thought you were traveling on the Clausen,” I told Pringle. I wasn’t thrilled with the idea of spending any more time with the man, even on the larger boat. 
 
    “I will be transferring over after we visit Maui tomorrow.” Pringle looked up at me, expressionless. 
 
    “Why—” 
 
    “You don’t need to be in here,” Pringle said in a bland, unemotional tone. “We’ll send someone for you and Nicole tomorrow. Be ready to go ashore.” 
 
    There was nothing I could say without appearing petulant. I kept some semblance of dignity and exited the bridge onto the surrounding deck. Grimsby failed to hide a malicious smirk. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I didn’t sleep much during the night, obsessed with questioning why Pringle insisted on going to Maui after Scott had already confirmed our mother would not be found there. 
 
    As promised, a couple of hours after getting underway the next morning, a cutterman arrived at our stateroom to summon us up on deck. With a few pokes to the ribs, I teased Nicole about the way she watched the slender young man leading us to the rear boat bay. 
 
    The Midgett anchored about two hundred yards from a small beach, and the Clausen rested a safe distance off our starboard side. We joined Pringle and Kreuger in the OTH boat with a driver from the crew, who wore a sidearm at his hip. Only seconds after we slid into the water from the stern, another boat settled into the water from our sister ship. Scott and Chelsea were escorted by Ken Bauman. 
 
     The two boats beached almost in unison, and we collected on the dry sand. Pringle wore his business suit without the jacket and carried a bag over his right shoulder that pulled its straps tight with its weight. 
 
    “Why are we here?” Scott demanded tensely, his posture stiff with ire. 
 
    “Relax, we won’t be long.” Pringle turned his back on us and walked away from the beach. 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked Scott. 
 
    “Home.” He followed Pringle, his face dark. 
 
    Slightly dazed, I followed Scott and Chelsea with Nicole to a trail under broad-leaved trees. The crewmen and Specs stayed on the beach. I felt something firm under the sand, as if stone or concrete prevented the trail from becoming overgrown. About forty yards into the thick jungle, the trail ended at a stone wall with an intricate steel gate that blocked any view of the property beyond, unless you climbed up to look through the filigreed top about seven feet from the ground. 
 
    Pringle pulled a key from his pocket, and Scott gave a little start at seeing it. Pringle fit the key into the lock and turned it with care. After some encouraging clicks, the tumblers gave, the lock released, and the gate swung open on creaking hinges. 
 
    I followed last through the gate with a sense of reverence and found a park-like estate, long overgrown and layered in years of neglect. The whole area was shaded by trees. Paths through the trees and bushes were still clear but crowded. 
 
    “This was ours?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “Is,” Pringle corrected ahead of me. 
 
    We wound our way through the fauna until we reached a single-story structure that stretched wide in both directions. 
 
    “Whoa,” Nicole expressed my own thoughts. It rivaled or exceeded the largest houses in the Bubble. 
 
    “When she was two, Princess used to swim in that—” Pringle pointed to a multi-tiered stone fountain near a wall of tall windows “—instead of the pool, for some reason.” 
 
    “Fall in, you mean,” Scott teased, a note of humor peeking through his displeasure. 
 
    Nicole and Chelsea giggled. I gave them both a noncommittal shrug and crooked smile. 
 
    Pringle stopped and gazed up at the roofline as if struck by a memory. 
 
    “I’d forgotten about that.” Pringle continued to look up before pointing to the end of the roof. “That’s the Koa tree you fell out of when you were three.” 
 
    Scott looked at me with wide eyes then nodded slowly as he also remembered. 
 
    “Mom said you tried to jump from the tree to the roof. You were chasing a squirrel or something.” 
 
    “Oh, I can totally see that,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Scott and I were shark fishing,” Pringle continued. “They had to fly you to the children’s hospital in Honolulu. Broken leg and brain swelling.” 
 
    “Remember, she had those two huge black eyes?” Scott prompted. Pringle cringed, much less amused than my brother. 
 
    “Huh.” Pringle paused, reconciling another memory. “We went to Crescent City about two months later. It was supposed to be temporary.” 
 
    “I wonder if that’s why you can’t remember anything before that?” Chelsea suggested with a mischievous smile. “Brain damage?” 
 
    Nicole chuckled. 
 
    “Very possible, probable, even,” Pringle said, not joining their mirth. “Brain injuries can take a long time to heal. If parts of her brain were still physically damaged when we introduced the nanites, they could have erased segments of her memory.” 
 
    “Are you serious, or are you just trying to lessen my guilt about not remembering Mom?” 
 
    “I’m just speculating,” he answered without looking at me. “You’re welcome to feel guilty if you like. I don’t recommend it.” 
 
    Scott gave Pringle a frank look. Nicole and Chelsea shared shocked expressions. Pringle ignored us. 
 
    “Well, Dad, she’s not here,” Scott said, exasperated. “What are we doing?” 
 
    The compassion in Pringle’s face when he looked back at us, after his callous tone only seconds before, took me aback. 
 
    “Saying goodbye.” 
 
    Scott only nodded. 
 
    Pringle adjusted the strap over his shoulder and walked over to a wide door of heavy, decorated wood. He used the same key to let us in. We filed in behind him. 
 
    “This way,” he directed. 
 
    We followed him into a broad, open room at the architectural center of the home, which was dominated on one side by an expansive fireplace and by an entire wall of windows on the other. Large windows appeared to be a theme here. 
 
    Pringle asked Scott to move a vase stand from the side of the room to the center of the hearth, while he busied himself opening the bag. He removed a large object wrapped in thick cloth and set it atop the stand. He unwrapped a metal dome about two feet tall. He lifted the dome carefully to reveal a bouquet of six long-stemmed roses in different colors made from blown glass in a crystal vase. He turned the flowers and vase to display the most flattering angle to the room.  
 
    I caught my breath at the delicate beauty of the piece. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” I asked. 
 
    “I found it in a shop in Eureka.” He paused and looked at the flowers, thoughtful and possibly sad. “They were going to be a gift, but they’ll make a nice memorial. The glass is tempered or something, very tough. You can tap those on the tabletop without breaking them.” 
 
    We all stood back and looked at the display. The light through the window played off the colored petals, and I imagined how it would change through the day as the sun moved the shadows. 
 
    “Will they be safe here?” Nicole asked. 
 
    “The house is armored, even the windows,” Scott responded. “Look, there’s barely any dust in here.” 
 
    “In a few years, we should be able to visit regularly,” Pringle offered. “Do you all mind giving me a few minutes alone?” 
 
    “Take your time,” Scott replied. 
 
    We explored the property together and took advantage of being able to visit without being forced apart. I found a room in the house for a small girl child. I assumed it was mine, but nothing inside sparked any memories. I found a couple of stuffed horses, including one with a rainbow mane and tail like the one I had at home. I decided to bring it with us for Chelsea’s baby. 
 
    Scott spent some time alone at the ad hoc shrine after Pringle finished. We found walking paths in the gardens, complete with park benches, and we wandered around trying to imagine what it might have looked like in its prime. 
 
    “I could get used to this,” Chelsea said with a smile, settling onto a bench in the backyard where we had first entered. 
 
    “Too hot,” Nicole declared and sat next to her. 
 
    “There’s always the private beach,” I added. I brushed off the seat of an iron patio chair facing them then settled into it. 
 
    We chatted for a few minutes until Pringle walked up carrying the bag, which appeared to be stuffed with something, over his shoulder. I tensed, and so did the other two. He pulled an item from the bag and handed it to Nicole. She examined the curved yellow object as if it might bite. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s a banana,” Pringle answered. “You said you’ve never seen one.” 
 
    She stared in wonder. 
 
    “I wonder if they have ice cream on the ships.” Scott said as he joined us and stood next to Pringle. “We should bring more.” 
 
    Pringle patted the bag and smiled. 
 
    “Where did you get bananas?” I asked. 
 
    “We have a tree at the far side of the property.” Pringle pointed north. “There’s some other fruits and an herb garden. Mango trees are dead, but some of it’s gone wild and still hanging on.” 
 
    “Of course, we have our own banana tree.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 19: What Price Loyalty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan 
 
    The location of Sheriff Barber’s personal residence was a closely guarded secret, not that it would be terribly difficult to discover it with some effort. Long ago, he had commandeered an office in the courthouse building, which also contained the sheriff’s office and county jail, as an apartment for overnight stays. His real home was a rustic chic cabin surrounded by woods in the hills overlooking Eureka, about forty-five minutes by foot from his office. There was a time when such precautions were motivated by years of law enforcement personnel being targeted. In this case however, community demands on Barber’s time were so exhausting in the first years after the Fall, his top deputies had convinced him to relocate to reclaim some privacy. Now, they could be rabid about protecting his private time. 
 
    The view off the front porch encompassed most of the city and allowed me to watch the sunset far out to sea. I sat in an old wooden rocking chair that creaked alarmingly when I moved.  
 
    The familiar sound of a small diesel engine coming up the long driveway alerted me to the sheriff’s arrival. The little department pickup had recently been rescued from the oblivion of the former county motor pool for the third or fourth time since the Fall. Sheriff Barber drove around the corner, his truck bouncing on squeaking springs. The driver door grated from both hinges as the sheriff pushed it open and extricated himself from behind the wheel, then slammed it shut behind him. He didn’t seem to notice me on his way to the porch. Fatigue amplified his tendency to waddle. 
 
    “Evening, Sheriff,” I announced my presence. 
 
    Barber froze for a second in alarm before his face and body relaxed with recognition. 
 
    “I thought you were dead. Ted Luther said Guinness killed you during that confrontation at the airport in Fortuna.” 
 
    “They almost did.” 
 
    “Hard to believe, but here you are. They made it sound like it was pretty bad.” 
 
    “It was.” I stood and described the bullet path through me with my finger. “A single shot isn’t likely to kill a Specialist, but at that angle and position, there was a strong possibility.” 
 
    “How did you survive?” He held the door open and motioned to invite me inside. 
 
    “Would you believe a Con Mod found me and took me to safety?” 
 
    “No kidding?” 
 
    “His name is Animal. We met in Coos Bay. Apparently, he’s turned over a new leaf since living in the Bubble.” The sheriff switched on a single lamp behind me and followed me into a spacious living room furnished with a combination of practical furniture and decorative items evoking West Coast history. “He thinks my name is Joe Rinardi, the alias I used when I was up there.” 
 
    “So, you’re the one who killed the two down in Ferndale. I’m not complaining; those were two of the worst. I’m not certain we’ve seen the final repercussions of that.” 
 
    “I can’t say I didn’t want to, but I also wasn’t going to simply watch while they killed a bunch of people just to prove a point. Had to be done. Good to see you’re staying informed.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to take a seat because I didn’t intend to encroach on the sheriff’s time any more than necessary. I paced the room slowly, looking at the art and knickknacks on the bookshelves and mantle. I noticed a lot of gifts that probably postdated the Fall. 
 
    “That beard is starting to look sentient. How long has it been since you’ve shaved?” 
 
    “Sometime before our trip up the coast.” 
 
    “You realize that’s almost two months now?” 
 
    “Trying not to think about it.” 
 
    “I have good news, at least,” the sheriff said, his tone brighter. “I got a message from the Coast Guard this morning. The Clausen finally made contact. It could only send a quick message, text only, however, it said Pringle was found. They should be on their way back soon. They lost some people in some type of attack, but there were no details, but the girls are safe. No idea how long until they’re back.” 
 
    I kept my reactions to myself as I continued to look around the room. I was genuinely thrilled to know Princess and Nicole were on their way home and equally anxious about Pringle’s return. 
 
    “That is good news. I have some more information for you, too, but don’t know how much good it will do.” He nodded for me to continue. “I found out why there are so many blueshirts popping up all over. Hackett is not recruiting, she’s conscripting. At least, Riekhoff and his goons are. It’s a little more nefarious than that, though. They’re using threats against families to coerce their targets into joining up. They bully and harass people until they give in. So, people are joining up and toeing the line to protect their families. They know that banding together is no good against the Con Mods.” 
 
    “You’re right; I don’t know what to do about it. I’ll think on it, but for now, all I can do is try not to judge them too harshly.” 
 
    He paused before continuing. 
 
    “I have to admit, Morgan, I’m surprised you’re still here.” The sheriff sat in a stuffed recliner, somewhat oversized, in the corner next to a large window. “I kind of thought you might be on your way back to Obsidian territory.” 
 
    I looked at the sheriff in shock—I had never told him my true identity. 
 
    “Princess told me,” he responded to my unspoken question. “When Pringle showed up, and you made it clear you didn’t want to be near him, I thought your explanation was weak. Specialist programming isn’t perfect, but it’s hard to break. I had a hard time believing you wouldn’t want to report directly to Pringle if you had worked for him before the Fall, as you claimed. You saved his children under impossible circumstances; why wouldn’t you want to report that to him?” 
 
    I nodded, suppressing the shade of an impulse to kill the sheriff right there. It was essentially the same reasoning Luther and Cal had used before trying to kill me. He returned my gaze still, almost defiantly. He knew he would be at my mercy but was still trusting me. 
 
    “The question is, Sheriff, what are going you going do with the knowledge?” 
 
    The sheriff gave a half smile and said, “I’m not stupid enough to answer that. The wrong answer would see me dead before I finished talking. I know a little bit about Specialist conditioning,” the sheriff continued, “less about how Agents work. Are Agents capable of switching loyalties?” 
 
    “To tell the truth, I don’t think so, not in the way you’re thinking. Freedom from old loyalties is probably the best one could hope for. I assume if I was confronted with somebody from Management, I would be compelled to obey their orders, somehow, with even less choice than a Specialist. However, I’ve never experienced such a compulsion. I find that I am free to do what I want so long as I don’t try to act contrary to certain programming.” 
 
    “Sounds complicated.” 
 
    “It is, to an extent.” I paused, looking closer at one picture. “I didn’t have much choice in Ferndale. Once I had the upper hand over two TD assets, it was game on, but I also didn’t feel like I was being forced to act, more like I was no longer restraining myself. I don’t know if I can accurately describe the difference.” I turned to face the sheriff. “You’re wondering where my loyalty stands with regard to the Bubble, whether I might turn on my friends.” 
 
    He confirmed with a nod. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s much chance of that,” I explained. “Pringle is the key, for several reasons. My loyalty is against him, wherever that takes me. Taking Chelsea the way he did destroyed any loyalty Scott held for him, and he never really earned any from Princess. I don’t see you trying to earn his favor. We’re all on the same side.” 
 
    “So, we stick with the rogue Specialist story.” Barber nodded pensively. “We just need to sell it to Luther and his boys before they stir up too much trouble.” 
 
    “From what I gathered from Jimmy’s story, the real Rinardi would have a good reason to avoid or oppose Pringle’s agenda to prevent becoming a tool for Teledyne ever again.” I shrugged. “I have no idea how realistic the story is.” 
 
    “I’m willing to use it if we can find a way. Try to keep a low profile until the ship comes home.” 
 
    “Low profile, it is, boss.” 
 
    He laid his head back and closed his eyes as I walked to the door. Fatigue lined his face, and he seemed to collapse in on himself as he settled deeper into the recliner. I stopped with my hand on the door handle. 
 
    “I take it back, Sheriff,” I said quietly. “You don’t have to worry about my loyalty. The Bubble as a whole might be too much to ask of me, but I couldn’t betray you without a direct order from Management.” I paused, debating the wisdom of exposing my thoughts. “It took me a long time to realize that I saved the Ansen kids from Pelican Bay to prove to myself I was still human, that I was something more than a matrix of sophisticated protocols designed for a single purpose.” 
 
    I turned to face him with my hand still on the door. He nodded for me to continue. 
 
    “I had no business trying to take care of those kids. You and Wes Baker took that burden off my shoulders.” 
 
    “Scott didn’t really give you a choice,” the sheriff reminded me. 
 
    “Even so, he was right. I don’t think Morgan Campbell ever had children. I have no memories that would suggest it. I was poorly equipped to do anything more than shield them from violence. 
 
    “I know you didn’t know it at the time, but when you asked me what I was good at and asked me to be your eyes and ears around the Bubble, you accidentally gave me a task that wouldn’t violate any of my Agent programming. My role as an Agent was always to create problems for Teledyne and its employees. You gave me the opportunity to help solve problems, to be constructive instead of destructive. I know I had to pick up a gun along with a lot of others a few times, but when that happened, we were always protecting people. That’s been your guiding star since I’ve known you. Even before knowing my secret, you knew me better than anyone else, and you’ve done something for me no one else would have or could have. You will never be in danger from me.” 
 
    Outside the window, the light was fading fast. Sheriff Barber looked at me thoughtfully and nodded before presenting a gentle smile. 
 
    “I appreciate you saying that. Since we’re sharing our feelings, I guess I should finally thank you for what you did in McKinleyville.” 
 
    “How do you know about that?” 
 
    “You just told me.” 
 
    I gave him a wry smile. 
 
    “I’m not sure what made me think of it, actually. Back then, I didn’t know what you could do. When people started collecting to go in and take out the thugs, we were scared the casualties would be massive. They put up some pretty heavy defenses; it could have been a slaughter. Some of those who were getting ready for the attack wrote their last wills and kissed their loved ones goodbye. They fully expected to die. But somehow, the defenses weren’t nearly as strong as reported. There were even some massive gaps among the defenders.” 
 
    The sheriff grew pensive, and a shadow crossed his face, the kind of darkness from within you read about in stories. 
 
    I shrugged noncommittally. “I did what needed doing. We’ve seen it too many times since the Fall; some people just need killing.” 
 
    “What those men and women did,” he said just above a whisper, “could never be made right. We had to hide some of what happened from the public. Several of those we rescued committed suicide not long after.” He paused. “So did two of the rescuers. Those people had abandoned their humanity.” 
 
    “It’s in the past. Why are we discussing it now?” 
 
    “Two reasons.” He paused again, tired and thoughtful. “The Bubblers won’t tolerate anything like that again. Not even close. They will literally throw their lives on the line before they let that happen. Second, I’m telling you I trust you. Putting yourself in danger, even if you didn’t see it as such, under those circumstances served no purpose for Obsidian whatsoever. You could have let that situation continue. You could have let Bubblers die trying to break through those defenses. It would have weakened the Bubble, reduced our numbers, and possibly benefited Obsidian. I would guess you have more free will than you realize, and you’re definitely still human.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 20: Storm Clouds 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princess 
 
    “Are we there yet?” Nicole asked Commander Carter just as he stepped out the door of the helicopter hangar next to us. 
 
    He chuckled in response and flashed me a conspiratorial grin. Mixing the crews from the Clausen and Futura provided enough crewmen for both cutters and gave Pringle more leverage toward keeping the Coasties in line. 
 
    We sat on the flight deck of the newly acquired cutter, leaning our chairs against the exterior bulkhead, and watched the horizon swallow the top of Maui. Now that we were underway, our babysitters relaxed their attention, satisfied with occasional check-ins. 
 
    “Be happy we’re finally leaving. Nobody expected Pringle to demand a circuit of the whole island chain. Hope he found what he wanted.” 
 
    “He couldn’t resist doing an initial survey while we’re here.” I couldn’t fault him for his practicality, just his insensitivity. I guess that was one thing that separated a man like Ansen Pringle from the rest of us. 
 
    “Why did they name it the Midgett when it’s such a big ship? Shouldn’t it be the Leviathan or something grandiose like that, something more appropriate for its size?” Nicole asked. I snickered at the change of subject. 
 
    “It’s the name of a family with a history of serving in the Coast Guard,” the commander replied. “That’s one way the Coast Guard named its ships. I’m impressed by how well she’s held up. You can hardly see the rust through the paint.” 
 
    “By the way, shouldn’t you be on the bridge?” Nicole added, squinting past the sun to look up at him. “Someone needs to drive this thing, you know.” 
 
    “Chamberlain doesn’t need me, and I’m making a point.” 
 
    “What point?”  
 
    “I’m willing to cooperate for the safety of the ship, but I don’t work for Pringle or Teledyne. Never have.” 
 
    “How did you get the short straw?” I asked. 
 
    “The skipper and I thought our crew would feel more comfortable with me here. Grimsby wasn’t very happy about it. We don’t get along, and I technically outrank him.” 
 
    “Lucky little shit,” Nicole huffed. “I think he’s the only one that sniper missed.” 
 
    Carter had received Scott’s nod of approval when he introduced us, so confiding in him came easily. 
 
    “So, you want to tell us the truth about how you found us?” 
 
    He perched on his heels and told us how the Eureka Station and a contingent of civilians had mobilized to find a ship capable of following the Futura. He kept his voice too low to be heard by normal hearing, which made me smile. This was a man practiced in working alongside modified individuals. I also respected his caution even though nobody appeared to be close enough to eavesdrop. 
 
    “Does that mean the Midgett has working sat comms?” I inquired when he finished, also pitching my voice low. 
 
    “The equipment is there but disconnected. Can’t tell if it works, but it’s an easy repair.” 
 
    “Can you talk to the skipper without alerting the TD crew?” I asked. 
 
    He smiled in response. 
 
    “That reminds me, we have some bad news.” He looked around again. “We haven’t heard anything from the Bubble since they helped us find your location. That’s almost ten days now. We received a report from Morgan saying Hackett was taking over Coast Guard operations and putting them under Reikhoff and Chief Shephard. They were going to make sure Hackett’s people didn’t know about the satellite access or comms. We haven’t received anything new since. We sent a brief report right after we found you, with a tentative timeline for getting home, but never received confirmation it was received. We also haven’t been able to do any surveillance over the Bubble with Chamberlain’s people and Pringle’s people on board.” 
 
    The news felt like a glass of cold water poured down my spine. 
 
    “If we haven’t heard anything, then Hackett’s people don’t know about the satellite comms,” I reasoned. “No doubt we would have heard something if they did.” 
 
    “Good point, Princess,” Carter said. “We’ll take the ‘no news is good news’ perspective for now.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Nice tan, by the way. Both of you. You practically changed ancestors.” 
 
    We both chuckled. 
 
    “I didn’t know I could get this dark.” I held out my arms and stretched my legs in front of me. “I’ve never seen this much sun in my life.” 
 
    “We had really hot summers up in Lakeview,” Nicole added, also displaying her legs. “I still don’t remember getting this dark.” 
 
    “I’ll bet it has something to do with our nanites.” I looked closer at my arms, as if I could see the microscopic critters. “Our skin is really tough; makes sense we would have extra UV protection.” 
 
    “Don’t get used to it.” Carter dropped his voice again. “There’s another winter storm forming between us and home. Looks big. It might slow us down like the one we hit on the way here. Try not to act too surprised. We’re not telling anyone.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Well ladies,” Commander Carter said, “I better go hit the rack so I can be ready for a night shift. Let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    “Thanks, Commander,” I said. “We appreciate your time.” 
 
    Carter left the way he had come. 
 
    We watched the wake behind the ship, feeling the gentle roll, so similar and yet so different from the smaller cutter. 
 
    “So, are you ever going to talk to me about the elephant in the boat?” 
 
    “What elephant?” I gave her a pinched look of confusion. 
 
    “Spec Mac? Specialist McGinty?” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “Fine, be that way.” She sulked before continuing. “How do you feel about your father keeping him on the Clausen?” 
 
    I shrugged and sorted my thoughts. 
 
    “I can’t say I’m happy about it, but it makes sense.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Pringle probably doesn’t want him and me to get any closer, but he also wants him where Scott is. Mac is one Specialist Scott doesn’t know personally, so Pringle doesn’t have to worry about Mac’s feelings getting in the way of keeping Scott in line, not that there’s any chance Scott will do anything under the circumstances. But those are reasons enough to keep Mac over there. I think Pringle trusts Mac’s judgment as much as his loyalty. Unlike Miles, who tends to be a blunt instrument.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Nicole agreed. “Miles is a good little guard dog; Mac is smart and has an imagination.” 
 
    We listened to the ship’s engines, the splash of our wake, and the cries of a few adventurous seagulls. My impatience to be home wrestled with my desire to absorb the momentary beauty. 
 
    “Do you miss him?” 
 
    “Miss who?” 
 
    “Duh? The dude we were just talking about?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, kinda. No. Yes, I definitely miss him but not for the reason you’re thinking. I think I almost had him.” 
 
    “I thought you did have him?” 
 
    “Not that way, silly.” 
 
    “But I thought—” 
 
    “Well yeah, but that was easy and not what I meant. I think I almost cracked his conditioning.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    “He was starting to question Pringle’s judgment about this trip, especially his refusal to leave the beach or consider more aggressive tactics against the enemy cutters. I kept pointing out how strange it was that Pringle was so focused on getting over to Maui instead of trying to get us out of a trap that shouldn’t have been too hard to escape when we had six and a half genetically modified people on our side.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m a whole person.” 
 
    “Sure, you are, sweetie,” I ruffled her hair.  
 
    She couldn’t raise her arm high enough to stop me, so she stuck out her tongue at me. 
 
    “Are we there yet?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I woke in the dark and found the ship rising and falling in long, slow movements, rocking both side to side and bow to stern. I worked my mouth against an unfamiliar sweet taste, and moisture began coating the back of my mouth. Small muscles deep in my abdomen clenched. My stomach danced. More moisture flooded my mouth. I charged from the berth and ran down the corridor to the head, bouncing off the rocking bulkheads as I went. I hit my knees and ejected the contents of my stomach into the toilet. The noise of my retching echoed in the tiny steel room. The bowl blurred to my watering eyes. 
 
    I couldn’t recall the last time I had felt nauseated to the slightest degree, much less actually vomited. 
 
    Without warning, I retched again, surprised to find I had anything left. I gasped for breath between contractions. 
 
    A gentle hand touched the back of my head. I didn’t recognize the uniformed woman who knelt next to me. 
 
    “Hell of a storm, huh?” Her voice was thick with sympathy. “You’re not alone, sweetie. It’s getting a bunch of us, even some of the old hands. Even Grimsby’s down.” 
 
    I nodded then retched yet again. Only a sample of bile came up now. 
 
    “Poor thing.” She stroked my hair again. “I’ll go to sick bay and see if they have anything that will help. They’re saying it’s a big storm. Love your hair, by the way.” 
 
    She left me to my misery. The storm continued its merciless assault on the ship. I didn’t think I could get motion sick, but this storm had overcome that resistance. I thought of Chelsea and how much she was probably suffering. The thought quickly disappeared under a new wave of vomit. No matter how hard I tried to calm my breathing and my stomach, there was more retching. 
 
    The woman returned with water and a small white pill, both of which I promptly ejected into the head. I couldn’t read the woman’s name through blinding tears. She wiped my lips with a soft wet cloth before turning her attention to my hands, arms, and chest to clean up splatter I hadn’t noticed. 
 
    “Don’t talk. Rinse your mouth and try to drink. We need to keep you hydrated.” 
 
    I nodded to acknowledge her instructions. Big mistake. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” She laid something icy cold on my neck. 
 
    My entire world shrank to the toilet in front of me and my quivering tummy. It was going to be a long night, but I had no attention to spare for the passage of time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 21: The Sheriff 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan 
 
    People who had lived in Eureka since long before the Fall often told me the downtown area had changed very little in the past fifty years. Shop spaces had changed tenants, while the buildings remained generally unaltered, keeping the historic aesthetic. Bars and pubs were among the most persistent, despite the lack of alcohol suppliers. People made do with limited options and still came for warmth and camaraderie. Naturally, they were ideal for my enhanced hearing to pick up news from idle gossip. 
 
    A new storm had blown in, and this one felt like it came from some arctic hellscape. It left several inches of snow on the ground and a good supply of firewood. The Coast Guard ordered the fishing fleet and all boats to stay at home, not that anyone wanted to try their luck. I worried about Ladycat but knew she was smart enough to find shelter. 
 
    The sheriff’s comment that Princess had been gone for close to two months reminded me winter was almost over. Other areas of the country would still be looking forward to more snow while we were weeks away from seeing wildflowers. In theory, this would be the last bad storm. Our cold, wet winter would soon become a cold, wet spring. 
 
    Avoiding the obvious cliché of being a shadowy figure in the back corner, I perched in the center seat of the epoxy topped bar of a downtown pub, hunched over a weak lager in a ceramic stein. Only a block from the county courthouse, the pub had once catered to cops and deputies with coffee and sandwiches. I had placed my hat on the bar but kept the coat on. My overgrown hair dangled past my ears. The talk around me dwelled, unsurprisingly, on the weather and included a few grumbles about the transition to the State of Humboldt. Outside, the snow was gone, and the skies were mostly clear, but temperatures were frigid. It was midday, and the pub was at capacity.  
 
    Almost everyone present had a weapon in sight, with some set on tables within easy reach. I’d never seen the Bubblers that paranoid. My rifle, a full-sized version of Kelly’s, leaned against the bar between my knees. 
 
    The level of conversation softened, followed soon by a notable increase in the sound of foot traffic outside. I resisted turning around until the young bartender leaned over the bar to see out the window. Bodies shifted, and voices hushed. 
 
    I turned my head in time to see a woman open the door just enough to fit her head through. 
 
    “Something’s happening at the courthouse,” she announced before leaving in that direction. 
 
    Around the room, glances were exchanged, and people stood. Unhurried, the tables emptied of weapons and patrons. I took a long draw from my lager and followed at a sedate pace, making sure I was the last out the door. 
 
    The pub was located to the north of the courthouse. Across the parking lot next to the jail, a significant crowd moved down Fifth Street toward the front entrance. Above the gathered heads, I could see two men on horseback, Chief Shephard and Donald Reikhoff, who still rode Prince. Hackett was absent this time. I anticipated Julio and at least one more Con Mod were also somewhere close. 
 
    Getting caught in the crowd wasn’t an option, but I needed to know what was about to happen. A squad of men and women with blue bands around their coat sleeves broke away from the crowd, followed quickly by a second. Hunched against the chill, they all held long guns over their shoulders. I leaned against the wall and watched them take position around the other entrance to the courthouse and sheriff’s office. 
 
    The sheriff’s office formed the center of the three-building complex and rose several stories above its neighbors. More important, it was also deeper, with the prison and courthouse set back further from the street, which put the corner where the jail and the office joined in a shaded area out of sight of the officers. 
 
    I strolled over to the jail into the corner. Jumping from one facing wall to the other and back, I took three hops to the top of the jail. Oddly, the office building had two sides of distinctly different colors. The east side was very narrow, and the roof was curved. The rest of the roof was lower and flat with mounted communications antennas that could have been a museum for the history of wireless tech. That section also had a safety rail around it. More height would make it easier to remain unseen, and the flat section was perfect. It was an easy jump and scramble over the curved section to drop onto the other side. With my rifle unslung, I crouched down lower and lower as I moved to the front where I lay prone and peeked over the edge. 
 
    With the growing crowd focused on the entry to the sheriff’s office five and six floors below me, I was confident I wouldn’t be seen. Unfortunately, it would only take a glance from a pair of quick and observant eyes to find me. 
 
    Riekhoff and Shephard remained on their horses on the broad walkway leading to the tiered entry stairs. The police surrounded them and held back the pressing spectators, who were two deep and armed. The two men waited patiently. I assumed they had requested the sheriff to come out. I located Julio and at least two other Con Mods spread out among the crowd. 
 
    “Is there a reason you couldn’t come inside and meet me in my warm office like civilized people?” Sheriff Barber’s voice carried over the gathering from almost directly below me. I couldn’t see the entry door without leaning past the wall. “Oh, I guess we’re having a whole damn circus!” 
 
    “Sorry for the inconvenience, Sheriff Barber,” Riekhoff replied, his tone stiff and formal. “We felt it was important to take precautions.” He paused to let the view of the marshaled police officers sink in. 
 
    Murmurs floated among the throng. I filtered through possible tactics, knowing exactly what Riekhoff was about to do. 
 
    “As Minister of Interior Security and in consultation with Governor Hackett, we have decided your services as sheriff are no longer needed.” 
 
    Yup, exactly what I thought. 
 
    Shouts erupted from the crowd, and the police officers turned to face the spectators. Shoving and shouted insults broke out in sections, but then the Bubblers quieted in unison, probably at a gesture from Barber. 
 
    “You could have sent me a letter, you seeping cunt,” Barber snapped. “Or do you want to cause a riot and see people get killed?” 
 
    “Decorum, sheriff!” Shephard yelled. “Act like a professional.” 
 
    “I’m not sheriff anymore, or haven’t you heard?” Laughter and heckling from the crowd interrupted the sheriff. “Are you going to let me stay sheriff if I talk nice?” 
 
    “No,” Riekhoff answered in an angry shout. 
 
    “I thought not.” The mood shifted from humor to animosity. “Let me stop you before you continue. You have also decided, in all your infinite stupidity, to disband the sheriff’s service all together. Am I right?” 
 
    Riekhoff looked annoyed, Shephard scowled aggressively. Part of me was amused. There were only so many playbooks one could use in these situations, and their actions weren’t extremely difficult to anticipate. 
 
    “Yes,” Riekhoff confirmed. “We decided—” 
 
    Rage from the crowd drowned him out in a much uglier reaction. The spectacle troubled me deeply. These men couldn’t have slept through the last twenty years; they couldn’t possibly believe their strategy would work, clumsy and obvious as it was. 
 
    A man walked over and placed himself between Riekhoff and Shephard and the crowd. He glared at the mob, which quieted a small degree. Freight Train, also called Freight, was the scariest Con Mod in town. He stood just over six feet tall but was large in every dimension, with the crafted physique of a dedicated bodybuilder, though not to the point of being grotesquely large. Before the Fall, that level of physical transformation as a practice and sport had largely disappeared in the wake of body sculpting technologies. Since such luxuries would have been out of his reach in Pelican Bay, he must have gained his size the hard way. He was the only Con Mod I had encountered who I deemed as dangerous as King David of Pringle City. 
 
    The presence of Julio and the others had already warned me against getting too close to any confrontation, but Freight’s participation convinced me strategic retreat was the only option. I concluded my only obligation here was to assure Barber’s safe exit. 
 
    “The sheriff’s service is officially disbanded,” Reikhoff announced. “We will be coordinating all public safety efforts under the authority of my office. Chief Shephard will lead policing efforts. We will consider any transfer requests from the sheriff’s service to his department.” He paused to let the listeners consider. “Any deputies who choose not to transfer or who do not qualify will be required to turn in all firearms to my office within ten days from today.” 
 
    “In case you’re wondering,” Shephard added, “we have messengers traveling throughout the state sharing this announcement.” 
 
    The crowd fell silent. Only the wind and seagulls disturbed the quiet. 
 
    I dumped adrenaline into my system and rolled back from the wall edge and up to my feet then sprinted toward the rear. The first gunshot was fired before I reached a safe distance to avoid being seen. I hesitated one rapid heartbeat before hopping over the safety rail and dropping four stories to the roof and sprinted again. I jumped from the roof in a high arc. The detachment of cops there watched my trajectory with wide eyes. Landing among them, I lashed out with my fists and the butt of my rifle until they all lay unconscious. I hoped none of them would die; there was a lot of blood pooling on the walkway. 
 
    Volleys of gunfire shattered the air. 
 
    After a quick inspection, I reset my rifle in a tactical carry and clipped it to my armor. No visible damage to the weapon, but I hoped I didn’t need to shoot it until I could have Dale check it. I pulled open one door and blew out its frame, breaking the other door as well. “Clear this way,” I yelled my loudest, then discarded the door. A young deputy who had been just behind the door looked at me in shock before running toward the front repeating the warning. 
 
    I aged a few hours as I waited the seconds it took for the sheriff to appear with three deputies flanking him. Barber didn’t speak, just motioned us forward with the rifle he held. It looked like Kelly’s gun, which I had left in his care when I retrieved my own. He was shaking his head grimly when I turned to lead them toward the waterfront. None of them appeared to be bleeding. 
 
    “I didn’t plan on an exfiltration today,” I told Barber when we stopped two blocks later. 
 
    The sheriff leaned heavily against the stone wall of a former bank, trying desperately to catch his breath and sweating despite the cold. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    He held up a finger to ask me to wait for his response. 
 
    “I only have one lung,” he said. “Two half-lungs, actually.” He shrugged. “Gas attack in Brazil. Experimental nanites saved part of my lungs and gave me chronic resistance to starvation. Slow down. Get me to my house.” 
 
    “We’ll stay with him until he’s safe,” one deputy promised. 
 
    “Hey, since I have X-caliber, do I get to be king?” 
 
    “If Princess allows it,” I replied with a grin. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
     Chapter 22: Ambition 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princess 
 
    We followed the Clausen as the sun sank toward evening under an uncommonly clear winter sky. Viewed from the sea and lit by the westbound sun, Eureka contrasted starkly with the seaboard to the south or the Hawaiian Islands. Those shorelines were still and mute while Eureka hummed, casting faint sounds of people and machinery to mix with the cries of seagulls out over the ocean. Smoke rose from hundreds of homes and businesses and hovered over the low-profile cityscape. Rather than disappearing at night, electric lights resisted the dark. 
 
    I stood on the bridge deck with Nicole, out of the way of the exhausted crew as we cruised into Humboldt Bay. Much like the trip out, inexperience in dealing with storms, currents, and an unfamiliar ship cost us days of delay. A typically week-long transit became ten days of misery. 
 
    The sight of home failed to lift my spirits, and I dreaded what I would find. Effectively held captive for over two months, only the danger to Nicole and Chelsea had kept me from killing everyone in a Teledyne uniform. 
 
    Nicole made me proud in the way she was still able to laugh and smile on occasion, especially when she managed to eat all the bananas Pringle had picked before they grew too ripe. It helped that the volume was reduced when the galley convinced her to donate some to make banana bread for the crew. I almost insisted that Grimsby not receive any but decided that was a level of pettiness I didn’t need to reach. 
 
    “Miss Pringle.” Captain Chamberlain’s voice behind me broke my reverie. 
 
    I gripped the handrail hard enough to make the steel chirr in distress. Chamberlain took a long step back when I turned to face him. 
 
    “Mr. Pringle insisted.” He wouldn’t meet my eyes. “If it’s any consolation, he applied the same directive to the young miss, as well.” 
 
    “It’s not.” 
 
    “We will be putting you and your party to shore at a dock next to the Carson Mansion. We’ll have to use the launch boat because our draft is too deep to dock there. You should gather your belongings.” 
 
    I shared an incredulous look with Nicole. 
 
    “Our belongings consist of the clothes we’re wearing, my gun, and two Rainbow Dash toys.” 
 
    “I’m not the author of your situation, Miss Pringle.” 
 
    “You’re the captain.” I opted for compassion instead of contempt. “You could have said no.” 
 
    “It wasn’t worth my life.” 
 
    “Well, you almost died, so…” Nicole reminded him. 
 
    “If you ladies don’t need me, I will return to the bridge.” He tipped his hat to me. “Pleasure to have you aboard, Miss Pringle.” He repeated the gesture to Nicole. “And you as well, Miss Pringle.” 
 
    “I want to hate him, but he’s too damn nice.” Nicole crossed her arms and curled her upper lip in annoyance. 
 
    “No, he’s not. Don’t confuse being polite with being nice.” 
 
    Nicole nodded seriously. 
 
    We went below to gather what little we had. Our clothes were a mix of what we had borrowed and what we had worn the day we were forced to board Futura. Josie, the medic, found a small drawstring bag for Nicole to carry the stuffed ponies, which she hooked over her shoulder. 
 
    A cold wind swept the flight deck as the Midgett entered the bay. The fishing fleet had retired for the night, but a few small craft still plied the waters—probably families engaged in sport fishing, the favorite method for teaching children. Wide eyes, pointed fingers, and shouts of surprise followed our passing from the water and the shore. 
 
    Ahead of us, the Clausen stopped in the channel. The Midgett stopped and gave the other ship a substantial cushion. When a crewman called for us to leave, the stern doors opened to release the cutter boat. The Specialists watched us warily, knowing how tempting it would be to try something. 
 
    We could see the roofline of the Carson Mansion from the docks. Pringle waited for us with Scott and Chelsea, flanked by Mac and Bauman. Chet Briggs and Ben Willis, the two senior Specs, waited for us closer to shore. The two were dressed in dark suits copied from the worst gangster movies, a comical contrast with the haphazard clothing of the other bodyguards. I didn’t have much room to speak. Scott didn’t look any worse for the trip, and Chelsea wore his coat. 
 
    Chelsea ran to us and wrapped Nicole in a poignant hug before embracing me likewise. Pringle watched us without expression and his bodyguards followed his example. 
 
    “How are you? How was it on the other boat?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “The extra room was nice, even if it was only on deck,” Nicole answered. 
 
    “I think that storm broke me.” I could almost feel the nausea just thinking about it. “I’ve been sick every day since.” 
 
    “Every day?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nicole said, “sometimes it lasts all day.” 
 
    Chelsea rubbed my arm in concern. 
 
    “Did you try the motion sickness meds?” 
 
    “Didn’t have any,” Nicole said. 
 
    “Nanites neutralize lots of meds, so I’m not sure it would work, anyway. I’ll be fine once I’ve had my feet on solid ground for a bit.” 
 
    “How about you, little mommy?” I pushed a strand of soft brown hair from her face. 
 
    “A lot better.” She patted her lower abdomen. “I think it’s because I’m further along now and used to being on the water.” 
 
    I left the two to join Pringle, who was exchanging concerned expressions with his two suited men. 
 
    “…rough,” Biggs was saying, “much worse than we expected.” 
 
    “You cut it close,” Willis said. To my surprise, Pringle nodded as if he was conferring with these two instead of dictating to them. “Hackett’s neutralized, and Riekhoff has stepped on every landmine you could imagine.” 
 
    “There’s always a risk with these types of operations,” Pringle said, thoughtful. “You have to be prepared for more cleanup than you like.” 
 
    “I think we’ve got you positioned how you wanted,” Biggs concluded. 
 
    “Good work.” He looked at me. “Put Princess in the mansion with the rest of my family.” He paused. “For their safety. Don’t put her in the tower; too cliché.” 
 
    “But I want to go home,” Nicole whined, coming up behind me. 
 
    “Think of it as your new home.” Pringle smiled at her fondly. He and Willis walked away. Biggs interposed himself between us and them.  
 
    My heart sank as they retreated. Still captive. 
 
    The Specialists stood evenly spaced around us. Scott was visibly trying to control himself. Mac’s jaw was clenched, but he stood ready to obey. Nicole looked depressed, while Chelsea shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    The Carson Mansion was across the street from the little dock, and we proceeded together. Inside the mansion, Biggs led us upstairs to the parlor where Pringle liked to receive guests. I halted just inside the doorway when I saw Pringle speaking to Julio and another Con Mod across the room. Pringle looked angry, and the Con Mods looked disturbed and sad. I recognized the second convict from our encounter at the stables in Arcata but didn’t know his name. 
 
    “…thirteen dead,” Julio was saying, “most of them civilians. Some rando shot Freight Train in the chest.” 
 
    “I bet that pissed him off,” Pringle said with tempered humor. 
 
    “You know it,” Julio continued. “A lot of cops have defected, and most deputies are in hiding, refusing to turn in their weapons.” 
 
    “We have our people at the power plant and the fuel depot,” the other Con Mod added. “Groucho is at the CG station with some of Riekhoff’s best. We’ve got people all over the Bubble looking for him.” 
 
    “It can’t be Rinardi,” Pringle said firmly, his lips tight in thought. “I knew Joe Rinardi. I don’t think he’s capable of subtle. If he was in the Bubble, we would all know it, no question. It must be an Agent or a Phoenix. Euro-trash like doing the unexpected, and what could be more unexpected than placing an operative in Crescent City or Eureka?” 
 
    I crossed the room to Pringle, barely in control of myself. 
 
    “What’s going on? Who’s dead? What the hell have you been up to? You—” 
 
    The world tilted crazily, and I landed on the hardwood floor hard enough to shake the house. He had backhanded me so fast even I hadn’t seen it. The pain straggled in and exploded across the left side of my head. The house and everyone around me spun and twisted before righting itself. Pringle stood over me, his face distorted with rage hotter than I had seen since the day I was attacked by the mutated bobcat so many months before. 
 
    “Stay out of this. You’re not in charge around here!” He had gone so rigid, he trembled. “I am done with your defiance. I will not tolerate any more!” 
 
    I squirmed under his gaze but couldn’t move away. 
 
    “I’m not going to change to make you like me.” Every word rang off the antique wood decor. “I have been infinitely patient with you. I’ve given you every opportunity to know me as your father. If that’s not good enough, then tough shit. Get on board or get run over.” 
 
    I had never been so scared in my life, not even when a seven-foot Con Mod was kicking me across a field full of death. The wildness in Pringle’s eyes, the quiver in his clenched fists, and the sheer intensity of his focus had my heart beating close to panic. I tried to swallow the lump in my throat. A tingle in my cheek chased away the pain and told me the damage ran deep. 
 
    “I had such high hopes for you. Your intelligence, drive, and ambition are everything I want in a child. I was proud of you and your brother, doing so much with so little. I don’t know where you get your bizarre ideas about how civilization works, but this isn’t it.” He vaguely indicated everything around us. “Civilization is order and control, not everyone scrambling to survive on their own. You’re useless to me if you can’t see it. I’m going to bring order to this place you call the Bubble, and we are going to reach out and reestablish civilization for everyone within reach. This world is going to be reborn a better place than before, whether you like it or not. 
 
    “Now, tell me who he is!” He shouted so loud it hurt my ears. “Tell me,” he repeated. “Who is the gene mod who killed my men? I know it’s the man you were hiding from me! Where can I find him?” The air in the room felt thick in the sudden silence. 
 
    “I know you have a low opinion of these men—” he gestured toward Julio and the other Con Mod “—because they were in prison. But they’re my men. They’ve been my men since the Fall. We went through hell together and became closer than family. You don’t understand what that means, not even a little bit, and can’t appreciate it. I knew them better than I ever knew Scott. They’re my men, and their lives have value to me.” 
 
    As quickly as I had hit the floor, I was on my feet again with Pringle gripping my collar to hold me high enough for us to almost touch noses. His eyes had gone from angry to wild as he spoke. I hadn’t recognized it before, and I couldn’t say when it happened—Ansen Pringle had gone insane. 
 
    “Where is he? Where is he and where can I find him? Whether you help or not, I will find him. I will find him, and I will kill him. I’m going to kill him over and over again for years.” 
 
    With his fists balled under my chin, I couldn’t breathe to answer him. 
 
    “Ansen, stop!” 
 
    Pringle turned his head toward the shriek. I tried but could move less than an inch. Chelsea stood in the middle of the room, tears in her eyes and fists at her side—the only unmodified human in the room and the only person standing up to my attacker. 
 
    “She’s pregnant,” Chelsea pleaded. 
 
    Pringle’s mouth opened in confusion. Chelsea nodded. 
 
    The world slowed as I quickly did the math in my head. A week between our first time and the arrival at the island, twenty days on the Molokai beach, another week preparing… Fuck. It would have been the end of the fifth week or beginning of the sixth when we left for home. If the storm set off the morning sickness early… There had been other changes, too, changes I had missed, ignored, or blamed on the stress of captivity. Fuck. 
 
    “Shouldn’t be possible.” No anger in Pringle’s voice, just suspicion. 
 
    “Trust me.” Chelsea shrugged in resignation and sympathy. 
 
    “You have the standard nanites, not the Pelican Bay recipe.” Pringle looked at McGinty, still holding me with my feet off the ground but with less commitment. 
 
    “Damaged nanites,” I croaked. His eyes met mine. 
 
    “Fertile between the failure of the old and the spread of the fresh dose, just a brief window.” 
 
    Pringle suddenly calmed, and I could tell he had an idea. He shoved me away hard enough to land me back on my ass. Chelsea ran to me followed quickly by Nicole. 
 
    “Maybe you’ll be good for something, after all.” Pringle looked me up and down. His transparent attempt to convey his disappointment failed behind the red-eyed insanity he could no longer hide. 
 
    “Get them fresh clothes and whatever else they need, but don’t let them leave.” Pringle strode toward the exit. “Julio, Spanky, I’m going to clean up, then we have work to do. Somebody, fetch a doctor to check on my grandkids.” 
 
    Pringle refused to look at Mac. The Specialist glared at the floor and seemed to be breathing heavily. The cold stare Scott gave Pringle left me thinking our father was lucky to be alive. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 23: Barn Dance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan 
 
    It was that strange time of day when the sun was past the horizon for the night but still lit the sky as brightly as midday. Sheriff Barber rocked slowly on his porch, adding a woody creaking to the ambiance of nearby crickets, frogs, and sundry other fauna in the surrounding woods. A glass bottle dangled from his left hand, little more than a splash of amber liquid pooled in the slanted bottom. Two empties littered the deck. Barber’s lips moved impulsively, engaged in his imaginary conversation. 
 
    I left the woods next to the house, sticking to the shadows but making plenty of noise to warn him. 
 
    “Are you drunk, Sheriff?”  
 
    “God, I hope so.” He didn’t look toward me, just kept his eyes on the ground of his yard, probably seeing none of it. “Never really liked tequila, but it does the job.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve seen you drunk more than a dozen times. Where did you get tequila?” 
 
    “Not sure it really is tequila, to be honest. If it’s not really tequila, maybe I’m not really drunk.” He finally looked up and turned an unfocused gazed in my general direction. “Thanks for coming, but I don’t think there is very much I can do for you.” 
 
    I knelt on one knee in front of him, so he didn’t have to strain his neck. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I said, placing a hand on his knee. 
 
    “Oh, fuck you, Morgan. I know that. I can still feel horrible about it. I knew some of those people.” He drained the last drops from his bottle. “It would hurt less if they had taken out at least one of those convicts.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Or if I wasn’t certain they won’t be the last. Hell, there was another death today.” 
 
    “That’s why I came. I heard about it.” 
 
    “Scott and Princess are back.” His tone was surprisingly bitter. “I met with Pringle, but he wouldn’t let me see them.” 
 
    “That must have been interesting,” I prompted. 
 
    “Scared the shit out of me.” He tried to drink from the empty bottle but threw it away when only a single bead dropped on his tongue. “I’ve never been so scared in my life, not even when I was in that hospital in Brazil. He’s… changed.” 
 
    He looked me in the face for the first time. 
 
    “You look like shit,” Barber said. “Even worse than last time. I don’t think I’d recognize you on the street.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to respond to the remark, so I let the quiet stretch. 
 
    “I need you to do something for me.” His sigh told its own tale of exhaustion. “I need you to organize the resistance forming against Pringle.” He paused for emphasis. “No more helping from the shadows. He’s not pretending to be neutral. In fact, Brandy might be in danger.” 
 
    “I need to stay hidden,” I said. “One too many Con Mods find me, and my story is over.” 
 
    “Hidden from Pringle, yes, but you need to coordinate. The only way a resistance succeeds is with a coherent strategy. I can’t do it. Any whiff of me meeting with too many people, or even one of the wrong people, and I’ll have a Specialist babysitter before you know it.” 
 
    “Pringle is smart to keep Princess under lock.” I imagined how much she would relish the challenge of planning against her father. 
 
    “Morgan, you of all people, should know never to underestimate how smart and ruthless Pringle can be.” He smiled with menace. “But he doesn’t know Bubblers at all. They’re already working together, ambushing those police. They’re smart enough not to actually hurt them, just scare ’em. I’m sure some of those cops will turn coat in a blink. You just need to organize it enough to prevent the worst.” 
 
    I nodded, my mind racing with ideas, none of which seemed particularly promising. 
 
    “Don’t start in Fortuna,” Barber said, straining through his mental fog to speak clearly. “They’ll expect that. And stay away from Dale’s place; it’s too obvious, and you know they’re watching him close. Go hide out in Ferndale. You know the big barn there, right on the river? Used to do weddings and stuff there?” 
 
    “There are only a dozen billboards for it along the highway. Nobody uses it anymore.” 
 
    “In the next few days, there will be a meeting there. Probably at night. Might even be tomorrow. Go to Ferndale, but don’t talk to the deputies. They’re being watched. Talk to Beatrice Sample; she’s a candlemaker on the west side of town. She’ll know when the meeting will be. Go to the meeting. Start leading. Got all that?” 
 
    I tapped my head. “Perfect memory. Spy skills.” 
 
    “The only way this works,” Barber said with a grunt, “is to trigger multiple attacks at the same time. You already know the calculation. Kill or capture any of the mods supporting Pringle before the others know of it. Neutralize them all at once, or at least enough to give us the upper hand or a level field.” 
 
    “Tall order.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement.” He barked a laugh. He was beginning to slur his words. “It needs to be a mashterpiece, and you need to pull it off over an enormous chunk of geography with minimal swift transportation options, without portable radios, air support, or any of the other nifty technology we used to have. It’s a stone-cold bitch of a project, and failure will mean a lot of dead Bubbleheads.” 
 
    “Bubblers,” I corrected. 
 
    “Them too.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s possible?” I waited intently as his slow thoughts came together. 
 
    “Probably not.” He shrugged. “On top of getting past their physical abilities, you’re dealing with men who are virtuous at paranoia.” He paused. “Virtu… virtchy… virtuosos at paranoia. Stone. Cold. Bish.” 
 
    “No pressure.” I shrugged and smiled. “Just because I’ve never done anything like this before doesn’t mean it won’t work.” 
 
    “You should probably run away. Go back to Obsidian. Even Pringle and his goons can’t live forever.” 
 
    “Thanks for the pep talk, I guess.” 
 
    “Whatever you do, don’t get near the manshhion.” The tone of warning through the hazy speech surprised me. “They’ve set up surprises. Booby traps and stuff. Heh, I like boobies.”  
 
    I chuckled as Barber’s face grew slack and slid into a silly grin. With his eyes unable to focus, his head swayed back and forth. 
 
    “I think itsh real,” he said. “The boozshe.” He worked his mouth, trying to make the words come out. “Itsh real.” 
 
    I left through the woods into the quickly darkening night. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I arrived in Ferndale on foot mid-morning the next day. Unlike the rest of the Bubble, uniformed police officers were absent. However, men and women patrolled almost every street, with a significant presence in the downtown area. I kept my head down and my hat low, fearing I could be accosted any second. I had swapped Scott’s leather duster for a somewhat ragged cloth raincoat in hopes I wouldn’t be recognized by the many people who had seen me kill Birddog and Smiles. The biggest change I noticed was the number of people with rifles slung over their shoulders. Traveling armed around the Bubble had been common throughout my experience, however most people restricted themselves to handguns. Keeping rifles and shotguns ready to hand was an alarming trend. 
 
    The patrols made for a good show, but I was willing to bet a few worked for Hackett’s police undercover. In fact, I found Lynn was being watched closely at the stables by at least two people pretending to be occupied in nearby establishments. 
 
    I bought a small meal of smoked salmon from a store where I asked directions to the candle shop. The young girl at the counter was happy to help and displayed no signs of recognition. My paranoia wouldn’t let me take that as a sign of safety, but I was mildly encouraged. 
 
    I munched on the strips of dried fish as I walked through the town. It was an odd phenomenon that strangers were readily seen as harmless when seen eating in public. 
 
    The candle shop was a featureless brick building with a flat roof and its own parking lot on one side. Inside, candles of different sizes, shapes, and scents occupied tables around an open room with a worn hardwood floor. An elderly woman stood at a counter in the back sorting small piles of sundry items laid out before her. I approached the woman, hoping she wasn’t looking for a shibboleth the sheriff had forgotten to provide me. 
 
    “Are you Beatrice Sample?” I asked without preamble. 
 
    She paused in thought then chuckled, and a pleasant smile chased away the scowl and several years from her oval face. 
 
    “Sheriff Barber must have sent you,” she replied. Her face grew serious while she considered me for a few moments. “That’s not my real name, but we’ll keep it that way for now.” 
 
    “I’m assuming you know why I’m here?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, and she nodded slowly, still examining me. 
 
    “Day after tomorrow,” she said firmly. “Thursday, 9:00 p.m. Don’t arrive early. You should be the last one there. There will be a challenge, and your code word will be my name but pronounce it Be-at-triss. If you see anyone else on the road, either in front or behind, don’t come. If you get there and nobody’s waiting, run.” 
 
    I acknowledged the instructions with a nod, and she turned back to her work as if I was no longer present. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Barn was a humble monument to the age of Corporate control. Opened only a few years before the Fall and billed as nostalgic and picturesque, the perfect place for your country wedding or business event, it offered all the charm and warmth of a cardboard box and the authenticity of a plastic spork. I knew little about its history and didn’t have the resources to research it. Located on the banks of the Eel River, exactly where no sane farmer would build, it held a sense of wrongness that explained complaints from the locals. It was modeled on a common building type without achieving a legitimate resemblance.  
 
    The signature feature of the venue was a large deck which served as both dance floor and extra dining area. It extended out over the Eel River on pilings driven deep into the sandy banks for support. I could see where it would make for a romantic evening with the right music and weather. 
 
    I found an abandoned farm to squat in before the meeting. The day before, I scouted the site in the late evening, when natural humans would be deterred, and gave it a thorough inspection. Footsteps in the dirt told me I was not the first to do so, and the caution encouraged me. None of the footsteps in the mud along the river were deep enough to come from Specialists. 
 
    While I was willing to follow their instructions, I wasn’t willing to put my safety in the hands of strangers. I watched the facility from a distance during the day. Later, I spent the evening observing the turnoff to the road to The Barn from a safe distance. Seven people passed in half-hour intervals before I judged it was time for me to make the trek. 
 
    With a harvest moon over my shoulder, I kept to the middle of the road. I didn’t want to appear as if I were concealing my approach. 
 
    The entry to the facility consisted of generic double glass doors with equally large windows on either side. The moonlight against the tinting made the glass opaque from the outside. I paused at the door and made a show of looking around with caution. Faint noises alerted me to the presence of someone hiding in the shadows. I grew cautious when nobody challenged me but proceeded as if I wasn’t aware of the hidden threat. The stranger waited until my hand wrapped around the door handle before he stepped into the open behind me and to my left. 
 
    “Keep your hand on the handle and don’t move,” the man instructed. A faint scratch in the dirt alerted me to a second person somewhere to my rear. “Code word,” he demanded. 
 
    “Be-at-triss,” I said, careful to articulate each syllable as the candlemaker had instructed. 
 
    “All right,” a woman’s voice said behind me, “he’s the last one. Let’s get inside.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder and saw the first man putting up his gun. He nodded to me in greeting. My second greeter was a woman I didn’t recognize. She was also slinging a rifle over her shoulder. 
 
    I pulled the door open and found another man standing six yards back from the door with a handgun leveled at me. He lifted the weapon. I looked to my right in response to the crunch of another footstep. There had been a third person in the shadows, quieter than the others, with a shotgun similar to that of the first. 
 
    “Now it’s a party.” I smiled at them. “We should make this short.” 
 
    I walked through the doors, followed closely by the other three. Three more men and women, including Beatrice, waited for us further back in the shadows. 
 
    The front doors opened directly into the main hall, an expensive room that stretched the full length of the building. To my inexperienced eye, it appeared much too large for anything smaller than a sporting event. Streams of moonlight through high skylights and doors at either end alleviated the darkness just enough to avoid tripping over the scattered debris on the floor. Dozens of tables sat scattered about the space, some of which rested on broken legs. 
 
    We formed a loose circle in an open area near the entry doors, far from the center. There was just enough light to discern faces. I sat on the edge of a large round table. 
 
    “Thanks for coming, I guess.” Beatrice posed with her arms folded and her feet set firmly. She held a straight posture and confident demeanor incongruous with her advanced age. “I’m not entirely sure why Sheriff Barber asked us to hold this meeting,” she said. “He was rather coy about his intentions. I assume it has something to do with all of the changes in the Bubble and the violence we’ve been seeing. I’m hoping one of you has more information.” 
 
    I looked at the older woman suspiciously, wondering whether the sheriff had vetted these people as potential allies or expected me to do all the work. 
 
    “He was pretty vague to me, as well,” the other woman, who appeared to be in her early 30s, said. “He only said he was looking for people who aren’t afraid to stand up.” 
 
    “I was told we were here to meet somebody important, someone who could shift the balance of power away from these Corporate goons who seem to be everywhere.” The man who spoke was too young to have fought in the Corporate wars but old enough to have witnessed the struggle to survive since the Fall. He had a determined and competent look about him, exactly the type of individual I needed for the sheriff’s strategy. 
 
    “I think he was referring to me.” I stood away from the table and tipped my hat back to uncover my face as I straightened my shoulders. “My name is—” 
 
    The chunk of a heavy electrical switch being thrown echoed through the room, and bright lights blazed to life overhead. 
 
    “Morgan Campbell,” a deep, angry voice finished my introduction. 
 
    Glass shattered, and three figures crashed through the skylights and landed with heavy beats. Julio, Miles, and Willis formed an evenly spaced arc around our group ten yards into the hall. From the front doors, steel cracked and splintered as the entry doors were ripped away and tossed aside. Freight Train stomped toward us with a menacing stride and stopped about ten yards away. 
 
    Across the small circle from me and behind the younger woman, Ansen Pringle stepped out from a previously shadowed corner. Sheriff Barber stood behind him, his gaze on the floor, refusing to look at us. Even looking away, the bruises and cuts on his face were obvious. 
 
    “Obsidian Agent Morgan Campbell, to be more precise,” Pringle said. 
 
    My ostensible conspirators looked at me in horror and stepped away quickly, fear painting their faces. My mind raced as I tried to understand how I had missed Pringle’s arrival. 
 
    “Don’t fret, Agent. If you’re wondering if I recognize you, the answer is absolutely. The murder hobo beard is quite the disguise, but I will never forget those eyes.” Pringle wore Teledyne body armor and twirled a double-edged combat knife in his right hand. 
 
    Part of me knew this was probably the end of the line. I wouldn’t go down easy, but I didn’t expect to see another sunrise. 
 
    “I was just doing my job.” I removed my hat and flipped it towards Julio. It spun through the air before landing flat and sliding up to his feet. “I really wish you had stayed dead.” I slowly removed the ragged overcoat, revealing my own body armor. I laid my rifle on the table behind me, knowing it would be useless in this type of fight. 
 
    “I could say the same about you, from what the sheriff tells me,” Pringle countered.  
 
    “I don’t suppose we could talk this out?” I took a ready stance and drew my combat knife from a sheath strapped to my thigh. I shifted my feet and tensed my muscles for action.  
 
    Sheriff Barber looked at me briefly and looked away just as quickly. Anguish strained his face and slumped his shoulders. I didn’t want to know what they had done to force him to set this up. The fear in the faces of the other Bubblers told me the sheriff had set them up as well, sacrificial lambs to sell the trap. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Mike,” I said. “I get it. You did what you had to do. It was the right thing. I can’t hold it against you.” 
 
    The sheriff straightened his posture. He met my eyes from behind Pringle. He nodded once. Then he turned away and walked toward the front door, staring straight ahead. 
 
    Freight Train turned his attention to the sheriff as if to stop him. 
 
    “Let him go,” Pringle ordered. “He did what he was told.” 
 
    I faced Pringle again and quietly positioned my left hand near the grip of a throwing knife, a tool I hadn’t used since deep in the war. 
 
    “You don’t have to be afraid of death, Mr. Campbell. I don’t plan on killing you. Well, I don’t plan on killing you yet. More precisely, I will be killing you a lot. I plan on testing the limits of your ability to heal. Eventually, the healing nanites will become exhausted, and they won’t be able to keep repairing you. I’m curious to find out how long it takes.” 
 
    “What about them?” I nodded at the Bubblers who had come to the meet. 
 
    “Haven’t decided,” Pringle answered. “I’ve never been one to waste an opportunity. I think a big public trial before their executions would be the best use of their misfortune.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding. 
 
    “That’s—” 
 
    I dumped my adrenal glands for a burst of speed, pulled the throwing knife, and snapped it at Freight Train with all my strength. The knife hit the center of his forehead with enough force to make his head snap back, and he fell backward onto the concrete. 
 
    “Run!” I yelled at the Bubblers and dashed toward the fallen Con Mod. I kicked Freight Train in the head as he tried to rise, clearing the way to the door for the Bubblers.  
 
    I turned back to face Pringle’s remaining men as they charged after us. I sprinted to intercept Julio before he could reach Beatrice, who trailed behind. I tackled him at the gut and forced a rolling landing then used our momentum to toss him away. I reversed the direction of my roll just in time to evade Terry Miles, who tried to pummel me with a double fisted slam. 
 
    “Get him,” yelled Pringle. 
 
    I bounced to my feet and barely avoided a slashing knife from Ben Willis, frantically wishing Pringle had brought a less experienced operator. Willis followed his knife slash with a surprising shot from a sizable handgun. My armor deflected the shot off my thigh, and I staggered backward. I leaped back several feet to give myself space to balance. Willis followed closely, as I expected. I charged back toward him, ducking low. His momentum was too great to dodge. I exploded upward under his arms and into his torso, stabbing him below the ribs and punching him with my left fist in quick succession. The attack lifted him off the floor and tossed him at Miles and Julio. 
 
    I ran toward the open hall, switched my knife to my left hand, and pulled out my .45. The chances of hitting a Specialist in full combat mode were slim, but I was willing to try anything. 
 
    Pringle bolted at me, gritting his teeth, angling to cut off my retreat. I felt another bullet ricochet off my armor from behind. Pringle was on me before I could think of a further strategy. He hit me with his shoulder and knocked me off balance. I dove into a shoulder roll, barely avoiding a faceplant, then set my feet and sprinted in the other direction, toward the river. 
 
    I only made it a handful of steps before Freight Train cut off my escape like a stone wall. I dodged left, but he swung his huge fist out wide to cut me off. I crossed my arms in front of my chest to block. Combined with my own momentum, the strike drove the air from my lungs. I found myself sliding on my back with the ceiling passing by overhead. 
 
    Another bullet ricocheted off my armor as I sprang back to my feet; this one hurt something. I wildly blocked another punch. Then another. I jumped away, only to be struck again. My world became a blur of movement, and I couldn’t tell who was swinging from where. I fled again and again, trying to keep one opponent in front of me at a time. My gun clattered across the floor out of reach. I used the open space to my advantage, forcing them to pursue me. A knife found its way under my armor, not far from where I had been shot. I took a series of blows to the head and face that rattled my senses. Fighting by instinct, I dodged and blocked, wholly on the defensive, desperate to escape. 
 
    Pringle shouted from somewhere. I faced two with knives, their faces blurry in my vision. I feinted then jumped high and to the side. A crushing grip stopped my flight and smashed me to the ground face first. The world spun as I reflexively blocked a knife aimed at my chest. Pringle sneered in anger and hate as he tried to push the knife past my protective forearms. I couldn’t turn my knife to strike back with all his weight pressed on me. He rose and planted his knee on my chest then lifted the knife high in both hands for a dramatic thrust. The instant the knife reached its highest point, I reversed the hold on my knife and stabbed it into his knee, where it stuck. Pringle screamed, and I used the distraction to push him onto his back. 
 
    I tried to pull the knife out of him but a blur in the corner of my eye forced me to dodge. Willis didn’t pursue but took a protective stance over Pringle. Another gunshot rang out and a searing pain lashed my neck. I fell to my knees but forced myself back to my feet instantly and ran. 
 
    I heard footsteps close behind and leaped to get away. Three bullets hit me in the air. I curled into a ball and bashed through the glass doors like a cannonball, hitting the wooden deck painfully with my shoulder.  
 
    Broken glass cut into my palms when I shifted to put my feet under me. I tried to run. Hands the size of my ego grabbed my shoulders. My right clavicle snapped and the left ground at the joints. I shrieked in pain. My feet left the deck and the universe whirled as Freight Train threw me cartwheeling back over his head. Glass shattered again as I returned to the event hall and took more cuts. 
 
    I flipped onto my back and saw all three Con Mods closing. The backup .45 appeared in my hand. Gritting my teeth against the pain of my broken collar bone, I put two rounds in Freight’s center of mass. He roared his anger and was on me before I could shoot a third time. He ripped the pistol from me and broke it into pieces between his hands with a single, brutal flex. Julio stood at my head and sneered down at me brandishing a knife. I kicked Freight between the legs, then threw him over my head and into Julio when he started to collapse on top of me. Popping joints and tendons warned me of great pain later if I lived. 
 
    Shots pursued me out the door again, and my armor deflected some of them. A bullet hit my right shoulder. It didn’t penetrate, but the force knocked me off balance and blinded me with pain. I could feel myself slowing with every step and lost count of my wounds. I had turned west to follow the river, trying to run faster as heavy steps closed in behind me. 
 
    A large, familiar hand grabbed my collar and stopped me cold, choking me. I stabbed Freight’s inner thigh with my last knife in my left hand, just missing his femoral artery. This guy was as tough as I feared. He yelled in pain. 
 
    “Enough of this,” he growled. 
 
    Freight Train punched me in the back of the head, and my face bounced off the deck. Pain exploded around my eyes and nose, and I could only smell blood. I stabbed his foot and took a kick to the gut in return. I fought to stand, unable to breathe, and run farther. My vision narrowed to a circle with dark edges. 
 
    “Freight,” Pringle yelled from the rear entrance, “wrap him up!” Their approaching footsteps echoed through the deck, deliberate and inexorable, no longer rushed. 
 
    Again, Freight’s big paw closed on my injured shoulder. I lashed out, almost blind, and stabbed him in the throat. His head reared back and yanked the knife from my hand. He slammed me to the deck again. Then again. Fists pummeled my head. Pringle was shouting, but I couldn’t make out the words. Freight held me up with one hand and growled at me with bared teeth. Blood, dark brown in the moonlight, traced a path from a deep cut on his forehead and flowed freely from his neck. He stabbed me in the throat with my own knife. 
 
    The big Con Mod growled something at my face. I assumed it was vulgar. He grabbed me between the legs and squeezed. I tried to scream but only choked on the knife. With one hand on the collar of my armor and the other in my crotch, he heaved me over his head and launched me high into the air at the river. 
 
    I flew in an arc past the deck rail and out over the water. Even with Specialist mods, throwing close to four hundred pounds of Obsidian Agent a hundred and fifty feet was a shocking feat of strength. I saw the world pass under me in the narrow field of my stressed, possibly damaged, vision. 
 
    How had I missed the trap? How long had they been hiding?  
 
    I hit the water headfirst near the river’s center, the deepest channel, and sank. My neck popped painfully when my head hit the river bottom. I flailed weakly but my dense weight dragged me into darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 24: Lunch with Monsters 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princess 
 
    “Are you sure it’s not Morgan’s?” Nicole spoke too quietly for anyone outside the room to hear. “The timing could be coincidence.” 
 
    She stood in the middle of the room I had been assigned while Chelsea measured and pinned the legs for a new pair of hemp denim pants. She had outgrown all of hers in the time we were gone. I watched from an ornate armchair with my legs curled under me as nausea teased my nervous stomach. 
 
    “Not possible. Corporations with bio-mech tech designed their systems to be hostile to those of other companies. They’ll scavenge each other for energy.” 
 
    “That’s why you never worried about Morgan getting you pregnant.” Chelsea paused in her work and looked at me. 
 
    I shrugged, wondering if my attitude was somehow inappropriate, but not willing to discuss it in front of the youngster. 
 
    A knock at the door cut off a comment from Nicole. I waited until the third attempt. 
 
    “Who is it?” I yelled from across the room. 
 
    “It’s Ebbie, P… Miss Pringle.” Pringle had ordered everyone to apply his last name to me, and his faithful had been enforcing the rule. 
 
    “Come in, Ebbie,” I called. He entered, carrying a large, paper wrapped bundle. “Excuse me. If I had known it was you, I wouldn’t have made you wait.” 
 
    “I would happily wait hours to attend the Ladies Pringle.” He layered wry humor over impatience and irritation, which was not directed at us. “A runner arrived to tell us Mr. Pringle is returning from business elsewhere. He has demanded… um, invited you all to lunch. You have about half an hour.” He laid the bundle on the coffee table. “He also asked me to deliver this to the younger Miss Pringle.” He bowed toward Nicole. 
 
    Nicole blushed. Pringle had become overtly insistent she was part of our family, as much his daughter as I was, though we couldn’t pinpoint when he had reached that determination. She was still uncertain about how to feel about it. I hadn’t decided whether his soft spot for Nicole was genuine or a tactic to manipulate me and Scott. Despite his maddening inconsistency when it came to fatherly tendencies, it was the one action that truly tempted me to accept him as my parent. 
 
    “We’ll be down in a few minutes,” I told Ebbie. “Any news we should know before we go down?” 
 
    “Nothing I have time to relate. My apologies.” Ebbie bowed again and left the room. 
 
    “Did he look scared to you guys?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “Even more than usual,” I replied. “The only reason I can think of for a family lunch is to gloat about something we’re going to hate.” 
 
    “I’m done,” Chelsea told Nicole. “Strip and let’s see what the mighty Pringle brought.” 
 
    Nicole unbuttoned the pants and pushed them past her hips to let them pool at her feet. With her right arm all but frozen against her side, even simple tasks were awkward. She stepped out of the circle of fabric. 
 
    I leaned forward and pulled the package closer.  
 
    “I can hardly wait for more people to see me trying to eat one-handed again.” Nicole lifted her arm horizontally and cringed when she couldn’t get beyond a twenty-five-degree angle in any direction. She stood next to me and let me unwrap the bundle. 
 
    “Doctor Felix says it’ll be fine in a few months.” Chelsea retrieved the pants and began folding them neatly. 
 
    From the package I pulled a new pair of boots, stockings, a pale blue blouse, and a long wool skirt and matching short jacket. Nicole cooed as each item emerged. The boots had a low heel and rose to mid-calf, perfect for riding. Holding the skirt to her waist, it stopped about two inches above her knees. The tight weave alternated between Teledyne blue and green in a Scottish tartan pattern of dubious authenticity. 
 
    “They’re all so pretty,” Nicole gushed. 
 
    “They should be.” Chelsea’s wry tone surprised me. She displayed a mark inside the blouse collar. “My mom made them.” 
 
    “That makes it even cooler,” Nicole said. 
 
    Nicole started to undress. Chelsea handed me the blouse and stepped in to help before Nicole grew frustrated by her limited movement. 
 
    “Not sure about the jacket,” I said. 
 
    “Wait until you see it,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    I leaned back in the chair and listened to them banter as Nicole dressed. This would be our first meal together since our return, and I dreaded Pringle’s intentions. Our early spring had been mostly sunny since our return, giving us wet grass heavy with dew and the colors of the earliest blooms. Temperatures were still cold, New Year’s was still months away, and we all knew the sun wouldn’t last, so we tried to enjoy it as much as we could. Yet, we’d been mostly confined to the mansion, only allowed short visits outside under heavy guard. 
 
    Mac was never on those details. Seeing us still treated as prisoners threatened to break his conditioning for good. It was one consolation from our situation. Another was seeing how many of Pringle’s modified goons were too busy watching us to endanger other Bubblers. Unfortunately, roughly half of their total number was still easily enough to impose Pringle’s will on the region. 
 
    A few minutes later, we stared at Nicole in awe and pride as she modeled her new clothes. The short jacket didn’t close in the front, allowing the blouse to be seen and the buttons to serve as accessories. 
 
    “You were right,” I told Chelsea. “I thought having the same pattern top and bottom would be too much, but it works.” 
 
    “It’s the separation at the midriff. It emphasizes her height and waistline and breaks up the pattern. Mom’s a genius.” 
 
    “It looks like a school uniform,” Nicole said, failing in her attempt to mask her pleasure. 
 
    “No, it looks like a business suit inspired by a school uniform,” Chelsea countered. “Very appropriate for your age.” 
 
    “You should wear it to lunch,” I said. “Maybe Pringle will think he’s winning us over.” 
 
    “In that case, we need to do your hair,” Chelsea said firmly. “It’s a mess.” 
 
    Silently, I hoped the image of Nicole wearing the gift outfit would distract Pringle from his derision and contempt toward me, at least for a short time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    At the far side of the formal dining hall, we watched groundskeepers puttering about the yard through the tall windows. Scott had joined us, but Pringle had yet to arrive, and the mansion staff left us alone. The long table had been set.  
 
    After a few minutes waiting, a commotion drew our attention to the entry. Pringle entered first. He tossed a damaged body armor vest to the floor. A bruise purpled his face next to his eye, he stepped gingerly on his right leg, and an irregular dark blotch marred his light gray shirt. 
 
    Nicole gasped. 
 
    “Ansen, what happened?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    Pringle’s answering smile was fierce and delighted. 
 
    Miles and Willis followed him in, then the Con Mods Julio and Freight Train trailed in. Unlike Pringle, they scowled. They all sported torn clothes, bruises, cuts, and more serious injuries. The initial damage must have been ruinous. 
 
    “First things first,” Pringle said and walked up to Nicole. “You look lovely, sweetheart. Happy birthday.” He looked down at himself then shrugged in regret. “Maybe not the best time for a hug. Sit, sit. I’m starving.” He turned away and waved at the waiting table. 
 
    While the others shuffled to take their places, Nicole looked at him in shock and confusion. She rolled her eyes to the ceiling and counted on her fingers. 
 
    “Damn, he’s right,” Nicole said. “It is my birthday. I’m thirteen years old today.” She touched Pringle’s arm with her good hand. “You remembered.” Her voice cracked. 
 
    “A man remembers the important dates.” He smiled gently and touched her chin. 
 
    I felt a small stab of guilt, quickly washed away by white hot anger I silently fought to suppress. We never would have forgotten about Nicole’s first birthday with us if we hadn’t been so completely distracted by our imprisonment. I moved stiffly to the table and found the only seat left was next to Pringle and across from Nicole. Chelsea sat between the birthday girl and Scott, which left me with Ben Willis on my other side. 
 
    The mansion staff began delivering plated food as soon as I settled into my seat. I picked at the food, some sort of pot pie. 
 
    “To answer your questions,” Pringle began, “our injuries are testament to how dangerous an Obsidian Agent can be.” I dropped my fork and looked up at him. He met my gaze without flinching. “That threat has now been removed.” 
 
    “Morgan?” Nicole’s voice shook. 
 
    Chelsea and Scott watched Pringle cautiously. The angle of their arms implied they held hands under the table. 
 
    “Yes, Morgan,” Pringle said. He stuffed a forkful of shredded meat into his mouth. “Morgan Campbell, according to Sheriff Barber. Former sheriff. The man who almost cut me in half with a little M7 when I could have been rescuing my children from Crescent City.” 
 
    Holding back the thought of Morgan dying, I looked at Scott. Morgan had told us the story in minute detail. He had blamed Pringle’s death on the man’s own bravado, and he wasn’t wholly wrong. Life for us would have been very different if Pringle hadn’t been so quick on the trigger. Scott looked back at me, his emotions concealed as always.  
 
    “Where is he?” My voice came out little above a whisper. “What did you do with him?” 
 
    “Freight threw him into the river.” Pringle shrugged, speaking around a mouthful. “There wasn’t much left, and he had a knife in his throat, so I don’t think he’ll pull through. I am, frankly, a bit annoyed. I was looking forward to punishing him for a long time.” 
 
    “Not every day you get to kill the man who killed you and stole your kids,” Ben Willis said with a wicked chuckle. 
 
    “Oh, killing me wasn’t that important,” Pringle countered. “He was just doing his job. And rescuing the kids was noble, to some extent.” He paused for effect. “Screwing my daughter, now, that’s another matter entirely. Unforgivable. Especially since he’s a good thirty years older than she is, not that you could tell by looking at him.” 
 
    Julio cackled while Freight Train started to choke on his lunch, which made the Specialists laugh harder. 
 
    “Don’t.” Scott’s face was tense and his voice grim. 
 
    Every muscle in my body tensed with the effort of not attacking Pringle or Willis. 
 
    “You stink,” Nicole said quietly without looking up from her plate, which was almost empty. “All of you.” 
 
    The table fell silent. Nicole chewed another bite as everyone watched. She looked up and blushed, suddenly realizing she was the center of attention. 
 
    “You need showers,” she said then looked back down and stabbed a last bite. 
 
    Nervous chuckles circled the table. 
 
    She was right, but I had bigger things on my mind than the stench of sweat and blood. 
 
    “That reminds me,” Pringle said. His plate was already empty, as well. “Ebbie—” he waved the manager over from where he stood at the entrance to the dining room “—I need more soap in my room. I’m surprised it hasn’t been replaced yet. Disappointing.” 
 
    “Yes, our supply is almost exhausted.” Ebbie walked over to stand behind me and bowed in his disarming manner. “Unfortunately, our supplier has failed to keep up with demands. I’ve been receiving complaints from many of her other customers. Her product is unequalled, and we are all loath to accept a lesser.” 
 
    Pringle opened his mouth to speak but stopped and looked at me. I met his eyes for only a moment before his empty plate distracted me. An idea began to form. Down the table, servers were refilling the plates for the Con Mods and Specs. I tranced on the nascent idea and teased it to fruition within a few seconds. When I looked up again, Scott squinted at me, letting me know he was ready to help. 
 
    “Ebbie, dear.” I never called Ebbie “dear.” “If you get any more complaints from my customers, apologize for me.” I decided that if Ebbie didn’t get the subtext of my message, I would clarify it later, but I hoped he would understand and get the ball rolling sooner. “But do say it your way, you’re good at that kind of thing. I would hate to see all those people starve—” I emphasized the word and looked down the table “—for soap while Mr. Pringle decides whether he can trust me to return to work.” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Pringle.” His bland tone encouraged me to be clearer in my hidden message. He took two steps to my left so it would be easier for me to see him. 
 
    “We’re so spoiled in the Bubble.” I tapped my plate with a fingertip where Ebbie would see it but too lightly to make a sound. “People get used to producers like me being able to supply what they want. We tend to forget how much work it takes or how easy it is for supplies to get interrupted. I’ve noticed our new arrivals are also getting used to it.” 
 
    Ebbie suppressed a smile by crimping his lips tightly and bowing longer than necessary. 
 
    “As you say, Princess,” Ebbie replied after taking a deep breath to calm himself. 
 
    “I can give you the names of customers who might have some extra you can buy off them,” I suggested. “Tell them I’ll give them a good deal if they cooperate when I restart production.” 
 
    “Oh, I greatly appreciate that.” Ebbie bowed again and left the room, signaling the staff to follow him out. 
 
    “Which river?” I put my hands in my lap and looked at Pringle. 
 
    “I don’t know, the sandy one.” He waved a hand vaguely to the south. “Will you stop acting like a child and eat?” 
 
    I wanted to rage at him about killing Morgan, but the truth was my nanites were already hard at work keeping my emotions balanced. It would take a moment to muster enough anger for a convincing rant. I had already been without my Agent for months. As much as I missed him, I was accustomed to the feeling. It had been less than a month since I had expected never to see him again. 
 
    “I’m not being childish.” I hated the blush I couldn’t stop. “I’m being pregnant,” I admitted. “It’s been a rough morning.” 
 
    At least Pringle looked slightly abashed. 
 
    “Should we get Mac in here so you can kick his ass?” Julio asked. 
 
    I wasn’t embarrassed about Mac, but my blush deepened anyway. 
 
    “So, it was the Eel River?” I prompted. 
 
    “I guess, I didn’t see much of it. Just the section between the ocean and that Barn place.” 
 
    “Yes, it was the Eel River,” Willis said. “The boss tends to leave the logistics to us.” 
 
    I nodded to acknowledge his help. 
 
    “You said something about Sheriff Barber,” I said to Pringle. “Is that how you found out about Morgan?” 
 
    “He gave us his name, what he was, and even helped set up the ambush.” Pringle smirked with his smug response. 
 
    “Squealed like a pig,” Julio said. “Did exactly what he was told. Even set up some other traitors with him.” 
 
    Scott tensed, causing enough movement for everyone to notice. 
 
    “Did you hurt him?” I directed the question at Pringle and ignored the others. 
 
    “Just enough to get his attention,” Pringle replied. “Threatening his deputies and civilians was far more effective.” 
 
    “What did you guys burn?” Nicole asked abruptly. “You didn’t say anything about a fire, but I can smell ash all over you.” 
 
    I hadn’t noticed that specific odor until she mentioned it. Scott and Chelsea both nodded their agreement. The goons remained quiet, but a smile teased Julio’s lips. We all looked at Pringle for an answer. 
 
    “Ferndale.” The word hung in the air. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nicole asked. 
 
    “The town?” I said at the same time. 
 
    “Not all of it. Most of downtown.” 
 
    I was standing before I knew it, and my chair skittered across the floor behind me. I trembled with anger and knew no amount of reasoning would stop me from acting out this time. 
 
    “They harbored traitors,” Pringle said, the soul of reason. 
 
    “And they let that prick, Morgan, kill two of my boys.” Julio had pushed himself away from the table a few inches, ready to move. 
 
    “The stables?” Nicole was almost crying with the rage she held back. 
 
    “Lynn?” Chelsea added, her voice thick with fear. 
 
    Pringle looked past me at Willis. 
 
    “The whole street,” Willis responded with no emotion. “Don’t know about any Lynn.” 
 
    My plate, still half-filled with food, hit Pringle in the face and rocked him backward in his chair. Blood splattered. I charged after the plate, reaching for Pringle’s throat with both hands and screeching. Thick hands clamped down on my hips like a steel vice, trying to stop me, but I dragged the heavy weight with me. 
 
    The instant I was past the table edge, Scott kicked it with a wordless shout. The table smashed into Freight Train, Julio, and Willis, forcing the last to release me. 
 
    I landed awkwardly on Pringle, who was still seated in his chair, though lying on his back. My hands wrapped around his throat, and I squeezed with all my strength. I lost track of everything but trying to kill him. He tried to slide his fingers between my claws and his neck. His nose was smashed bloody, and he gasped for air through his mouth. Hands pulled at me, and voices shouted as I fought against the immense power of those long fingers. 
 
    Something hit my right shoulder and sent me rolling across the room. My momentum was stopped painfully by the wainscoting on the far wall. I twisted to get my feet under me but stopped at seeing three large bodies take up position between me and my prey. With my focus solely on Pringle, their faces blurred in my perception. Pringle coughed for breath behind them, while two others helped him roll off his chair and onto his side. 
 
    Two yards to my right, Julio lay in an unmoving heap, while Freight sat next to him, shaking his head. Across the room, Scott stood guard in front of Chelsea, who cowered against the wall. Terry Miles was curled in a ball at Scott’s feet. Bauman and Ramone faced my brother, who looked ready for both of them. 
 
    Pringle rose to his knees at last, leaning on one hand and rubbing his throat with the other. I flexed to charge again, but the men facing me shifted their feet and readied to catch me. 
 
    “Stop,” Pringle croaked into the silence, and he coughed again. “Enough.” Every head in the room turned to look at the boss. 
 
    I dumped my adrenaline and charged, bursting through the larger gap between the men watching me before they could react and knocking them off balance. I ducked low and hit Chet Biggs square in the back with my shoulder where he squatted next to the target, grabbed his ass in both hands, and heaved him headfirst into Sam Krueger on Pringle’s other side. Their colliding skulls might have cracked an atom. 
 
    With the downstroke from tossing the brute, I brought my left fist down on the back of Pringle’s head, not wasting an inch of movement. His face slapped the hardwood. I grabbed his filthy hair and yanked his head back. 
 
    A massive hand clamped onto my biceps before I could hook my arm around Pringle’s neck. An equally meaty arm slid around my waist and pulled me into the air. I recognized Mac’s voice in the grunt of effort. 
 
    “NO!” I vaguely noted the clump of light brown hair in my clenched fist. “Let me go. Let me kill him.” 
 
    I thrashed, demanding my release, and caught Mac in the head with an elbow. I almost got loose, but more hands joined the effort. Where was Scott? Mac pinned my arms to my sides, and someone else held my ankles. Finally, a third man wrapped his arms around my thighs. They held me horizontally. I tried to hit Mac with the back of my head and cried angry tears. 
 
    Being carried out felt like flying. Staff members ran to hide when we approached. 
 
    “Maybe we should just knock her out,” one of my porters said. 
 
    “No! Take me back. Let me go!” I tried to wiggle my way free, but they held firm. I was floating up the stairs. 
 
    “Maybe you missed the part where we tried that,” Mac said with a growl. “She didn’t even notice.” 
 
    “Mac, you have to let me go. I know you love me; you have to.” 
 
    “Not a word.” Mac’s voice was clearly directed at the others. 
 
    I whipped my body as hard as I could when we reached the door to my prison bedroom. No use. Fighting hard to hold my legs still, one of them turned the handle and pushed open the door. 
 
    “No, let me go! Mac, please, you have to let me go!” 
 
    “When I say,” the Spec instructed the others, “let her go and leave. Close the door behind you. I’ll handle this.” 
 
    Inside the room, I continued to fight, but I couldn’t continue to marshal more useless resistance. 
 
    “Okay, put her feet close to the floor.”  
 
    The angle of my body changed. Mac shifted his arms, taking an even firmer hold on me. 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    The two others released my legs, and my feet fell to the carpet. Mac held me upright until I steadied my own weight. 
 
    “Shhhh,” he hissed as soon as the doors closed. “I’m sorry, Princess.” 
 
    “Why won’t you let me kill him? He needs to die.” 
 
    “You know I can’t.” His arms loosened their brutal hold but remained in place. 
 
    “You don’t understand.” I twisted around in his arms and buried my face in his chest. “He’s ruined everything. He’s going to get us all killed. Don’t you see it?” I tapped his chest with my fist for emphasis. “If he doesn’t drive the Bubblers to kill us, he’s going to start another war. There’ll be more nukes, and we’ll be right back where we started.” 
 
    I sniffled and wiped my nose on his lapel. Was there anything more out of place in this Fallen World than the stupid business suits Pringle insisted on? 
 
    “Where have you been, anyway?” 
 
    “Not far, but the boss won’t let me get any closer.” I felt more than saw his helpless shrug. 
 
    “You couldn’t pass me a note?” I leaned the side of my face against his white shirt and felt his warmth, heard his heart. Something about Mac put the Special in Specialist, but he still wasn’t my Agent. I fought back real tears as I breathed in his familiar scent. 
 
    “No way to sneak that past the others.” 
 
    “Just tell Ebbie. He’ll get me the message.” I leaned back and looked up at him. “You don’t actually have to write a note.” I finally pushed away from him. “Now, leave me alone.” 
 
    He looked at me intently for a few seconds before nodding, then he left, closing the door behind him.  
 
    I found the sideboard with the pitcher of water and glasses kept ready at all times. I drank a full glass, spilling a good portion down my front. I kicked off my shoes and settled into my chair with a refilled glass, folding my feet under me. 
 
    Only two deep breaths later, every muscle started to shake. I hugged myself tight, eyes closed, shivering harder, face growing wet. The physical reaction to the end of the adrenaline rush was only background to layers of anguish stabbing deep. 
 
    Amid all the violence I had experienced since my birthday, only once had I so completely lost control. Even then, slaughtering cannibals at feast had left only blurry memories. My attack on Pringle was the most intense focus I had ever experienced. I could still see the blood vessels in the whites of Pringle’s eyes and hear the rasp of him trying to breathe. 
 
    I’d almost had him. 
 
    But the short-lived triumph couldn’t offset utter failure. I spent months helpless in his custody and had been bundled off to my room when I finally let loose. This had probably been my last chance to save the Bubble from Pringle. My rant to Mac was no exaggeration. Pringle had killed Morgan, tortured Mikey, and burned Ferndale. He was using straight violence to subvert every asset to his will. He was going to destroy everything lovable about the Bubble. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 25: Shelter 
 
      
 
      
 
    Scott 
 
    Mac and the two Con Mods carried Princess from the dining room, headfirst, like a battering ram. She still fought. Ken Bauman and Ramone kept me in check. It was hard to tell if they were angry or scared. They certainly drew the short straw here. Preventing me from helping my sister didn’t mean they would live through the experience. Terry lying at my feet wasn’t giving them any confidence. 
 
    Off to my right, Dad sat up, exploding with brutal, hacking coughs. Biggs and Kreuger were still trying to separate from each other, decidedly unstable. Ben Willis bent over Dad, trying to stop the blood gushing from his crushed nose without suffocating him. Dad would be fine, eventually, probably sooner than I would like. 
 
    The only thing keeping me from killing or crippling Bauman and Ramone was the loudest sound in my ears—Chelsea whimpering in fear. She crouched on the floor behind me, holding her hands over her head in a futile gesture to protect herself. I couldn’t step away from her now. 
 
    “Come on, Chelsea,” I said in my coldest tone. “I’m taking you somewhere safe.” 
 
    “I can’t—” 
 
    I rested my foot on Terry’s head. Ken’s mouth snapped shut. My jaw shook as I stared back. 
 
    “I’m taking her somewhere safe.” I spoke slowly and pressed my foot harder with each syllable. “Don’t. Follow.” I hadn’t intended to growl. 
 
    The two men exchanged looks. I pointed to where Freight was trying to rouse Julio. I hadn’t even seen what had happened there. 
 
    “Go help your friends.” 
 
    I glanced back at Chelsea. She was still crouched on the ground, but now held her growing stomach, trying to control her breathing. 
 
    The men squaring off with me looked less certain by the second. It was an easy calculation; Terry would die before they could lay a hand on me, and they didn’t have any more support in the room.  
 
    “Come on, man.” Ramone motioned with his head. “We can’t let him kill Terry. The old man will understand.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Ken said. “This isn’t a fight we need, anyway.” He took a step back and nodded toward the exit. “Go take care of your girl. You know he’ll send us after you.” 
 
    “No need. I’ll come back. I can’t leave Princess and Nic here.” I waited for them to step back further, then turned away and picked Chelsea up from the floor. She was still curled in a ball and rested her head on my shoulder. 
 
    “Scott,” Ken said as I walked away, “take care of yourself too, kid.” 
 
    I nodded my thanks and kept going. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I knocked on the door, and alarms scared a flock of black birds from the nearby fields. Panicked shouting echoed faintly inside. Footsteps on the roof were followed by the distinctive clack of the charging handle of an old Ma Deuce. Admirable response time, but it seemed excessive for a simple knock on the door. 
 
    I knocked again. 
 
    The shouting inside died, and the alarms fell silent. The defenders were listening for threats. 
 
    Almost a full minute passed before the heavy steel entry door clicked and snicked as the locks were released. Dale Rosford threw the door open and directed an angry scowl at me. 
 
    “What the hell, Scott?” 
 
    “Sorry, I know it’s late. I thought you’d still be open.” 
 
    “Late? I don’t care about late.” Even angry, Dale’s baritone had a soothing quality to it. “How the hell did you get here?” 
 
    “I walked… Oh, you mean the defenses.” I shrugged. “Those are really solid. Good job. Can I come in?” 
 
    “Of course, you can come in. Get your ass in here and tell me how you got through all that.” He stood back and waved me inside, still upset. “You didn’t damage anything did you?” 
 
    “Nah, I’m just good at sneaking around.” 
 
    The reception area of Dale’s gun shop hadn’t changed much in ten years, other than looking more worn. The shop itself was another matter. Dale had been the primary beneficiary of my first trip outside the Bubble with Morgan and Princess. Guilt and pain crowded my heart as I thought about the man who had become, against all reason, a true friend and almost a brother. 
 
    I sat in a worn but sturdy leather chair. The reception area was as good a place to talk as any. 
 
    “I’ll confess, I never thought I’d be so happy to see your emotionless mug.” Dale leaned on a rifle barrel I hadn’t noticed before. “Did you hear what happened to Ferndale?” 
 
    “I saw the smoke from the 101. I doubt the fires are all out.” I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees. “Smart of you to go on high alert. I hid Chelsea with a friend. Pringle won’t find her there.” 
 
    “You call him Pringle now?” 
 
    “He’s crossed too many lines,” I said, nodding. I paused to work up the courage to tell him the rest. “He killed Morgan. Him and four of his men did, anyway. Morg fucked them up pretty good, at least.” 
 
    Dale set the rifle aside and sat next to me. He clasped the back of my neck gently. The number of people who felt safe enough to touch me without asking first was small but seemed to be growing. 
 
    “I have to go back, just need to take care of a few things first. He still has Princess and Nic at the mansion.” I could barely hear my own voice. “I don’t know where Ladycat is or the sheriff. I was hoping to find them here.” 
 
    “The sheriff hasn’t showed up, but my people are keeping their eyes open. Ladycat has been spotted here and in Ferndale.” 
 
    “I could have sworn I heard her roaring back in Eureka. But it’s always hard to tell direction with her.” 
 
    “How did you get away?” 
 
    “Princess made a scene.” I told him about the fight at lunch. He laughed when I described Princess being hauled away. 
 
    “Poor thing,” he said. “It’s not funny, but…” He couldn’t resist a new bout of laughter. “That’s a story you’ll be telling for years.” 
 
    I smiled weakly. Leave it to Dale to think of a bright side. I could only hope she would tolerate the situation without me for the time being and keep Nicole out of trouble. 
 
    “I want to take some people in the MRAP over to Ferndale to check out the damage and see what they need from us.” 
 
    “I’ll join you.” I looked up toward the shop behind the counter. “I want to see this for myself.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    All eight of us gasped as we crested the Fernbridge. Across the carpet of farmland occupying the Eel River flood plain, columns of smoke rose by the dozens and collected in a thick sheet of clouds that obscured the late afternoon sun. Splinters of orange light peaked out from among the charred remains of downtown. 
 
    “Hold on,” Dale said, and the rig raced forward with a diesel engine roar. 
 
    “Pringle wasn’t exaggerating,” I said as we reached the outskirts of town. Every building along the road was a smoking debris pile. Homes, businesses, and even an outhouse had been targeted. Structures further off the road had been bypassed. “I need to see the stables.” 
 
    Deeper into town, some buildings along Main Street had survived, but most were burned to the foundations. Residents along the sidewalks looked up as we passed. Many held buckets and other tools. Others sat and cried. Soot-smudged and lethargic with fatigue, a wide range of expressions looked back at us. Some of the lost buildings had been two centuries old. 
 
    I thought of Chelsea and the baby, Kelly and her baby. I had a hard time picturing my kid sister as a mother, but it was only natural. Couldn’t say I was fond of its father. I had to fight down my anger again at the thought of Morgan. If anyone could handle the situation, it was Princess. I smirked, turning my head so the others wouldn’t see—if Pringle thought Kelly was difficult now, what would he think when she was raising a child? 
 
    We found a large gathering at the end of town, only a block from the stables. Dale slammed the brakes, ejecting the rest of us from our seats. I thought briefly of how proud Mom would have been when the seatbelt snapped tight against my shoulder. The clatter behind us announced the others had been less prepared. Dale’s eyes looked above the crowd, and horror pained his face. 
 
    Two bodies hung by their necks from light poles on the last corner of town. Their faces were too distorted by grime and death to identify. The woman had been stripped; the man had been stripped and flayed. Years of keeping my emotions under tight rein won over the urge to puke. Someone in the back wasn’t so disciplined. 
 
    A handful of residents stopped what they were doing and gathered to meet us when we descended from the rig. Dale merely pointed at the bodies as we approached the tired crew. 
 
    “Deputies,” a man in the front answered. He waved to the blocks near us. “They wouldn’t even let us fight the fire here, made us let it burn. Took us all day to get this far.” 
 
    “What do you need?” Dale asked. 
 
    The man looked at me. “We could use help bringing down the deputies and searching for survivors.” 
 
    “Has anyone seen Lynn Guthrie?” I asked. “She would have been at the stables this morning when it all started.” 
 
    Everyone in the group shook their heads. 
 
    “She’s not among the dead,” the leader said. “We still have a lot of work to do before sunset. They cut the main power line, too.” 
 
    “Why don’t the rest of you get to work,” Dale said. “I’m going to round up more help.” 
 
    The sound of the MRAP receded as I walked over to the lampposts. With a knife in one hand, I jumped and wrapped my free arm around the first body. I severed the leather cord that served as a rope. It was easier than it looked. I landed with the body cradled in my arms. After repeating the process with the second deputy, I laid the two bodies together on the sidewalk. One local was quick to cover them with cloths. 
 
    I immediately headed to the stable remains. The clatter of boards being moved and shouts among the searchers filled the block with the general bustle of people clinging desperately to hope through effort. Not a single board of the stable remained vertical. I could see the remains of horses buried in the collapsed boards, which were mostly burned to carbon. Flesh had burned away to reveal bones, some barely discernible among the ashes. 
 
    The sound of something in the rubble falling or shifting triggered a depressing sense of finality. Another shift made me shake my head to myself. 
 
    Then I realized I was being stupid. 
 
    “Hey,” I shouted to nobody in particular. “Be quiet a minute!” 
 
    The bustle around me settled slightly. I closed my eyes to focus on listening. 
 
    “Hush!” I yelled and focused harder, which was quickly followed by people shushing each other.  
 
    I slowed my breathing as though preparing for a long-range shot. I could hear boards rubbing together slowly as they still settled, the tiny, charred bits crumbling to dust. Somewhere, fire still licked at mostly spent wood. There was something below it all. Something… A hiss… No, a breath, so faint it could have been my imagination. 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked over the rubble, remembering the stable layout. I walked around the perimeter slowly, still listening, careful with every step. In the far rear corner rested a pile of boards less burned than the rest. I smiled in relief. Through layers of haphazard boards, I could see sheet metal, rusty but still holding together—a water trough turned upside down. 
 
    Grunting with effort, I cleared the trough with a single push. It was badly dented with broken seams and other holes from the beating. I flipped the trough over and found Lynn curled tightly inside. I imagined her diving into the trough to save herself from the flames and waiting until the last minute to overturn it as a shield from falling boards. Her clothes were burned and her hair singed. Her skin was blackened, and I fervently hoped it was just ash. I tried to wake her without success. Her breathing was shallow, and her pulse fluttered. Her hiding spot might have saved her from burning, but it couldn’t block the smoke. Of course, the smoke would have risen away from her, mostly. 
 
    I picked her up, still wrapped in a ball, very like how I had carried Chelsea earlier. 
 
    “Found her!” I raced back to Main Street. “I need a doctor.” 
 
    A trio of anxious people collapsed on us and directed me where to put Lynn. 
 
    “She’s bad,” the apparent leader said, applying a stethoscope to the patient’s back. “I don’t know if we can save her, but we’ll do all we can.” 
 
    “Send for Doctor Felix,” I suggested. The woman gave me a skeptical look but nodded after a few seconds. 
 
    “I’m going to look for other survivors.” I left them to their work. 
 
    Lynn had been Chelsea’s friend since childhood, starting when she had worked as a babysitter for Chelsea’s parents. Caring for our horses had been a dream job for Lynn. Such a murder couldn’t be more pointless, and Chelsea would be devastated if they couldn’t save her. 
 
    The searchers changed their strategy to make use of my enhanced senses. Instead of searching randomly, the whole group of thirty or so people followed me around then sprang into action when I found someone. Together, we found six more people, including a boy of seven who hid in a basement with his four-year-old sister. 
 
    Sometime during the search, Dale returned with more help, followed soon by a train of others trucking in as much as they could in the way of food and supplies. 
 
    With only an hour of daylight left, I returned to the section of Main Street that had become the control center for the rescue effort. I joined Dale in conferring with a group of leaders and workers. Rain clouds gathered in the western sky just as the firefighters confirmed the last blazes had been extinguished. Bubble weather never failed to disappoint. 
 
    “Your friend is stable,” one medic told me with a greeting nod. “We still don’t know if she’ll live through the week, but she’s fighting. We sent a message to Dr. Felix.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. “I guess that’s all we can ask at the moment.” 
 
    “We have four others in the same boat, including that little girl you found.” The woman hesitated. “Did you hear their parents died?” 
 
    I shook my head sadly. 
 
    “You headed back to the mansion, then?” Dale asked. 
 
    “I have one more errand to run, first,” I said.  
 
    “When will we see you again?” 
 
    “Not too long, hopefully. If Pringle or Riekhoff moves on Fortuna and the shop, I’ll try to be there.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Riekhoff lived in a ranch style home with a deep front yard on a large lot in the northeast section of Eureka near the official city limits. I’d never been inside, but I’d followed more than one troublemaker to his door over the years. He had converted his two-car garage into his personal stable, a common adjustment after the Fall—until horses became more important as food than tractors or transport. At least his pride would never allow him to give Prince anything less than the best. 
 
    I made the trip at a run in just over half an hour and found the house dark and empty. The man didn’t have a family, a fact that made him suspect in the eyes of many. I sat on the steps of his raised front porch to wait. It might be a waste of time if he wasn’t coming home that night, so I decided not to wait too long. 
 
    Most houses nearby were just as empty as Riekhoff’s, making for a quiet place, especially as the sun hid behind the growing mountains of storm clouds. The rising wind brought the scent of tentative new growth and the sound of small animals shuffling through the bushes and brush. 
 
    Images from the day paraded through my mind on a loop, and I had to concentrate to limit the anger they stirred. I had resisted the impulse to search for Morgan’s body, but my imagination filled in what I hadn’t seen for myself. Part of me wished Princess had succeeded, while the other part rejoiced that she hadn’t. Indecision wasn’t something I tolerated in myself, so the split opinion made for strange company. 
 
    Slow hoofbeats alerted me to Riekhoff’s approach. Prince’s head hung low with fatigue, stirring the anger in me again. But Riekhoff looked no better. I rose and walked to the end of the driveway, moving leisurely so as not to spook the big charger. 
 
    “I came to get my horse.” 
 
    Riekhoff’s head jerked up in surprise. 
 
    Prince’s head came up just as abruptly. He neighed and nodded in deep sweeps of his head. He stepped toward me, but Riekhoff heaved back on the reins to stop him. The man looked around in an exaggerated gesture as if searching for something. 
 
    “I don’t see your sister anywhere,” Riekhoff said. “I thought you let her start your fights for you. I didn’t think you actually cared. She enjoyed the public drama, but you never said anything about it.” 
 
    I smiled as Prince fought his control. I scratched my head in mock confusion. 
 
    “You new here? I never make a public fuss.” I paused to let him consider. “About anything. Maybe you’ve heard?”  
 
    Riekhoff started to nod in agreement until recognition dawned. He paled, and his breathing grew shallow. His knuckles turned white. 
 
    “You’re not a target,” I said after letting his fear rampage for a few seconds. His shoulders hunched in relief. “I’ll let you surrender the horse peacefully. He obviously likes me better, anyway.” 
 
    Riekhoff slid off the horse, every line of his posture dull and weary. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    “How the fuck would I be okay?” After the fear I’d seen only seconds ago, his bitter fury surprised me. “Twenty-five dead in Ferndale! Ten more who might not make it.” 
 
    I took Prince’s reins gently. Riekhoff stomped toward his house. 
 
    “I know what you people think of me.” He stopped and turned halfway toward me. “Fuck you and your judgment. It’s my job to keep people safe, not slaughter them. You think I condone that shit?” He waved his arm in the general direction of Ferndale. “I don’t care if you agree with my motives. I don’t care if you agree with my methods. I admit I don’t have a problem using force and intimidation to get my way, but that… You of all people should know force is the only legitimate power in this Fallen World.” 
 
    He stood silent. I allowed him to collect his thoughts. 
 
    “You can’t rule over dead people,” he continued quietly. “You can’t build with charred wood. Dead girls don’t—” 
 
    “I get the picture.” 
 
    “I never liked the sheriff or his council, never liked authority.” He finally looked up at me. “I helped the Bubble, too. A lot of people did. Sheriff got all the credit. I have friends, too. You may not like them, but they’re still my friends. We helped. I spent weeks swinging a pick and shovel to help build the fuel plant, along with hundreds of other volunteers. We’re as much Bubbleheads as anyone, not a bunch of outsiders like you and your sister make us out to be. Like your father and his guys.” 
 
    He looked lost in his anger and frustration. 
 
    “If it helps,” I said, “your anger for them just raised my esteem for you immeasurably.” Riekhoff looked at me skeptically. “Do your job. Get your friends and go to Ferndale.” He nodded slowly, and I held Prince’s reins out to him. “Bring him back to me when you get another mount. He’s an idiot but I like him.” 
 
    I left him looking at the reins in confusion and arrived at the mansion as the last patches of sky darkened to purple amid approaching storm clouds. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Your father wants to see you in the lounge upstairs,” Bauman said by way of greeting at the front gate. “Princess is in lockdown in her room, so don’t bother.” 
 
    I nodded and walked past him. Ramone watched me from the porch by the front door, and Miles watched from across the lawn. The latter had already healed. 
 
    Ramone followed me inside. The attack had spooked them.  
 
    I found Pringle in his favorite armchair. His nose was back in place but swollen to twice its normal size. Dark bruising surrounded his eyes and nose and ran down his cheeks and almost back to his ears. His breathing through his mouth was pronounced and obvious. The most conspicuous sign of his distress was the simple short-sleeved shirt and loose pants he wore. His nanites still had a lot of work ahead to address the injuries Princess and Morgan had inflicted. A plate full of food rested on a folding tray at his elbow.  
 
    Biggs stood only a few feet to Pringle’s right, and Krueger stood at the door. They were definitely spooked. 
 
    “I told you she was fast,” I said. Pringle didn’t deserve any more of a greeting. 
 
    “Didn’t even see her move,” Pringle admitted, his voice like sandpaper on sheet metal. “Faster than her Agent boyfriend.” 
 
    “Faster than any Agent I ever met,” Biggs said. 
 
    “All the enhanced muscle with half the mass.” Pringle shrugged. “Add in that firecracker temper, and she’s a handful. Of course, we have to give credit to her big brother always backing her up.” 
 
    I shrugged, unrepentant, and sat in an empty chair across the room. 
 
    “You’ve lost her for good,” I said. “Now what?” 
 
    Pringle shook his head and wouldn’t look at me, gazing at the floor instead. 
 
    “Depends on her,” Pringle said with a long sigh. “I’ll speak to her after she’s calmed down. This can’t be war between us. There’s too much at stake. We need to come to a truce.” 
 
    “Killing Morgan and burning Ferndale is a lousy way to make a truce.” 
 
    “He was a danger to everyone.” 
 
    “Twenty-five dead in Ferndale,” I countered. “Our friend is alive for now, but it’s not looking good.” 
 
    Pringle looked at me and pushed himself deeper into his chair. He knew I was testing him, probing his responses, judging him. The intensity of his eyes told me he was still committed to his course. Losing support from me wouldn’t stop him. I looked at the Specs and Ramone and wondered what it would take for him to lose their support. Apparently, burning a town wasn’t enough. 
 
    “How is Nicole?” Pringle asked. “She must have been rattled. I hope she wasn’t hurt.” 
 
    Maybe Princess was right about the man being insane. How else could he show so much concern while refusing to recognize his own actions endangered us?  
 
    “How would I know?” I responded. 
 
    “She’s not in the mansion,” Biggs answered. “We thought she was with you.” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Where is she, then?” Pringle demanded of the room at large. “Where is my daughter?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 26: Happy Birthday 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nicole 
 
    As soon as Scott lifted his foot, I knew what he was going to do. I held my arm tight against my side and added my strength to his when he kicked the table. Princess was trying to kill Pringle. I stepped back. No way I was getting in the way of big sis with that wild look. 
 
    A rush of energy spiked through me. Pringle’s men just now realized they hadn’t put anyone close enough to Princess. Big mistake. 
 
    Scott pushed Chelsea behind him, then attacked Miles. I rushed in and moved mini-mom all the way back to the wall. Even pregnant, it was like picking up a little kid. 
 
    Shouts for help echoed through the whole mansion. 
 
    Damn, I loved watching Scott fight. Miles was shorter but really strong and super well trained. I sparred with Scott for months. He was smart and controlled, always thinking. Worse, he never lost his temper, unlike Princess and his adopted sister, so you couldn’t rattle him. Miles was good, but he wasn’t going to last long against my favorite assassin. 
 
    I heard shouts and charging footsteps coming. 
 
    Julio and Freight Train were on their asses under the broken table. Willis had been knocked clear across the room and hit the wall. Still sitting in the shattered wood of their chairs, the cons pushed the table off them and targeted Princess. 
 
    I saw my chance. All the augmented assholes would be filling the room any second, not patrolling outside—and nobody was paying attention to the birthday girl. 
 
    I dodged behind Scott then sprinted for the back door. Julio and Freight Train were between me and that door. Julio was standing, his eyes fixed on Princess. Freight Train was a little slower to recover. I jumped high and drove my knee into the side of Julio’s head at full speed. His head whipped back at an awkward angle with a loud crack, and he collapsed. 
 
    Slowed by the impact, I landed just past the mess, turned to my right, and punched Freight in the head as hard as I could before he could finish standing. I kneed him in the temple as he fell face first without ever looking my way. I hit him twice more, knowing his thick skull would survive.  
 
    I raced past Willis, who was running back toward Princess, and out the door. I closed it just as a herd of footsteps rumbled into the dining room from the front. Crouching below the windowsills, I scampered along the porch and around to the front door. Not a jailer in sight. 
 
    A trio of saddled horses waited on the street tied to convenient hitching posts. The goons had monopolized the supply of horses in the Bubble, and it was common to see a few outside the mansion. It was easy to pick the best one since I had handled every horse in the Bubble. He was a seven-year-old mixed breed Morgan (no relation), mahogany bay with a small star.  Riding in my new skirt was going to be a special experience. 
 
    I removed the reins from the post and calmed the nervous horse with gentle touches and words. Mounting without the use of my right arm would be clumsy, but I didn’t have time to stall, so I jumped into the saddle with a hop. At least I could hold the saddle horn with my bad arm held against my side. 
 
    I kicked the horse to a gallop, not caring which direction we went, just putting distance between me and the mansion while the adults were distracted. We only ran a few blocks before I slowed to a walk while I considered my next move. I hadn’t really thought much beyond escaping the mansion.  
 
    A familiar cough from behind startled me, and I stopped the horse short. Ladycat’s vocal range was limited. A lot like a house cat—don’t tell her I said that)—she could really only alter her volume, duration, and attitude. Her loudest was a full-throated roar that could be heard for miles in the right conditions. Her quietest was a mini-roar that sounded like something between a cough and a bark. Except when she growled. 
 
    “Lady!”  
 
    I was off the horse with my arm around her neck before I thought to move. She screwed her forehead into my chest, careful not to knock me over. 
 
    “What the hell, Lady?” I looked down at my new shirt and vest, which were now streaked black and gray. She sat in the road and cocked her head to the side. “This is ash! You were in Ferndale, weren’t you?” 
 
    Lady nodded. 
 
    “How bad is it?” 
 
    She snarled and shook her head, creating a thin cloud of dust. The growl grew more intense, and she patted my wounded arm gently with her paw. 
 
    “It’s okay, Scott killed the guy who did it.” 
 
    She coughed twice in her creepy imitation of a laugh, expressing approval. After all, what else would you do to someone who shoots your friends? Lady saw the world in simple terms.  
 
    “Oh, shit, my horse.” 
 
    The horse was halfway down the next block, moving away at a steady trot. I caught him at the corner, cussing quietly about how my stupid shoulder made running feel so clumsy. Ladycat walked up slowly as I brought the horse under control again. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here, Lady, but I still don’t know what to do now that I got away.” 
 
    Ladycat turned the corner and walked north along the street, keeping to the sidewalk. I hopped back into the saddle and followed along in the street. A surprised couple flattened themselves against a store window as the lioness sauntered by. 
 
    “How did you find me, anyway?” 
 
    She gave a short, quiet roar as if that answered the question. 
 
    “Duh, you came to the mansion, or you were on your way, at least.” 
 
    She repeated the roar in agreement. 
 
    “Dude, I have so much to tell you! Would you believe Princess… No, I’d better let her tell you that herself.” Everything about our trip to Hawaii tried to come out at once, like a dammed lake squeezing through a straw. Getting shot, Mac, the family estate, Mr. Prick deciding my last name was now Pringle, everything I could remember. I kept skipping ahead and jumping back. By the time I was getting to my escape from the mansion, we were heading out of Eureka and toward the mountains. 
 
    “Now, I can’t decide if I should head home or go to Dale’s shop or find the sheriff or what to do. What would Princess do?” I huffed my frustration. “She would stay at the mansion and keep trying to kill Pringle.” 
 
    Ladycat roared, longer and louder this time, but shook her head hard, like she did when she had been sitting or lying around too long. 
 
    “Yeah, not a good strategy.” I stopped the horse. “Maybe we should visit Kevin. He lives on this road. He and Michelle are smart; they can help.”  
 
    I watched the big cat walk along for a minute or two, continuing north. I knew I had to tell her sooner or later. 
 
    “Pringle killed Morgan.” I choked when I said it. 
 
    Ladycat stopped. She turned, crouching as if stalking something, then shifted her feet as she oriented herself toward the center of Eureka. Ladycat roared louder than I ever had heard, loud enough to hurt my ears. Her whole body quivered with the effort, and the sound echoed off the hills. 
 
    The horse reared back and tried to throw me. I fought for control, afraid I would hurt the poor thing before he responded. He started bucking, almost pitching me over his head. I couldn’t hold on with my bum shoulder, so I pulled my knees up onto the saddle then used the power of his next throw to jump to the road. 
 
    The horse bolted. Ladycat roared again, short and commanding. The horse reared, changed direction, and charged back toward Eureka. 
 
    “What the fuck, Lady?” 
 
    I looked down at myself and around me. There wasn’t much here, just some abandoned houses and businesses overlooking the Arcata Bay wetlands. My new clothes were dirty, possibly ruined. No weapons. No horse. No pants. 
 
    Lady walked over with her head low in apology. 
 
    “I’m sorry I yelled.” I stroked her head. “I’d rather be angry than sad, too.” I put my hand under her chin and made her look at me. “We’ll find a way to fix this. All of it. We have to have hope.” 
 
    I did that thing where you hit your forehead with your own hand. 
 
    “We don’t need Hope, we need Derek and Hector, maybe even that lady who killed Princess. We need to go to Etna.” 
 
    Ladycat coughed. 
 
    “Don’t roll your eyes at me.” I glared at the lioness with my hands on my hips. “Oh, duh, again. That’s exactly where you were headed, wasn’t it? Come on. It’s a long way, but I have an idea.” 
 
    A hundred yards up the road I stopped and looked down at my new boots. 
 
    “This isn’t going to work. They’re already starting to hurt.” 
 
    Ladycat sighed like a truck blowing exhaust, then curled her head around and looked at her back. 
 
    “Really?” I squealed. 
 
    Lady sighed again. 
 
    “Oh, stop, we’re just going up the road a bit. You don’t have to let me ride you all the way to Etna.” 
 
    Ladycat’s fur was so soft, it was hard to stay on. I gripped her ribs with my thighs and had to lie along her back. Her short fur was hard to grip down where I could reach with my damaged arm, but I could reach her mane with my good hand. The longer fur wasn’t as long as a normal lion’s; but then, girl lions didn’t usually have a mane. 
 
    “Okay,” I told her once I felt secure. 
 
    Lady started at a walk. My weight didn’t appear to affect her at all. The motion felt nothing like riding a horse. Everything moved, and I had to relax and move with her shifting and flexing. After a minute, she walked faster. Once we were confident I wouldn’t fall off, she sped up to a jog. Horses running at a similar pace were super bouncy, but Ladycat flowed like water. Of course, we were running on pavement. I thought going cross-country would be a different story. I would have to try it when my arm was better. 
 
    Kevin Tanner’s place was an anthill during the day. Only Kevin and his new girlfriend, Michelle, lived there, but his large group of friends, mostly engineers and fabricators, had turned the property into a center for their various projects. Princess called the group the Egghead Industrial Complex, for some reason. They could melt and shape metal, make resins and other compounds, and work wonders with electricity. I loved coming to Kevin’s. 
 
    We jogged through the open gate at the road, and I sat up taller to be seen. The wide driveway sloped down between the two rows of buildings. We stopped at the top. The smell of smoke from the fires and forges almost washed out the stink from the wetlands. People working outside or crossing between buildings stopped to look at us. Somebody shouted, and it wasn’t long before others came from the buildings and started to gather around us. 
 
    I slid off Lady’s back, and we continued down the drive. Curiosity drew the people into a semicircle around us. 
 
    “It’s okay.” I waved a younger girl in front toward us. She stared at Ladycat cat with wide eyes, and I swear she looked like she was holding her breath. “She likes people.” 
 
    “Is she tame?” the girl asked with a squeak and approached slowly. 
 
    “No, but she’s friendly.” I grinned, recalling Princess telling people something similar. 
 
    “Nic, what are you doing here?” Kevin asked, slipping through the crowd to us. Michelle followed closely. Disturbingly pretty, she was the only person I’d ever met who made me self-conscious about my looks. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I said. “We’re hungry, and I have a lot to tell you.” 
 
    “You’re always hungry,” Michelle said with a smile. She spread her arms for a hug but stopped. “Goodness, what happened to you?” 
 
    I looked down at myself. I’d forgotten about the ash. I was covered in it, and my new clothes were ruined for sure, now. I opened my mouth to speak, but my eyes started leaking and my throat locked.  
 
    “Let’s get you two fed and cleaned up,” Michelle said quickly. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ladycat lay in the sun drying her fur after a vigorous bath with the help of many small hands. The place had become infested with kids around my age and a little older. The eggheads had recently started recruiting apprentices and students to teach them as much as they could about technology from before the Fall. I would probably join them at some point, but Dale was much closer to home. 
 
    I sat at a picnic bench on a lawn between two shop buildings with Kevin, Michelle, and a handful of older engineers, finishing my second lunch and my second recitation of events. My hair was already dry, and they’d given me a good pair of jeans, an undershirt and a good flannel shirt. Michelle had organized a clothing exchange so the kids could pass down their usable gear when they grew. 
 
    “So, anyway, I think if I can get Derek and Hector to come back and help out, we can shift the balance of power, as Princess would say.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’ll be enough,” Michelle said. 
 
    “It will have to be,” Kevin said. “Pringle really screwed up, this time, modified soldiers or not.” He looked grim. “He doesn’t understand the Bubble. When news of Ferndale gets out, it’s going to be war, and I’m not exaggerating.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it can’t be like last time,” another man said. “Can’t just attack in an unorganized mob.” 
 
    “There’s something to be said for the element of surprise.” Kevin folded his arms and pursed his lips. 
 
    “Not really,” I said. “We’re not easy to surprise. We react too fast. I mean, we’re not comic book superhero fast, but we’ve been known to dodge bullets.” 
 
    “That just means we need a surprise bigger than a bullet,” Kevin said with humor in his eyes. 
 
    “Nuclear missiles might work,” Michelle deadpanned. 
 
    “I think I’ll stick to getting help from Etna.” I chuckled. “Can you help me get there? Do you have a car I can take or something?” 
 
    Everyone looked at me with the same degree of doubt. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re twelve,” Michelle said, as if I didn’t know my age. 
 
    “No, I’m thirteen.” I looked away, missing my family. “Today’s my birthday,” I added quietly. 
 
    Ladycat broke the silence with a grunt as she shifted position. 
 
    “You can’t stop me,” I said. “Even with this.” I lifted my lame wing. “I know the way.” 
 
    “No, but we can send someone with you,” Michelle replied. I’m not sure when she took charge, but she seemed used to it. “You know, a responsible adult… or a reasonable facsimile, anyway.” 
 
    I smiled at the way she looked at Kevin, who blushed. 
 
    “You can use your new toy.” She patted Kevin’s arm, excited. 
 
    “It can’t be just a car,” I said. “Some of the roads are washed out. Some spots are tricky for the MRAP.” 
 
    “No problem,” Kevin said. “We have an old Ford running. It has the same wheel system as the MRAP.” 
 
    “Does it have enough room?” one older man asked. “I assume Ladycat is going, too.” 
 
    “If she doesn’t mind riding in the bed.” Kevin shrugged. 
 
    “How long until we can leave?” I asked, bouncing. 
 
    “Couple of hours at most,” the same man said. “We just need to fill her up and give her a good inspection.” 
 
    “It only takes a few hours to get there. If we leave soon, we can get there before dark.” 
 
    “Hopefully you can beat that storm rolling in,” the man added. “You should be able to make it, regardless, but if that thing knocks over some trees in the wrong places, it will delay the trip. Better pack for it, just in case.” 
 
    “We should pack some rain gear, too,” Michelle said. 
 
    “You’re coming with us?” I asked. 
 
    “I haven’t left the property in weeks. With you and Ladycat, it should be safe enough for me.” She grinned. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The old pickup was much faster than the MRAP, especially when Michelle took over driving. Of course, it was only a fraction of the weight. It hit fifty miles an hour on the straight-ish sections of highway. We reached the narrow road to Etna with an hour or two of daylight left. The jolts to my shoulder almost made me cry, but we made great time and never got stuck. 
 
    As usual, the smell of pine trees and sagebrush was heavy on the road into town. Michelle turned left where I indicated and followed the road up the hill toward the town center. The big diesel engine drew watchers on the wall that now surrounded the heart of town. Etna had grown already. The palisade was complete, and a new wall had been started. Several homes outside the wall showed signs of occupation. 
 
    I smiled at the looks of confusion among the guards on the wall and at the front gate. Some readied weapons at our approach. 
 
    “Don’t worry. They’re not used to visitors from that road,” I told Michelle and Kevin. 
 
    Michelle stopped the truck about fifty feet from the main gate. Ladycat stood up in the bed and shook herself out, rocking the whole truck. She jumped over the bedside and casually walked toward the gate. Well known in town, she received a cheer when the guards saw her. 
 
    I hopped down from the raised cab and waved at the guards with my left hand. Several of them waved back, while others looked confused. They were probably new. Ladycat gave a happy roar and trotted on ahead. People came running from inside in response to her announcement. 
 
    A small group had started to gather just inside the gates, which were about to be closed for the night. It looked a lot like my arrival at Kevin’s place. A tiny brunette ran up and wrapped me in a vicious hug. She was smaller than I remembered, even smaller than Chelsea. She hit at full speed but barely moved me with the impact. 
 
    “Has anybody seen Hope?” I asked the crowd. 
 
    Hope pulled away far enough to give me her best scandalized look. I grinned then pulled her back into the hug with my good arm. She noticed instantly. 
 
    “What happened?” She looked at my right arm. 
 
    “I have a lot to tell you guys—” 
 
    “But you want to eat first,” she deadpanned. 
 
    I grinned and shrugged sheepishly in reply. 
 
    “You look weird with long hair.” Hope scrunched her face in displeasure. “Almost like a girl.” 
 
    “Punk,” I replied. 
 
    “Oh,” she interrupted me. “Happy birthday!” She hugged me around the neck.  
 
    I fought against crying again. The good kind, this time. She gave me a smug look when she let go.  
 
    “You thought I forgot.” 
 
    “Well, I did.” I shrugged. “Until Mr. Pringle reminded me.” 
 
    “Mr. who?” 
 
    “Oh, I have so much to tell you. And I really need to talk to Derek and Hector.” 
 
    “What’s wrong? Where’s Princess?” she demanded. 
 
    “That’s what I need to talk about. She needs help.” 
 
    “The beacons are lit?” Rob Nielson asked as he joined us. 
 
    “Yeah, we need some Winged Hussars.” I nodded. “Maybe the rest of the Horsemen, too.” 
 
    Rob cringed at the mixed references. 
 
    “We might be able to send an ogre and a donkey.” Hope grinned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 27: Raccoons 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan 
 
    Tapping. 
 
    Voices, too distant to interpret. 
 
    A shout. A name? 
 
    Another voice. A woman’s voice. Young. 
 
    More tapping. 
 
    “I thought you were kidding about the bonfire on the beach.” 
 
    The face of Lieutenant Baxter appeared from the dark, framed by the bluest sky I could remember. Her fingers touched my face and turned my head to the side. I saw sand and ocean… and a bonfire of wood stacked taller than the Coasties around it. 
 
    More tapping. 
 
    “He’s fading again,” Baxter said and patted me on the face with her fingers. 
 
    I didn’t remember lighting a fire… 
 
    “Look, something bit his arm right through the armor…” 
 
    Or a beach. Just the river. 
 
    “Lieutenant, there’s a pile of cooked raccoons in the fire. They’ve been skinned.” 
 
    Nobody likes raccoon, not even Princess. 
 
    “Gross. Nobody actually likes raccoon.”  
 
    Except… 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 28: Attitude Adjustment 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kelly 
 
    The storm howled outside the mansion all night and blew itself out in the early morning. It was a proper storm, too, with rain lashing my windows, lightning, and brutal gusts of wind clawing at the shutters I left open. The power went out a little after midnight. It wouldn’t be restored until… whenever. 
 
    Two Con Mods stood guard outside my door in shifts all afternoon and through the night. It was a message from Pringle of some sort, but I couldn’t fathom what besides the obvious. 
 
    I stayed curled in my chair, replaying in my head the events at lunch and the past few months. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t figure out what I could have done differently or, in truth, what I should have done differently. I heard Scott try to visit at one point in the evening. I assumed Chelsea was with him but didn’t hear her. 
 
    Maybe I should have been angry about my confinement, but I embraced the isolation. I hadn’t been alone for months. 
 
    For meals, somebody opened the door and slid a tray of food through, denying me even the courtesy of carrying it to a table. 
 
    I couldn’t complain since my keepers missed the note Ebbie slipped under the slice of cake. In the works, was all it said, which made me smile before diving back into my gloomy thoughts. I hadn’t been certain he’d understood my suggestion during lunch. 
 
    The howling wind slowed to an occasional sigh and light returned to my room with the dawn. The ticking of agitated branches and blown debris was joined by birdsong. The mansion awoke as workers arrived. Nobody came to light my fireplace, but I heard footsteps in the halls and smelled bread cooking. My stomach grumbled but not enough to convince me to leave my seat. 
 
    Activity around the mansion increased until a knock came at my door about an hour after sunrise. The door opened before I could respond, and Pringle walked in followed by a young man holding a tray of food for two. A side thought noted Pringle couldn’t be bothered to carry the tray himself. Mac followed the staffer and stood behind his boss. 
 
    “Good morning, Kelly,” Pringle greeted. Mild bruising decorated much of his face, but his voice sounded normal. 
 
    He waved at the small, round table next to me and nodded to the young man, who set down the tray as Pringle settled into the matching chair facing me. The staffer lifted the shiny dome covers from the plates and bowed. Mac closed the door behind him then came to stand behind my right shoulder. 
 
    “I hope you’ve calmed down some,” Pringle continued. 
 
    I picked up a buttered piece of toast, curious as to how the mansion cooks had managed it without electricity for the toaster. I couldn’t resist the small hum of pleasure at the first bite. 
 
    “I thought I should catch you up on all you missed yesterday.” He spread jam on his toast. “Scott took Chelsea somewhere to keep her away from here until he can be sure it’s safe for her. I assume she’s with her family, but he wouldn’t say.” 
 
    Good. She would be out of the way if I lost control again. 
 
    Mac caressed the top of my arm with the back of his finger, reminding me to keep control. Pringle may have been unaware of the danger he was in, but Mac wasn’t. I took a breath, long and slow. 
 
    “We need to speak about the two of you soon.” Pringle wasn’t looking at us, too busy maneuvering his food with his knife and fork. “I can’t say I’m thrilled with this development, but it could be far worse. Admittedly, I don’t know if I’d be any happier with someone else.” 
 
    I fought the urge to look up at Mac. Pringle acting nice confused me, though it was better than when he let the maniac out to play. 
 
    “Nic is missing,” he continued. “She took off in the commotion, and we can’t find her. She stole a horse.” 
 
    “Horses are public property from what I hear,” I countered. Nicole running off on her own could be good or bad, and I hesitated to guess which this would be. 
 
    “You’re not worried about her?” 
 
    “I’ve spent the last eight months, with some help from Scott, teaching her to stand up for herself and to know when to find help. She’ll be fine for a few days.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to worry, but I’ve got people looking for her, anyway.” 
 
    I shifted my chair to face the table more squarely, then dug into the thick slices of ham on my plate. Mac shuffled to keep close. 
 
    “That reminds me, have you noticed anything different about the Con Mods, as you call them, since their treatment?” 
 
    “Ummm, not sure how I could have,” I replied. 
 
    “Of course not, sorry.” He stuffed a forkful of ham, eggs, and potato into his mouth, all together, like the psycho he was. “They’ve been much more amenable. Didn’t you notice how disciplined they’ve been in guarding your door?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, sure. They took their turns and left, almost no talking and no complaining that I could hear.” 
 
    “Doctor Felix said the batch he prepared would be more like the standard Specialist treatment.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” I thought of a similar conversation with Doctor Felix, but there was also something… 
 
    “It’s been a completely different—” 
 
    I had never spoken to Pringle or Mac about my ability to “trance.” Staring at my plate, I entered the state of hyper-focus and recalled every conversation about Specialists and nanites I’d had in the past nine months. I pored through every word exchanged with Scott, Morgan, and Doctor Felix, every implication and permutation. I sorted, shuffled, and sorted again. There was a quiet night, the rumble, clatter, and smoke of a diesel engine. Before that, Scott yelling at Morgan. A sense of horror… 
 
    “—experience. Julio is like a different person, focused and supportive, less prone to uncontrolled outbursts—” he paused and looked up at me “—like yours. Don’t get me wrong, he’s still dangerous. What is it you like to say about Ladycat, friendly but not tame? It fits most of my Con Mods, now more than ever.” 
 
    “Speaking of Doctor Felix, I’d like to go see him. I have questions about the baby.” 
 
    “I’ve invited him here, already, for that very reason.” He set his utensils on his empty plate, then leaned back in his chair with his back straight. “He won’t be much use until the power returns, but there’s no rush.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I’d lost my appetite and suspicion burned me. “What very reason?” 
 
    “I want to make sure the treatment will not harm the child. The augmentation formula we used at Pelican Bay was intentionally designed to amplify strong emotions, to make the subjects uncontrollable, a threat to social order.” 
 
    His giddy enthusiasm felt distinctly at odds with his subject. Mac rested his left hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Since that plan is no longer viable or even necessary, I intend to pursue a different approach. The improvements will make this new paradigm—” he wagged his finger from me to him “—more reasonable. Nicole will certainly benefit. If the treatment might hurt your baby, we’ll wait until it’s born. He or she will eventually need the treatment, as well. By that time, I hope we can tweak the formula to pass the enhancement to future generations. Eventually, I expect to recruit the survivors in Lakeview.” 
 
    “What about Scott? He’s never been prone to losing control.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean he isn’t experiencing the emotions,” Pringle countered. “Regardless, I don’t see the need. I haven’t discussed the matter with him, yet, but I hope to augment Chelsea and their child as well.” 
 
    I nodded, dazed. 
 
    “You,” I stammered. “You want to change the modifications you gave me to make me easier to control?” 
 
    “Control sounds a bit manipulative. Think of it as an attitude adjustment.” 
 
    Mac’s hand stiffened without applying pressure. This time, I couldn’t tell if he was warning me or if it was his own reaction. 
 
    “It’s accurate.” My voice sounded dead in my ears. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure there’s lots of work to be done following the storm.” Pringle stood with a warm but calculated smile. “Forgive me for leaving you to finish your breakfast alone. Greg, I’ll send for you if you’re needed. Her confinement has been solitary long enough.” 
 
    I watched him leave with my thoughts numb. 
 
    Mac sat in the other chair and made no effort to conceal his distress. 
 
    “I almost forgot your first name is Greg.” I smiled gently and put him at ease. “Your boss is insane. You know that, right?” 
 
    “He’s committed, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “No, Mac. He’s nuts. Batshit, bugnuts, straight jacket and padded room, crazy.” I couldn’t tell if his silence was contemplation or objection. “The problem is he is so hyper-rational, there’s always some logic to what he does, no matter who it harms. Burning Ferndale or allowing it to be burned isn’t a murderous crime to him, it’s a message to anyone who might resist his plans. I’m not alive today because I’m his daughter. I’m alive because I’m pregnant, and he hopes to use that toward his grand scheme to control the world.” 
 
    My stomach grumbled to remind me there was still half a meal in front of me. It was cold, and the flavors turned as bland as my mood. 
 
    “I wasn’t on the mission to Ferndale,” Mac said after several minutes. 
 
    I looked up from my food, so deep in my own thoughts, his voice surprised me. 
 
    “No shit. He doesn’t trust you, thinks you’re compromised.” 
 
    He squinted at me in disbelief. 
 
    “You wouldn’t notice,” I explained between slow bites. “You’re conditioned against questioning his motives, so you wouldn’t notice unfair treatment when it comes to which duties he assigns. You’ve been relegated to guard duty around the mansion since we got home, mostly outside and away from me.” 
 
    The confusion on his face saddened me. Mac was a smart guy with a sharp sense of humor, but the powerful combination of his conditioning and modifications dulled certain perceptions and reasoning. Unfair to him and a big problem for me. If I was going to have any chance of derailing Pringle, I needed Mac to fight through and maybe break that conditioning. I’d almost given up since Pringle had separated us. So, why had he left us alone, now? Because he was crazy—crazy enough to think it wasn’t possible. 
 
    I thought fast. 
 
    “Even so, Mac—” I paused in collecting the last bits of breakfast and looked at him with another gentle smile “—sorry about the outburst. I appreciate you telling me. It lets me know my feelings are important to you.” I sighed then scooped up a last bite and chewed thoughtfully. 
 
    “I just wish you had met Morgan. You would have liked him.” I wanted to say more but couldn’t. So much more. I’d cried myself dry during the night, but pain still clutched my chest. 
 
    “What about the sheriff?” I asked. “Were you part of that?” 
 
    “They didn’t even tell me about it.” 
 
    “Can you find out if he’s okay? The sheriff? Check on him for me?” I leaned forward eagerly. “Don’t tell my father. Just make sure he’s alive and safe.” I hoped reminding him of my family connection with his boss would subconsciously give him permission to feel loyal to me. 
 
    “I’ll do what I can. I know how important he is to you.” 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    “Thanks, Mac. I really need an ally here.” 
 
    “What about your brother?” 
 
    “Trust me, he’s more worried about Chelsea than me.” 
 
    “He did sail halfway across a Fallen World to bring her home.” 
 
    “Halfway is a bit of an exaggeration,” I teased. “Still pretty impressive. I have to admit, I’m surprised anytime he’s good at anything that doesn’t involve hitting things with sharp objects really hard.” 
 
    Mac laughed. It was good to hear an honest laugh, but it didn’t chase away the heavy sadness that had settled in my chest. 
 
    “At least the trip wasn’t all bad.” I looked away shyly and let the comment sink in. My feelings toward Mac were still muddled, not that I had ever let a little uncertainty slow me down. “Do you know what Pringle did with my Kimber?” 
 
    His crooked smile turned sly. He lifted the right panel of his suit jacket to display half of a double shoulder holster that looked newly made. My Kimber rested warmly under his right arm. 
 
    “Just keeping it safe,” he reassured. “Haven’t told your father.” 
 
    I chuckled to conceal a sigh of relief. I still had work to do on him, but I was making progress. 
 
    “Hey, Mac, thanks for watching out for me. Can you tell the door guards I don’t want visitors? I’m going to try to get some sleep.” 
 
    He stood and nodded. He turned to leave but hesitated then looked back at me. I didn’t move or speak, just smiled sadly, forcing him to decide for himself whether our parting warranted something more. He smiled and nodded again before walking away but stopped with his hand on the door and turned toward me. 
 
    “Get some rest. I’ll come by later to let you know what I find.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The long-familiar sound of Scott’s footsteps outside the bedroom door woke me from a satisfying nap. The clock on the mantle and the grumble in my belly told me it was lunch time.  
 
    Scott smiled thinly when I opened the door. He balanced his weight on his toes and clasped his hands low in front of him, daring the door guards to stop him. Ebbie stood behind him, holding a tray and scowling at the guards. I barely knew Leroy and Tony. They exchanged a look like they would much rather be anywhere but outside my door. 
 
    “Finally,” I said. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    The guards stepped to opposite sides, and Scott directed Ebbie to lead into the room. Scott surprised me with a strong, protective hug as soon as the door closed, while Ebbie set the tray on the table. 
 
    “Are you okay, Princess?” The affection in his voice brought me closer to tears than hearing of Morgan’s death. He stroked my hair behind my ears like he always had when we were growing up. The gesture reminded me of the many times he had played big brother by trying to comfort me. It also reminded me of how long my hair had grown since Pringle had returned, almost to my shoulders. 
 
    “As okay as a girl can be after being locked up by a psychopath.” 
 
    “I have some good news.” He released me and held out his open hand toward the table. “I found Lynn in the wreckage. Docs don’t know if she’ll survive yet, but she’s stable. The rest isn’t good at all. Twenty-five dead, probably more before the end of the week. Everything on Main Street was gone; ashes.” 
 
    I felt heavier than normal settling into my chair. 
 
    “Brandy Hackett and Don Riekhoff are both over there now, leading a good-sized brigade of volunteers.” 
 
    “Which reminds me,” Ebbie interrupted, “Mr. Riekhoff delivered your horse to the mansion today. He left a message that he acquired another mount. He’s in our stables, now.” Ebbie grinned at me, sly and mischievous. “The horse, not Mr. Riekhoff.” 
 
    I smiled and rolled my eyes. Was he standing straighter than normal? 
 
    “Ebbie, can you arrange for someone to come cut my hair? I want it short again, like it was.” 
 
    “I know just the person.” He removed the cover off a large plate and revealed a pile of small sandwiches of different colored breads. “I will see if she can come tomorrow.” He nodded at the sandwiches before leaving with the platter cover. 
 
    “Subtle as a brick over the head, that one.” Scott snatched the first sandwich in reach. 
 
    Lifting the platter edge with the tip of one finger, I pulled a scrap of paper from underneath. 
 
    Sorry—Mikey, it read. I handed it to Scott, who chuckled when he read it. 
 
    “At least, he’s safe,” I said around most of a mini sandwich. 
 
    “You’re not mad at him?” Scott asked. 
 
    “How could I be?” I shrugged. “He knew Morgan would have at least a slim chance of escaping or surviving. Pringle probably promised he wouldn’t kill anyone else or some other bullshit. Mikey is smart enough to know that letting himself be tortured or killed wouldn’t save anyone else.” 
 
    Scott grunted in agreement. 
 
    He recounted his visit to Fortuna and Ferndale as we ate. He refused to tell me where he hid Chelsea, and I didn’t push. 
 
    “Now what?” Scott asked, leaning back in his chair after downing the last sandwich. 
 
    “We can’t stop the Bubblers from going to war with Pringle.” I forced my emotions out of the analysis. 
 
    “Not after Ferndale, no. There was a lot of talk about retaliation. Quite a few people asked me for strategies for fighting Specs.” 
 
    “They will refuse to believe they can’t beat them,” I concluded. “Worse, I’m afraid many think they would rather die than not try.” 
 
    “They’ll probably still lose. They’ve never seen a fully trained Spec let loose.” 
 
    “I know.” I shook my head. “That doesn’t mean they’re powerless. All the value Pringle sees in the Bubble comes from the hard work of Bubblers. We need to leverage that to create an incentive for Pringle not to become any more of a despot than he already is.” 
 
    “It may be too late for that. Pringle may be too set on control, and the Bubblers may be too angry.” 
 
    “I know.” I played with my crust and chose not to mention his use of the man’s surname. “That’s why the leverage needs to be all or nothing—either Pringle negotiates a working relationship, or we make his dream impossible.” 
 
    “I don’t have a lot of faith considering his state of mind.” 
 
    “That’s the part only you and I can help with.” I tapped my finger on the arm of my chair. “All the leverage in the world won’t help if he can’t recognize it can actually harm his plans. We need to convince him that he can be stopped.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” 
 
    “I have no fucking idea.” I smiled. “But I’m working on a strategy. I just hope the Bubblers will trust me.” 
 
    “They will. After what happened with Sheriff Barber, I’m not sure if there is anyone else in this Fallen World they would trust.” 
 
    I smiled at his vote of confidence, then leaned forward on the table. 
 
    “Now, tell me more about the Teledyne satellites and the security data you used.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 29: Are and Are 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan 
 
    I recognized the white painted steel walls and ceiling as soon as I opened my eyes. I was lying on the deck of the survivor cabin in a motor lifeboat. I noted the drone of an engine at idle, the smell of wool blankets holding me down, and the shallow sway of water. There was no pain, but I couldn’t speak or move. My nanites had blocked most of my nerves to protect the healing process. It was the extreme survival mode. I had heard of this happening but never experienced it. Even with my emotions suppressed by the tiny machines inside me, the helplessness stoked a new fear—I was hungry. 
 
    I twitched my eyes toward a shuffle of movement just beyond sight. 
 
    “I’m not sure exactly what I’m supposed to say.” Familiar voice. Lieutenant Baxter again. “I was going to go with ‘Congratulations, you’re dead,’ but couldn’t get the pacing quite right.” 
 
    She came into view, hair and uniform tight and squared away, as usual. 
 
    “It took four of us to carry you in here, and you haven’t moved at all, other than your eyes a couple of times. Our EMT says your pulse is strong and your breathing is steady. So, obviously, you’re not dead, as suggested by the reports on shore.” 
 
    She sat in a padded seat against the bulkhead and leaned on her elbows so I could see her face. 
 
    “I reported your survival to Captain Kirkpatrick, in secret. I’ve been ordered to keep you alive and hidden, if possible.” 
 
    The pain of my hunger was overpowering the nanites. 
 
    “We’ve bandaged and stitched you back together,” she continued. “Apparently, your skin is tough to penetrate, given the way the ensign cussed while he was working. Setting your wrist was a challenge. It was so mangled, you almost lost the hand. It looks like something tried to eat you before we got there.” She shrugged. 
 
    Her theory wasn’t quite accurate, but I couldn’t correct her. I had bigger worries on my mind; I didn’t have much time before my nanites started harvesting healthy cells for energy. I needed to speak. I took an inventory of what I could and couldn’t feel, focusing on my mouth and throat. A slim thread of sensation returned as I concentrated, but I couldn’t feel my vocal cords. Then I remembered Freight Train jabbing a knife into my throat. My voice probably wouldn’t work even if I could feel it. 
 
    “Since I’m sure you’re wondering, we’re anchored off Arcata in the bay. The big cutters can’t clear the Samoa bridge, and the skipper thought that was important.” 
 
    The skipper was right. If Pringle thought I was alive, he wouldn’t hesitate to order Chamberlain to blow us out of the water, regardless of who else was on board. 
 
    I felt my lips twitch with the thought. The relationship between an Agent and his nanites was arcane and mysterious from the perspective of the host. Sometimes they listened and sometimes they didn’t, and they always thought they knew best. 
 
    I tried to speak. 
 
    “Oh, your lips moved.” She hesitated. “Are you asking for a kiss? Probably not. Wood? Oh, food. Let me get some help.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Trying to help an invalid eat isn’t a good look for an officer.” 
 
    I smiled as big as I could. 
 
    “Don’t do that.” She ordered with a shudder. “You’re going to be drinking your food for a while.” 
 
    As I waited for the help to come, I wondered how many teeth I had left and how many were still complete. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    How long since you picked me up? 
 
    I wrote by feel, using my left hand with a clipboard balanced on my thigh, unable to sit up far enough to see. The crew had propped me up at a shallow angle. I could only use the one arm, and I was grateful Agents were programmed to be ambidextrous. 
 
    “You can write a little bigger,” Baxter teased. “We have plenty of paper.” Except for the comment about my smile, she had been unfailingly cheerful. “A day and a half. We found you about mid-morning the same day Ferndale burned. It’s about fourteen hundred now.” 
 
    The clipboard slid off my lap. Baxter picked it up and carefully replaced it on my thigh and under my hand. 
 
    Ferndale, I wrote. 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “I got the whole story directly from Kirkpatrick.” She didn’t try to brighten the news. “Pringle and his men went on a rampage the night after your fight. I’ve heard it’s bad.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and tilted my head down ever so slightly, all the reaction I could manage. 
 
    “Governor Hackett and Donald Riekhoff, sorry Minister Riekhoff, have been gathering volunteers and personally directing relief. It’s a big effort. I don’t know any more details.” 
 
    Still mostly paralyzed, it was easy to keep my emotions in check. That part of the story surprised me; it shouldn’t have. 
 
    “The skipper is looking for someplace to hide you while you recover. Better accommodations than this. I don’t know what he has in mind. It’s become hard to do anything in the Bubble without prying eyes nearby.” 
 
    I mouthed the word “food” again. She smiled, more compassionate than cheerful this time. 
 
    “Skipper did say you would eat a lot. I’ll send someone down.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to love this,” Lieutenant Baxter said when she returned an hour later. “The skipper just radioed us. We’re going to hide you on a luxury yacht.” 
 
    I had a good idea which boat Kirkpatrick had in mind. It was still undergoing major repairs, which provided a convenient explanation for additional traffic as well as its lack of regular use. 
 
    I nodded, only able to move my head a couple of inches. I could feel most of my body, though my right wrist and shoulder were numb. My whole arm was immobilized with bandages. They would be weeks healing completely. Freight Train had shattered my collar bone and cracked the ribs high in my chest. One of my ankles was broken in several places. There was more tendon and joint damage than we could identify without imaging equipment. At least I could wiggle my toes. There was little doubt I would have been dead without the Teledyne armor and Ladycat’s intervention. 
 
    The transfer to the yacht about an hour later was awkward for me. My only contribution was trying to be the most cooperative baggage I could. 
 
    Harbored at the marina on Woodley Island, it was much too close to Pringle for my comfort. Woodley Island sat between Eureka and Tuluwat Island, the two anchor points for the Samoa Bridge which formed the channels between Humboldt Bay and Arcata Bay. The marina occupied the island’s south shore across the channel from the northern end of Eureka, practically spitting distance from the Carson Mansion. 
 
    I had not realized the repairs to the yacht included refurbishing the appearance as well as the functionality. The interior walls and appliances looked new. Just as the plotting and guidance systems couldn’t be repaired without components we could no longer fabricate, most sophisticated convenience features had been replaced by manual options or eliminated. 
 
    The Coasties settled me into a large, soft bed in a stateroom that would have fit comfortably in a luxury apartment. 
 
    “Damn, you’re heavy,” one cutterman said as they finished propping me against the headboard. 
 
    I thanked him with a single nod. 
 
    “Captain says we’ll need to reimburse the owner at some point,” Lieutenant Baxter said as she walked into the room. “This is top secret, so you’re stuck with us as your hospital staff. We may sneak in a real doctor, but I understand you don’t really need much aside from lots of food.” 
 
    I lifted my left hand and gave her a thumbs-up. 
 
    Baxter circled the bed to hand me the clipboard and pen. The other three crew members filed out. 
 
    “We’re going to leave you alone,” Baxter said. “We need to gather what we need to settle in here while pretending to conduct a normal patrol.” She shrugged with an amused smile. “We’re getting good at fake patrols, thanks to you.” 
 
    You’re welcome, I wrote and showed it to her, smiling. 
 
    She chuckled. 
 
    “Get some rest.” 
 
    I settled back and closed my eyes as she closed the door behind her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was interesting.” Baxter’s announcement woke me from a deep sleep. “We went shopping for supplies and heard some juicy rumors. Princess has started some type of quiet revolution against Pringle and his interlopers, and she hasn’t even left the mansion.” 
 
    She paused for dramatic effect and let me clear my thoughts, which only took a second. 
 
    “Get this—” the lieutenant sat on the bed next to me “—she told everyone in the Bubble not to feed or sell food to Pringle or his people.” 
 
    A weak grunt was the only opinion I could share. 
 
    “People are already starting to hide food in case the goons come looking for it.” 
 
    I laughed but no sound came out. Baxter cringed. I wanted to play poker with her someday, assuming she had something worth gambling for. 
 
    “It gets better. They restored power to Ferndale today, but Eureka is still dark.” 
 
    The mention of electricity drew my attention to the high windows, which showed the sun was not far from setting. 
 
    Sheriff asked me to lead the resistance, I wrote. Not sure I will be much good like this. 
 
    “Looks like the princess is already doing that.” 
 
    I shook my head carefully. If Pringle suspects, friends will be in danger. Can you get a message to her? 
 
    “I doubt it, but I will ask the skipper. Word is she’s being watched 24/7.” 
 
    I can do it but need help. 
 
    “You’ve got the Coast Guard on your side.” Her cheerful smile returned. “Skipper’s ready to take action to protect the Princess.” 
 
    We need to distract Pringle from her. We need to make him see dangers from other sources. 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    Popular revolt. Food idea is brilliant. Let’s see if we can expand it to other necessities. Spread the blame and deny Pringle a target for retaliation. Skipper and Carter will know what to do. 
 
    “I’ll pass the word,” Baxter said with a firm nod. “We’ve got more food in the works for you.” 
 
    I want control of the Midgett and the Clausen. 
 
    Her eyes widened, and she nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    Not me, our side, I clarified. 
 
    “Yeah, I got that. At least your sense of humor is intact. Captain Chamberlain is commanding the Midgett. Mostly, he’s just floating around, waiting for orders from Pringle. Do you have an idea?” 
 
    I nodded soberly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 30: Power 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kelly 
 
    I looked at the outfit laid on the bed with a mix of fascination and confusion. Why would Pringle think I would appreciate a suit matching the one he gave Nicole? At least the boots looked sturdy. He thought he was being cute or clever by sneaking them in while I was in the shower. Fortunately, Ebbie had brought us clothes, the lack of which had been a constant irritant since leaving the Bubble. 
 
    After a resigned shake of my head, I finished drying off, towel scrubbing my newly shortened hair with relish. Ebbie had come through beautifully the day before by showing up with a plump older lady armed with a flower-patterned sack that rattled with supplies. She had taken an exceptional amount of time to achieve what she called a pixie cut. The result was striking. Razored to stubble below the occipital under curve in back and layered to lay close and neat, it created a distinct frame around my head and face. I couldn’t figure out why it took so long, no matter which angle I reviewed in the mirror.  
 
    Listening to her chat incessantly about her special scissors and the difficulty of finding good combs had been a mildly distracting respite from the looming tedium of my situation. The stacks of books Scott brought didn’t quite measure up, even those with little notes hidden inside. Granted, with frequent unannounced visits from Ebbie, Scott, Mac, and housekeeping staff, my confinement had become decidedly less solitary. 
 
    I tossed the towel onto the bed and reached for the ceiling in a long stretch. I turned around at hearing a clicking latch. Mac opened the door and stepped in but froze with one foot still in the hall and his mouth hanging open. 
 
    “The door, dumbass.” I dropped my arms. 
 
    The slam echoed through the house. Mac stared at me a few seconds before shaking his head and turning around. His blush was almost enough to offset my annoyance. 
 
    “Your fath—umm, the boss says you can leave the room now,” he stammered. “You can’t leave the property, though.” 
 
    “That’s not so bad, since I’m not sure where the property ends.” I sat at the old-fashioned dressing table and arranged my hair as closely as I could to how the hairdresser had. Mac turned to look only to spin back around when he saw I wasn’t getting dressed. “Oh, stop. It’s nothing you haven’t seen before.” 
 
    “Sure, but I haven’t seen you just parading around like that before.” 
 
    “Parading? You should have knocked.” 
 
    “You don’t look pregnant, yet,” he said. 
 
    “Doctor Felix said I probably won’t for at least another four weeks.” I didn’t want to say anything more about my lengthy discussion with Dr. Felix the day before. 
 
    “The boss wants you and Scott to join him for lunch.” 
 
    “So, I get to leave the room to attend him, like a good little Princess,” I scoffed. 
 
    “Something like that,” Mac replied. I smiled, turning my head so he couldn’t see. His tone only hinted at amused condescension, but it was another crack in his conditioning. 
 
    I dressed slowly. The new blouse was pretty enough, so I wore it. The skirt was too short to be practical and too long to be sexy, so I opted for a pair of leather pants Chelsea had fitted before Scott took her away. The boots fit but needed some wear to be truly comfortable. 
 
    “I’m ready,” I told Mac and stamped my feet to set them in the boots. 
 
    I followed Mac down to the dining room where we found Pringle already at the table, drumming his fingers next to his place setting. The area around his eyes still showed some spotted bruising. The new table was half the size of the old, which hadn’t survived my attack. 
 
    “Finally,” Pringle said. 
 
    Scott skewed his mouth, amused at Pringle’s discomfort. 
 
    “Hard to walk fast in new boots.” I shrugged, helpless. 
 
    Pringle rolled his eyes, then signaled to Cindy, the pretty server waiting by the door. I smiled and nodded at the woman. She returned my smile and left the room, presumably to fetch lunch. 
 
    “Might as well join us, Greg,” Pringle said to Mac. “Make it a family lunch.” 
 
    As I walked to my seat across from my brother, Scott’s lack of emotion watching Mac was a treatise of mixed emotions to me. Over the past few months, I had come to understand that he tried to respect my choices even when he disagreed and resisted his tendency to be obsessively protective. Mac was a whole world of conflict personified. Scott had grown up with Specialists around to protect Pringle and our family, but Mac hadn’t been one of them. Getting me pregnant was so far outside his perception of Pringle’s Specs, big brother wasn’t sure what to think. Arguably, this relationship violated every ethic a bodyguard should hold toward his charge. But ethics were a slippery concept when it came to Specs. Worse, Mac hadn’t known me as a little girl. He had been my captor, not my protector. Did that make our relationship any less ethical? Who knew? 
 
    Once seated, Cindy and another server entered, followed closely by Ebbie. 
 
    “What is this?” Pringle asked when Cindy placed a large bowl before him. 
 
    “It’s stew, sir,” Ebbie answered, coming to stand between me and Pringle. “Mostly fish, with chicken to help fill it out. Potatoes, too.” 
 
    “This isn’t what I asked for.” Pringle seemed to be holding back anger. 
 
    “Yes, sir, we’re having… supply problems.” Ebbie turned his head and winked at me where Pringle couldn’t see it. “We had to make do with what we have. We’ve been running out of food for a few days, now. I’m not sure if we’ll have enough for a next meal.” 
 
    I sat straighter in my chair and smiled. 
 
    “Why? What’s going on?” Pringle demanded, his tone perplexed but not dangerous, yet. 
 
    Ebbie hesitated, bending in a half-bow and wringing his hands. “Merchants are refusing to supply the mansion.” He swallowed. “They will only sell me enough for personal use. Same with our other staff members.” 
 
    The room was quiet except for the retreating footsteps of servers. The stew smelled delicious. 
 
    “Now what?” I asked Pringle. “Did you really think the Bubblers would just pretend you and your thugs didn’t murder a bunch of people in Ferndale, and just go on with business as usual? I tried to warn you, but you were so busy with your scheming, you didn’t listen.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” Pringle asked Ebbie. 
 
    “I hoped the problem would be resolved before we got to this point.” Our host wrung his hands again. “I wasn’t sure if the merchants had the courage to continue to deny you.” 
 
    “They won’t for long,” Pringle declared. 
 
    “What do you plan on doing, force everyone in the Bubble to do what you want?” I laced my voice with thick condescension. “That’ll be hard when you’re starving to death or too busy feeding yourself to crack the whip at everyone else.” 
 
    “I plan on demonstrating to them that cooperating is in their best interest.” 
 
    Mac’s face was impassive while Scott’s tightened. 
 
    “You mean even more violence?” Scott asked. “Don’t you think there’s been enough?” 
 
    “There are other methods of persuading people.” Pringle dismissed Scott’s concern and turned to his stew. 
 
    “Except when those methods become so extreme, they push your victims to violence themselves,” I argued. “Your power lies in knowing the danger of violence against you is minimal with your bodyguards and your own mods. But you’re not immune to starvation.” 
 
    “This was your idea,” Scott said to me then smiled. “You weren’t bragging when you said you had a strategy.” 
 
    I shrugged and smiled at him. I dipped my spoon into the stew. 
 
    “How the hell?” Pringle fumed. “Mac?” 
 
    “No idea, sir,” Mac replied. “We search everything that leaves the room for notes and listen in on every conversation.” 
 
    “Chelsea?” Pringle glared at Scott, accusing. 
 
    “She didn’t say anything to me.” Scott shrugged. “We didn’t speak to anyone when I took her away.” 
 
    “She didn’t talk to Chelsea or Nicole about it,” Mac added. 
 
    All three men looked at me. 
 
    “Glare all you want; I’m not giving away my secrets.” I smiled around a mouthful of stew, wondering how foolish they would feel if they discovered I had passed the message right in front of them. 
 
    Heavy footsteps drew our attention to the entry hall. Even Mac turned around. 
 
    Captain Kirkpatrick entered and stood framed in the entryway. He wore his dress uniform and held his cap under his arm. He stood with his shoulders back, almost at attention. I sat up straighter in response to his stiff posture and grim expression. 
 
    “Ah, Captain—” 
 
    “I’m not here for pleasantries.” The authority of Kirkpatrick’s tone made Pringle start noticeably, offended and surprised. “Ansen Pringle, you and several men who work under your direction were identified as the arsons in the Ferndale attack. The death toll from your actions has risen to twenty-nine.” He paused only long enough to let us all consider the number. “There is no authority nor explanation sufficient to excuse your conduct. Your status in Teledyne does not somehow grant you the privilege to murder people at will.” 
 
    Mac reached out and grabbed my hand, warning me, and prevented me from attacking Pringle again. 
 
    “You are also guilty of kidnapping and torturing Sheriff Barber, and that’s in addition to the abduction of your daughter and daughter-in-law.” Kirkpatrick paused to compose himself. 
 
    “Her name is Kelly; it’s time people stop using that silly nickname.” Pringle leaned back in his chair and waved his hand as if shooing a fly. 
 
    “I am not here to discuss trivialities.” The skipper’s voice was tight with anger.  
 
    Scott looked at him with surprise and respect. 
 
    “Your attack on Morgan Campbell was also despicable, cowardly, and criminal,” the skipper continued. “Morgan has been a valued resident of the Eureka Bubble since the Fall, and he saved your own children from the Crescent City strike.” 
 
    “He tried to kill me—” 
 
    “I don’t care!” Kirkpatrick’s shout cut off Pringle, and his face twisted with a rage I never imagined he would expose. “He failed, and more’s the pity. Revenge is not a defense! The conflict between Teledyne and Obsidian is not a defense. That war is over!” 
 
    The captain breathed heavily as he partly composed himself. 
 
    “Your projects are done, Mr. Pringle. You’re welcome to return to Coos Bay and do whatever it is you did there. We are all very aware of how dangerous you and your men can be, but I will not allow your ambitions to become a reign of terror here.” 
 
    He let the declaration float in the room for a moment. I nodded in approval then looked at Mac and raised my eyebrow in silent censure. 
 
    “Whether you call it the State of Humboldt or the Bubble, we don’t belong to you,” Kirkpatrick added. “I have never allowed the power of the Coast Guard to be turned inward, no matter how bad the political strife, but you’ve crossed a line even the worst among us never did.” 
 
    Captain Kirkpatrick nodded at Scott and me in turn before turning sharply and leaving. Nobody spoke for several minutes, eating in silence. Pringle wasn’t cowed by Kirkpatrick’s declaration, just annoyed. 
 
    “Biggs.” Pringle spoke loudly but didn’t shout, knowing Biggs would hear him anywhere in the mansion.  
 
    Chet arrived soon after, along with Ben Willis. 
 
    “Chet, do you know where Table Bluff is, the hill you have to go over between here and Fortuna?” 
 
    Biggs nodded. 
 
    “I want you to set up a roadblock there for anyone returning from the relief effort in Ferndale,” Pringle said. “Confiscate any weapons you find. Something wrong?” 
 
    Biggs and Willis had exchanged distressed glances while Pringle spoke. 
 
    “You don’t like my plan?” 
 
    “It’s a four-lane freeway with a median and wide shoulders,” Biggs explained. “We can’t just throw up a roadblock. I’m sure there are alternate routes.” 
 
    “Do the best you can. It’s the message that counts.” 
 
    “What exactly is the message?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m in charge,” Pringle explained. “Captain Kirkpatrick is a fine man, but he sees matters in limited scope—right and wrong, legal and illegal. He lacks the vision for what the future can be for all of humanity, not just Humboldt.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare say anything about eggs and omelets,” I said. 
 
    “You just did.” Pringle pushed away his plate and stood. “By the way, I like your hair, and the shirt looks good on you.” He nodded at me in approval. “Mac, you’ve got your assignment for today. Ben, find Julio and send him up to the parlor. We have some Coasties to deal with.” 
 
    Pringle still limped; Morgan’s knife must have cut deeper than anyone realized. 
 
    The three of us sat quietly as the staff cleared the dishes. As I watched the retreating staff members, a thought struck me, and I looked up at Scott, smiling with a hint of malice. 
 
    I replayed Kirkpatrick’s confrontation with Pringle in my mind. I had never thought of the captain as sneaky before. His visit wasn’t just unnecessary, it invited a dangerous reaction from Pringle or his men, a risk that was out of character for Kirkpatrick. But the real purpose for the visit was to deliver the message that our friends and allies were on the move. They had a plan of attack. It wouldn’t be today, but it would be soon. 
 
    Most important, Kirkpatrick had boldly accused Pringle of murdering people in Ferndale but had only accused him of attacking Morgan. Why the distinction? Why not accuse him of murdering Morgan? 
 
    Because Morgan survived. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 31: Change of Command 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan 
 
    “Permission to come aboard?” Baxter asked the blue uniformed crewman at the top of the boarding ramp. Her tone was bright, and her salute was respectful without being stiffly formal. 
 
    As my bad luck would have it, with my right arm strapped tightly to my side, I was forced to hold the single crutch under my left shoulder, the same side as my bad ankle, which made walking clumsy as a three-legged goose. Climbing the boarding ramp had been painfully slow. 
 
    “Of course, Lieutenant,” the young man responded. He forced his eyes forward after the instinctive once-over and returned her salute. “Mind if I ask why you’re here?” He nodded at me. “He doesn’t exactly look fit for duty.” 
 
    I smiled wanly without showing my damaged teeth. With my face shaved, my hair cut to an even stubble, and the uniform borrowed, I wasn’t concerned about being recognized. Bending over the crutch disguised my height. Only the injuries were genuine. It helped that Baxter provided an additional distraction by wearing a regulation-defying skirt, a hint of cosmetics, and her hair down. 
 
    “Commander Carter asked me to escort him to get some personal items he left on board,” Lieutenant Baxter answered. “I might take a little tour,” she added in a whisper. “Haven’t seen it yet.” 
 
    The crewman smiled at being included in the secret. I carefully stepped further onto the deck. 
 
    “Were you injured in Hawaii?” he asked shyly. 
 
    Just what we needed, a curious sentry. 
 
    “I heard the Futura beaching was brutal.” Baxter’s dramatic expression exuded sympathy. 
 
    “I was on deck,” the sentry replied, shaking his head at remembered horror. “Hey, umm, why are you wearing white?” 
 
    We both froze for an instant. Of course, he asks the one question to which we didn’t have a ready answer. 
 
    Before I could mumble something about my uniforms being lost or destroyed, Baxter looked around furtively, then took a half-step closer to the sentry. 
 
    “He wanted to be Coast Guard again instead of Teledyne.” Her voice was low, secret, and sultry. “The skipper said he could return if his injuries heal well enough.” 
 
    The sentry suddenly looked nervous, and I could practically hear his heart begin to pound. He swallowed and looked around just like Baxter had. 
 
    “We can do that?” he whispered. 
 
    Baxter became serious and looked the sentry up and down slowly, as if weighing his merit. She nodded, and he relaxed under her approval. 
 
    “It’s up to the skipper, Captain Kirkpatrick. Don’t be afraid to ask, if you see him.” 
 
    The sentry drew to attention and saluted again. Baxter returned the salute with better form and dignity than before. 
 
    Turning away from the sentry, I spotted another pair of white uniforms approaching the docks. 
 
    Another full day of rest allowed me to get back on my foot. The rest of my injuries would be weeks, if not months, healing. However, Kirkpatrick’s angry orders wouldn’t wait, so Baxter and her crew had smuggled me from the yacht to the Coast Guard Station, where the Midgett was docked, in the dark of morning. It was a much easier task with me taking some of my own weight. 
 
    “We’ll probably see a lot more of that,” the lieutenant murmured as she led me slowly into the ship. 
 
    Captain Kirkpatrick had not revealed his entire plan to us; he had merely said he wanted me on board and directed me and the lieutenant to secure the sick bay. Once done, Baxter was supposed to make her way to the pilothouse. I would wait in the sick bay until called. 
 
    Seeing the Midgett at the docks by the station helped me understand the problems Pringle faced in deciding how to use the behemoth. While it wasn’t the largest ship in the Bubble, it dwarfed the other Coast Guard assets, including the Clausen, which was larger than any of the area’s pre-Fall ships. As an outward facing defense platform, it could be a dominating force. It was all but useless for helping with local commerce or industry. It drew too deeply for most of the territory covered by the bays and couldn’t even reach the Arcata Bay past the Samoa Bridge. The helipad served as little more than an impressive sun deck without operational helicopters. 
 
    Experiencing the cutter up close suggested a world of possibilities outside the region, though. Even without the weapons, it made longer voyages possible with less risk. 
 
    Baxter led me to the lower decks. The effort of helping me down the stairs left her panting and sweating when we arrived at the sick bay. She pushed the door open harder than she intended and slammed it against a bench on the other side. 
 
    “Oops!” She held the door open as I limped in. 
 
    “What’s going on?” a woman asked, rushing from around a corner. 
 
    Her precisely tailored white uniform flattered her tall frame and shapely physique. She would have looked at home on a recruiting poster or pinup calendar, despite her short hair and boyish face. 
 
    “Sorry about that, there’s no emergency,” I reassured her. 
 
    “Hello,” Baxter murmured and looked the petty officer over slowly. 
 
    “Are you all right?” The medic examined me with concern. 
 
    “I’ve been better.” 
 
    “The captain ordered me to bring him here.” Baxter released the door and stepped in front of me. She stood with her shoulders back and her hands clasped behind her back, her head tilted slightly. “Wanted him checked out or something.” 
 
    “Looks like someone already did that,” she replied. 
 
    “I’m supposed to do some training on the bridge.” I began spinning our cover story. “But the doctors want me under close observation.” 
 
    “I’m not in position to pronounce you fit for duty,” the petty officer said doubtfully. “I guess I can take your vitals and track them.” 
 
    “You can take my vitals,” Baxter said under her breath. Apparently, not quiet enough, since the petty officer looked at Baxter sharply with wide eyes and a blush. 
 
    “Lieutenant,” the medic said and nodded in greeting as if seeing Baxter for the first time. 
 
    “Susan,” Baxter said. 
 
    “Lieutenant Susan?” 
 
    “Baxter.” She pointed to her name patch. “You can call me Susan.” 
 
    “Josie.” The medic mimicked the lieutenant and pointed to her name patch. “Sanders.” 
 
    The two women watched each other with nervous smiles, both wondering if they were reading the signs from the other correctly. 
 
    “Mind if I ask why you wear a white uniform?” I started feeling left out. 
 
    “Loyalty,” she replied. “I had no interest in joining Teledyne, but I wanted to continue serving with my crewmates. Captain Chamberlain accommodated me.” 
 
    “The blue wouldn’t work with your complexion at all,” Baxter added. 
 
    Sanders blushed and notably refused to look at the lieutenant. 
 
    “Actually, Petty Officer,” Baxter said, all business, “that means you are under the command of Captain Kirkpatrick, not Captain Chamberlain. Chamberlain has no rank in the Coast Guard.” 
 
    The medic’s eyes opened wide, and she nodded slowly. 
 
    “Okay, change of plans,” Baxter said and looked at me. “I think the skipper only wanted one of us here in case it became a collection point for TD crew. Petty Officer Sanders changes that equation; she can secure sick bay better than you at the moment. You and I will head up to the bridge and wait for orders.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s a good idea without alerting the skipper first?” 
 
    “That’s why I’m the lieutenant.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Sanders asked. 
 
    “Change of command,” Baxter said with a wink. “Stay here, look tough, and wait for orders.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Let’s go, gimp.” Baxter ushered me toward the door. I maneuvered my way out into the corridor while Baxter held the door. “I’ll be back to get my vitals checked,” the lieutenant said as she closed the door. 
 
    “You’re as subtle as Semtex,” I said as I limped toward the stairs. 
 
    “Can’t catch fish without bait.” 
 
    “Mumble, mumble, fraternization,” I teased. 
 
    Baxter laughed. 
 
    “How old are you, Ensign?” She emphasized the rank. “Coast Guard hasn’t been strict about those rules since long before the Fall.” 
 
    We passed at least a dozen cuttermen of various ranks in white uniforms going about their assigned tasks without acknowledging each other.   
 
    It took almost fifteen minutes to reach the pilothouse, and I was winded and hurting when we arrived. The numbing from the nanites had made me overconfident. Baxter entered the bridge like she belonged there and directed me to an empty seat that allowed me to put my back to the outer bulkhead and watch the whole pilothouse, then she helped me get settled. 
 
    “Can I help you, Lieutenant?” one officer asked. 
 
    “I’m fine. Carry on.” I noticed Baxter didn’t acknowledge his rank. She began exploring the bridge, examining various gauges and monitors. 
 
    “May I ask why you’re here?” the Teledyne lieutenant asked. 
 
    “I was ordered to be here,” she replied. 
 
    He looked at her in confusion as she proceeded with her inspection. She stopped to spend more time at one station than the others and appeared to verify the readings. 
 
    The TD officer picked up a communications handset and spoke into it quietly. Baxter checked the wall clock and smiled slightly with her face turned toward me and away from the TD men. 
 
    The windows allowed the occupants to see in every direction. A long counter with an array of operations posts sat under the front windows. Another bank of stations sat behind that. The design and features of the pilothouse reflected careful thought and long experience. 
 
    The TD officers watched Baxter, clearly displeased with her invasion of their turf. I placed my hand on the .45 I had hidden in the wrap around my injured arm. I didn’t expect them to do anything, but I wasn’t programmed to trust people wearing Teledyne blue. The unfamiliar grip pattern reminded me I had lost my sidearm and spare in the fight with Pringle. 
 
    An older man in a blue uniform entered the bridge from the stairway in the back with a younger officer close on his heels. 
 
    “Hello, Lieutenant,” he greeted Baxter with a distinct note of displeasure. “May I ask the nature of your presence here? My officers report you have failed to provide them any details of your orders.” 
 
    “That is correct.” Baxter looked up from her inspection. “Are you Chamberlain?” 
 
    “Captain Chamberlain, yes.” 
 
    “Pleasure. Second Lieutenant Susan Baxter.” She bobbed her head. “I expect I know the answer, but did you find any records regarding the last maintenance cycle on the HVAC systems?” 
 
    “Of course not. The prior owners were surprisingly competent but didn’t seem to keep records of any sort.” Chamberlain scowled. “Lieutenant, what is your business here? And don’t tell me, ‘orders.’ I got that part already. I’m asking what business the Coast Guard has with this ship.” 
 
    I cringed inwardly. This was moving too fast, and Kirkpatrick hadn’t arrived yet. Baxter’s face didn’t show any concern. Instead, she straightened her shoulders and looked at each man in turn with marked disapproval. 
 
    “We’re the Coast Guard,” she insisted. “We can board and inspect any ship or boat in our territory. I don’t need more reason than that. You, of all people, should know that.” 
 
    Chamberlain’s teeth clicked with the force of his mouth closing. His face turned pink. 
 
    Another white uniformed officer entered through the door next to me. He nodded politely before heading toward the back rank of duty stations. 
 
    “Baxter.” The new lieutenant greeted her. 
 
    “Oh, hello, Simpson. I thought you were on the Clausen.” 
 
    “Reassigned.” 
 
    “Oh, so do you have the watch?” Baxter ignored the strangled noise from one TD officer. 
 
    “Not that I know of. I think higher would send a commander for that. How’s the tug?” Baxter chuckled. 
 
    “My boat is just fine, thank you.” 
 
    As she spoke, another woman in white entered from the other side, a petite ensign with short dark hair and an excited smile. Her face lit up as she ogled the pilothouse. 
 
    “Captain on deck,” a voice announced from the port side rear door.  
 
    All the white uniforms snapped to attention as Captain Kirkpatrick entered the pilothouse, accompanied by Commander Carter and followed by five other officers and two cuttermen with rifles over their shoulders. 
 
    “At ease,” the skipper ordered. “Take your stations.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Chamberlain asked. 
 
    “It’s Captain Kirkpatrick.” The skipper’s voice was hard and unyielding. “We are installing a proper Coast Guard crew.” 
 
    “You can’t take my ship.” 
 
    “It’s not your ship.” Kirkpatrick’s barely restrained anger brought Chamberlain up short, and he watched the skipper with wide, fearful eyes. “You might recall that I announced quite publicly and unmistakably that Ansen Pringle had no authority to grant you possession or command. It is a Coast Guard ship, and I am in command of this station. If you want to get into the vagaries of maritime law and prize rights, you can discuss the matter with Scott Ansen. He took the ship single-handed. Would you like to argue with him?” 
 
    Chamberlain paled. I chuckled. 
 
    “Take them to the brig,” Carter directed the security team. 
 
    “The brig?” Chamberlain shouted. Kirkpatrick’s glare shut him up. 
 
    “You and your officers will be tried for your crimes.” 
 
    “You have no authority to do that.” Chamberlain scrambled for a defense. “Since when—” 
 
    “Governor Hackett and Minister Riekhoff ordered your arrest, you insufferable toad.” The skipper trembled with fury. 
 
    “You can’t—” 
 
    “The farmers in Ferndale should be tilling and planting their fields or whatever farmers do this time of year—” Kirkpatrick pointed generally toward the south “—not burying their dead! Are you blind to your role in that?” 
 
    “We didn’t have a choice—” 
 
    “You had every choice!” The skipper’s voice rang off the bulkheads. 
 
    “They would have killed us,” Chamberlain said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Then you should have died.” The blue uniforms looked at each other nervously. Chamberlain dropped his gaze to the deck as Kirkpatrick continued. “You and you alone could have stopped Pringle just by sticking to your mission and refusing to follow contrary orders. You caved to Pringle and pissed all over the honor of the Coast Guard. You aided a kidnapping and blundered into a pirate trap that got your people killed. It was only the intervention of my people that saved you. I would have you and your officers before the mast if you were still in the service.” 
 
    It was Chamberlain’s turn to tremble. Faced with the stark truth, the other officers looked somber. 
 
    “Your medic had the courage to refuse the blue; why didn’t you?” The men in blue looked cowed. “She’s due a commendation and promotion. Some of your enlisted will be offered the opportunity to join our ranks. Some will be returned home. All will be judged fairly as much as possible.” 
 
    I was impressed. Kirkpatrick had been planning this longer than anyone else realized, and he’d done the legwork to know the TD crew. 
 
    “We have your piece of shit XO in custody already,” Commander Carter interjected. “Did you know he and some of your men commandeered a civilian vessel to deliver Pringle and his men up the river to Ferndale for their ambush of Morgan Campbell?” He nodded at me, dispelling the mystery of my identity for Chamberlain and his crew. 
 
    One young ensign picked up a comms handset and spoke quietly into it. 
 
    “Captain, all the blues are in the mess under guard.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ensign.” He nodded to the security detail, who directed Chamberlain and his crew to precede them off the bridge. 
 
    “Captain Carter, the ship is yours,” Kirkpatrick ordered. 
 
    Carter turned toward Kirkpatrick and offered a brief salute. 
 
    “Captain?” he asked after dropping the salute. 
 
    “We are years behind on promotions, and we have a lot of new positions to fill,” Kirkpatrick answered. 
 
    “Aye, aye, Admiral.” Carter saluted again, and the other white uniforms joined in. 
 
    Kirkpatrick sighed and shrugged in resignation. 
 
    “Don’t worry, sir,” Carter added, dropping the salute, “I will see the rank is confirmed by the civilian authorities, so you don’t feel like you promoted yourself.” 
 
    “Good enough,” the skipper replied. 
 
    “Let’s get to work.” Carter took a position in the center. “I want this ship off the dock and out in the water as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Comms,” Kirkpatrick ordered, “send out a general order. Recall all off-duty personnel. I want every vessel offshore—” he interrupted himself and walked over to me. “Morgan, how far can one of your type jump?” 
 
    “I can do almost thirty feet straight up,” I replied. “With a running start, figure about sixty feet. Some smaller guys can probably hit a hundred.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He turned back to the comms officer. “I want every vessel at least 150 feet from any dock or shoreline.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” the officer said. 
 
    “Lieutenant Baxter,” Kirkpatrick said, moving to stand close to her. He spoke quietly, so only she could hear. “Time for you to return to your boat and your crew. I assume they’re still in the boathouse.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Right away, sir.” 
 
    “Did you meet Petty Officer Sanders?” Kirkpatrick asked quietly. 
 
    Baxter looked at him with a scandalized blush, fighting a grin. 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “Thoughts?” 
 
    “Sneaky admiral is sneaky.” 
 
    Kirkpatrick grinned. Only Baxter and I could see it. 
 
    “Dismissed, Lieutenant.” 
 
    Baxter winked at me as she left. 
 
    “Still on schedule, skipper,” Captain Carter said. “We’ll be untying in about twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Log the positions of all vessels,” Kirkpatrick said. “Wait, do we have sat comms?” 
 
    “Not yet, sir,” a junior lieutenant responded. “We couldn’t repair the connections yet because of OPSEC.” 
 
    “Understood. I want the Clausen off the Arcata shore and feeding us intel.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” 
 
    “How are you, Morgan?” Kirkpatrick came to stand next to me. 
 
    “Resting. I admit, I’d rather be here than lounging in bed.” 
 
    “I figured as much. Ready for some fireworks?” 
 
    “I love a good dustup,” I replied. 
 
    Captain Carter joined us as Kirkpatrick outlined the plan he and Sheriff Barber had designed. It was the first I’d heard that Barber had been involved; he had been forced to take the leadership role he asked me to take. I was able to add a few extra precautions to the strategy. We all agreed the opening move was effectively the end of planning since we could only guess what would follow. We also agreed it needed to happen. 
 
    As we discussed our options, a young cutterman entered the pilothouse unexpectedly. He handed a folded piece of paper to Kirkpatrick with a nod. 
 
    “You must be the patient,” he said and looked at me with a smile. “Petty Officer Sanders told me to give you this.” He handed me a plate wrapped with clean oilcloth. 
 
    “Petty Officer knows her stuff,” I said. I unwrapped the plate while the skipper read the note and found a sandwich with a thick slice of fish and a crab salad. 
 
    “Ripley reports we’re clear to leave. Her Con Mod guard dogs are distracted. She has a skeleton crew of volunteers to limit collateral damage in the event of retaliation.” Kirkpatrick’s grim tone reminded us stirring up Pringle was deadly. “Observers have confirmed there are only five mods at the Carson Mansion, including Pringle. The others are away on operations.” 
 
    A rumble deep in the ship announced the engines starting. 
 
    I struggled through the messy sandwich one-handed while the crew worked through final preparations. As to quality, the cook would have benefitted from lessons from Chelsea, but I needed the energy. I listened to the orders passed across the bridge with half my attention. 
 
    A few minutes later, almost precisely on Kirkpatrick’s schedule, the ship floated away from the dock. We rotated to starboard and pointed the bow toward Eureka, northeast along the waterfront. I was on the wrong side of the pilothouse to watch the town as we passed, but I could identify some larger landmarks anyway, like the fuel storage site and plant. 
 
    “Five minutes,” a lieutenant said. 
 
    We curved around eastward along the waterfront. The channel between Eureka and Woodley Island was a tight squeeze for the Midgett. Keeping a safe distance from the marina would put us close enough to the Eureka waterfront for Specs or Con Mods to leap on board. 
 
    “Captain,” I called out. 
 
    “Yes,” Carter and Kirkpatrick answered together. They exchanged smiles, and a round of chuckles passed among the officers. 
 
    “Yes,” Captain Carter repeated. 
 
    “I suggest you man the starboard guns. Don’t look for targets, cover the approaches. Even Specs can’t run through a stream of 25mm. If they do see a target, create a crossfire.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Simpson, pass that order to Lieutenant Graham,” Carter announced. “Remind him we have plenty of ammunition. Get someone on the roof to look for our scouts.” 
 
    The plan was to use old-fashioned semaphore to receive reports, the content of which was pre-planned. 
 
    “In range,” someone called out. 
 
    “Slow to station-keeping,” Carter said. 
 
    Our forward movement slowed, but the engines continued to sing at the same pitch. I didn’t know anything about how it worked, but the cutter had been designed with sophisticated thrust controls that allowed them to keep a stable position against even heavy currents, which made for a respectably stable firing platform in calm water.  
 
    “Can we clear the roof of the community center?” Carter asked. 
 
    The mansion sat above a section of lower shoreline, which contributed to the structure’s commanding view. The deck of the Midgett sat high enough above the water to bring it almost even with the mansion, which allowed us to look over the roofline of buildings along the lower strip. 
 
    “Yes, but that white house is still in the line of fire. Another fifty yards will give us a clear shot.” 
 
    “Pink Lady scout confirms Pringle is in the second-floor parlor. Two guards present.” 
 
    “Pink Lady scout?” I asked. 
 
    “Someone on the top floor of the Pink Lady mansion with binoculars,” Kirkpatrick responded. 
 
    “How about our Princess?” Carter asked. 
 
    “Third floor. In her room. Appears alone.” 
 
    “Where are the other two mods?” 
 
    “Unknown; they’re inside away from windows or on the other side of the building.” 
 
    “That’s consistent with our intel. There’s always a yard guard over there.” Carter and Kirkpatrick shared nods.  
 
    “Send the five-minute warning,” the skipper said. 
 
    “Helm, give me that fifty yards,” Carter ordered. “Fire control, line up your shot. Hold for the order.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    The cutter eased forward at a crawl, and the 57mm cannon lifted its barrel and rotated its turret to the right. 
 
    “Starboard side guns report ready.” 
 
    “I hope we have enough ammo to fend off the Historical Society,” Kirkpatrick quipped. 
 
    “Gun is clear, helm,” the officer at fire control said. 
 
    The cutter slowed. 
 
    “Helm, on my order, we’re going full reverse out of the channel.” Carter’s voice was unnaturally calm. 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    The minutes ticked down. We couldn’t see any movement but could imagine our allies scrambling for safety. 
 
    “Fire,” Carter said, finally. 
 
    The cannon roared, spewing spent shells, and the heavy rounds pounded the second floor of the Carson Mansion. At first, the fire concentrated on one spot approximately in a direct line with Ansen Pringle’s favorite seat, then the cannon raked the building from one side to the other. Wood splintered and exploded. The antique building began to burn with enthusiasm. The aim changed, and the rounds raked the ground floor. 
 
    A blur of motion separated itself from the flying debris and came toward us. 
 
    “Starboard guns, fire,” I shouted. 
 
    “Fire at will,” someone ordered into a comms set. 
 
    There was barely a pause before the .50 caliber machine guns and .25mm chain guns unleashed hell at street level across the entire width of M Street and chewed into the buildings on either side. The blur ran into the line of fire and was shredded in a spectacular eruption of blood. There was no way to tell who it was. 
 
    “Hold fire. Helm, now.” Carter’s orders unleashed a chattering cascade of more focused orders. 
 
    The guns fell silent, and the ship powered through the water in reverse with almost enough thrust to nudge me off my seat. 
 
    “Watch for more attackers,” Carter ordered. 
 
    Thick black smoke rose over the mansion and the city. 
 
    “Okay, helm, get us out in the bay and take position,” Carter said as we left the channel. “Now, we wait to hear from the sheriff.” 
 
    “Think we got him?” one ensign asked. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter if we did,” Kirkpatrick said in a confident tone. “The plan was to shake him up and, hopefully, lure more of his muscle into range of our big guns.” 
 
    “We just showed him—”  
 
    An alarm pealed throughout the ship. Everyone on the bridge looked around in confusion. A scream outside, forward of the pilothouse, caused the skipper to go pale with fear. 
 
    “We missed one,” Carter said and pulled his sidearm. 
 
    Another scream was cut short. 
 
    “Hush,” I ordered. I focused my attention and listened for the attacker’s approach. 
 
    Footsteps pounded the deck, growing closer to the pilothouse. I took hold of my .45 and flipped off the safety. I gauged which door was the most probable for the enemy to enter and shifted to give myself a good shooting angle on it. 
 
    The attacker wasn’t subtle. He shouted as he came, threatening anyone who could hear him and spewing vulgarities. Good, the Coasties were smart enough to move away from him. 
 
    Terry Miles reached the bridge deck. With the windows surrounding the pilothouse, he couldn’t hide. 
 
    “Fire!” Carter ordered. Gunfire erupted, shattering the windows. I waited. 
 
    Miles danced about, dodging every attempt to line up a shot, and circled us to create confusion. Somebody was smart enough to shoot away from him, and the Spec took a bullet in the shoulder. He barely flinched. 
 
    The shooting slacked off as the officers reloaded. 
 
    Miles took advantage. Across the bridge from me, he kicked the door in with a scream of rage. The door exploded across the room, slamming into two officers and knocking them to the deck. 
 
    As soon as Miles framed himself in the doorway, I emptied my magazine into his face and throat, all fifteen rounds in less than a second. Carter and Kirkpatrick followed suit once the Specialist hit the deck. 
 
    Several younger officers stared at me with open mouths. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Campbell,” Captain Carter said. “For those of you who were wondering, that is why we have an invalid on the bridge. Cancel that alert and let’s get something down to keep this thing from bleeding all over my clean deck.” 
 
    “Umm,” I said into the silence, “can someone help me reload this thing?” I scowled at the empty .45. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 32: Making Her Story 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kelly 
 
    I’d never been one to stare out windows, but there wasn’t much more to do between meals. I walked the grounds with Mac, exercised for hours, started working my way through the library books, and even picked some flowers. Then lunch happened, and I was out of ideas, so I did it all over again. I could only imagine how boring day number two of my expanded freedom would be. 
 
    Lunch was sparse, but Ebbie snuck me a pork sandwich in my room, which made me laugh out loud. The sun was out, but the weather was cool. I wore the skirt Pringle gave me for no particular reason but topped it with a faded red and black flannel that clashed remarkably. The boots were breaking in pleasantly already. I finished the thick sandwich while contemplating the ocean view over the flat roofs of the formal hall and the kitchen, which were later additions to the original home. The meat was at least a day old and a little dry, as was the bread, but it retained the tang of salt over sweet fat. 
 
    It had been four days since Pringle burned Ferndale, and I still hadn’t heard more news about Lynn, Morgan, Nicole, or Ladycat. 
 
    West of me, at an extreme angle through the window, the Midgett came trawling up the channel, the chaotic and colorful paint unmistakable. Since it couldn’t clear the Samoa Bridge, its presence prompted a warning. Was it time already? 
 
    A flicker of movement turned my head to the back of the property. The area back there was paved for automobiles, and you couldn’t see the bay from the ground past the iron fence covered in leafy vines. A couple of workers rushed out from the kitchen, one holding a white hat on his head with one hand, and ran across the parking lot toward the gated driveway at the corner. A stream of staffers followed, all running and looking back in fear. 
 
    My door opened with a rush of air. 
 
    “Get out, now!” Ebbie whispered intensely. “Three minutes.” His panicked voice and face were all the encouragement I needed. 
 
    “Go. I’ll get Scott.” I had an inkling of what Kirkpatrick and Morgan intended, so I knew distance from the mansion was our first priority. 
 
    Ebbie nodded with slight relief to his panic. 
 
    I looked around the room and took inventory. Nothing there that couldn’t be replaced except the two stuffed ponies, at home on the pillows at the head of the bed. I grabbed them and shoved them into the drawstring bag Josie had given us. 
 
    Scott’s room was down and across the hall from mine. I accidentally ripped his door off its hinges when I shouldered it open. Scott sat next to his window and looked up from a book. There was no emotion in his expression, as usual. He simply nodded and stood, ready to leave. 
 
    “Kirkpatrick is going loud any second,” I said. 
 
    The windows behind him were tall and opened onto a faux balcony that faced west, perfect for watching sunsets. Scott pulled both sides open, giving us ample room to exit. He hopped over the balustrade and landed on the porch roof with surprisingly little sound. 
 
    I dropped down next to him and pointed toward the sheriff’s office. 
 
    The Midgett fired its 57mm cannon, and a round slammed into the mansion wall a little to our right. We leaped clear to the walkway in a storm of splintered boards and shattered glass. I didn’t slow for the gate and left it lying in the street behind us. Brutal rapid fire chewed into the mansion. Wood, glass, and tile showered the area with every strike, and the house began to burn. 
 
    We stopped just past the house on the corner of the divided street across from the mansion. The rampaging cutter loomed in the channel to our left. From less than fifty yards away, the noise hammered my ears. 
 
    A large figure crashed through the second-story windows on the south side, where the parlor was, and launched himself past the circling driveway and over the dry fountain. It was Biggs, carrying a very surprised Ansen Pringle over his shoulder. Biggs set Pringle on his feet and supported the man’s weight while holding up his arm to protect his own eyes. Both were bleeding, and Pringle leaned against the Specialist, who looked almost as unsteady. 
 
    I dumped my adrenaline and attacked. Injured and with only one guard was too tempting to pass up. Before the first step, Scott’s left arm hooked around my waist like an iron bar and stopped me in my tracks. 
 
    Before I could protest, I saw the Con Mod they called Spanky come running from the far side of the property, ignoring the bits of mansion flying around him. I tensed, ready for his attack, but he angled toward the waterfront. He almost made it to the end of the street. Smaller guns chattered a deafening defense. Biggs and Pringle dove to the ground and covered their heads. Spanky dodged, but the Midgett spread its fire across a broad span. There was no escape; the barrage turned Spanky into bloody chunks faster than I thought possible. 
 
    The guns ceased their carnage, and the cutter began racing away in reverse. 
 
    I met Pringle’s eyes above his angry sneer. 
 
    An explosion broke my focus. Fire spewed from the upper windows of the mansion, and a clear line of destruction along the second story traced the attack path. Everything above that line was tilting into the empty space until the upper floors toppled over. 
 
    Someone jumped from a third story window with flames bursting past him. He misjudged the leap and fell too close to the building. Biggs and Pringle scrambled away as antique timbers creaked and snapped in a riot of destruction, and the mansion cascaded into a giant pile of wreckage, with the jumper buried beneath. 
 
    “Mac!” It wasn’t difficult to guess who would have gone upstairs when the attack started… or why. 
 
    I ran back toward him, with Scott close behind. Mac lay face down, buried to his neck in heavy wood beams and roofing shingles. 
 
    “He’s out, and we can’t carry him.” Scott forced his voice to sound calm. 
 
    “I know, but we can pull him out of the way of the fire.” I pointed to flames spreading quickly over the shifting mound and heading our way. 
 
    Scott helped me pull the rubble off Mac. The Spec had taken a deep cut on the back of his head and didn’t respond to my attempts to wake him. We dragged him by the arms and left him a few yards away from the burning rubble, far enough to be safe. The bleeding on his head had stopped, so we knew he would be back on his feet soon. 
 
    A piercing whistle from behind turned us around. At the end of the block, Sheriff Barber waited, holding the reins of Scott’s Prince and another horse. I picked out Burt Kemper, Bill Castle, my old friend Stan, and a couple of deputies I didn’t know. I only knew Bill in passing from my soap deliveries. Everyone was armed and wore an assortment of body armor of diverse quality.  
 
    I ran to Mikey and hugged him. Dark bruises discolored his face, reminding me of the damage I had inflicted on Pringle. 
 
    “I’m so sorry I couldn’t stop Pringle from hurting you.” I spoke into the thick wool of his coat. 
 
    “I’ve survived worse,” Mikey replied. “Morgan bought us all enough time to escape. I hope the others forgive me.” 
 
    “They will understand.” I leaned back and smiled at them. “If I have to make them.” I winked. 
 
    “Did they get Pringle?” Stan asked quietly. 
 
    “He’s injured, but he was moving.” I shook my head. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Scott asked, direct as ever. 
 
    “Still forming,” Burt replied. 
 
    “Where’s Morgan?” I asked before he could continue. 
 
    “He’s on the Midgett,” Mikey responded. “He’s in bad shape but getting better.” 
 
    “All right. I need to get to the Coast Guard Station as fast as I can.” 
 
    “We can take the truck,” Stan offered. 
 
    “Why there?” Scott asked, looking skeptical. 
 
    “Julio sent Leroy and Groucho there yesterday,” I replied. “What happens when they hear about the skipper’s attack?” 
 
    “That’s why you’re the Princess,” Scott muttered. 
 
    “Where are you going?” I asked him. 
 
    “Dale’s shop. It’s where they’ll retaliate and the only logical target.” 
 
    “Weapons?” I asked. 
 
    Mikey handed the reins of Prince and his horse to Scott, then slid my rifle from the back of his saddle. 
 
    “X-caliber!” I took the carbine from him and hugged it like an old friend, mostly because I knew it would make Scott roll his eyes. 
 
    Scott rolled his eyes. 
 
    “The ponies.” Hugging the gun had reminded me of the toys. 
 
    “You dropped them when you went to help Mac.” Scott held up the bag by its draw string. 
 
    “Keep them safe,” I ordered. 
 
    Scott made a show of placing them in Prince’s saddle bag. 
 
    I started to walk away, but Scott grabbed my arm and forced me to look at him. He put his hands on the sides of my face and pulled me close to kiss me on the forehead. The men around us busied themselves facing away from us. 
 
    “We trust you, Kelly,” my brother whispered, low and resonant. “Trust yourself.” 
 
    Mikey gave me two extra magazines for X-caliber before I followed Stan to the truck and settled into the passenger seat. Stan put his hunting rifle in the rack fixed over the back window, and I rested X-caliber’s stock on the floor in front of me and pointed the barrel toward the roof. Acceleration pushed me back in the seat. 
 
    But other thoughts occupied my attention. The eerie silence of the city after the gunfire barely registered until I remembered the moment much later. There was no going back, now. Pringle’s ego would only see one solution, and he would absolutely not compromise. He would crush the opposition unless we could force him to surrender—and there was no way to make him surrender.  
 
    Stan looked determined, but I wrestled against giggling at the sight of him. His soft face, narrow chin, and nervous beard made him look like a boy despite the body armor and the holster he wore low on his hip. It struck me that Stan was one of my oldest friends, though we had never been close in any sense. We were the same age, and I had known him nearly ten years, ever since I started selling soap to his mother for her store in Arcata. 
 
    “Remember that date we went on that one time?” I asked Stan, knowing I was trying to distract myself. 
 
    “Date?” He glanced at me briefly with an expression heavy with skepticism. 
 
    “Oh, come on, you have to remember. We were like thirteen or fourteen. We went for a walk. It was sunny out.” 
 
    We started climbing the first grade of the Samoa Bridge. I kept my eyes open for trouble. The early spring air did little to wash away the odor of diesel fuel and grease that permeated the old tub of a truck. 
 
    “That was no date.” He scoffed. 
 
    “Sure, it was,” I insisted. 
 
    “You just remember things the way you want, don’t you?” 
 
    “No idea what you mean.” 
 
    He let the truck pick up speed as we descended the first slope. 
 
    He laughed. “Mom sent me to help you pick blackberries after you begged her to make you pie.” 
 
    “Such good pie.” I sighed. 
 
    “I bet. I didn’t get any.” 
 
    I grew nervous as we cruised up to the crest of the second bridge. Facing two Con Mods with only Stan as backup was probably suicide, but I had to try; there was no other option. I had to know what they were doing at the station. 
 
    “Mom made two pies,” Stan continued, “and you left with both. I’ll bet the second one didn’t even make it home.” 
 
    “They both made it home.” 
 
    “Did Scott get any?” 
 
    Why did it have to be all or nothing? Only tyrants and the insane believed in all or nothing. Glancing down, I found my hand resting on my lower abdomen, which made my thoughts even more bitter. 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    Stan followed the narrow road past the old salt factory and the town of Fairhaven. My heart pounded harder as the station came into view. There was no movement, which was strange for such a busy place. I had to take a deep breath and force myself to be calm. There was still nobody in sight and no reaction when we drove through the gate. 
 
    “Shouldn’t there be sentries?” I asked. 
 
    “No clue. It’s my first time here.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    We turned off the road and gravel crunched under the wheels as we passed through the gate. 
 
    “Stop right here,” I said just inside. “I don’t think we should get too close with the truck.” 
 
    “Roger,” Stan said. He stopped the truck and turned off the engine.  
 
    I kept my sour thoughts from my face, a skill I had been forced to learn when I was around Nicole or Chelsea. But laughing with Stan reminded me this dispute with Pringle and his support troops wasn’t a family disagreement gone public. Even Pringle’s threat to tame me by resetting my nanite package didn’t factor into the conflict. The burning of Ferndale had proven beyond doubt we needed to prevent people like Stan from being subjugated to a tyrant who saw lives that didn’t serve his purpose as having no value. 
 
    I stepped from the truck and made sure X was ready for action. The skirt didn’t have pockets and the shirt pocket was much too small to hold an extra magazine. Thirty rounds would have to be enough. 
 
    “You’re not bringing your rifle?” I asked. 
 
    “This is better for close quarters and possible surprises.” He patted the holster at his hip and the shiny revolver nestled inside. 
 
    I took a few seconds to reconfigure X’s sling so I could hang it over my shoulder. It was a short sling that clipped to body armor and didn’t offer a lot of slack. 
 
    “Not too close,” I said. “I might need room.” 
 
    We separated a few yards as we approached the front porch of the station.  
 
    “Something’s definitely wrong,” Stan said. “Armed people approaching and no reaction.” 
 
    I snugged the gun stock into my shoulder the way Morgan had taught me with the barrel angled slightly down, then bent my knees to lower my center of gravity. 
 
    The front door opened, and a large shadow stepped through. Groucho stopped with his hand still on the door. The deck boards groaned under his weight. Rumored to be a serial rapist, the man looked like a school teacher or grocery clerk.  
 
    “Well, if it isn’t Princess Pringle, all dressed up and armed for a visit.” Groucho looked me up and down. “That is one world-class set of legs. You hittin’ that?” He directed the question at Stan. 
 
    Stan didn’t react. He kept his hand away from his gun and his eyes on the convict. 
 
    “Hey!” Groucho turned his head toward the open door. “We’ve got company out here!” 
 
    Four other men, all armed with pistol-grip rifles, rushed out in response to the convict’s call and took positions to either side of him. They wore the blue shirts of Hackett’s police force, which contrasted sharply with their lack of hygiene. They handled their weapons with more bravado than skill or care, and sneered their contempt at us, the effect of which was blunted by their numerous missing teeth. 
 
    “What do you plan to do with that?” Groucho nodded at my gun. 
 
    “Thought I’d go fishing.” I shrugged, using the movement to raise the barrel closer to the target. 
 
    Groucho chuckled. 
 
    Footsteps inside the building announced the arrival of Leroy. Tall and slender, with dark skin and a scraggly beard worthy of the laziest hippie, he couldn’t have been more different from Groucho. He stopped at the porch edge and looked between me and Stan. 
 
    “That’s all we get, the girl and Opie?” Leroy asked. 
 
    “Who’s Opie?” Groucho and I said at the same time. 
 
    “Illiterate punks,” Leroy mumbled, easily loud enough for my ears. He pointed at Stan and said, “That’s an opie. He’s the opiest opie that ever opied.” He laughed at his own joke. 
 
    Again, Stan didn’t react.  
 
    “Where are the Coast Guard?” I demanded. “Who’s in charge?” 
 
    “I’m in charge,” a voice announced behind Groucho and Leroy, a voice accustomed to being heard. Ben Willis pushed past Groucho. He wore his anachronistic business suit with the jacket open, exposing the sidearm in his shoulder holster. 
 
    My stomach felt suddenly hollow. Two Con Mods were bad enough; a fully trained Specialist was a whole new dimension of bad. I swallowed as quietly as I could. 
 
    “How about you put that down before things get any further out of hand, Miss Pringle?” 
 
    “The Coast Guard?” I asked. 
 
    “Executed.” 
 
    “You fucking—” 
 
    “What do you expect when they attack the bo—” 
 
    Stan quick-drew his revolver, shot from the hip, and a dark, bloody hole appeared where Groucho’s right eye had been. My left ear would be deaf for several minutes. A second hole appeared in Groucho’s face before he could fall. Stan fired a third time and hit Willis in the head. But the Spec was already moving, causing the ball to hit at a bad angle and ricochet off his reinforced skull. 
 
    I flooded my system with adrenaline, took one step to my right, and shot Leroy and two other goons. While the goons fell, Leroy dodged a second shot. 
 
    But Willis was moving in, too close and smart for me to line up a shot on him. He reached for my barrel. I cantered away. He pressed with a series of strikes. I dodged and parried as we circled each other. There was little skill and less finesse to my defense, but I was easily faster than the large Spec. With X-caliber as club and shield, I snuck in a few sharp hits that frustrated him before catching him under the chin with the stock hard enough to crack his teeth against each other. 
 
    Damage to my ears from Stan’s shockingly loud revolver muffled the screams from the hurt and dying. Stan and others were shooting, but I couldn’t spare time to look. 
 
    I skipped to Willis’ side and caught him behind the knee with a swinging snap kick. He grunted as the leg folded and his kneecap hit the gravel. I shuffled back out of his reach. 
 
    Movement to my right interrupted my attempt to shoot the Spec. Leroy reached me, a knife in each hand. I used the rifle like a quarterstaff to defend against a dizzying series of stabs and slashes. 
 
    “Don’t kill her,” Willis warned. 
 
    I ran backward quickly and drew him in until he overcommitted on a thrust, then I buried the butt of the gunstock in his ribcage. He grunted and folded. Swinging in a wide arc, I elbowed the back of his head, then brought the gunstock back up in a reverse swing and caught him in the throat. The heel of my boot shattered his knee from the side. I kicked him away, and he slid in the gravel, leaving his knives behind. 
 
    Willis attacked before I could finish off Leroy. At hearing the snick of a safety, I jumped backward wildly as high as I could. The gun fired, and a hot line scored the inside of my left thigh. The clumsy landing forced the air from my lungs. I concentrated on getting X-caliber back into position; breathing could wait. 
 
    “Just stop, Kelly,” Willis yelled. He stood over me with a 1911 that looked like a miniature in his large hand. “You can’t win against—” 
 
    My three-round burst perforated his bowels, then another pair of bullets slammed into Willis’ face, taking off a chunk of his head. I tilted my head “up” to see along the ground and saw Mac walking toward me in a tactical crouch, aiming a handgun at Willis. 
 
    “I had him,” I protested. 
 
    Without responding, Mac shifted his aim to his right then fired twice at Leroy, who was trying to stand. Leroy was dead before his mutilated head slapped the dirt. 
 
    Mac’s clothes were dark with sweat, and his hair clung to his forehead. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure I’d make it in time,” he said and held out a hand to help me up. “Didn’t mean to distract you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 33: Scheming Horror 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kelly 
 
    Other than the graze on my thigh, I was unhurt. 
 
    Our fight had carried us to the north end of the yard and parking area.  
 
    Stan put two rounds into Leroy as he walked over to us. He glared at Mac suspiciously but was smart enough to holster his weapon. 
 
    “He’s on our side,” I told Stan. “I think.” 
 
    “I’m with you as long as I can be,” Mac said. The intense vulnerability in his expression made me feel unreasonably protective. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and laid my hand on his chest. I had to turn away as his scent brought back distracting memories. “Did you run all the way here?” 
 
    “I was looking for the boss when I saw you drive by,” Mac said. “I tried yelling, but obviously, you didn’t hear me. And thank you. I heard you and Scott talking when you pulled me out.” His face hardened. 
 
    “That said, what the fuck were you thinking?” He nodded at Leroy’s remains. 
 
    “I didn’t know Willis was here,” I confessed. “I hoped to get here before they could do anything.”  
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Stan asked, nodding at Mac’s handgun, as he walked up to us. 
 
    “Holy shit, Mac. Where’d you find that?” I’d never seen Mac’s sidearm drawn before. It was more than a foot long and had its own muzzle break. “The polka dots are an interesting touch.” 
 
    “That’s some Ricky shit, right there.” Stan laughed. 
 
    I looked at Stan in confusion. 
 
    “Exactly,” Mac answered with a chuckle. “There’s a shop up in Arcata. His name isn’t Ricky, but he loves the comparison.” Mac rotated the gun so I could see it better. “He said he’s been trying to unload this since the Fall, but it’s just too damn big to be practical.” 
 
    “But it’s perfect for facing Agents or Specs,” I concluded. 
 
    “Only ten rounds with the extended mag, so gotta make ’em count.” Mac shrugged. 
 
    Stan pulled his gun back out and calmly reloaded.  
 
    “So, umm, Stan…” I shifted the sling to hang X-caliber down my back. “Are you okay after all that?” 
 
    He paused as he finished reloading and sighed. 
 
    “I’m a little hungry. Had an early lunch.” He slid the gun back into its holster. There wasn’t a hint of false bravado in his voice or body language. 
 
    “That’s cold,” Mac said. 
 
    “I buried my last fuck with my father when I was fifteen.” Stan’s voice made the air around me seem colder. “Don’t expect me to lose sleep over killing people who ask for it.”  
 
    “Let’s check the rest of the building,” Mac said. He pulled my Kimber from inside his suit coat and handed it to me, grip first. “You’ll want this. We’ll find you a holster.” 
 
    I examined the 10mm handgun and confirmed the magazine was full. I might have caressed the smooth steel more than necessary as I did. I nodded to the men when I was ready to go. 
 
    Willis hadn’t exaggerated about executing the Coast Guard. We found them lined up in the main hall. The floor was coated in a layer of their blood. They’d been lined up roughly in order of rank, with Captain Ripley at one end and a man in civilian clothes at the other. Some of the uniforms were blue. I ran back out the front door and vomited on Groucho’s corpse. The strangely clinical part of my brain noted Stan had put several more holes in the head and torso. Never hurt to be sure. I also noted the murders had been committed inside, out of sight of any ships. 
 
    While I was still bent over, Mac walked up and placed his hand between my shoulder blades. “Stay out here. Stan and I can finish clearing the building.” 
 
    “Let me know when you find the radio or computer room. We should tell Kirkpatrick.” 
 
    He patted my back and left. I walked off the porch to avoid the growing stink. 
 
    “We found it, Princess,” Stan called a few minutes later. 
 
    I followed Stan back through the nightmare and down into a room that buzzed with electronic equipment. Mac pointed to a complex unit with a microphone in front of it and a pair of headphones hanging off the side.  
 
    I moved to the corner and considered a collection of three monitors, one of which appeared to be damaged. The image on one screen was a downward view of some terrain. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” Stan asked over my shoulder. 
 
    “This looks important.” I pointed at the image. “I think that’s a satellite feed. It’s how Scott and Kirkpatrick found us in Hawaii. I’ll bet this system has a lot of important information. We can’t leave it for Pringle.” 
 
    “Haven’t touched a computer in years.” Stan shrugged. “Can’t be that hard.” 
 
    “If we can’t erase it, maybe we can destroy the machine itself,” I suggested. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Mac said. “It’s too useful. We’ll take it with us, the whole computer. It’s not very big.” He pointed to several component boxes in a framework stand. “We’ll take everything, just in case.” 
 
    “What’s the point without satellite access?” I shrugged. “I don’t think there’s another place in the Bubble with the right antennas or dishes or whatever.” 
 
    “What about the airports?” Stan asked. 
 
    “What about them?” I asked. 
 
    “Airports used to rely on satellites for traffic control,” Mac explained. “And they would use direct feeds.” 
 
    “Would that include the airport in Fortuna? Rohnerville or whatever it’s called?” I asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Stan answered. “That’s where all the tankers flew out of for fire suppression. They used the satellites to spot and track fires.” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Mac asked me. 
 
    “I guess we can take it with us to Fortuna. If we can’t get it to work, Pringle won’t either. How do we shut it down?” 
 
    “I can do that.” Stan puffed out his chest with cheerful confidence. 
 
    “Contact the Midgett, if you can,” I told Mac. “Tell them what happened. They’ll want to speak to Stan to confirm it’s not a trap.” 
 
    Mac sat down at the radio, put the headphones on, and began hailing the Midgett. 
 
    Stan leaned over the desk to jiggle the computer mouse then tapped some keys. Two and a half monitors switched to a graphic confirming the shutdown process. 
 
    “Hey, Stan, come talk to Captain Carter for a minute,” Mac said in a friendly tone. 
 
    “Captain?” I asked, giving the Spec a quizzical look. 
 
    “Promoted, apparently,” Mac answered. 
 
    Stan joined Mac at the radio. I turned away from them to conceal a calming breath and strangle an itch of guilt. 
 
    “Kirkpatrick is coming in the Midgett.” Mac returned only a few seconds later. 
 
    “If we’re going to take this with us, can you find something to carry it in, something sturdy?” 
 
    “I’ll take a look around.” He left the room to search. 
 
    I started to disconnect the cords and components from the computer. Stan joined me as soon as he was done at the radio, and even crawled under the desk for the hard part of the task.  
 
    Mac returned a few minutes later, carrying a thick plastic locker box or cooler with a latch on the lid. 
 
    “Bit bigger than we need, isn’t it?” I asked. 
 
    “I thought this would be good to keep water out, just in case. We can pad it with blankets or something.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A little less than an hour later, I sat on the dock using the cooler as a seat with X-caliber lying next to my hip and watched the Midgett arrive. We only took the two working monitors and packed the whole collection with blankets and rags. 
 
    At more than twice the length of Sentinel-class ships, docking at the station was tricky and slow, so Kirkpatrick and Carter sent the OTH boat to fetch us while the cutter waited farther out. I hoped the skipper’s people could find or make enough paint to cover the hideous travesty inflicted by the cutter’s prior owners. 
 
    Mac and Stan were inside collecting names and ranks. The two joined me as the boat lined up with the dock and tied off. My stomach clenched when I went to board the boat, but I gritted my teeth and took a seat. Once I assured the crew that Mac was safe to come with us, I let the Spec and Stan tell what we had found in the station. Fearing I was too tense to remain polite, I decided to keep quiet. 
 
    Thankfully, Captain Carter himself greeted us when the boat slid into its berth in the Midgett’s stern. 
 
    “Welcome aboard, Princess,” the newly minted captain said with a sympathetic smile. “I figured you might be uncomfortable coming back so soon.” 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate the gesture,” I replied and took his proffered hand. 
 
    “You might be pleased to know all the blue shirts are in custody, not running the ship.” 
 
    “Pleased, no, but relieved, certainly.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” he said. “What’s with the cooler?” 
 
    “Mac’s idea.” I shrugged. 
 
    “Follow me. Skipper’s on the bridge, so is Morgan.” 
 
    I leaped straight up from where I stood and landed on the helipad deck, sprinted across, then hopped up to the bridge deck. Shocked looks followed me, some laced with fear. I threw open the nearest bridge door and stood frozen while I located him. He sat near the front, off to the side. Bandaged, splinted, and bruised, he didn’t look much better than the presents Ladycat often left on the back patio. I was across the bridge in a heartbeat and threw my arms around Morgan, holding myself back just enough to keep from injuring him further. 
 
    I clung to him. His left arm pulled me closer against him. I basked in the scent and feel of him, ignoring the antiseptic. There was a shudder and a ragged breath, then his forehead flopped into my shoulder, and I could feel the tension leave him. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I whispered after a long moment of holding each other. “You can tell me later.” He nodded. I pulled away and smiled at him. “So, umm, how the fuck are you still alive?” 
 
    “I think Ladycat pulled me from the river and managed to call for help. Almost tore my hand off in the process.” He described seeing a bonfire on the beach when he was rescued. 
 
    “I can see how she could build it, but how did she start it?” 
 
    “She had to get a spark or flame from somewhere, obviously.” Morgan shrugged with one shoulder. “But how? No idea.” 
 
    I was mystified. 
 
    “Okay, kids,” Captain Kirkpatrick said, “that’s enough.” He walked over to stand near us. 
 
    Stan entered the pilothouse through a door near our position and joined our circle. 
 
    “You okay, Stan?” Kirkpatrick asked. 
 
    “I’ll be okay. Sitting still isn’t too bad. The sooner I get back on solid ground, the better.” 
 
    “Sea sickness,” the skipper explained. “The only reason he’s not one of us.” 
 
    Stan shrugged. I’d learned more about Stan in the past few hours than the entire time I’d known him. 
 
    “Stan has plenty to offer us landlubbers.” I gave him a friendly smile. “Where’s Mac?” 
 
    “He said he didn’t feel comfortable coming up and went looking for food,” Stan replied.  
 
    “Smart man,” my Agent said. I stiffened at the comment. How much did Morgan know about my connection with Mac? “I’m hungry, too. Again.” 
 
    Together, Stan and I gave a detailed account of our encounter at the station. Kirkpatrick didn’t appear surprised by Stan’s shooting trick. Kirkpatrick remained stiff but stoic as we reported the station’s condition. 
 
    “What now, skipper? What’s the plan?” I folded my arms to keep my hands still. 
 
    “Waiting to hear from our teams.” He copied my gesture and shrugged. “Don’t get too confident. There are only a few, and they can’t get too close. Once we confirm their locations, we can decide our next target.” 
 
    Oof. I looked at the faces around the pilothouse. The confidence reflected there told me they completely misjudged our situation. The next move didn’t matter. Kirkpatrick had started a war he couldn’t win. The probable outcome had not changed since I had recognized it weeks ago, no matter how I gamed out the possibilities. There was little chance of duplicating the day’s successes. We might whittle down Pringle’s numbers over time, but Bubblers would die, especially now that Pringle’s people were alerted to the danger. Pringle would consolidate his forces and go on offense until the Bubblers begged him to stop. Then he would continue until convinced we would never try again. For our part, we couldn’t afford the collateral damage Kirkpatrick’s firepower would inflict during a long struggle. More and more of our friends and neighbors would submit to Pringle’s rule, which would create a world of other problems. Teledyne’s own failsafe was my only option. If a horrendous act is the only rational and compassionate choice, is it still horrendous? 
 
    A shift in my thoughts felt like the click of a key in a lock. 
 
    I strode over and looked out the front windows. The city of Eureka spread across the facing shore, highlighted by the massive tanks at the fuel depot, the old shopping mall, the refinery next to it, and the fish markets further down. I could almost feel the eyes on my back, especially Morgan’s. The fresh memory of bodies in the Coast Guard Station blended with my view across the water, and I imagined bodies lining the boardwalk, beaches, and docks of the Bubble. 
 
    “How do you hunt a predator?” I turned to face the officers on the bridge. 
 
    They all watched me, surprised and curious. 
 
    “Predators never go after the strongest prey; they chase the weakest.” I folded my arms and leaned against the edge of the station behind me. “They also don’t fight predators that are obviously stronger. That’s the kind of stupid thing only humans do.” I paused for a few chuckles. “The very last thing we want is to be safe here with the rest of the Bubble left at Pringle’s mercy.” 
 
    Nods and mumbles of agreement passed among my audience. 
 
    “Where does that leave us?” Kirkpatrick asked. 
 
    I remained quiet and let the group consider the question, desperately hoping they would reach the right conclusion without my prompting. 
 
    “We have to dictate when the fight happens,” Stan answered. “And where.” 
 
    “That seems obvious,” an unfamiliar officer replied. 
 
    “It’s not, though,” Stan countered. “When they’re working together, we can’t contain them or chase them down. We have to lead or lure them to the fight, limit their choices of approach. Just like you’ve done with the ships.” 
 
    “We need a stronghold, a fortress,” the officer said after a brief pause. 
 
    “Simpson’s right,” Captain Carter said. 
 
    “That’s why we blew theirs up,” somebody quipped. A healthy round of chuckles eased the tension but not the growing fear. 
 
    “A fortress is useless if there is no reason to attack it,” I said. “You need a target they don’t dare ignore.”  
 
    Kirkpatrick looked at me, and I met his gaze.  
 
    “You. He’ll come after you.” Morgan’s words hit the deck like a magnet. “He will never feel like he’s truly in control if you’re free.” 
 
    “Dale’s shop in Fortuna is the closest thing we have to a fortress,” I said. “If I go there, Pringle will come after me.” 
 
    “Dale’s been making it stronger, according to Sheriff Barber,” Kirkpatrick added. 
 
    “Armored walls and a few concrete barriers won’t be enough to scare off Pringle,” Morgan argued. 
 
    “Which makes it perfect,” I said enthusiastically. “We just need to make it a lot more dangerous than it looks.” 
 
    They weren’t just looking my way, now; they were staring. 
 
    “It’s the battle plan that matters,” I continued. “Me, Scott, and Mac can slow or stop them, one at a time. A lot of Bubblers with guns will do the rest. And if things go sideways, we have the Midgett to firebomb the airport.” 
 
    “Drastic measure,” Kirkpatrick observed. 
 
    “All we have are drastic measures,” I countered. “Look, we don’t have much time. Biggs probably took Pringle to Doctor Felix, looking for healing nanites. He doesn’t need them, but Pringle is impatient. He’ll be back on his feet and gathering his men by morning. We need to be ready by then. Can you get me close to Dale’s and put out the word for shooters?” 
 
    “We can do that,” Kirkpatrick said. “We’ll send you upriver in the CB. It will shorten your trip.” 
 
    “Stan?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m with you. I can handle it.” 
 
    “What about you?” I looked at Morgan. 
 
    “I don’t know that I can be much help. I can’t even reload weapons.” He nodded at his bound arm and shoulder. 
 
    “Your eyes and experience are what we need,” I replied. “Mac can handle the physical stuff and help us move you.” 
 
    Morgan cringed but acquiesced with a nod. 
 
    I copied his nod, hesitating to share my next idea. All eyes were on me again. 
 
    “Skipper, I’m serious about targeting Dale’s shop and the airfield.” I knew it was possible; I’d worked the math already. “If the worst happens, scorched earth will be your only hope. You can’t hide on your boats forever.”  
 
    Kirkpatrick straightened, then slowly responded with a solemn nod. He looked at Carter, who returned the gesture. 
 
    “Stay in radio contact when you get there. I will have the Clausen monitor the situation by satellite and feed us as much information as possible.” The skipper nodded at one older officer, who acknowledged the order. 
 
    “If you drop us off at the Fernbridge, we can go overland from there. We won’t need to worry about engine noise in the dark.” I flashed him a wry smile and looked down at my bare legs and the Kimber sticking out of the waistband of my tattered skirt. “I need to run home and grab some things.”  
 
    “Deadly combination,” Kirkpatrick deadpanned. “But you can’t have all offense and no defense.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 34: Setting the Stage 
 
      
 
      
 
    The OTH boat dropped us off right under the Fernbridge. We struggled getting Morgan in and out of the boat. No amount of arguing could convince my Agent to let us strap him to a board for transport. Unable to put his full weight on his left foot and unable to lean against his right side forced me to lift almost his entire weight to get him to a seat on the gunwale of the boat. Once seated, he spun around enough to let Mac pick him up and carry him to the beach. Slightly winded, I hopped over the side of the inflated boat and onto the sand. Stan put the locker box with the computer equipment on the side for me to take. 
 
    “I’m starting to regret bringing this,” I told Stan, setting the box on the ground. 
 
    “It was Mac’s idea, but he’s probably right. Who knows how it might help us?” 
 
    Stan handed me my rifle and his, then he hopped onto the sand next to me. We each took a side of the computer box and hiked up to meet Mac and Morgan. Mac steadied Morgan as he adjusted his balance on his crutch. 
 
    I shivered in the deepening chill as threatening clouds swallowed the sun for an early sunset. I intended to arrive at Dale’s shop in the dark, which ruled out the bright colors and reflective striping that marked the foul weather gear used by the Coast Guard. 
 
    “Take these,” I told them and handed X-caliber to Stan and my Kimber to Mac. “I’m going to make this as quick as I can, if only to stay warm.” 
 
    “How the hell are we going to get me all the way to Fortuna?” Morgan asked. “You can’t carry me, and it’ll take all night and more to walk.” 
 
    “You worry too much,” I countered. 
 
    All three men looked at each other and chuckled. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “There aren’t three people in the entire Eureka Bubble, put together, who worry as much as you do,” Morgan said. “Lately, anyway.” The other two made exaggerated nods in agreement. 
 
    “Huh,” I replied. “Stay here. I’ll try to be back before you get too bored.” 
 
    I followed a path from the beach up to the road. The area below the bridge was a popular fishing spot, though I understood it was not very productive. I started with a steady walk, taking long strides to loosen my legs and get a feel for the new boots. I could appreciate the craftsmanship, but they were not designed for running, and the stiff spots might give me some trouble. After a dozen yards or so, I slowly moved into a run, then accelerated faster until I reached a full sprint. Months had passed since I had experienced such freedom, and the physical joy of the movement surprised me. Running was something I only did when I was in danger, but I was used to riding my customized tricycle throughout the region to deliver my soap. I smiled into the wind. 
 
    The growing shadows couldn’t hide the devastation of Ferndale. I had braced myself for the experience, but it wasn’t nearly enough. I kept running and forced my sorrow to turn to anger. Buildings and homes I had passed almost daily had become ruin and wreckage. Even the library where I spent much of my childhood was a pile of debris. I shouldn’t have been able to see it from the main road; only the destruction of the buildings in between allowed it. 
 
    I blocked out dark thoughts and continued through town as fast as I could. I finally coasted to a walk in our driveway. An astonishing mix of relief and bitterness almost overcame me when I saw the house was completely untouched. It looked exactly as it had the last time I had seen it, and I could even hear the chickens clucking in the backyard. I was happy it was unharmed; I had known it would be. But that knowledge came from knowing that Ansen Pringle’s delusional mind believed the home’s preservation was his duty to his family, regardless of whatever atrocities he intended to inflict on us in the name of his twisted benevolence. 
 
    Inside, the mess left from the abduction of Chelsea and Nicole had been thoroughly sorted. The front room appeared recently cleaned, and the ratty old couch in the front room had been replaced. I could only shake my head and get back to business. 
 
    In my room, I swapped the skirt and flannel for sturdier clothes, including a pair of thick leather pants. I found the combat armor I had claimed for myself during our first trip outside the Bubble. Had it really only been eight months ago? For a holster, I settled for an old belt model I had worn thin with years of use. As I arranged the holster on my lower back, where I liked it, I couldn’t even remember where my good holster had gone. A light raincoat came last. 
 
    Dressed and strapped, I stamped my feet in the familiar combat boots, unexpectedly eager for a fight. I found extra magazines for the Kimber and X in the hallway gun cabinet and added a couple of knives to my kit from Scott’s collection. 
 
    I circled the property once, carefully looking for signs of Ladycat. Nobody had seen her since she rescued Morgan, and he didn’t see her then. I was worried the fire had chased her away permanently. I found no sign of her around the house. 
 
    I grinned to myself as I opened the garage door and saw my trusty trike parked inside. It was perfect for getting us where we needed to be. I hooked up my soap trailer, emptied of product, and checked over the bike. Before closing and locking the door, I retrieved the two Teledyne data chips provided by Michelle Eisen from their hiding place. 
 
    With night coming quickly, I was now in a hurry. My night vision was excellent, but I didn’t want to descend the hill at speed in full dark. I straddled the trike and settled my feet on the pedals, noting that combat boots were not ideal for this task. I rolled out and got up to speed quickly, though my pace was limited by the ingenious brakes installed on the trailer.  
 
    Loaded with soap, the trailer could get quite heavy. Kevin Tanner’s team had installed a system that used wheel rotation speed to slow the trailer. 
 
    I focused on the sounds of the chain in the gears, the wheels on the road, the wind in my ears, anything but the ashy smell or the haunting shadows of the charred remains of my hometown in the growing darkness. Anger grew inside me, but it wasn’t the hot fury I’d come to know, it was cold and hard, cold enough to sear. 
 
    By the time I reached the Fernbridge, there was barely enough light from the stars and slim moon to see the road. I parked the trike where the trail met the road and picked my way down to the river beach. Under the trees, the men were simply darker silhouettes in the shadows. 
 
    I made no special effort to move quietly, but the sand muffled my footsteps enough to be covered by the gentle flow of the river and steady westerly breeze. 
 
    “Hey.” I tapped Stan on the shoulder. 
 
    “Ah!” Stan screamed and jumped enough for his feet to leave the ground. He whipped out his revolver and searched for a target. 
 
    “Dude, seriously? It’s just me.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Stan said with a heavy sigh. He holstered his gun while grabbing his chest with his free hand. 
 
    Mac howled, laughing. Morgan chuckled, much more subdued than the Spec. 
 
    “At least you didn’t scare him into the water this time,” Mac said, still chuckling. 
 
    “Where are you?” Stan asked. 
 
    “Right here.” 
 
    “I still can’t see you.” He was looking in my direction with wide eyes. 
 
    “To be fair, I can barely see you.” Morgan grunted as he used his crutch to help him stand unsteadily in the sand. 
 
    “Let’s get up to the road,” I said. I looked at Morgan and smiled. “You’re going to hate this. Can you manage the trail?” 
 
    “I think so, but someone should be ready to catch me.” He began limping slowly to the trail. 
 
    “Come on, Stan.” I took his hand to lead him along. “You should see better out of the shadows. Mac, grab the box.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that’s a little better,” Stan said when we reached the road. He looked me up and down. “I can still barely see you in all that black.” 
 
    I flashed him a mischievous smile with a flirty head tilt, then left to wait. I found Morgan moving one slow step at a time. I stood on his better side and placed my hand on his low back in support, and we made the tedious ascent to the road. We found Mac holding the locker box, looking confused at the trailer. 
 
    Morgan looked at the trike and trailer with a mixture of resignation and dread. 
 
    “In the trailer, gimp.” My affection for my Agent softened my tone. I opened the back and lowered it to form a ramp. “We’ll leave the lid open,” I said as I raised the top on its pneumatic supports then locked it in place. I motioned to Mac. “We’ll get him settled then put the box in. You two can go on ahead or walk alongside. I can’t ride too fast with Morgan in back.” 
 
    I helped Morgan settle into the trailer with his back against the front wall, his good leg bent, and the injured leg stretched against the sidewall. The computer box and extra ammo fit in the space left next to Morgan’s injured leg, and he could hold X-caliber comfortably. 
 
    “You could have brought a few pillows,” Morgan said. 
 
    “Sorry, I was in a hurry. I also didn’t think of it,” I confessed. “I’m sure my big, tough Agent can handle a little temporary discomfort.” 
 
    The others chuckled behind me as I raised and latched the ramp in place. Mac handed me my Kimber, which I placed in the holster at my back. I wasn’t happy with the loose fit, but it would serve for the time. 
 
    “I can go on ahead and scout,” Mac suggested. “You won’t have your hands free, so Stan should stay close.” 
 
    “How long is this going to take?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “If I was by myself, it would take about half an hour,” I replied. “With you, I’m thinking an hour to an hour and a half, so I don’t rattle your teeth out of your head.” 
 
    “My teeth can’t get much worse, so let’s make this as fast as we can.” 
 
    “You asked for it.” I threw my leg over the saddle. 
 
    Mac jogged ahead, and I pedaled up the ramp to the Fernbridge with Stan jogging next to me. The antique bridge was narrow and the deck uneven. 
 
    We left the freeway about an hour later. Mac waited for us at the exit. Stan impressed me again by keeping up with only short breaks. I decided to take the long way and come at the shop from south of the airport. Arriving in secret wasn’t going to be easy. There was only one road in and out, which was watched and guarded, and the rest of the property was bordered by hills. 
 
    The last part of the trip involved breaking through a gate, climbing a hill on a dirt driveway, and a rough ride across a grassy field, which added an extra hour to our trip.  
 
    “Well, now I can see,” Stan said. 
 
    Dale’s shop was lit so bright, it created an aurora around the former hangar and the maze of concrete barriers surrounding it. That was one way to eliminate the advantage Pringle’s men had in the dark. Unfortunately, it did the same for us. 
 
    “Yeah, I hated all of that,” Morgan said the instant my wheels hit the tarmac of the runway. “Why did we have to go the back way? I thought the point was for Pringle to know you’re here.” 
 
    “He doesn’t need to know you’re here.” 
 
    “I never even noticed all this before,” I admitted, nodding to the cluster of buildings just east of the runway end. 
 
    “That’s the tanker base,” Stan said. “The firefighters.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I murmured and rode on. 
 
    “Aren’t we going to the shop?” Mac asked, jogging next to me. 
 
    “Not yet. I want to see if we can set Morgan up here, keep him out of the action. If we can link the computer to the TD satellites, he can feed us intel by radio.”  
 
    “I thought the cutters could do that,” Mac argued. 
 
    “They don’t have Morgan’s experience, especially against Specialists.” I took a deep breath, hoping I sounded rational and not at all defensive. “He also knows his way around the terrain as well as a computer.” 
 
    I stopped the trike in front of a building with an array of antennas on the roof and more on the ground next to it. 
 
    “Good thinking, Princess,” Morgan said. “If Stan and the Spec can do the work, I can get it up and running.” 
 
    “I’m game,” Stan said. 
 
    We broke into the building with little difficulty. It hadn’t been used in years, based on the layers of dust. We found an office in the back and cleared the large desk inside. Stan unloaded the computer, components, and monitors and arranged them on the desk. Stan found the circuit panel and reset the breakers. Only three light bulbs in the building worked. 
 
    Mac discovered the server closet, only to find the racks almost bare and the cables tangled like a ball of hair. 
 
    “Oof,” Morgan said when he looked in. “I hope some of these are labeled. Once we identify the connections, the rest should be a breeze.” 
 
    Stan gave him a doubtful look. 
 
    “We won’t get there if we don’t start.” Mac shrugged. 
 
    Under Morgan’s attention, Mac began straightening the cables. 
 
    “I’m going to check in at the shop,” I told them. “As soon as you get this straightened out, Mac and Stan can join me while you get familiar with the system.” 
 
    With the three men consumed by their tasks, I slipped into the back office. I placed the two data chips from my pocket in the shadow of the keyboard, not obvious, but Morgan would find them. A misty rain started to bead on my hair and eyelashes as I unhooked the trailer and rode away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 35: Lights in the Mist 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kelly 
 
    Only one window glowed among the three floors of the University of Humboldt bio-tech building. Beyond the glass entry doors and past the dark reception area, only one corridor was lit. Water dripping from the trees provided the familiar patter of home. The parking lot could have been black glass or a cosmic void. Short concrete posts linked by twin steel cables bordered the lot, more of a demarcation than a barrier and low enough to step over. 
 
    I crouched in the shadows behind a low berm, layers of foliage between me and the blocky structure. To my right spread the bulk of the parklike university campus. Light glinting off water droplets along the cable drew my attention. I looked closer. The cable was rusty and broken in places, but the half inch of twisted steel wire still retained its strength in most places. 
 
    Nothing moved for several minutes. Either the place was empty, and I was wrong, or Pringle and his entourage were too deep in the building to see or hear. But then, nobody left lights on in the Bubble. We were far too aware of what a luxury we had in a functioning power plant. 
 
    A shadow passed in front of the light in Dr. Felix’s window. I was right that someone was in the building. 
 
    With my men safe and distracted back at the airport, and my target almost confirmed, it was time to hunt. 
 
    I hoped they would forgive me for lying to them. The battle I envisioned, that I had told them was the only path out from under the tyranny Pringle was building, would have killed scores of Bubblers, whether it succeeded or not. I couldn’t have lived with myself. But if I could eliminate Pringle, we wouldn’t need a battle. Julio also needed to go. He was ambitious, popular, and savvy enough to be almost as dangerous as Pringle. Freight Train, the last of those who abused Sheriff Mikey and ambushed Morgan, would be a nice bonus. Three targets to free the Bubble. 
 
    I didn’t need to win. I didn’t even need to survive—I just needed to buy time for Morgan to find and activate Teledyne’s failsafe, the kill switch programmed into all but a select few Teledyne Specialists. 
 
    Doctor Felix had discovered significant differences between the standard Spec nanites and the machines found in all the survivors with the same modifications, including me. Only the termination protocol explained those differences. 
 
    Morgan was probably digging through the Coos Bay data already. With his knowledge of TD systems, he would find the files and discover how to trigger the failsafe. Everyone who received the treatment from Dr. Felix would die. I knew he would do it; he literally couldn’t stop himself. 
 
    Implications of mass murder aside, if I could succeed before Morgan triggered the kill switch, Mac wouldn’t have to die with everyone else. Granted, his survival would greatly complicate my love life, but what’s a girl to do? 
 
    The possibility Dr. Felix could become collateral damage stung, but it was unavoidable. Since the good doctor and the information in his computers were tools I absolutely could not allow Pringle to have, they were both secondary targets. 
 
    The only question left was how. The past few days had taught me two critical facts. First, killing Specs took three steps: slow, stop, overkill. The second was how my speed and unpredictability scared even experienced Specialists. 
 
    Quiet voices came from behind me and to the left. Two men hiked up the climbing driveway. Their movements and the fact they appeared to have no trouble seeing their way identified them as genetically modified. I had never seen them before. The bearded men looked strikingly similar in features and clothing. They spoke softly but not in a manner that suggested they were hiding. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the place?” one man said. 
 
    “Name on the building is right,” the other answered in a laconic drawl. “Office is on the third floor.” 
 
    “Let’s get fixed up, I guess.” 
 
    “Why’d the boss want us to come so late? Could have waited ’til morning.” 
 
    “It’s not all that late, just seems late cuz it’s dark.” 
 
    “Idiot. It’s gotta be close to midnight, maybe later.” 
 
    “Like I said, not that late.” 
 
    The twins continued to banter as they entered the front doors and passed through the lobby. 
 
    Their arrival made for two more Con Mods than I was expecting but didn’t increase the number of real targets. More important, they had just confirmed my suspicion. I took a deep breath to steady my nerves and tensed for action. 
 
    A strange sensation passed through my body, from my core in a wave out to my limbs. Tension left, but my senses heightened at the same time. It felt like entering one of my trances with my whole body. Time to get unpredictable. 
 
    Over the berm and down the other side, I raced along the edge of the parking lot and followed a length of cable that had broken away at one end. On the other, a quick stomp broke the eyebolt out of its post. The concrete gave with little noise. I coiled the twisted steel into a loop as quietly as I could and set it aside, then collected several more lengths. 
 
    Satisfied with my collection, I used the longest cable for the front doors. The corners of the entryway were protected from vehicles by heavy vertical bollards. I wrapped cable around the posts and secured the ends with simple overlapping knots. It took a lot of my strength to pull the cable tight enough to secure it. Hidden from inside by the flat center bars between the upper and lower panes, it would only allow the doors to open a few inches. 
 
    I carried the coiled cable over my left shoulder to keep X-caliber ready and made my way to the rear of the building. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The two upper floors were built to identical plans, with offices along the long walls of the rectangle, laboratories in the center served by a surrounding hallway, and space for utilities and access at the ends. Three staircases connected the floors, one on each end and a wide central shaft that also formed a narrow atrium. 
 
    In the hallway opposite Felix’s office and lab, voices echoed, their volume modulating erratically. I followed the back side corridor to an empty room approximately even with Dr. Felix’s lab. Inside, I placed my ear against the wall and focused on the voices from the other side. 
 
    It was difficult to distinguish who was speaking in the heated discussion on the other side of the wall or count how many were there the way Pringle’s men constantly talked over each other and completed each other’s sentences. 
 
    “Why is everyone here?” Pringle demanded. The spike in volume made him easy to identify as he cut through the wandering dialogue. “Who’s watching the building?” Pringle must have been rattled not to notice the oversight sooner. 
 
    To my heightened senses their words felt tediously sluggish. 
 
    “Boss—” Briggs or possibly Kreuger. 
 
    “I told you. She knows we’re here. She’s coming.” 
 
    “C’mon, boss. There’s no way she could—” Julio, no question. 
 
    “How many times have I told you not to underestimate her?” Pringle shouted then paused, pacing hard enough for me to hear his footsteps. “She’s going to figure it out, if she hasn’t already.” 
 
    “What could she—” 
 
    “She almost killed me! And there were five of you right there!” The walls rang from his shout. “Stop talking and check the damn building. Doc, how long until you’re ready?” 
 
    I didn’t wait for the answer. I raced on tiptoes back into the hall and to the central stairway. The space in the center of the building relieved the generally enclosed feeling of the building. It was aesthetically pleasing and tactically treacherous. Kneeling behind the corner of the wall, I could see across to the other corridor. The stairway landed in the other corridor. A glass safety wall in a steel frame on my right surrounded the opening between floors. 
 
    I switched X to full auto and waited. 
 
    Footsteps warned of several people coming. Two Con Mods walked past the opposite corner, shoulder to shoulder, Abel and the skinny one they called Professor. I lined up the iron sights level with the latter’s chest and fired a long burst, fanning my shots to limit his ability to dodge. The bullets flew slower and louder than I anticipated and wrecked my right eardrum. I had forgotten to protect my ears. At least five of the .308 rounds hacked a fist-sized hole in the first target. 
 
    “She’s here!” Abel screamed and dove for cover. “I’m hit!” 
 
    I fired another burst. Abel screamed again and scrambled across the open area past the corner. 
 
    X said, “click,” so I released the magazine and reached for the next. I slapped home the fresh mag while running to the back corner of the building. Cussing and recriminations followed, along with the pounding of heavy footsteps, which sounded unnaturally slow to me. At the stairwell, I kicked away the rubber wedge, and the door slammed behind me. I jumped over the stairs and spun in the air to land on the center landing facing back. 
 
    The hammer blow from the door hitting the facing wall shook the stairwell. The feat was doubly impressive since it swung in the other direction. Ken Bauman charged at me. Too late, he saw the cable stretched between the handrails and tried to stop. Tony, a Con Mod I had only met once, ran into the Specialist from behind at full speed. The cable bent them both over at the waist. A third person I couldn’t identify from my angle plowed into them. Bauman’s expression shifted to horrified recognition as he met my eyes. I pulled the trigger, and X-caliber sawed through all three. Bauman was done, but I couldn’t be sure about the others. 
 
    I jumped down the next flight, then sprinted through the dark second floor corridor back to the center stairway. I circled to the far side of the stairs and took a position facing the descending stairway. The noise from shouting and running feet easily drowned any noise I made. 
 
    With only a mag and a half left, I switched X to burst fire. 
 
    Two of the Con Mods pounded down the stairs, handguns held loosely at their sides. I shot them both with several bursts without being too picky about placement. Their bodies tumbled down the steps. I jumped over them and crouched on the center landing. As soon as I saw movement, I shot again. 
 
    Bodies converged on the atrium from all directions. I fled as they jumped over the rails or down the steps. Somebody was smart enough to just shoot, and I took a graze to the arm. 
 
    “Fucker!” I yelled over my shoulder. 
 
    I raced to the stairwell at the front of the building, twisting to shoot wildly behind me. They couldn’t keep up. Again, I closed the door loudly. I swapped in my last magazine as I skated down the stairs. I waited for the sound of pursuit before exiting the stairwell and slamming that door behind me, as well. 
 
    I reached the entry doors in the front lobby and paused to listen. I turned my left ear in that direction since my right was still numb. Footsteps. The slight clack of the bar latch. 
 
    I slapped the cross bar of one door and shoved it open but stopped it before I hit the cable rigged outside, then I pulled it back hard a half-second later. Dumping what little adrenaline I had left, I raced to the heavy wood reception counter, slid on my knees across the marble floor, and crouched behind it. 
 
    The blur of chasing bodies hit the lever-handled door on the right. The cable trap stopped them cold, pitching the upper body of the first man through the glass. A second and third man piled into him and forced him partway through, wedging all three in the door. Slow, stop, overkill. 
 
    I rose from my hiding spot, already firing. My final magazine emptied in seconds. Thirty rounds of .308 blew chunks off the trapped men with every strike. Blood and worse erupted from the twitching bodies. The door broke out of its frame. The cable held it for a heartbeat before the whole mess crashed to the concrete. 
 
    I switched X-caliber’s sling to carry it behind my shoulder, then pulled my trusty Kimber. I checked the bodies and identified them as the two new arrivals and Sam Kreuger. I only identified the last by his suit and the fact he was too small to be Chet Biggs. 
 
    Fuck. Not one of my primary targets. 
 
    Stepping outside, I turned my face up to the feathery rain for a few seconds. The balance of power had changed. Was it enough? 
 
    Probably not. 
 
    Back inside, X came off the harness in favor of a hiding place behind the reception counter. With 10mm mags and knives double-checked, it was time for the final round. 
 
    A chorus of angry shouts and crashing objects erupted from the main hall which ran down the center of the ground floor. I dashed to the end of the hall and took position behind the corner, the Kimber out and ready. 
 
    I leaned past the corner and saw a body roll down the stairs and into the corridor. Julio rose to his knees just in time for Scott to sail through the air and smash him into the ground in an awkward landing. I ducked back out of sight and bit back an epic string of curses. 
 
    When I looked back, Scott was on his feet and facing the stairway with no attention for Julio. He wasn’t smiling. 
 
    Chester Biggs stalked down the stairs. His suit coat was gone. Like something from a nightmare, Freight trailed the Spec, still in the process of tearing off the shredded remains of his shirt and exposing hulking, corded muscles. While Biggs was less intimidating, he was the most experienced Spec on Pringle’s detail. 
 
    Julio launched himself at Scott from a kneeling position, knife in hand. Scott intercepted him with little effort, but the Con Mod drove him out of my sight, with Biggs and Freight in cautious pursuit. 
 
    I wanted to follow, thinking I could take the big guys from behind, but Pringle appeared on the stairs just as I started to move. I pulled back before he could see me. 
 
    Outside the front doors, a faint glow seemed to light the mist, and there was an odd sound. I turned my left ear toward the sloping driveway. An engine revved higher to climb the hill. A wall of light lit the last curve of the driveway then blinded me until an antique pickup turned its headlights away and stopped with a squeal of brakes.  
 
    “I told you. I told you. I told you.” Nicole’s cheerful shouts echoed across the parking lot and into the broken doorway. 
 
    I ran outside, hurtling the dead men in the doorway, and found my junior twin standing in the bed of the truck and pointing at Scott, who was fending off three opponents on the lawn outside a new hole in the side of the building. 
 
    “Stay there!” I pointed at Nicole, who acquiesced with a sharp nod. 
 
    Fear for my girl became a flare of hot anger. 
 
    Two familiar blurs ran from the truck toward the fight. Hector pointed at Biggs, and he and Derek charged the Spec together. Biggs turned away from Scott to face the new threat. I followed and closed on Julio. With the combatants converging, the pistol wasn’t an option, so I switched it for a knife. 
 
    “Can’t hide now, bitch!” Julio spread his arms as if inviting my attack. 
 
    He came at me hard, a knife in each hand, and unleashed a surprisingly fluid, slashing attack. 
 
    I was much faster and far angrier. While he tried to land a killing blow, I reached in and sliced deep at will, dancing him away from where Scott held off Freight. 
 
    “Scott, Kelly, stop this before they kill you,” Pringle yelled from the side entrance of the building. 
 
    An epic left cross to Scott’s jaw sent him sliding into the short grass. Freight Train rushed after him. 
 
    “No,” I screamed and moved to intercept the huge convict. 
 
    Julio blocked my path. 
 
    Instead, Pringle stopped Freight with a shoulder to the midsection. It knocked the Con Mod back without otherwise hindering him. 
 
    “That’s enough,” Pringle ordered. “I can’t let you kill my son.” 
 
    Julio swung a knife at my throat. More concerned with Scott than Julio’s attack, I dodged and responded with a snap kick to his stomach. Julio was a brawler, not a fighter, and hardly a challenge with my advantage in speed. The fact he was still standing after fighting Scott only proved how dangerous Freight Train was. 
 
    Pringle took a combat stance and squared off with Freight. The Con Mod had a slight edge in height but outweighed the former Teledyne exec substantially. Pringle’s attack would have killed most Specs. Freight blocked or dodged the blows with a scary degree of patience. 
 
    Behind Pringle, Scott sat up and shook his head, smart enough to take the time to recover. 
 
    I slapped aside another blow from Julio, then dodged a weak follow. 
 
    Apparently recovered from his earlier injuries, Abel stepped out of the hole in the building and looked around to assess the scene. Fucking nanites. His search stopped at me, and hate contorted his features, then he sprinted toward me.  
 
    Dodging his clumsy attack, I ran the knife across his throat and redirected his momentum, so he crashed into Julio. 
 
    Freight caught Pringle with a vicious counterstrike that launched him into the brick wall, where he collapsed. Biggs was by Pringle’s side in a blur, leaving Derek and Hector sitting in the grass, looking dazed. 
 
    Scott stood and shook himself. 
 
    “Ready to try this without the helpful distractions?” Eagerness laced Scott’s casual tone. 
 
    Freight grunted in response. 
 
    Julio and Abel sneered at me then attacked from opposite sides. With a move too fast for him to stop, I stepped behind Julio and buckled his knee with a kick from behind, grabbed him by the hair, and slit his throat.  
 
    “Shut up and die, pussy,” I snapped.  
 
    Abel charged with an animalistic growl, but Hector tackled him. I drew the Kimber and put three rounds into Julio’s thick skull, then I turned and shot Abel where he lay on his back under Hector, who had wrapped him up around the waist.  
 
    I spun around to find Scott, intent on backing him up against Freight Train. 
 
    Biggs knelt by Pringle a second longer, then stood slowly, apparently satisfied his boss would survive.  
 
    Scott and Freight Train erupted in a frenzy of violence. They moved with frightening grace. Freight was as strong as his namesake, even stronger than Scott, and clearly combat trained. His thick bones and tissues, hardened by genetic engineering, made hitting him a lot like hitting a tree. Scott excelled at hitting trees. Scott had an answer for every defense and a counter for every strike. He slipped every grapple and reversed every throw. With a last missed punch, Freight stopped defending himself. Scott released a series of brutal punches, snapping bones with every hit. 
 
    The last Con Mod looked around in confusion, and blood poured from his mouth. He collapsed to his knees, then toppled over onto his face. Scott casually pulled out his sidearm and shot Freight in the back of the head three times. 
 
    Their fight had carried them to the middle of the dark parking lot, now lit by the headlights of Kevin Tanner’s pickup truck. Biggs was still walking toward Scott, clenching his fists. 
 
    “Stop, Biggs,” Scott ordered, no fatigue in his deep voice. He pointed at me. “She’ll kill you before you get close enough to do anything.” 
 
    Biggs halted and looked at me. I confirmed with a nod and displayed my favorite gun. His shoulders slumped. 
 
    The lot fell silent. Only Biggs and Pringle remained. 
 
    Pringle stumbled toward me slowly. I raised my gun but didn’t aim at him. He looked at the bodies in confusion. Tears flowed freely down his cheeks. He stopped a few feet from me. 
 
    “Why?” he asked in pain and mourning. “Why would you do this? I just want what’s best for you and everyone.” 
 
    I wanted to scream at him, to explain why and how he made this happen, how he forced me to. But I knew it was no use; reason was beyond his fractured mind. 
 
    “Look at all this.” His tone changed. “You’re amazing, you and your brother. You should join me. We could do great things together.” 
 
    I heard the shuffle of feet from my friends gathering around us. 
 
    “Kelly. Princess. Together, we can rescue the world. We can make it like it was.” 
 
    I opened and closed my mouth a few times, incredulous.  
 
    “We can make it right. We can be a family again.” His uncompromising conviction burned in his eyes. 
 
    And I finally understood. The insanity of taking me to Hawaii, the need to control the Bubble, the need to render me compliant with his plans, bizarre contradictions between his expressions of concern in contrast to his behavior.  
 
    “It won’t bring her back.” Tears began to blur my vision at seeing his madness and the stab of loss for someone I couldn’t remember. “It doesn’t work that way. Even if we remake the world exactly the way it was, it can’t change what happened. She’ll still be gone.” 
 
    “But… We have to. We have to fix it.” His face contorted in confusion as he struggled to grasp the simple concept. “We have to try.” 
 
    “Putting the world back together isn’t going to bring back the dead,” I explained. “You know that.” 
 
    “Yes, we have to put the world back together, back like it was, but better than before…” He looked around again at the bodies. “My men…” 
 
    “You didn’t give us a choice!” I waved my arm at our surroundings. “I warned you. I warned you in every way I possibly could, but you refused to listen. You weren’t making anything better. You were hurting people I love. You threatened everything we’ve built here.” 
 
    “We can fix it. Princess, we can make it all better if we work together.” Pringle’s tone carried an unbalanced mixture of confidence and desperate supplication. 
 
    “You’re right. We can make it better.” I took a step back to give me physical and emotional distance. I motioned to the people around me. “We. Not you.” 
 
    “You—” 
 
    Ladycat’s roar startled me and everyone nearby. She was already charging when I turned. She jumped higher than I thought possible and landed on Pringle with her claws fully extended, roaring and snarling savagely. Pringle howled in anger and pain, a high-pitched wail that dug at every nerve in me. 
 
    “Lady, stop!” 
 
    I heard Nicole repeat my demand, and others added their voices. 
 
    The lioness ignored us all. She clamped her enormous maw around Pringle’s throat and tore at him with her claws. Pringle fought, but even he was no match for the oversized lioness. We all backed away. 
 
    Gunshots startled me. Ladycat stopped, snarling harder, and looked up toward the sound but didn’t relinquish her prey. Biggs dropped to his knees, and blood poured from his chest and throat, squirting in surges. His arm flopped down, dropping the gun he had been aiming at Ladycat. Scott walked over to the Spec, the barrel of his .45 still smoking, and fired two more rounds into the bodyguard’s head. You can never be too certain in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 36: Failsafe 
 
      
 
      
 
    I let my arms dangle at my sides, knife in one hand, gun in the other, and looked up to the sky to let the rain wash my face. 
 
    “I bet you’re surprised to see us,” young Derek said, gushing with pride and buzzing with the rush of winning. 
 
    “Sure.” I smiled at him. “You can tell yourself that.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Nicole asked, touching my arm tentatively. 
 
    “I’m fine now.” I put away my weapons, then hugged her close. “I missed you.” 
 
    “Can’t believe that kid dragged us all the way out here for this.” Hector tried to hide a smile behind the grumbling but failed. 
 
    “Thanks for the assist, anyway,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll be honest,” he continued, “I’m glad you already had most of it handled. Don’t tell the wife that; I plan on getting some mileage out of this.” 
 
    “Do you really think you would have won?” Nicole asked. 
 
    “Things still could have gone horribly wrong. You guys made sure it didn’t.” 
 
    “How did you know we would come?” Derek asked, still skeptical. 
 
    “I didn’t know, but I expected. I wanted to be done before you got here. The how is simple; I know my people. Nic and I think alike.” I messed up her hair until she pulled away. “When she didn’t show up anywhere in the Bubble, I knew she had gone to Etna. If not, somebody would have dragged her back to the mansion or secretly reported to me that she was safe.” I shrugged, and the expressions around me ranged from giddy to annoyed. “Of course, she wouldn’t stay there where she would be safe; she was bound to drag you two into it. I also knew if she heard that we knew where Pringle had run, she would know I would go after him. Simple.” 
 
    “I told you,” Nicole said smugly. 
 
    “This is the part where she pretends like she planned this whole thing,” Scott quipped as he joined us. 
 
    Nicole dashed past me and threw her arms around Scott. 
 
    “This is not what I planned at all,” I admitted with a scoff. “I was hoping you wouldn’t join me, but I knew it was likely. I wanted you to stay at Dale’s, but I obviously couldn’t tell you that.” 
 
    “So, you planned on suicide?” Scott’s tone grew harsh. 
 
    “That was fucking gruesome,” a pretty voice interrupted with horrified enthusiasm. 
 
    I turned to find Michelle Eisen joining us along with Kevin Tanner. 
 
    “Okay, you I didn’t expect,” I replied. “I thought you would stay home.” 
 
    “We barely got to Egghead HQ when we got the radio message from the skipper,” Kevin explained. “Nicole insisted we come straight here.” 
 
    “No surprise there.” I couldn’t say it out loud, but Kevin would never be prudent enough to keep that information from Nicole. 
 
    “Wait, how did you know Kevin would get involved?” Nicole leaned against Scott with her arms wrapped around his waist. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Who else would listen to a twelve-, sorry, thirteen-year-old, demanding to go all the way to Etna? It was either him or Lillian.” 
 
    A crunching noise drew a collective grunt of disgust, and we moved further from Ladycat. 
 
    “Is she eating him?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “No,” Nicole replied with a giggle. “Lady doesn’t eat humans. She’s just really pissed off.” 
 
    “She doesn’t have any other way of expressing it,” Scott added. “So, Princess, how exactly did you plan to face twelve augmented humans by yourself?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” I argued. “Just Pringle, Freight, and Julio, the men who burned Ferndale. I was going to run away from the rest. Snakes. Heads. You get the picture.” 
 
    “So, just the toughest of the Con Mods and the most protected man this side of the Rockies.” He stepped closer to me. “And when you failed?” 
 
    I returned his angry gaze calmly, wholly unrepentant, and held it for several breaths. 
 
    “Kirkpatrick would have leveled the building with the Midgett,” I replied. 
 
    “And when that failed, like it did at the mansion, you just hoped we could beat the survivors.” Scott paled. 
 
    “No. I have one more—Holy fuck, Mac! I have to stop Morgan.” I turned to Michelle, knowing she would understand. “Morgan has the chips, a computer, and a satellite connection.” 
 
    “I’ll drive,” she said, her eyes wide with horror. 
 
    The beautiful blonde snagged a ring of keys from Kevin and ran to the pickup. I fought panic as I jogged behind her and scrambled for the passenger seat. The engine roared to life after a small hesitation. The wheels squealed. Michelle yanked the steering wheel and had the truck spinning around to face the other direction, which threw me against the door. 
 
    The wheels caught, and we shot down the driveway and careened around the curve. Michelle drove with a committed disregard for the condition of the vehicle or safety of her passenger that I immediately respected and feared. 
 
    “So, you and Mac…” Michelle asked as she accelerated to full speed on the freeway. 
 
    I smiled at how calm she sounded. 
 
    “Yeah, me and Mac,” was all I could think to say. 
 
    “You have good taste. He’d be a heck of a specimen even without enhancements. What about Morgan?” 
 
    My shoulder hit the door again as Michelle dodged an object in the road. 
 
    “I haven’t had the time or attention to sort my feelings about them yet,” I confessed, shouting over the noise of the road and wind. “Bigger things to deal with. Smaller things to deal with.” I touched my stomach. “More concerned about cracking Mac’s loyalty conditioning than whether we could have any type of future together, not that I would admit that to him.” 
 
    “Whatever your feelings, you don’t want him to die,” she concluded. 
 
    “For starters, anyway.” 
 
    The motor roared as if in pain. The University of Humboldt was in the hills above the coastline between Fortuna and Eureka, about fifteen miles from where I left my men at the airport. 
 
    “Do you think he’ll find it?” she asked. 
 
    “If it’s there, he’ll find it and trigger it,” I replied. “He literally can’t help himself.” 
 
    “It’s there,” she said coldly. 
 
    “I just realized I don’t know where I’m going other than toward Fortuna,” Michelle said. “Hold on.” 
 
    The truck screamed down the Table Bluff grade so fast, the speedometer gave up with an unhealthy snapping sound. 
 
    “Can these tires handle this?” I shouted. 
 
    “No idea,” she hollered, “they’re experimental. Kevin’s going to be disappointed we can’t tell him how fast we’re going.” 
 
    The truck rocked alarmingly from side to side as we hit the curves much too fast. Even Michelle appeared scared as she wrestled the vehicle back under control.  
 
    “That’s our exit.” 
 
    “Hold on,” she repeated. 
 
    She braked hard at the end of the offramp, throwing me forward. I almost banged my face against the steel dashboard. We swung around the corner like a weight on a string. 
 
    Faster than I hoped, we were racing down Airport Road and screeching to a stop in front of the airbase building. 
 
    Mac burst out the front door and trained his massive handgun at the truck. He lowered it just as quickly when he recognized us. I threw open the door and raced to the building while Mac watched in confusion. 
 
    I reached the back office in a rush. Morgan turned in his chair and looked at me with a silly grin. 
 
    “I didn’t do it,” Morgan said with pride and wonder. “There was a file called Damocles,” he explained in a wistful tone. “But it was D4M0CL3$, so it looked like a junk file. Took most of the night. It’s just a radio signal. It can be broadcast by satellite or even a normal radio tower. Once I found it, I had to learn everything.” 
 
    He pointed to the monitors. One showed a bird’s eye view of the science building at the University of Humboldt. The image was so clear, I could identify the bodies on the ground. The other monitor showed a similar image as if painted by a French impressionist, blotches of color in vague shapes. 
 
    “I couldn’t see what happened inside the building,” he continued. “But you were in danger, and you’re my primary mission. I wanted to hit the trigger, like it was the only option. Like I didn’t have a choice. Then I thought of Animal, who saved my life and rejected Pringle and his plans. I thought of his girlfriend, Grace. I couldn’t kill him, not without a good reason.” He paused. 
 
    “I watched it happen.” He pointed to the monitors again. “When you killed Pringle, I knew you were safe, and Mac was free. I didn’t feel the need anymore.” 
 
    I hugged him to me as relief flooded my heart and limbs. 
 
    “You know how to use it now?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “That’s my Agent,” I said and kissed his forehead. “Here’s to hoping we never need it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
   
    Chapter 37: Family and Favors 
 
      
 
      
 
    I found Michelle outside recounting my fight to Mac, the part she witnessed, anyway. For the first time in three months, I experienced a smile unburdened by worries of keeping my friends and family safe and free. Night was giving way to a lead gray morning with rain floating around more than falling, as if cast from a perfume atomizer. The growing light revealed horses grazing in the fields between the runways, including Scott’s stallion, Prince. 
 
    “You don’t look like you’ve been in a fight at all,” Mac said. “Maybe a rough hike in the woods.” 
 
    “I’ve learned my lesson about getting too close,” I replied. “I leave the messy stuff to Scott.” 
 
    “He was looking pretty ragged.” Michelle chuckled. “I take it we got here in time?” 
 
    “All good. Do you remember how to get back to the university? I need to check in with Dale and the shop. I was hoping you could go collect everyone and bring them here.” 
 
    “You got it.” She smiled mischievously. “I’ll be back in about ten minutes.” 
 
    “Maybe take it a little slower this time,” I cautioned. 
 
    “Boring, sis,” she sang and waved backward at me on her way to the truck. 
 
    “She obviously doesn’t know you very well,” Mac said after she’d driven off. 
 
    “Help me get the gimp.” I waved toward the building. 
 
    “I’m not carrying him,” Mac protested. 
 
    I nodded to my trailer and gave him a conspiratorial look. 
 
    “He’s going to hate this,” the Spec said with a chuckle. 
 
    Morgan initially refused to come with us but gave in to some concerted wheedling. While Morgan struggled with his crutch, Mac and I secured the building the best we could and disabled the power and the computers. It would be easy for us to get everything running again but should frustrate any interlopers. 
 
    Fortunately, when Morgan stepped out the front door, the bass rumble of a massive diesel engine saved his dignity. The MRAP rolled up the runway and turned onto the taxiway toward us. The roof turret rotated and trained the barrel on Mac, who raised his hands. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. As deadly as the minigun was, an Agent or Spec would have the advantage in a confrontation once the operator gave up the initiative. Morgan and Scott had both made the point repeatedly. 
 
    Dale Rosford climbed down from the driver’s side and accosted me with a hug I hadn’t expected. Mikey was close behind. Dale’s wife, Cherise, descended from the back, followed reluctantly by Gavin Shephard, Donald Riekhoff, and Brandy Hackett. Heavily armed, their eyes darted around cautiously and cast nervous glances at Mac. Dale waved off the gunner who remained in the rig when I assured him the greeting party wasn’t in danger from Mac. 
 
    “We saw that truck go flying by, so we came to check out what happened,” Mikey explained. “You seem awfully calm for someone expecting to face a hurricane of death.” 
 
    “She was the hurricane of death,” Morgan said with a healthy dose of snide. 
 
    “Let’s get back to the shop, so I can tell everyone at once,” I replied. “We also have some calls to make.” 
 
    Mac and I helped Morgan into a seat in the rear, then I snuggled in on his less damaged side while the others packed in. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck were you thinking?” I didn’t think Mikey could ever get so angry. 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Scott added. 
 
    I had waited for Michelle to return from the university before delivering a sanitized version of the confrontation with Pringle. Michelle and Kevin hadn’t stuck around. Now, Dale’s workshop floor was crowded with people staring at me in horror and condemnation. Nicole listened from the end of the center aisle with Ladycat. In addition to my family and friends, a startling number of volunteers had come to help Dale defend the shop. I could only imagine their reaction if I read them in on my access to the Teledyne failsafe, a secret I would keep as long as possible. 
 
    I opened my mouth to explain, then stopped. I didn’t owe any explanation for reasoning that should be obvious. Mikey could lecture me later, in private. 
 
    “We have more important things to discuss,” I said instead. “Pringle’s reign of terror is ended, but now what? We have a whole host of issues to discuss. Since all the principals are here, it’s as good a time as any. Admiral Kirkpatrick practically declared martial law, we need to rebuild Ferndale, assess our relationship with the northern coast and communities to the east, and we need to reinstate Mikey as sheriff.” 
 
    “Slow down, Princess,” Brandy Hackett said, holding up both hands and stepping to the center of the floor. “You’re right that we have a lot to talk about, but you’re wrong about doing it right now.” She looked at the surrounding faces. “We are all much too tired to make good decisions.” 
 
    “The first thing we need to decide is who will be making those decisions,” Scott added in a grave tone. 
 
    “I’m not going to disagree with that,” Hackett replied. She folded her arms and sighed. “As nominal governor, I will schedule an executive conference in a few days.” She looked at me and smiled. “I will expect my Minister of Exterior Security to attend.” 
 
    “Is that the title you came up with?” I smiled at her blunt reminder of the arrangement we had reached just before our abduction. 
 
    “Like I said, too tired to make good decisions.” 
 
    A fatigued chuckle echoed around us. 
 
    “I would like Mr. McGinty to come as well,” Hackett continued. “He could advise us in our dealings between the Bubble and Coos Bay, maybe act as a liaison.” 
 
    “I can definitely help out there,” Mac replied. 
 
    “For my part,” Mikey interjected, “I think it’s time for someone new to take over as sheriff.” The announcement brought a heavy silence. 
 
    I looked at Mikey with concern and disbelief. 
 
    “There is no sheriff’s office.” Gavin Shephard’s quiet retort stirred murmurs around us. 
 
    “That is certainly one issue we need to discuss,” Hackett said, deflecting any dispute for the moment. 
 
    Shephard leaned back and kept quiet at the rebuke.  
 
    “But… why?” I asked Mikey. “We still need you.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” he responded with a chuckle. “I’ll be around to help where I can.” He nodded to Hackett. “I might be willing to act as an adviser to the governor.” He paused, and his audience waited intently. “I’m tired. I need to slow down, change pace.” 
 
    “Sheriffs used to be elected,” Stan mused. He looked up shyly when he realized everyone had heard. “It was supposed to prevent elected officials from having too much direct police power.” He blushed, but several heads nodded approval. 
 
    “If we install a new sheriff, do you have a recommendation?” Hackett asked Mikey. 
 
    “I’d have to go with the obvious choice.” Mikey shrugged. 
 
    “And who is that?” Stan asked impatiently after several seconds of people exchanging looks while trying to solve his riddle. 
 
    “Morgan, of course.” He nodded at my Agent. “Sheriff Campbell has a nice ring to it.” 
 
    Morgan looked as surprised as I felt. 
 
    “It wasn’t obvious at all until you mentioned it,” Nicole scolded. 
 
    I giggled, and several others joined in. I rested my chin on Morgan’s shoulder. 
 
    “He may be an Agent—” Mikey grinned mischievously “—but he’s our Agent.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?” Nicole demanded. “Did you hide her under a log up here or something?” 
 
    I laughed. The roads were small but far from the game trails her comment suggested. After the meeting at Dale’s shop, Scott had invited us to join him in bringing Chelsea home. We followed him out of Fortuna and up into the mountains. The forest was wet, but the rain had mostly stopped, though it was hard to tell under the canopy. 
 
    “Don’t ask me,” I replied. “I’ve never been up here before.” 
 
    “I needed to take Chelsea somewhere Pringle couldn’t find her,” Scott answered, “someplace he couldn’t even suspect.” 
 
    “He’d never suspect a cave in the woods, that’s for sure,” Nicole quipped. 
 
    It was a relief to hear Scott laugh again. 
 
    His stupid horse, Prince, appeared happy to be with him again. It was the first time I’d ridden the big mare he chose. She was tall but more narrow than the other horses I had tried, giving me a more comfortable seat. Bright and alert, she carried me with an uncommonly smooth step. 
 
    Nicole rode Ladycat with ease and confidence, as if born to it. I suspected the drastic reverse of Lady’s attitude stemmed from missing us and wanting to protect Nicole from further harm. Nicole’s injured shoulder didn’t appear to hamper her riding, though I imagined she would have been racing ahead instead of plodding along if she could take a firmer grip. 
 
    We followed Scott off the road onto a partly overgrown driveway. The hard packed tire ruts showed traces of gravel from years past. A blind curve to the right about fifty yards in cut off our view. Ladycat coughed behind me. 
 
    “I know the view isn’t great from there, but you’re the one who wandered off,” I replied. 
 
    Another blind curve to the left led us to a pasture gate that opened to a cozy hillside homestead. The driveway was wide enough to let me move alongside Scott. As soon as we came into view, a trio of large dogs charged us in full throated alarm. I guessed one to be a shepherd mutt, with a couple of lean brindled mastiffs. They stopped at the edge of the property as if hitting a wall, still barking. My horse started, but a sturdy tug on the reins kept her in place with only a slight dance. Prince looked at the dogs in curious confusion.  
 
    Ladycat eased past us and faced the dogs. They appeared torn between running in fear and continuing their show of force. A sharp whistle from the rustic house quieted them. A pretty young woman descended the stairs from the high rear deck and walked toward us with a smile. The long blue skirt was an uncommon choice, and I liked the elegant line it gave her slender figure. 
 
    “You’re back already?” the woman asked cheerfully. 
 
    Her unlined face was vaguely familiar and bore a lightness I envied immediately. 
 
    Chelsea appeared on the deck. Two older children hit the rail next to her and pointed at Ladycat excitedly. They scrambled down the stairs in a rumble of little feet. Chelsea followed more sedately. A third child, much younger, toddled after them along with three clumsy puppies. 
 
    “Wow, did you grow up!” The woman looked at me, a little breathless. 
 
    Scott swung down from Prince and went to meet Chelsea. I climbed down with him and took the reins of both horses. Nicole came to stand next to me while Ladycat tried to make friends with the big dogs. 
 
    I was waiting for an introduction since I couldn’t remember the woman’s name when two men walked out onto the deck. The older of the two men didn’t have a right arm. 
 
    “April,” I said, finally putting a name to the face. “This is Nicole. You guys still live way out here?” 
 
    “It’s home.” She grinned sheepishly. “We avoid a lot of the problems down below.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that,” I replied. 
 
    “I hear you’ve embraced being Princess.” April flashed a teasing smile. 
 
    I shrugged, saved from responding by the arrival of Scott, Chelsea, and the two men. April introduced her husband and father. I wondered if Dr. Felix and Kevin Tanner together, now that we had the data from Teledyne, could replace her father’s cybernetic arm. I made a mental note to ask while Scott explained the events “down below” as he brought Chelsea up to hide. His recitation was brief and sparse, as expected. 
 
    “Thanks for taking care of her,” I said when Scott finished. 
 
    “Don’t mention it. It was nice to return the favor after so many years.” 
 
    “You didn’t owe me anything,” Scott deflected. 
 
    “Yes, I did.” April looked at Scott with a soft expression. “I know it was you, and so do you. That’s good enough for me.” 
 
    I looked between them in confusion, as did Chelsea and Nicole. When Scott refused to explain, I slapped his shoulder. He only shrugged. 
 
    “You’re welcome to stay for dinner,” April’s father said. “You can stay all night if you like. The children would love it.” 
 
    “That’s so nice, Bruce,” Chelsea responded, “but I want to get home. If we leave now, I should have time to make dinner before it gets too late.” 
 
    “We’d love to stay for dinner,” Nicole said brightly. 
 
    “Traitor,” Chelsea accused. 
 
    “I’m just being polite.” Nicole shrugged helplessly. “Look, Ladycat is still making friends with the dogs. It would be rude to leave now.” 
 
    “Dinner sounds lovely,” I interjected. “Morgan is fine cooling his heels at Dale’s.” 
 
    “Did you just make a pun about his injuries?” Scott deadpanned. 
 
    “I think I did.” I chuckled. 
 
    “I’m telling,” Scott said, his expression still blank. 
 
    “Better don’t,” I argued. 
 
    Bruce, April, and her husband grinned at us. 
 
    “We’ll stay for dinner,” I concluded. “That way we can tell you the whole story about Ansen Pringle and how we stopped our corner of the world from falling again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # #
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    Sam Cartwright—Thad’s son. 
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    Excerpt from “The Trashman:” 
 
      
 
    “Your time is up. Come or not, live or die?” 
 
    “What are you?” I said, knowing that if somebody had gone to this much trouble to kidnap me, their muscle wouldn’t kill me that fast. “You smell like a fish.” 
 
    He didn’t rise to the bait. “Is that a yes or a no?” 
 
    “What about Dawn, was she in on this?” 
 
    “She’s a useful idiot. This is your last chance, or I’ll assume your answer is ‘no.’” 
 
    I was stalling. As I spoke, I pushed and strained against whatever bonds held me in check, all the while knowing my life was probably measured in seconds, and then…something gave way, just a little bit, but I felt it like a crack in a sheet of ice. First my right hand moved, then my left, and suddenly I was free of whatever was holding me in place. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate. Quantrill snarled as he lunged at me. He was deadly fast, much faster than I had been a month ago. But all that clean living saved my life now, paring down my reaction time to milliseconds. Point first, the blade slid past my abdomen, missing by an inch. Momentum left his neck within my reach. I was still holding the knife and fork, so I spread my arms wide and jammed the metal utensils into the sides of his neck so hard that the knife slipped out of my hand from the force. They had no effect, and then a backhand hit me in the stomach and I reeled against the wall. It was like getting run over by a moderately speeding Audi. My back hit the bricks and I fell to my knees, gagging. 
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   Excerpt from “Shadow Lands:” 
 
      
 
    The combatants, for lack of a better term, were both resting at the edges of the dance floor. To the left was a very butch-looking blonde in what looked to be purple leather, along with her entourage, while to the right, a petite, dark-skinned Hispanic in a princess outfit stood, surrounded by meat popsicles wrapped in leather. Vampire fashions make no damn sense to me, for what it’s worth. There were a few ‘normals’ huddled against the far wall, which showed signs of someone’s face being run along it, repeatedly. Sure enough, the London ‘Special’ was in the DJ booth. He killed the sound as soon as he realized we were standing there. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, may I introduce the final players in our little drama, the Reinhumation Specialists of the Quinton Morris Group!” the Special said into the mike. 
 
    “Fuck me running,” I said. 
 
    “With a rusty chainsaw,” Jed finished. 
 
    The two groups of vampires turned to face us.  
 
    “Remind me to kick Michael in his balls when we get back to the office,” I said. 
 
    “You’re going to have to get in line behind me to do it,” Jed replied.  
 
    “You can leave now, mortals,” the blonde said with a slight German accent. She had occult patterns tattooed around her eyes, which had to be a bitch, because she would have had to have them redone every six months or so. Vampires heal. 
 
    “Like, fershure, this totally doesn’t involve you,” the Hispanic said, her accent pure San Fernando Valley. 
 
    “Jed, did I ever tell you how I feel about Valley Girls?” I asked, raising my voice. 
 
    “No…”  
 
    “Can’t live with ‘em, can’t kill ‘em,” I replied, swinging my UMP up and cratering the Valley vampire’s chest with three rounds into the fragile set of blood vessels above the heart. Sure, the pump still works, but there’s nothing connected to it for what passes as blood in a vampire to spread. On top of that, company-issue bullets are frangible silver, to which vampires have an adverse reaction. 
 
    With that, the dance was on. The damn Special in the DJ booth at least had the good sense to put on Rammstein. Mien Teil came thundering out of the speakers as we started killing vampires. Gunny ran his M1897 Trench Gun dry in five shots, dropped it to hang by a patrol sling, and switched to his ancient, family 1911. I ran my UMP dry on Valley Vamp’s minions, then dropped the magazine and reloaded in time to dump the second full magazine into the Butch Vampire as she leaped toward the ceiling to clear the tables between us and the dance floor. As soon as Butch Vamp went down, the remaining vampires froze. 
 
    “Glamour,” the Special called, stepping out of the booth. “I can control a lot of lesser vampires, but not until you got those two randy cunts thinking about how much they hurt.”  
 
    “You. Fucking. Asshole,” I panted.  
 
    Combat is cardio, I don’t care what anyone else says. 
 
    “Yes?” he replied.  
 
    I looked him over. He was wearing a red zoot suit—red-pegged trousers and a long red jacket with wide shoulders over the ubiquitous white peasant shirt, topped with a red, wide-brimmed hat. He even had on red-tinted glacier glasses. 
 
    I felt his mind try to probe mine, then beamed as he bounced off. 
 
    “My that hurt,” he replied. 
 
    “You know, we don’t work with Michelangelo for nothing,” Jed replied. Apparently the mind probe had been general, not specific. 
 
    I went through the messy side of the business—staking and beheading—assisted by Capdepon. Crash helped Jed sort out the normal survivors, followed by prepping the live lesser vampires for transport. The Special leaned against a wall, maintaining control of the lesser vampires until we could move them out. Once all the work was done so the cleaners could move in, and the lesser vampires were moved out of Eyelash, I stepped wearily to the Special. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    “You can call me,” he paused dramatically, “Tim.” 
 
    I kicked him in the nuts with a steel-toed boot. Even in the undead, it’s a sensitive spot. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “Shadow Lands” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07KX8GHYX/.  
 
      
 
    Find out more about Lloyd Behm, II and “Shadow Lands” at:  
 
    https://chriskennedypublishing.com/imprints-authors/lloyd-behm-ii/. 
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   Excerpt from “This Fallen World:” 
 
      
 
    He placed a coin in front of me. I looked at it in surprise. It was a solid gold coin from the Old World. Probably worth ten thousand scripts now. 
 
    “This is a down payment,” Hale said. “You find her, you get another. Return her to me unharmed, you get three.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Agent,” he said softly. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He passed me a folder, and I opened it to see a picture of a pretty young red-haired woman. She appeared to be late teens or early twenties and that could be bad. This fallen world is hard on young beautiful people. 
 
    Warlords could swoop in with their troops and steal people at will. They were Warlords because they held the weapons or tech that gave them control over those around them. 
 
    There had been incidents for years. I had a great disdain for the term, Warlord. They were the ones who had found some advantage and abused it, for the most part. 
 
    There were a few good men, such as Wilderman, who held the reigns of fourteen city blocks. He provided protection to those who lived in his domain. He taxed his people but he also provided true protection.  
 
    Miles to the East, there was Joanna Kathrop. She held sixteen blocks and ruled with an iron fist. She had found a cache of weapons and provisions in her area several decades back. Her cadre of loyal soldiers backed her and she established her rule of that area. 
 
    There were others, both good and bad. The majority of them were bad. They ran single and double blocks. The Warlord that controlled the area where the Strike Zone was located wasn’t the worst, but he was far from the best. 
 
    I turned the page and found the sector that Hale and his daughter had lived. 
 
    “You were under Yamato?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, “he took down the Bishop a decade ago.” 
 
    “Yamato’s always been fair,” I said. “Did you take this to him?” 
 
    “He couldn’t help me,” he said. “She was traveling across the city.” 
 
    “What the hell was she doin’ travelin’?” I asked. “Was she in a caravan?” 
 
    The Caravans were the only semi-safe way to travel the city. You paid for your ticket, and the Caravans paid their tax to run through the Zones. 
 
    “She was going to the new College, set up by Kathrop, in a small Caravan run by a man named Drekk. He claims she never showed up for the last leg of the trip.” 
 
    “Drekk,” I spat the word out. “I’ve heard of Drekk. If you want to travel anywhere, you have to use the Accredited Caravans. You can’t use people like Drekk.” 
 
    His face fell. “We didn’t know about this until it was too late. We aren’t rich people, Mister Kade.” 
 
    I looked down at the coin still in my hand, and looked back to him with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “The life savings of both my family and the family of Seran Yoto, her fiancée.” 
 
    “Poor would not be what I would call this, Hale,” I said. “There are people right in this room who won’t see this much wealth in ten lifetimes. You dwell inside the Scraper. You have running water and electricity. Don’t ever try to pass yourself off as the poor. It’s insulting.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Who set up the Caravan?” 
 
    “I set it up through a man in the Scraper. His name is Denton. He owns a supply store on the bottom floor.” 
 
    “Ok,” I said. “That’s where I’ll need to start. I’ll be there first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “But the Caravans don’t run at night.” 
 
    “Some people, it’s safer to leave alone, Hale. When you get back to the Scraper, tomorrow, I’ll have some answers for you.” 
 
    “How will you cross three zones tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll walk, Hale,” I said. “Corporate Agents can take care of themselves.” 
 
    “You haven’t been an Agent for twenty years.” 
 
    “You’re right, there.” I said, “I’m something else, now. I’ll see you tomorrow night at your Scraper.” 
 
    I stood and walked away from the booth. Jared was beside the bar, talking to several suits. 
 
    “Yo, Jared,” I said. “I’m on a job for a few days. Ya can fill the table if ya need to.” 
 
    “Be careful, Matt,” he said. “Last time Jenny took a week to get you patched up.”  
 
    “I’ll try, buddy.” 
 
    I had a feeling about this one. Things looked bad for Maddy Hale. Drekk wasn’t known to be trustworthy. 
 
    Life can be dangerous in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “This Fallen World” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07KHLG54J.  
 
      
 
    Find out more about Christopher Woods and “This Fallen World” at:  
 
    https://chriskennedypublishing.com/imprints-authors/christopher-woods/.  
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