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Аннотация
Forty-nine states are no more. Nearly two years after Qi Jia�s annihilating chemical attacks, only a few thousand Americans remain�most of them living under the cover of Hawaii�s Shield. The Shield is impenetrable. Supplies are limited but sufficient. The survivors have everything they need, and there is no reason to leave the islands.
Until a threat emerges from within. Until the survivors make a discovery they cannot ignore. Until a friend becomes an enemy and forces some who risked their lives coming here� to consider risking them again to go back.
Stay or go? That is the question.
The answer depends on what you have to lose.


Ever N. Hayes
REDEMPTION

�If you�re white and you�re wrong, you�re wrong. If you�re black and you�re wrong, you�re wrong. People are people. Black, blue, pink, green�God makes no rules about color� only society makes such rules. That is why we must have redemption and have it now.�
- Bob Marley


�EMERGENCY EXIT� Cast Recap

(Warning: Contains Spoilers If You Didn�t Read Book 1.)
Ryan Miner: 39 years old in 2020. Primary narrator.
Sophie Miner: Died in car accident in 2016.
Danny Miner: 20 years old in 2020. All-State quarterback in high school. Eagle Scout. Cameron�s best friend since childhood. Joined the Marines Special Ops out of high school with Cameron. Recently completed Scout Sniper training at Quantico.
Hayley Miner: 18 years old in 2020. Expert archer.
Logan Miner: Died in 2012 just before his 2nd birthday.
Kate Becker: 21 years old in 2020. Danny�s girlfriend. Pursuing her Education degree.
Jackie Becker: 42 years old in 2020. Kate�s mom. Took Hayley in after Sophie�s death.
Cameron Tatum: 20 years old in 2020. All-State wide receiver in high school. Danny�s best friend since childhood. Joined the Marines Special Ops out of high school with Danny. Recently completed Scout Sniper training at Quantico. Died in mountain lion attack in Emergency Exit.
Jenna Stone: 21 years old in 2020. Kate�s best friend since childhood. Pursuing her Medical degree.
Grandpa Dan: 59 years old in 2020. Former Marine chaplain. Eagle Scout.
Grandma Ollie: 60 years old in 2020. Former teacher. Died on flight to Hawaii in Emergency Exit.
Eddie Bayo: 29 years old in 2020. Captain in the Libyan Army. Military Intelligence background. Promoted to major in Qi Jia�s military.
Lazzo Bayo: 27 years old in 2020. Lieutenant in the Libyan Army. Military Intelligence and Aviation background. Promoted to captain in Qi Jia�s military.
Markus Malik: Eddie�s close personal friend. Killed by Danny in Grand Forks in Emergency Exit.
Wesley Tolbert: Age 62 in 2020. Former Army Corps of Engineers officer and ex-Navy SEAL. Built the cabin and bunker at Devil�s Lake in North Dakota. Died in Colorado flood in Emergency Exit.
Sam Tolbert: Age 26 in 2020. Wesley�s oldest son. Engineering student. Helped his dad build the Devil�s Lake bunker. Now dating Hayley.
Isaac Tolbert: Age 24 in 2020. Wesley�s youngest son. Communications Technology student. Died on flight to Hawaii in Emergency Exit.
Mark �Wooly� Dickson: Age 44 in 2020. Landscaper. Beefy, bald, arrogant jerk from Minnesota. Killed in Devil�s Lake, ND.
Tara West: Age 35 in 2020. Farmer. Was raped in college and got pregnant with Emily. Currently engaged to Ryan. Carrying their child.
Emily West: Age 11 in 2020. Tara�s daughter.
Blake Brady: Age 27 in 2020. Kaci�s older brother. Adopted by his aunt and uncle. Extreme sports fanatic: mountain climbing, river rafting, snowboarding, BASE jumping, etc. Joined the group in Medora, ND.
Nathan Solga: Age 26 in 2020. Blake�s friend. Killed in Cheyenne, WY in Emergency Exit.
Reagan Moore: Age 24 in 2020. Vice President�s daughter. Abbey�s older sister. Martial arts expert. Captured and raped by Qi Jia. Rescued by Danny and Cameron in Estes Park, CO in Emergency Exit.
Vice President Moore: Age 52 in 2020. Ex-Special Forces. Air Force One was shot down and there has been no word from the US President. Moore was acting Commander in Chief until he was captured by Qi Jia. Danny gave him a capsule to kill himself in Emergency Exit.
Abbey Moore: Age 12 in 2020. Vice President�s youngest daughter. Captured by Qi Jia. Rescued by her father and hidden in the Stanley Hotel in Estes Park, CO where she was later rescued again�this time by Danny, Cameron, Blake and Hayley.
Omar and Cabo: Two of Eddie�s best men. Killed in their sleep on orders from Qi Jia command after Vice President Moore�s death.
Captain Kubar: Officer in the Qi Jia military that Eddie befriended.
Secret Service Agents Adams, Walker, Deere and Smith: Vice President Moore�s security detail. They were killed protecting his daughter, Abbey at the Stanley Hotel in Colorado.
Russian Commander: One of the seven Qi Jia commanders. Vice President Moore committed suicide on his watch and he pinned the blame on Eddie, leading to Eddie and Lazzo being demoted.
Kaci Brady: Age 26 in 2020. Blake�s younger sister. Had left for their private island in Hawaii before the Qi Jia attacks.
Commander Boli: Highest ranked officer in the Libyan Army and one of the seven commanders of Qi Jia. Direct supervisor of Eddie.
Sergeant Agos: Mexican officer at camp Eddie and Lazzo were reassigned to after their demotions (when Vice President Moore died). Eddie killed him at that camp.
General Roman Roja: Mexico�s highest ranked military officer. Replaced Sergeant Agos at the Buena Vista camp. Led the pursuit of the Americans from Colorado to Lake Powell.
Amadi Ndiaye: The only other African at the Buena Vista camp. He was General Roja�s mole to spy on Eddie and Lazzo until Roja�s attitude towards him caused him to flip. He then helped Eddie and Lazzo save the Americans, before he was killed by Roja�s men.

PROLOGUE

(Ryan)
I couldn�t tell you how many times I�d sat in an Adirondack chair on the edge of Redemption Island�s eastern cliff and gazed across the ocean toward mainland America�or what used to be America. Once a day, or night�at least�a Ripken streak of my very own.
I watched for boats on the water. I watched the stars in the sky. I thought. I dreamed. Occasionally I even cried� a little. The truth hurts.
Four wooden chairs stood sentry around a makeshift fire pit, high above the crashing waves. Most of the time three of them remained empty. Most of the time I was alone with my thoughts. But we�d all sat there at one point or another. We�d all stared down the same expanse of water, struggled with the same thoughts, and pondered a similar batch of questions. We�d all wondered how we made it. Why us, specifically?

The magnitude of this seemingly impossible reality was bewildering�staggering. I used to be one of those people who read futuristic novels and laughed at their absurdity�that could never happen� ridiculous. I was certain I would�ve laughed at a story like this. Planet of the Apes would have been more believable.
None of us were laughing now. It happened. A nation of nearly four hundred million people shredded, whittled down to less than a hundredth of that in a week. We survived only to exist in a reality beyond our wildest nightmares. A chemical attack brought us here�a coordinated massacre of such unfathomable proportions that no one ever dreamed, or imagined, it possible. On American soil? No way. And yet here we were, a small few of the very few Americans remaining. We were there when it went down, stuck in Minnesota, surrounded by death and dying without even knowing. Somehow, we happened to be remote enough to miss the chemical clouds�then fortunate enough to make it to Hawaii. We survived, but we lost. We lost a lot.
A part of me believed our military would overcome the odds. There had to still be hundreds of thousands of troops out there stationed around the planet�even with the president�s worldwide recall in early 2020. Surely they could band together, swoop in, and bail us out. But then Danny explained the reality. Our counterattacks most likely had incidentally�unavoidably�taken out many of our own bases around the world. We didn�t want to believe it, didn�t want to give up hope, but it made sense. They were stationed in places we had enemies. They were stationed in places we would have blown away.
There wasn�t going to be a miracle solution to this. We were sunk. Our only hope was a helping hand. America had always been there for our allies. Surely someone would be there for us. Someone had to come help us.
But no one did. No one else attacked Qi Jia.
Sympathy and empathy clearly weren�t guaranteed. A lot of the world hated us. American survivors wouldn�t find shelter or support in those parts. Many other nations�those on the fence�had likely been turned against us by our retaliatory missile launch. But we couldn�t blame the people at the controls�what choice did they have? They couldn�t pick and choose. They didn�t know where the attack was coming from.
What a mess!
We figured at least there were places like Australia, England, France, and Brazil�our supposed allies, our friends�places we wouldn�t have attacked. In a way this all was a wager against each of them too. Survivors would likely be seeking shelter in those countries�if they could get there. But all of those places were far from Hawaii. They were far from us. China, Russia, and Japan had probably been the countries we�d hit the hardest. Provoked or preemptive�it wouldn�t matter to them. They would be watching the seas to Hawaii�s west, and Qi Jia controlled the water between us and the mainland. Help was probably not on the way� from anywhere.
Not long ago America had the strongest military in the world�the strongest army, navy, air force, and marines. Not long ago we were the superpower of superpowers. No one country could ever have taken us down. One couldn�t. But seven did. And now, all that remained of the United States was one of the smallest states�appropriately, an island�all alone� on our own. Alone sucked.

It all sucked. I thought of the parents who never saw their kids grow up, and the babies who never had the chance to speak or marvel at all the significant little things in this great big, wonderful world�flying birds, crazy squirrels, bubbles� and books. No Seuss, no Snowy Day� no Goodnight Moon!
I thought of all the people whose last words were hateful, of those who survived but lost the one�or ones�they loved the most. I thought of the people who never had time to do what they always wanted to do, who put off until later what they could have done before. I thought of those who saved all their money for a rainy day, of those who went out for a little while and never came back. I thought of all the celebrities who had become mere mortals�like the rest of us�their fame and fortune worth nothing. And I thought of the atheists, who had to feel decimation like this justified their lack of faith. Truthfully, I could almost see their point. What God would let this happen?
I wouldn�t say I was an atheist, but God and I had pretty much parted ways when my first wife�Sophie�died. I certainly didn�t feel like any of this redeemed him. I didn�t participate in religious activities�not the evening prayers or the Sunday services my dad orchestrated. It was a touchy spot between my wife�Tara�and me now, but thinking about what God had done to me over the years only made me angry. Tara was relentless though� she never let it go. I could hear Tara and our daughter�Emily�praying for me every night� praying I�d come around. It bothered me, but I didn�t object. I was a mess inside already. Their prayers couldn�t hurt�they couldn�t make me worse.
Tara always told me I should be thankful I was alive�that God still had a plan for me. I would laugh, mostly to myself. If God�s master plan involved keeping me alive, he�d messed up. He should have saved that miracle for someone else�for someone who could make a difference.
As time went on and my bitterness waned, I acknowledged that at the very least I was, in fact, pretty fortunate. Almost everyone I loved was in Hawaii with me. How many other people could say that?

So I�d sit in this chair, on the edge of Redemption and concede to God� a little. I�d ask him to watch over my newborn son, Ollie� to take care of Tara and Emily� and to keep my two oldest kids�Danny and Hayley�safe. I�d thank God for Danny�s wife�Kate�and for her best friend, Jenna� for Hayley�s boyfriend Sam, for Dad, and for our extended family on the island�Blake and his sister Kaci, our African friend, Lazzo, Reagan and her little sister Abbey.
Tara would remind me from time to time that prayer wasn�t about getting our way but accepting God�s. In my opinion that was too generous�it let the man upstairs off the hook.
I wasn�t nearly as courteous. Though I wouldn�t say it aloud, I certainly thought it� He owed me.
You owe me.

God may not work that way, but I couldn�t lie to myself. That�s how I felt. Nonetheless, I knew I was lucky� maybe even blessed� to still have all these people�to still have this life. We had it good in Hawaii�on Redemption. Despite all our losses, it wasn�t the end of the world.
Not yet.

ACT I


ONE � Redemption Island (Ryan)

---------- (Wednesday. July 20, 2022.) ----------
Twenty-one months since the attacks.
Redemption Island, Hawaii. (25 miles west of Kauai)
I had to keep telling myself this wasn�t a movie. This wasn�t a dream. This was all very, very real. I was awake now.
Or was I? Squinting out the window above our bed, I could see the flag whipping in the early morning ocean breeze, but the colors looked backward. They were backward.
I heard a baby crying now. It wouldn�t stop crying. Someone get that baby already! I felt a hand shoving me from behind, grabbing my shoulder, shaking me. Leave me alone!
�It�s your turn,� a female voice mumbled.
My turn? For� what exactly? I should have asked, but I let out an exaggerated groan instead.
�Ryan, come on, it�s your turn.�
My turn? What the heck is she talking about? Then it hit me and I bolted upright. The baby. That was my baby. Oliver. I swung out of bed. I�m coming. I was definitely awake now.
I glanced back at my wife, Tara, lying face down on top of the covers in only a white T-shirt. I was distracted by her naked lower body, and my right shoulder took the brunt of my collision with the doorframe. Son of a� man� that hurt! Tara didn�t even look up. She shouldn�t have been sleeping like that. It was unfair to me. And I had to leave that smooth curvy body behind to go get a screaming baby. The sacrifices a man makes as a dad.
But seeing those bright little blue eyes in that crib, that face smiling in recognition, and those chubby legs pumping madly as I walked over to pick him up�I forgot about the sacrifices and relished the exponential rewards. This little boy is so worth it.
I carried Ollie out onto the porch of our two-bedroom cabin and stared east across the water toward Kauai. He was only six months old, but he loved to watch the seagulls swirl around us. If �bird� isn�t his first word, I�ll be shocked. He pulled his thumb out of his mouth long enough to make an �ooh� sound, then shoved the thumb back in. �Ooh.� Close enough.

It was a beautiful, clear, blue-sky day in Hawaii. I almost didn�t miss Minnesota at all. I bent down, picked up a rock, and launched it off the cliff in the general direction of our former home, as I did each morning and evening�my �good morning� and �good night� to Sophie. She would have loved it here. I still missed her�some days, a little; other days, a lot�but if there was a heaven, I knew she was in it. I was certain�or at least I�d convinced myself�that she was happy for me and what I had with Tara and Oliver.
Oliver cooed at another passing seagull, and I glanced down at the water in the cove about sixty feet below our cliff-side porch. It was glassy and clear. There was a small boat about two hundred yards offshore with two people in it. I could tell one of them was my son, Danny, and one of his two German shepherds was with him�either Six or Dice. But the other person was hard to make out�sweatshirt on, hood up, and back turned to me. I figured it was my daughter, Hayley, or Danny�s lovely bride, Kate.

I turned out to be wrong on both guesses. The telescope on our porch helped me identify Emily, Tara�s daughter. That made sense too. She loved fishing and snorkeling with Danny and Blake. She spent way more time with those two than she ever did with her mother and me. I�d gladly admit it�they were definitely more interesting than we were.
When Oliver was born, Emily moved to the tree house�the Big House�with all the others, sharing a room with her new best friend, Abbey. Considering the main house was a giant tree house, I couldn�t blame her for that either. That place was incredible. Plus, her moving out gave Tara and me additional privacy. Emily was almost fourteen, plenty old enough to know what the two of us were occasionally up to, and she didn�t want to be anywhere near that.

Another boat sat just outside the cove. There were two people in that boat, but I knew who they were without having to look closer�Trey James and Torrey Wixell, Danny�s bodyguards. Former Navy SEALs, they went wherever he went, governor�s orders. Their room was even next to his and Kate�s in the Big House.
They were great guys. Trey, nicknamed �Trigger,� was built like Vin Diesel but taller�at six foot five. Danny described him as both �the fastest draw I�ve ever seen� and �six kinds of nuts.� I�d seen Trigger tackle an injured wild pig, and cliff dive from forty feet without hesitation, so I was confident Danny�s descriptions were appropriate. Torrey went by �Twix,� but not for any apparent reason beyond the combined letters in his first and last names�Torrey Wixell. He was a workout fanatic, and seemingly half fish. Supposedly, he could hold his breath underwater for three minutes. Twix was relatively short�compared to Trigger�at only six foot one, but similarly built like a linebacker. He was covered head to toe in tattoos�well, except for his head and toes�and he was missing a front tooth. He hid that well though since he seldom smiled.

A squeal and scattered barking echoed across the cove and up to our porch as Danny helped Emily haul a fish into the boat. Lunch.
My mind and stomach were apparently in sync, as the hunger alarm rumbled through my body. The coos from the bundle in my arms reminded me I had a bottle warming in the kitchen for Oliver. �Let�s go eat, buddy.� I smiled down at him. He waved his arms wildly in reply�almost clapping�as if to say, �About time, Dad.� Or something to that effect.
As I walked into the kitchen, Tara was standing at the counter with her back to me, making coffee. �Oh, so now you get up.� I walked up behind her, kissed her cheek, and casually tugged up the back of her T-shirt for a peek, drawing a quick hand slap. Dang it. She had panties on now.
�Hey now.� She turned with a huge grin and kissed me, holding her arms out for Oliver. �Why don�t you give him to me and go take a nice cold shower.�
I handed him over and tried to push my luck one more time, but she laughed and walked away. �You can�t fault a guy for trying,� I called over my shoulder as I headed toward that cold shower. �With an ass like that��
�Ryan!� she scolded. �Language!�
Oliver squealed. I laughed. �He doesn�t mind.�
�Well, I do,� she replied, even though I knew she didn�t. �Besides, I think you had enough fun last night.� Her laugh echoed down the hall.
Yes. Yes, I did. Can�t believe I get that whenever I want. Or�who am I kidding�whenever she wants.
�Hey, did you run into the door again this morning?�
�What?� I feigned ignorance. I could hear her smiling. �What do you mean �again�?�
She was still laughing. Yeah, ha ha.
The cold shower woke me up and calmed me down. I dressed, stole Tara�s toast from the toaster, and headed over to the Big House.

TWO � The Big House (Ryan)

---------- (Wednesday. July 20, 2022.) ----------
It was kind of an insult to call the Big House a house. It was more of a tree castle. Blake and Sam had channeled their inner Swiss Family Robinson in creating this 4,400-square-foot �palace in the sky.� They wove it around twenty or so thick trees clustered above the eastern cliffs. Exposed as it was, the strongest of winds barely swayed it�talk about incredible engineering. The first floor was roughly twelve feet off the ground�a little extra insurance for tsunamis. Two staircases and two wooden ladders led to the only four legitimate entry points, with a fire pole down through the floor of the kitchen and a zip line to our front porch as alternative quicker exits. We even had a one-person, generator-powered elevator, although we mostly used that for moving supplies.
The main floor had a huge living area, a kitchen, two bedrooms, and a wraparound porch with bridges running off it to various storage sheds, our generator room, and two bathrooms�each with pumped water for the showers, sinks, and toilets. The plumbing was complex�if not altogether irrational�but it worked, so there were no complaints. The second floor had three more large bedrooms and a �strategy room� with a ladder leading up to a covered observation deck�from which we had nearly 360 degrees of unobstructed views.
Four telescopes fastened to the railings faced each direction�and four inflatable rafts were hooked to the roof�in case we lost the ones stored down in the cove. The observation deck had one more amenity worth mentioning�zip lines. A pair of parallel 200-yard zip lines ran to and from the last house on the island, Blake and his sister Kaci�s place. The zip lines were the quickest way back and forth�from our second floor to their front door and from a 20-foot platform at their place to the base of the Big House. While they were built mostly for emergencies�the kids loved them. The final zip line was the �Intimidator.� The kids weren�t allowed on that one. Even scares the crap out of me! It went from the roof of the deck to our dock down in the cove, a terrifyingly steep 600 yards away. It had taken Danny, Blake, and Sam almost as long to build and secure that one zip line as it did for them to build the entire tree palace.
The concept of the Intimidator was more for thrill than practicality�more log ride than grocery cart�though it quickly proved to be worthy of each purpose. The ride�turned conveyor belt�operated on a pulley system. When one tether was descending the other tether came up on a parallel line. One day Danny attached a bundle of supplies to one tether while Blake rode down the other side and the bag made it all the way up to the Big House�sure beat carrying them up the steep cliff path. Accidents can be the greatest inventions. That �invention� also allowed for a rapid evacuation should we ever need one.
Standing on the observation deck you were almost exactly one hundred feet above the ocean. Our island�Redemption�was mostly protected from the open Pacific by the privately owned Ni�ihau�the westernmost Hawaiian island. A major seismic shift several years ago had broken the southeastern tip off from the narrow Ni�ihau mainland, and the Bradys�Blake and Kaci�purchased it from Ni�ihau�s owners. When the oceanic plates finally came to rest, the main portion of Ni�ihau had slid two hundred yards north and sunk almost three hundred feet down into the ocean. Now a waterway�which we called the Discovery Channel�passed between our islands with a series of caves cut into Ni�ihau. Danny and Blake considered it the best spearfishing location they�d ever found, but it was also full of sharks with the same predator mentality. Only Trigger and Twix were crazy enough to join those two down there.
Most of Redemption�s perimeter was sheer cliffs. If we included the cliffs, our island would be nearly eighty acres, but only a third of it was habitable. We did have two sandy beaches though: a small one in our reef-protected cove�free of sharks�and a large one on the northernmost tip, about a ten-minute walk from the houses. The exact opposite of shark free.
Ni�ihau�s owners granted us access to their land for hunting and farming, since virtually none of our land was fit for either. We took a boat back and forth across the Discovery Channel, as necessary, for those purposes. Otherwise we mostly stayed here. We had enough to do here.
Sam was currently putting his architecture expertise to use helping Danny and Blake build a bunker/garage in a cave below Blake�s house. Given how significant bunkers and caves had been to our survival, no one even questioned the idea�or Sam�s methods. It actually would have seemed strange to not have one. Danny wanted a �vault��somewhere to stockpile weapons, keep our ATV, and to serve as a storm cellar or potential hideout from Qi Jia. The lava rock wasn�t easy to work with, and creating a safe �driveway� down for the ATV was equally challenging, but I�d seen a lot of progress lately. They were getting there. A few more structural beams and a ladder-accessible escape hatch into Blake�s office above the cave and Sam declared it would be done.
Danny had weekly meetings in Kaneohe on Oahu, twenty miles east of Pearl Harbor. He was picked up by seaplane for those�a luxury I�m sure he appreciated. That half-hour, 150-mile flight sure beat the four-hour boat rides he used to endure.

Living out here, with an island to ourselves, was heavenly. It almost made us forget what brought us here in the first place. Almost. But not quite.
As I approached the front steps to the tree house and saw the rest of our governor-assigned security team�two Army Rangers�sitting in the shade around the radio, I knew exactly why they were here. I knew exactly why we were all here.

THREE � What We Knew (Ryan)

---------- (Wednesday. July 20, 2022.) ----------
Jake Hendricks and Royce Cotter both waved as I walked up�we called them Deacon and� well, Royce. �Anything new, guys?� I asked them that daily. As usual, Deacon had his Bible beside him and his guitar in his lap. Abbey was sitting next to him�with another guitar�apparently learning how to play a song. Royce was making coffee.
�No, sir,� Royce replied with a thick British accent. �All quiet.�
They didn�t need to call me sir. I�d done nothing to earn that distinction. My military experience was limited to buying Girl Scout cookies�which is to say none at all. But it was decorum for these guys, deserved or not. Royce had spent the first decade of his life in London�thus the accent�but lived in Colorado the next nine years before joining the Army. Visually he could have been a stunt double for Maroon 5�s front man, Adam Levine, with the tattoo sleeves, spiked black hair, and chiseled frame. Problem was he was tone deaf and an awful�terribly awful�singer. Deacon had all the musical talent. He also had a similarly deep accent�Southern or �hillbilly drawl��though he denies it. He hardly ever spent even a day outside of Oklahoma, or a week off his ranch, until he turned twenty, at which point he too joined the Army. Royce was the brains. Deacon�a former rodeo hand�was the brawn. He even had a second nickname, Red Bull, given to him more for his temper than his energy level. But few people were allowed to call him that. Deacon�s brother, a legendary mixed martial arts fighter, had given him the nickname years ago. When his brother died in the attacks, the nickname mostly died with him. As far as I could tell, no one outside his military family used it anymore, and we respected that. Deacon and Royce had progressed to Rangers together, and they moved to the island with us a few months after Danny and Kate�s wedding�again, as assigned by the governor.

When we�d arrived in Hawaii and met Governor Barnes, America�s highest-ranked surviving government official�as far as anyone knew�he listened to the story of our epic journey from Minnesota to Hawaii. He took an instant liking to Danny and promoted him to captain, even though Danny had requested to be released from the military. Danny didn�t want to fight anymore, but he understood the value of his survival experience, and it didn�t take much for the governor to persuade him to stay on in an intelligence capacity.
On October 12 of last year, the eve of the one-year anniversary of the Qi Jia attacks, Governor Barnes called together all surviving military personnel, enlisted or retired, for a summit at the �new Pentagon��the Hexagon. Blake, Dad and I went along with Danny, not sure if we�d be allowed in, but no one stopped us.
Of the 2,639 people still known to be alive on the islands, only ninety-six of them were military or law enforcement or had previous training and/or experience. Ninety-six people do not much of an army make. Were it not for the Shield�Hawaii�s high-tech defense system�Qi Jia would have easily overrun us long ago. Roughly five thousand miles from our nearest ally, Australia, we were essentially on our own out here. Most of our survivors were tourists who had been vacationing on the other islands, outside of Maui and Oahu�the islands less affected by the chemical blasts. Fewer than seven hundred of us escaped the mainland after the attacks, and only forty-two survivors had arrived since we did.
At that meeting it had become clear there were two distinct factions: the fighters and the strategists. The governor encouraged people to voice their own opinions and stand by their beliefs, regardless of their rank or assigned units. Right away that caused problems. Military troops don�t have the luxury of opinions. They will adopt their CO�s position 99.9 percent of the time. If not more. It was no different here.
Two SEAL platoons from SEAL Team 1 out of Coronado, California, had been conducting training exercises on the small island of Kahoolawe during the first wave of attacks. One of those platoons arrived in Pearl Harbor hours before the second wave of attacks. The two men who stayed on the boat, Trigger and Twix, were the only survivors from that platoon.
The other SEAL platoon uniformly stood behind their leader, Captain Kevin Baker�definitely the loudest voice in the room�when he declared their intent to fight Qi Jia. Dad and I could hardly contain our disbelief. He actually wanted to leave Hawaii and go fight them? With who? With what?
Baker had vocally challenged any military personnel to defy him in considering otherwise. He wanted to take a team to California�convinced that more of the Coronado SEALs�from teams 1, 3, 5, and 7�were still alive somewhere. �They wouldn�t be just sitting on their asses like we are,� Baker said.
I couldn�t imagine there were survivors there�especially there�but Baker didn�t appreciate it at all when a couple of Army Rangers agreed with me and basically called him stupid. Fortunately, Danny had stepped in and broke up that fight before it could start.
The governor singled Danny out as his personal intelligence officer�and someone worth listening to. As Danny was only twenty-one, that didn�t sit well with many in the room, in particular Captain Baker�fifteen years his senior in age and military experience. �Who are you going to listen to?� he�d roared. �Who are you going to follow? A man who was gifted his rank for surviving with luck, or a soldier who earned my rank after more than a decade of war and personal sacrifice.� He looked around the room. �I�m a SEAL captain. You all know what I�m made of.� Then he pointed at Danny. �What do we even know about you? Other than you were really, really lucky.�
�He can shoot,� Blake had offered, understating Danny�s sniper qualifications considerably.
�Well whoop-de-doo,� Captain Baker scoffed. �The boy can shoot.�
Danny casually put his hand on Blake�s arm. �Let it go.� Blake bit his lower lip and nodded. Nothing they could say would help. Danny understood the captain�s disdain and didn�t take it personally. The captain wanted a pissing contest, but Danny was content to let him stand there and piss all over himself.
Army Ranger Deacon, on the other hand, didn�t like Baker�s arrogance. �Why don�t you sit down and shut up?� His steely eyes glared up at the captain from under the brim of his weathered red Oklahoma ball cap.
Baker�s reaction revealed his surprise. The big burly officer clearly wasn�t used to being challenged. �Excuse me? What the hell did you just say to me?�
He made his way toward Deacon, who remained seated and didn�t move an inch, even as the captain walked directly up to him and deliberately stepped on his cowboy boots. Royce stood and placed himself between Deacon and the captain, cutting him off before he could get any closer. �Captain, what he said was that not all of us agree with you on this. That�s all.�
�Stay out of this, Tea Biscuit,� the captain�s first lieutenant, Brock Schmidt, retorted, shoving Royce back. �Irish asshole.�
Deacon started to stand, but Royce held him down. �Easy.�
Captain Baker pulled Brock back. �The hell that�s what he��
�Well, then maybe that�s what he meant,� Royce replied. �Look, you�re entitled to your opinion, but if Danny, or I, or any of these people don�t see it your way, we�re��
�Idiots,� Brock cut him off. �Or f��
�Again, you�re entitled to feel that way,� Royce interrupted. �And I�ll let that go. But�� He locked eyes with Brock. �You mix up England and Ireland again, and I�ll have to kick your ass.�
Brock started to object but shut up when Baker cut him off. The captain hadn�t stopped glaring at Deacon, who had yet to look up at him. But Deacon and Royce projected a vibe that kept Baker from taking this �conversation� any further. The captain was otherwise ready to throw down with�and against�anyone, friend or foe. His attitude divided the room, leaving no gray area. You were clearly either with him or against him.
Danny could see plenty of others agreed with Baker. Even after his run-in with the Rangers, the captain�s platoon was strutting around the room, flexing, crowing, and intimidating the undecided. But there were also many more like Deacon and Royce who clearly remained unconvinced. Danny looked at the two SEALs�Trigger and Twix�from the lost platoon, and even they didn�t seem enthusiastic about rushing off to fight. They�d already lost a lot and understood the magnitude of the threat.
The governor tried to rationalize patience and waiting until they knew more. With the satellite and technology capabilities from Hawaii, he was confident they could connect to the enemy�s communication grid and learn a great deal more about them in a matter of months. It took some convincing but�amazingly�Captain Baker eventually agreed to wait six months before making a move.
�But not a day more!�
As if he had the last word.
�Officially� it took almost the entire six months to finally connect to the Qi Jia communication grid. In truth, a handful of the governor�s covert operatives in the Hexagon had been connected for some time already�which officially only Governor Barnes and Danny were aware of�but they weren�t about to share that intel with Baker. Sensing the captain�s patience was approaching its explosive end, the first week of April the governor allowed his technology experts to announce they had a few satellites positioned just right, to where they had almost continuous coverage of all transmissions into and out of Denver from 5:00 a.m. to 11:00 p.m. From here on out, Captain Baker would know what the governor and Danny knew. Well, almost.
Incidentally, at that time they picked up another signal from Colorado, unlike any they�d heard to that point. It played music fifty-nine minutes and fifty seconds out of every hour�always the same ten songs, same sequence, over and over. Then every hour, on the hour, a robotic voice would say the date and a number. That first day the message said, �Four� ten� twenty-two� forty-seven��April 10, 2022, and the number 47. They had pinned the transmission source to Colorado Springs, likely inside NORAD�s bunker in Cheyenne Mountain. And given that the number changed, always decreasing, the best guess was that it was a head count of American survivors there. A handful of military veterans wrote down the names of every song that was played and tried to decipher whatever message was being sent out.
On May 18, a thirteen-year-old grandson of one of the military vets broke the code, associating specific letters with numbers. He came up with a ten-digit number�a phone number with a Colorado Springs area code. The only phone in Hawaii with an active dial tone was the emergency line in the Hexagon�s bunker, and not a single call out had worked thus far. Supposedly it was a direct line to the bunker in the White House, but no one had ever answered, and no outgoing calls elsewhere had connected. The governor picked up the red phone in Hawaii�s defense center and dialed the ten digits. This time�after two rings�someone picked up. �About damn time,� the voice on the other end said.

The governor�s technicians were right about the source�they were now connected to NORAD�and about the number after the time stamp. There were still thirty-nine people alive in the Cheyenne Mountain bunker today�mostly military, including an Air Force general and a major. Danny listened on speakerphone in a room with the governor and a dozen other officers, as General Niles filled them in on what they were up against.
Supplies were dwindling in Cheyenne Mountain. At best they had another six months of food rations for thirty-nine people, and the general expected the survivor count to be half that by that time. None of them would make it another year, of that he was certain. On October 12, 2020, 103 people had been alive and well in there. Seventy-four had died since then. They�d battled several severe flu outbreaks, and one officer had lost his mind and killed a dozen people before shooting himself. The general was tired, frustrated, and angry and wanted someone to come get them out. Now.
Captain Baker was ready to go. The general passed on all the intel they had gathered, including the approximate number of Qi Jia soldiers in each region and the locations of the primary enemy bases in North America. Most of what he gave them matched what Danny had already shared�as provided by our African friend, Lazzo�and what they�d picked up from Qi Jia transmissions in the past month. They did, however, learn Puerto Rico had also been completely wiped out in the attacks and was now being used exclusively as a prison, controlled primarily by Libya. There had been no communication between Denver and Puerto Rico though, so it was anybody�s guess who might be held captive there. Americans? Qi Jia traitors and deserters? The president? Could our president possibly still be alive? No one knew.
The general explained that mainland North America was divided into eight enemy zones, each controlled by one of the seven attacking countries, with the last zone, Colorado, jointly operated. Who knew how accurate the troop estimates were anymore, but they were at least a baseline.
Northeast (Colombia): 45,000 troops.
Southeast (Libya): 110,000 troops.
Southwest (Mexico): 150,000 troops.
Midwest (Japan): 75,000 troops.
Colorado (shared): 20,000 troops.
Alaska B.C. (Russia): 275,000 troops.
Canada (China): 215,000 troops.
Northwest (North Korea): 65,000 troops.

In all, 955,000 troops. It didn�t sound like much until you considered, all told, we only had a hundred or so men to oppose them. This was more than a rematch of David versus Goliath. This was baby David with a pacifier and rattle against Goliath and an army of drones, missiles, and technology.
The one advantage we did have was that the Qi Jia army was mostly spread out across the entire continent. A rescue team might be able to bob and weave their way through without detection. The most dense population was in the former US states along the Mexican border�Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, and southern California�where millions of Mexican citizens had moved north to claim free land. The other seven zones were almost strictly military. A small command base was set up in a central city in each of the zones, the only cities left intact and with functional electrical grids: New York City, Miami, Dallas, Chicago, Anchorage, Toronto, Seattle, and Denver. San Diego had also been spared�fully intact�but we knew that was merely to allow Tijuana to expand. San Diego was under Mexican control�and officially the command base for Qi Jia�s West Coast naval fleet.
To attempt a rescue, our troops would have to move one of our two aircraft carriers away from the Shield�s protective cover and out into the open Pacific, halfway between Hawaii and Los Angeles�about 1,300 miles. Our forces would then have to launch a couple AC-130 airships off the carriers for a single shot at dropping troops into the Rockies in Colorado. The planes would have to squeeze through a thin radar gap north of LA, find a safe airstrip to land on in Colorado, then refuel and wait for who knew how long for the rescue team to return. The rescue team would have to reach the bunker in Cheyenne Mountain, gain access to it, and lead the survivors to the airstrip for the flight back to the aircraft carrier�assuming it hadn�t been sunk yet.
If that wasn�t already risky and complicated enough, three hundred civilian survivors in Hawaii would have to be trained for critical roles in operating the aircraft carrier. They�d be sitting ducks waiting out there for the rescue team to come back. If Qi Jia caught wind of the carrier�s presence or intercepted the rescue team, it would be a total loss of the planes, the ship, and the people. All to save thirty-nine Americans in Cheyenne Mountain. In a nutshell� it was a stupid idea. If not the stupidest idea ever.

FOUR � The Pack (Danny)

Two Months Ago.
---------- (Wednesday. May 25, 2022.) ----------
A rescue attempt didn�t make sense to me�at least not this one�and I stated as much as soon as the general was off the phone. Baker started swinging at me right then and there. Unfortunately neither Deacon nor Royce were in the room. Blake wasn�t there either. I didn�t back down, but I was no physical match for the SEAL captain. The other men in the room finally separated us, and I was helped out of the room with a bloody face and almost certainly a couple broken ribs. When Governor Barnes and I ran into Deacon and Royce in the hallway, the Rangers wanted to go after the captain, but the governor talked them down. There was enough of a division in the forces already. He reasoned with them to let it go, and I backed him up. I told them to go pack up all their gear and bring it back to the governor�s office. I had an assignment for them.
An hour later, after a quick doctor visit�I was right about the ribs by the way�I was stretched out in Governor Barnes�s office with a bag of ice pressed against my face and another ice bag wrapped around my chest.
The stoic governor I was accustomed to was not in this room. This handwringing, deep sighing, head shaking man was the polar opposite of that guy. �I can�t keep him from going, Danny, no matter how little sense it makes to any of us.�
�You are the governor, sir.�
�Yeah, but what does that really mean? No one�s listening to me. And with General Niles encouraging him��
�I know.� I was officially the same rank as Captain Baker, but also felt inferior.
�What else can I do?� Barnes was pacing. �Governor is just an empty title now. What am I really against a SEAL captain? Who�s going to follow me?�
�I will. And there are others.�
�I appreciate that, Danny. It�s just a tough spot to be. I think I�m in charge. Baker thinks he is. Neither of us should be.�
�You�re doing fine, sir.�
�Am I? I�m scared to death. Danny, I�ll be lucky if Baker doesn�t just shoot me. The son of a bitch is going to take all our good men out there and get them killed.�
I listened to the governor vent and thought about it for a minute. �Not necessarily.�
�What do you mean?�
�Well, Baker and I both have the same rank. As governor you could split the troops in half, assigning half of them to each of us. We could have a draft, so to speak. There�s no way in hell I�m going with them, so make me in charge of homeland security. Give Baker control of the military. That�s what he wants anyway.� Barnes was nodding now. �If he goes out and gets everyone killed� there�s still half of us left. No matter what he says, he can�t challenge your authority on that. He doesn�t want to have a public showdown with you that he could lose�he doesn�t want this to go to a popular vote.�
�You�re probably right.� Barnes smiled and stopped pacing. �No, you�re absolutely right. It could work.�
�One more thing.� I set the ice pack down. I had his ear now. I had to push my luck.
�Shoot.�
�I want my own team on Redemption Island.� I stood up. �And a seaplane to keep out there and take us back and forth.�
�Danny, I don�t��
�It�s nonnegotiable, and I know you can do it if you want to. It�s one plane. You want me involved in leading this place and keeping things in line, I need to know you have my back. I believe I�ve proved I have yours.� The governor was still listening. �I want six men and the designation of Blake as my lieutenant. I�ll train him myself, and he�ll be my responsibility.�
�Anything else?�
I was still waiting for the objection that hadn�t come. �Matter of fact�this team of mine is exclusively under my control. I answer to you, but they don�t. I need my guys to be protected and to have carte blanche to do what they need to do whenever they need to do it.�
�Like �Hawaii Five-O,� is that what you�re saying?�
�Sure,� I nodded, hoping I wasn�t going too far with this. �Works for me.�
The governor walked over to the window and looked up at the sky. �Danny, you need to know I have your back. Baker is going to hate this idea.� He looked back at me. �Let me think about it, okay?� As I opened my mouth to object, Barnes waved me off. �Okay, hang on. If you promise you will continue to back me as I�m backing you, I�ll green-light all of it�everything you asked for. You don�t question me. I won�t question you�okay? It has to work both ways. Absolute trust.� I was nodding, so the governor continued. �I need you to understand one more thing though.�
Here it comes. But it didn�t.
�I don�t have a fancy car for you to drive around.�
Not at all what I was expecting. I smiled. �Darn.�
�And if you�re Danno, then is Blake��
�No, sir.� I laughed, grimacing at the resulting pain in my rib cage. �Don�t confuse my given name with our roles in this. I�m in charge.�
�Okay. So, who do you want?�

I requested the two Navy SEALs from the lost platoon, Trigger and Twix; the two Army Rangers who had stood up to Baker, Deacon and Royce; a former Air Force pilot and paratrooper�who was also vocal in the meetings�Dane �Axel� Axelrod; and a local Air Force technology instructor�a genius�and friend of Blake and Kaci�s, Keena Malikalani.
�But you know she�s a��
�A she?� I smiled. I hadn�t taken the governor as a sexist. �Yes, I know. But she�s the most tech-savvy person I�ve ever met, and Blake trusts her.�
�Okay then. No problem. Consider it done.� The governor shook my hand.
There was a knock on the door, and I opened it. Deacon and Royce stood there with all their gear. �What do you need from us, sir?� Deacon asked.
�You�re coming with me, guys. Thank you, Governor. I�d appreciate a transcript of every meeting Baker has from here on out. However you have to do it, make sure someone you trust is with him at all times. This mission is critical to all of our futures, whether they succeed or not.�
�Don�t make me regret this.� Barnes placed his hand firmly on my shoulder which suddenly felt very connected to my ribs.
�Don�t worry, sir.� I winced. �I won�t.�
We picked up Axel, Trigger, and Twix on our way to the marina to find our plane. Then Axel flew us all out to Redemption Island.
---------- (Wednesday. July 20, 2022.) ----------
----- (Ryan) -----
That had been nearly two months ago. Baker, as expected, fought the even split of troops. In the end, the decision was listed as �voluntary.� Right. Whoever wanted to go with Baker could. Whoever wanted to stay with Danny�as homeland security�could. Fifty-nine people joined Baker; thirty-five stayed in Hawaii with Homeland Security�with Danny.
Baker and his fifty-nine men had spent the past eight weeks training the 288 volunteers who would be operating the aircraft carrier. Those 348 people would have their hands full, considering a typical carrier crew exceeded 5,500�and those crews usually trained for years. This was the very definition of a skeleton crew.
The target date for shipping out was August 1, twelve days from now. The head count in Cheyenne Mountain was down to thirty-six�three more lost to the flu�and now that the general had connected with us he was growing more and more impatient. Captain Baker didn�t need any more prodding, but the general was verbally poking him anyway.
To all of us on Redemption, the general�s apparent need for self-preservation was disturbing. As a five-star general it didn�t make sense for him to be asking Baker and his men to do this, to risk so many lives for so few. The twenty-one months in the bunker had surely compromised his sense of reason�and perhaps even his sanity. The Pack�the six people Danny had handpicked to bring out to the island�was in complete agreement on that. There was almost no way to execute this plan well enough, no way to come out ahead. But even more disturbing was Baker�s desire to make a name for himself with this mission�to be the hero�and his na�ve assertion that he and his men were enough on their own to pull this off. SEALs were gladiators, no doubt, but most of the ones Danny knew were rational as well. Rational was definitely not an accurate descriptor of this madman.
Whatever the case, we were glad Danny wasn�t going to be a part of this rescue attempt, although we were curious to see how the mission unfolded over the next month. If all went as planned, the rescue team would be back in Hawaii before September. But if everything went as we expected, they�d never come back. Then what?

FIVE � The Prisoner

---------- (Wednesday. July 20, 2022.) ----------
Fort Morro Prison. San Juan, Puerto Rico
A guard banging his nightstick on the bars, announcing breakfast, woke Eddie up, but he didn�t move. He remained seated in the corner, hidden in the shadows, far from the room�s only window and light. A metal tray was tossed into his cell through a slot in the door. He watched it clatter across the cold concrete toward his feet, spilling the hockey-puck biscuit and brown soggy rice. Rats scrambled from the darkness for his food, and he let them take it. He never ate breakfast here.
This dark musty hole in San Juan�a former Puerto Rican tourist trap�had been his home for the past fifty-one weeks and three days. His captors had never once let him leave�he hadn�t even been outside. Best as he could tell there were only twenty guards here, and he�d overheard one of them say there were a hundred or so prisoners. Who else would they be keeping here? Supposedly, there were three other similar prisons on the island, and an officer headquarters an hour west of here. But that was it for Puerto Rico.
He stood slowly and stretched his massive six-foot-seven frame, his limbs spreading like thick branches across the narrow room. He kicked a rat that got a little too close and took a few slow steps to the latrine under the cell�s only window. As he relieved himself, his eyes scanned the horizon. Nothing but blue sky and clear Caribbean waters. He sighed and shook his head. Same old, same old. A woman�s scream echoed down the hallway. Then another. The guards were back at it. He wondered if any of them had ever had consensual sex. Doubtful.
As long as it wasn�t Mali. He and his wife had been flown here together from Lake Powell, and that was the last he�d seen of her. He knew she was here somewhere�supposedly his girls were too�and the Mexican general had assured him they wouldn�t be touched, but Eddie didn�t know if he should believe anything that man said. Eddie should have killed him when he had the chance. Eddie had no doubt the general, likewise, wanted him dead. It seemed unimaginable that any better fate awaited him, no matter what he had been promised. But something wasn�t right. What were they waiting for? No one visited him here. No one talked to him. Why did they even need him alive?
He sat on the cot and closed his eyes, his mind drifting off to his brother, as it did daily. Had Lazzo ever made it to Hawaii? Eddie had never heard. He�d pleaded for any information, good or bad, but had always been ignored. Was it possible at all that he was still alive? And what about that envelope he�d handed to Lazzo before he flew the Americans away? What was in it? No one had told him anything. But someone was coming to see him today. Today, he�d been told, was a big day.
---------- (Same Morning in Hawaii.) ----------
----- (Lazzo) -----
Today was a big day. Lazzo stepped out of his cool dark room and into the light breezy hallway of the Big House. He looked around. Nothing on the horizon but clear blue sky and the glistening waters of the Pacific. He smiled. Same old, same old. If only Eddie were here. His older brother would love this place. Lazzo crossed the bridge to the bathhouse, took a quick shower, and headed downstairs to see what everyone else was doing.
He met Hayley on the stairs. �Hey, Hayley.�
�It sounds like you�re stuttering when you say that, Laz.�
�It does, doesn�t it?�
Hayley laughed. �You going to Oahu with us later?�
�I don�t know. I�d like to. But not really feeling well.�
�That sucks.� She gently patted Lazzo�s shoulder and continued up the stairs. �Have some of Cotter�s coffee. That will perk you up.�
�The British don�t know how to make coffee, man.� Lazzo laughed. �That stuff tastes like��
�Yo,� Royce hollered up the stairs. �There�s a kid down here. Or I�d have already shut you up.�
�Don�t worry, Lazzo,� Hayley called back. �Royce is just messing with you.�
�The hell I am.�
�Cotter!� Deacon scolded. �The kid��
Abbey was giggling at this point. �I�ve heard you guys say much worse.�
�Sorry.� Royce shook his head. He glared at Lazzo but offered him a cup of coffee anyway. Lazzo accepted it.
Hayley stuck her head over the railing. �Where is everyone else?�
Deacon pointed out at the water. �Danny�s out there with Emily and Six. Trigger and Twix, too. Axel and Sam went over to Kauai for wood and rope with Blake and your grandfather. Kate, Reagan, and Jenna are over at Kaci�s with Keena.�
�And Dad?�
�Ryan was just here. Not sure where he went. I leave anyone out?�
�You forgot Dice,� Abbey chimed in.
�Ah, yes.� Deacon smiled. �The dog. The other dog. Dice went with the girls. It�s a lot of people to keep track of.�
�And dogs.�
�Yes, Abbey, and dogs.� Deacon flashed her a goofy grin.
�Tell me about it,� Hayley answered. �When are we going to Oahu? I�m ready to shop.�
�Soon as Axel brings the plane back,� Royce replied.
--------------------
Axel landed the plane in Redemption�s cove about an hour later. Those going to Oahu had gathered there�thirteen people, including Axel. Only Reagan, Lazzo, Tara, and Ollie were staying at the island. The plane could safely hold eight people, so Axel took two trips. The Pack�Danny, Blake and the selected six�had a meeting at the Hexagon. Everyone else was heading to Pearl Harbor to shop the supply freighter that had arrived from Australia this morning. This was the one opportunity�every month or two�to stock up on books, groceries, and other supplies. It was rare anyone chose to skip it.
Navigating the freighters to Hawaii was tricky. It took roughly three weeks for each ship to get here through enemy-watched�and pirate-infested�waters. The first thousand miles, ships were safe�inside the friendly Australian security net�and the last thousand miles, they were in our coverage area. But the ten or eleven days�and 2,500 plus open miles�in between were unprotected and indefensible. They had to get lucky. They had to catch the pirates off guard.
From the Hexagon, intelligence officers did their best to monitor the open space, intercepting messages between enemy ships, launching �hot pockets��rockets with beacons�to lure the enemy ships away, then maneuvering the freighters through enemy radar zones. Even still, the odds of a successful crossing were still barely fifty-fifty. Our own communication was easy to intercept, and the freighters weren�t exactly speedy. We�d lost a dozen or so ships heading each direction since we�d connected with Australia, including one leaving Hawaii filled with American survivors and one coming the other way with allied soldiers. As a result, for the time being, we�d stopped moving people and focused more on importing the essentials�food, fuel, medical supplies, and water.

SIX � Area 52 (Danny)

---------- (Wednesday. July 20, 2022.) ----------
There was a rickety staircase clinging to Oahu�s Pu�ukeahiakahoe Mountain known as the Haiku Stairs�or Stairway to Heaven. The stairs were completed in 1942, and a radio transceiver was added at the summit of the 2,500-foot ascent�overlooking Kaneohe Bay�for aerial and nautical communication purposes. When the Hexagon opened at the mountain�s base in 2019�twenty miles from Hickam Air Force Base and Pearl Harbor�the government fenced off the entire mountain and installed guard posts every 250 yards with remote motion-controlled high-powered rifles and radar grids locking the entire area down. To the casual observer the security system appeared unmanned�a technological marvel. In truth, operatives in the Hexagon monitored it 24/7.
The security system had been the source of controversy locally, as many a trespassing person had attempted�unsuccessfully�to survive the climb to the top. Murdering mountain climbers seemed a bit extreme but the government wanted to make it clear that it took national security seriously. Safer to be an international terrorist than a backpacking tourist, I guess.
In all fairness, the government had sufficient reason for wanting to eliminate access to Pu�ukeahiakahoe�s peak. The old war transceiver had not only been rebuilt but also fortified. It was now the heart of the Hawaiian islands� Shield defense system. If anyone manually disconnected the power at the top, or destroyed the transceiver altogether, the islands would be unable to defend themselves. No one knew that secret kryptonite, of course, except the governor, Reagan, and me�via the Elephant Box�and the four Department of Defense operatives who had been on duty during the chemical attacks. Those operatives were now solely responsible for Pu�ukeahiakahoe�s nonstop observation and maintenance. Though not official military personnel, they were some of the world�s most advanced electronic techies�a digital task force (DTF). They never left the Hexagon�ever�and no one other than the governor, Reagan, and I even knew who they were. In fact�supposedly�no one else alive even knew their wing in the Hexagon existed.
That had changed a month ago when I took the Pack in. I wanted them to understand the entirety of the defense system, and for the operatives to know they had additional security if they ever needed it�even if we were a hundred miles away most of the time. Each member of the Pack and the governor was given a custom built solar-powered tablet and modernized waterproof communication pager�courtesy of the DTF�that looked like a dog tag. We all wore them around our necks. One side of the pager was metal, the other obsidian, and the tag could slide perfectly into a port on the tablet. Once a tag was inserted into a tablet, we could read the daily intel reports from the Hexagon, and send private messages to each other that only the designated recipient could read.
There were ten sets of tablets and dog tags in all�eight for us, one for Barnes and one that stayed in the Hexagon. Each dog tag also had a tracker that could provide GPS coordinates of any Pack member, the governor, or the Hexagon�s carrying team member, as long as they had it on them. If any of us were in trouble, we needed to put a thumb on the obsidian side for ten seconds and it would cause all of the other pagers to vibrate in alarm. For any of the other nine to find the one in trouble, we simply had to plug the dog tag into the slot on the solar tablet and the respective names would pop up on the screen�the troubled one in red, the others in green. Tap on one and we�d see where that individual was at that exact minute. That was the kind of toys these geniuses came up with in this wing.
Their wing was a techno-geek�s heaven�walls and walls of computers and screens with video feeds from all over the island. As it was intended that the DTF never leave, there was also a medical laboratory, a lap pool, gymnasium, library, kitchen, and private deck. They placed weekly orders through the governor for whatever they needed, and the supplies were left in a dual-entry safe down the hall�incidentally, also the only entrance to this wing. The governor referred to their wing as �Area 52.� Their property defense system could, in fact, operate unmanned, but the Digital Task Force�two men and two women�remained there just in case, at least one of them always on watch. The guns could lock on a trespasser independently�and the warning alarms would sound�but one of the four DTF members had to hit the fire button. That was the fail-safe�the last resort.
From Area 52 the DTF controlled satellites that maintained constant watch over all of the islands, and they could zoom in close enough to count the freckles on someone�s arm if necessary. This was government prying, spying, and blatant disregard for privacy at its most intrusive level. With the infrared, see-through, and HD optical technology at their hands, they could quite literally watch anyone in Hawaii do absolutely anything�anytime, day or night. But no one even knew about it to complain.
There was one exception to the surveillance web. I had initially requested that Redemption and Ni�ihau be excluded from the spy net altogether, but Barnes had been uncomfortable with that idea. I understood his objection. That was far too much �dark� space for a potential problem to come from.
He was however willing to exclude Redemption Island and the channel around us. He didn�t mind our activities being invisible�since nothing could approach or hide beyond our circle unseen�and Barnes made sure each of the four operatives was clear on that. For insurance purposes, I had Keena�the Pack�s tech expert�learn the system operations and had the operatives set her up with a mobile system she could run from her room in Blake�s house. From there she would be able to access, and scroll through, all of the screens in Area 52. We had nothing to hide, but we didn�t like being watched�who does�and on the off chance the enemy did break into Area 52 at some point, I didn�t want anyone to be able to follow the Pack�s responsive movements. Governor Barnes was placing a lot of trust in me with this�I understood that�but the Pack was technically his Black Ops. He let it go.
I had no choice about the tablets that monitored our dog tags though and didn�t fight that. I understood the significance of that specific connection and security measure. Even if they couldn�t see us from the Hexagon, they needed to know where we were.
While Keena accustomed herself to the ins and outs of the entire system, I led the rest of the Pack up the 3,922 steps to the Shield�s transceiver�the �Eye.� I�d only been up there once before�with Governor Barnes�but the panoramic view of the islands and the Pacific was just as stunning the second time. On clear sunny days like this one, Kaneohe Bay glimmered like a field of diamonds. It was hard to adequately describe, and no wonder so many people had tried to climb up there. I showed the Pack where the backup generator was that could power up the Shield in the event the island or the Hexagon experienced a blackout. In the worst-case scenario, someone would have to race all the way up here�a good twenty-minute vertical sprint�and turn it on manually. As no one had ever done it before, there was no telling what would happen to the person who was up here when the Shield activated, especially if it was wet or� worse�mid storm. Hopefully we�d never have to find out.

Returning to Area 52, I led the Pack down a locked hallway to a giant gray door with a stenciled elephant painted on it. I had decided to take the team into this room�the Elephant Box�and reveal its contents. It was a risk, but there had to be absolute trust between us, and this was my way of showing my investment in that trust�and in each of them.
The Elephant Box was large enough to hold a dozen adult elephants, or two dozen�if you added a top layer�since it was two stories. The walls were dark gray and streaked or cracked�like elephant skin�but they had nothing to do with the name. The architect was merely a Republican. Fortunately he wasn�t a Democrat.
I watched as the Pack took in the contents of the box. �Whoa.� Keena was shaking her head. �Is that the actual Declaration��
�Of Independence?� I smiled. �Yes. Yes, it is. Pretty much anything the government deemed too important to risk losing is here. The Bill of Rights, the Constitution, money plates, the first version of the Bible in English, the first of each version of the American flag�even the two Mount Suribachi flags from Iwo Jima. Martin Luther King Jr.�s �I have a dream� speech is in that cabinet, as is the Gettysburg Address and the Emancipation Proclamation. Every important document in American history is in this vault.�
Deacon was holding a hat in his hands. �And Lincoln�s top hat.�
�Yes, that too.� I caught it as Deacon tossed it to me. �Blake, Jack�s green jacket from his eighteenth major is in a fire box over there.� I nodded at a wall of black cabinets.
�Seriously?� Blake loved golf. �Whose idea was that? Had to be Clinton�s.�
�No way,� Deacon replied. �My money is on Obama.�
I shrugged. Who knows? �And all those hard drives contain every newspaper ever printed in digital form. There are building plans, instructions on pretty much every invention with all the patents, archives and archives of digitized books�you name it. Pretty much whatever you need to start a country over at some point.�
There was a chorus of �wows� and �holy craps� in response. What else could you say?
�This is crazy.� Blake shook his head. �When you mentioned the Elephant Box, I thought it was going to be just a box�maybe a large trunk or something.�
Keena laughed, and a second later Blake caught his own unintentional pun. �You know what I mean.�
�Well, there was a trunk in here too,� I replied. �Essentially a file cabinet or safe. I took that with me to the island. It�ll go in the vault under Blake�s office when we get that bunker finished.�
�What was in the trunk?� Deacon asked. �Can you even tell us?�
�Sure. It has hundreds of zip drives and packs of books with the design plans and locations for all eight of our government safe houses, plus NORAD and the White House. It had all the codes for our national and space missile silos and carriers�that kind of stuff. Also, there was a giant roman numeral four etched into the trunk, which makes me think there may be a few more of these trunks out there�perhaps in each of the safe houses.�
�Man.� Twix shook his head. �That�s huge. No wonder you wanted to build that damn bunker.�
I laughed. �Didn�t make sense otherwise?�
�I mean� I don�t know� not really.� Twix smiled. �It�s a lot of work for a room full of rope and guns.�
�And an ATV.� Blake playfully shoved Twix.
�Oh yeah, I forgot the ATV.�
�You said eight safe houses?� Royce asked, ignoring the conversational detour.
�Yes, though I believe there are ten if you count this, the White House, and NORAD.�
�So where are the other seven, Danny?� Deacon asked.
�I haven�t looked up specifics, but I can tell you their names from the book�Wrigley, Anaheim, Mackinaw, Alcatraz, St. Louis, Orlando, and Brooklyn.�
�Do you think they have this kind of stuff in those places too?� Keena gestured at all the artifacts. �Or people�other survivors?�
�People? Maybe.� I shrugged. �But I think this is essentially the treasure chest. This entire wing was built for presidents. None of them used it, but it was always going to be the safe house�the Camp David�for presidents when they came west on vacation. The government was in the process of moving all its defense systems and the rest of our national treasures here to the Hexagon before the attacks.�
It made sense.
Clearly there weren�t many people who knew about these rooms�these bunkers�but the vice president had known, so there were probably others who knew. Was it possible the general at NORAD knew about the vault in this bunker? Was it possible he knew about the other bunkers? There was something out of place with this entire NORAD scenario. I was convinced we were missing something critical�that we didn�t have all the relevant information on this end.
--------------------
Danny had also found a map of Area 52 and detailed descriptions of its operational capabilities in the Elephant Box, and he kept those documents in a wall safe at the tree house�concealed by a secret panel behind his headboard. When everyone else who had stayed on Redemption went down to greet the first plane coming back from Oahu, one person stayed behind, snuck into Danny�s room, and moved the bed. It had taken several hours of searching the room, over many limited opportunities, to even find the safe. But now, having finally found the safe a few days earlier�and having cleaned the keypad then�the person shone a blue light across the keys, revealing prints on the numbers that had last been touched. After three failed attempts, the safe clicked open on the fourth. The only item of interest in there was one specific book.
The book contained far more than just the information on Area 52 and the Stairway to Heaven. It had access codes for the Cheyenne Mountain bunker and launch codes for all its missiles, as well as the location of every other highly classified government safe house in the country. It had scheduled password changes for every military room and facility in Hawaii, as well as the codes needed for making security badges and connecting to communication grids off the island. Whoever had this book could pretty much keep everyone here safe or�just as easily�they could put everyone on the planet in jeopardy. There was more to be discovered in the remaining pages, but voices were approaching the tree house. Carefully replacing the book in the safe and sliding the panel and bed back in place, the person quietly turned to leave the dark room but stopped short at the sight of a little girl standing in the light of the doorway.
�Reagan, what are you doing?� Abbey asked.
Shit.

SEVEN � Eighty-Three Days

---------- (Wednesday. July 20, 2022.) ----------
Fort Morro Prison. San Juan, Puerto Rico.
There was one guard Eddie didn�t hate. Eddie only saw him on Sundays. For months he�d tried to get the guard to talk to him, to answer a question� to say anything at all, but he never did. A little over a week ago Eddie had learned why. As the guard brought him toilet paper and a bar of soap last Sunday, he stopped at the base of the stairs and pointed up at the ceiling then quickly at his eye. Then he walked over to the bars and slid the supplies through. Eddie got the message. Someone was watching them. Someone was watching him!
The camera was well hidden, and Eddie knew better than to look for it. He was certain he wasn�t supposed to know it was there, and he figured the guard would get in trouble if they ever realized he�d revealed its presence. But that raised even more questions in his mind. Where were they watching him from? And who exactly was watching him? What was all this about? And why had the guard told him about the camera, likely risking his own life? Eddie easily could have let it drive him crazy. Instead, he reasoned there was something he hadn�t yet figured out. That fueled him. He needed to stay mentally sharp, not starve himself or get himself killed another way. He needed this curiosity to rejuvenate him. Eddie began working out again�sit-ups, push-ups, chin-ups. If the people watching him were hoping to watch him crumble, Eddie wanted them to get frustrated. Eddie wanted them to get angry.
Apparently it worked. Here they were, only ten days later, and for the first time someone was coming to visit him. Eddie heard the helicopter whir in and land hard on the roof of the fort directly over his head. Dirt and chunks of rock dropped onto his floor from the ceiling. Eddie was certain the visitor would be General Roja, but he was wrong. A half dozen armed soldiers came down and opened his cell. A few minutes later the Libyan commander strode into his cell, followed by another half dozen soldiers, including the guard he didn�t hate.
Commander Boli kept his distance, pacing a full circle around Eddie. �Do you know why I�m here?�
Eddie didn�t reply, which clearly irritated the commander. There was a time Eddie would have considered this man his friend.
�Do you know why I�m here?�
Eddie still didn�t answer, but this time he took a nightstick to the back for his silent defiance. Eddie grimaced but stood his ground. He was tempted to take the nightstick from the fool who had hit him and shove it through his eye, but he took a deep breath and stared down the commander instead.
�Fine. You don�t want to talk to me. Chain him up.� Four guards jumped at his command and chained Eddie to the pole in the middle of his cell. �Bring her in.� Commander Boli snapped his fingers at a man standing in the dark hallway.
Eddie swallowed hard as two more soldiers escorted his wife, Mali, into his cell. She looked terrified. �What is she doing here?�
The commander smiled. �I thought you would be happy to see her.�
Eddie was relieved to see she was alive, but he knew her presence here wasn�t good. Eddie suddenly felt like he couldn�t breathe. �What do you want from me?� he gasped. �Please don�t��
�You know exactly what I want. I have been patient enough. Too patient. It�s time you pay me for my time.�
�What the hell are you talking about?� Eddie twisted against his chains. �What? What am I supposed to do? What are you waiting for?�
Eddie�s questions went unanswered. The commander snapped his fingers again at one of the soldiers and held up two fingers. A soldier stepped up and punched Mali hard in the stomach. She grunted and doubled over, and the soldier punched her again�this time in the face. The force of the blow spun her around, blood and saliva flying from her mouth. She dropped to the floor. Eddie screamed at the first punch and lunged against his chains at the second, cursing the soldier. Another soldier beat him with a nightstick until the commander waved him off.
�You touch her again and I�ll kill you!�
�Unlikely.� Boli sneered at him. He pointed at yet another soldier and snapped his fingers, this time holding up three fingers. Eddie watched helplessly as Mali tried to push herself up and the soldier kicked her in the face. Her head snapped back and she flopped unconscious onto the floor. Eddie watched for any signs of life, but there were none. Commander Boli knelt down and felt for a pulse. �You�re lucky. She�s still alive. Barely.� Boli stood back up. �Now give me what I want!�
Tears ran down Eddie�s face, and he slid down to his knees. �Mali� I�m so sorry�� He didn�t look up at the commander, but it was clear he was addressing Boli. �I don�t understand. How can you do this to me? How can you beat a woman? How can you do this to your own people? I don�t even know what you want.�
The commander laughed and gestured for two of his men to remove Eddie�s wife. �Let�s go.�
�Wait.� Eddie stood up again. �Please, what do you want? You have to tell me.�
The commander stopped at the stairs and turned back to look at him. �You and your brother knew what was at stake. Don�t pretend you do not know what I want.� As the commander climbed the stairs, he hollered back, �You have only eighty-three days left.�
Eddie went silent�stunned. What was that supposed to mean? Eighty-three days for what? He counted it out in his head�the twelfth of October. That would be two years since the Qi Jia invasion. So what was he supposed to do by then? What was he missing? And what did his brother have to do with any of this?

EIGHT � Truth and Consequences

---------- (Wednesday. June 20, 2022.) ----------
Redemption Island, Hawaii.
�Sorry, Lazzo, with those curtains closed and the light off I thought you were Reagan.� Abbey laughed, backing out of the dark room. �I don�t know how. Clearly you don�t�� Abbey looked around nervously. �Uh� I thought she and Tara were here.�
Lazzo followed her out. He didn�t like the look on her face. She looked terrified. �They�they went down�� he stammered. �I thought you went down to the docks with them�she�s down there.�
�Of course. Sorry.� Abbey�s voice cracked slightly. �I knew that.�
�No. Sorry. My fault for startling you.� Lazzo�s heart was pounding so hard he didn�t know how she couldn�t hear it. He closed the door to Danny�s room. �I thought I�d heard someone in there and knew Danny and Kate were both gone.� He walked toward her. His excuse was terrible. �But everyone�s probably still down there.�
Abbey nodded. �Thanks, Lazzo.� She took off running and didn�t look back.
�Great,� Lazzo muttered. He had half expected her to scream, but she hadn�t. He listened to her footsteps fade away. Maybe he was reading too much into her expression. He had no idea how long she�d been standing there, or how much she had seen. One thing was for certain: he�d been quite careless. If she had been pretty much anyone else, he didn�t know how he would have explained himself.
He paced back and forth in his room and looked at the handmade calendar on his wall. Eighty-three days until the two-year anniversary of the attacks. He had eighty-three days to get that book to Denver. That was the agreement he�d made with Commander Boli back in Denver. But then, nothing had gone as planned in any of this.

The same day Eddie had gone to talk to the captain in Colorado Springs about the NORAD bunker, Lazzo had gone to the Libyan commander�s office. He�d told Commander Boli everything Eddie had shared with him about his suspicions regarding the Americans communicating with Vice President Moore in the camp before he died. Lazzo told him about the tracks in the VP�s tent and the slice in the canvas. He also told him about the Russian commander being up at the Alpine Visitor Center and running the interrogation of the vice president. Eddie had been correct about that too�none of the other commanders knew anything about it.
At first Commander Boli was angry they hadn�t brought this up before, accusing Lazzo of treason and threatening to confront the Russian immediately. But Lazzo reasoned with him to wait, to understand where they were coming from, and to consider instead how he could use this information to his own advantage. After hearing him out, Commander Boli clearly agreed. This could be big for him.
Eddie had suspected the Americans had gotten information from Vice President Moore and rescued his daughters. Qi Jia was well aware the VP was supposedly the last living American with access to NORAD, Hawaii, and all the missile codes. The other commanders were certain that with the VP�s suicide all that information was now lost. However, if Eddie was right and the Americans were still alive with that information, capturing them�and collecting the info�would assure both power and prestige to their captor.
The commander was suddenly quite grateful Lazzo had come to him. He pounded Lazzo on the back and commended his intelligence. But Commander Boli was no fool. He knew Lazzo expected something in return. He figured Lazzo had learned about his family and was here to gain their freedom. Why else would he have brought that info only to him?
Had he waited for Lazzo to speak, he�d have learned Lazzo had come intent on merely saving his and Eddie�s lives. They only wanted out. Instead, before Lazzo could even request their release from duty, the commander told him he would guarantee the safety of their families in exchange for the information. That was the moment Lazzo found out they�d been lied to. That was the moment he found out his family, and Eddie�s, were both still alive.
The Libyan commander could tell by Lazzo�s expression he�d been wrong about what Lazzo knew. He also immediately knew he�d essentially provided an alternative mission for Eddie. If Eddie found out about his family being alive, he�d likely try to rescue them. He wouldn�t even care about the VP�s secret information. The commander couldn�t have that. Accordingly, he warned that if Lazzo told Eddie anything about their families still being alive, the commander would have them all killed.
Lazzo was in a tough spot now. He was outraged he and Eddie had been lied to, and he imagined that was the case with many more of the soldiers here. They�d been tricked into this war and into their vengeful pursuit of the Americans. But he couldn�t dwell on that or let the resulting anger cloud his judgment in front of the commander. He couldn�t give the commander any reason to fear his newly acquired knowledge or to doubt Lazzo was capable of holding up his end of the deal. Yet it also seemed impossible to keep this information from Eddie.
On the other hand, if he did tell Eddie and his brother decided to go after their families, Lazzo feared that would�this time�guarantee their death. He knew his brother�s tendency to react emotionally in these situations, and he couldn�t afford an angry response. So he agreed to keep the news of his family�s survival from Eddie. The Libyan commander gave Lazzo a radio and a frequency he could be reached on at 1:00 p.m. and 1:00 a.m. daily. Lazzo would somehow have to hide the radio and sneak out to use it at least once a day. Commander Boli would keep watch for the Americans and update Lazzo on anything he found out. Likewise, Lazzo would keep the commander appraised daily�and keep Eddie in the dark�until the information could be secured from the Americans.

It wasn�t ever easy. As expected, Eddie got himself into hot water, killing an arrogant sergeant at their new camp and drawing all kinds of unwanted attention. The Libyan commander had tried to send one of his officers down to take over the camp, but the dead sergeant had been a relative of the Mexican commander. Commander Santos sent General Roja down to run the camp, and the racist general made life a living hell for Eddie and Lazzo, even making it impossible for Lazzo to communicate with Commander Boli. It was so bad Commander Boli had to transfer one of his own men, Amadi Ndiaye, down to Buena Vista to help Eddie without even telling Amadi why. Lazzo had to befriend Amadi and get Eddie to trust him. Then he had to get Amadi to buy into their plan without the man realizing he was.
Amazingly that worked, but then the Americans started to move and Eddie insisted they give chase, the entire time working against the Mexican commander, his general, and all their men. Amadi helped them track everyone�s movements, and Eddie was so focused on his own radio interceptions he never caught on to Lazzo�s secret communications.
And then it all went south. The stupid Mexican commander and general revealed the truth about the attacks, and Eddie caught on to the deception. Eddie all of a sudden decided to help the Americans escape and blatantly defied General Roja to do so. As much as Lazzo tried to figure out a way to separate Danny from the rest of the Americans, he couldn�t, and then when they saved Danny at the river, he didn�t have the pack on him. It was in one of the boats ahead of them. Amadi was killed there, and Lazzo still had to keep the truth from Eddie, in hopes that by fleeing with the Americans�which would surely be reported back�the Libyan commander wouldn�t immediately kill his family. He had to hope Commander Boli would give him a little time.
In the boat, Danny admitted to reaching the vice president in the tent and having the vice president�s daughters, confirming all of Eddie�s suspicions. But when pushed to reveal more, Danny didn�t. Instead he guarded his words and his backpack closely, leading Lazzo to believe the secrets were being kept in there. Lazzo needed to communicate what he�d learned to the Libyan commander, but there was no way to do it without being exposed. He had to trust his instincts that Commander Boli wouldn�t reveal their secret to the other commanders, considering what it would mean for him as well�probably his own death.

Then circumstances got even worse. At Lake Powell Lazzo, Eddie, and the Americans went head to head with General Roja and his men, and Eddie saw his wife� and the whole plan blew up again. Eddie�s emotions took over, and there was no way for Lazzo to maintain control of him. General Roja eventually handed Eddie an envelope the Libyan commander had sent him that day�which Eddie gave to Lazzo without ever reading�and Eddie stayed behind to save his wife. Eddie could very well be dead now. No matter what the Mexican general had promised.

When Lazzo arrived at Nellis Air Force Base with the Americans, he snuck off to open the envelope and contact Commander Boli. He told the commander he finally knew where the information was, promised he was keeping his word, and insisted he had to stay with the Americans to collect it. The commander did not sound pleased, but Lazzo explained what he needed the commander to do now and Boli assured him he�d follow through. Commander Boli then asked Lazzo one last question: Had Eddie learned the truth? �Yes,� Lazzo had replied. There was a long pause on the other end, and then the commander added one last note.
�You have until October 12, 2022, to get me what you promised, or everyone dies.�
It wasn�t until later when Lazzo realized his �yes� answer to the commander�s question could have meant so many different things. Ultimately it could have meant Lazzo had betrayed the Libyan commander. If that was how the commander had taken it, his family could already be dead. Suddenly Lazzo realized that was likely exactly how the commander had taken it�based on Boli�s response on the phone. And then panic set in�internally. Lazzo had to fight to remain calm in front of the Americans.
That worked until an apparent miscommunication between Denver and San Diego had their plane not only followed but attacked before it reached safety in Hawaii. Lazzo never had the chance to grab Danny�s backpack and jump out. Commander Boli had promised to have him picked up after he jumped�and to otherwise keep the skies clear�but the attacking fighter jets indicated either he hadn�t had time to radio them, or Boli had simply decided to tie up the loose ends.
When Danny went back to the cargo hold to prepare everyone for the jump, Lazzo switched out his backpack, and when it was time for them to jump, Lazzo tried to stay behind. Lazzo had intended to turn the plane back and try to radio Denver, but Danny had knocked him out and forced him to jump. Danny later thanked him for trying to be the hero, when in fact that hadn�t been Lazzo�s intent at all. Danny had also saved Lazzo�s life�when the Coast Guard had intended to kill him�and taken him to Hawaii, but Danny had gotten his backpack back. Lazzo still had nothing for Commander Boli.
And then there was talk of the �Elephant Box� Danny had mentioned on the plane, the code words that had essentially granted them access to Hawaii. Danny and Reagan met with the governor and were supposedly given access to the contents of that �box.� One night Lazzo had seen Danny flipping through a large thick book and�through the walls of their room�overheard him telling Kate a little about it. Then Lazzo knew what he needed to do to save his family. He needed that book. And now he knew where Danny kept it. But getting it and getting off the island back to Colorado�or even the mainland�was another issue altogether. The calendar told Lazzo he was running out of time. And he still had no idea how he was going to pull this off.
He held up the notecard from the envelope Eddie had handed him at Lake Powell and looked at it closely. There was an address in Kauai, six numbers, and �October 12, 2022. Last chance.� If Commander Boli had kept his word, Lazzo�s family was still alive. If he hadn�t, then Lazzo was going to sacrifice his current freedom�and the trust of all these people�for nothing.

NINE � The Address

---------- (Wednesday. July, 20, 2022.) ----------
Lazzo had already checked out the address on the card. It was hard to get off Redemption without a military escort, but he�d been able to do so a couple times during the Pack�s weekly meetings on Oahu.
There was a private ranch at Nohili Point on Kauai, with a cast-iron gate blocking a long dirt road. The first time Lazzo saw it he knew what it was�a Libyan safe house. He just couldn�t believe it was still operational. A distinctive insignia was carved into the gate�common in Libyan intelligence�and when Lazzo punched in the six digits from the notecard, the gate unlocked and creaked open.
Lazzo had hopped back on the bicycle he�d borrowed at the marina and ridden down the road to the house at the end�a pink concrete building with bars on all the windows and another keypad at the door. But the six-digit code didn�t work on this one. Lazzo walked around the house, looking for another way in, but he couldn�t find any. An old garage stood south of the house, but there were no signs of life there either. He didn�t know what to make of it. Maybe this wasn�t the right place, or maybe he was too late. Or too early.
The second time Lazzo visited the pink house it had recently rained. Fresh tire tracks were visible on the dirt road, and a light shone in the window of the house�but again no one answered his knocks. There was still no way inside. But someone either was�or had recently been�here.
This time, however, as he rode the bike back to the marina, he was keenly aware he was being followed. A few furtive glances in the bike�s small mirrors showed a brown van about a half mile behind him. It never got closer, even when he slowed and stopped. Lazzo was certain it was someone from the house. As he hopped in the boat and headed back toward Redemption, he saw the van parked on a hill overlooking Kauai�s Waimea Bay. Given his small boat and the direction he was heading, he knew they�d figure out where he was going. Even if they didn�t know about Redemption, there was only one other island in that direction�Niihau. Maybe they�d come out there for him?
Lazzo had visited the house one last time a month ago, and this time the door had been left wide open. He couldn�t help feeling like someone was in the house with him as he explored it, but he saw no one. There was a single bedroom with a bed but no pillows or blankets, a kitchen with a table, two chairs, and crates of bottled water�but no appliances or food�and a living room with another table, two more chairs, and an old couch. On the table in the living room sat a car key and a pink piece of paper held down by an L-shaped piece of metal. The writing on the paper was in Arabic, and Lazzo could still see the words clearly in his mind: �We are here to help. But the next time you come here must be the last time.� And then there was a pin number for the front-door keypad.
When Lazzo turned from the table to leave, he found the front door had been closed and he couldn�t open it from the inside. He went to the other door in the kitchen and found the same to be the case there. Additionally, the windows were not only all barred but immovable�with thick-paned, perhaps even bulletproof, glass. Fearing he�d walked into a trap, he began to panic, until he remembered the L-shaped piece of metal on the table. He found a small slot in the front door it fit into perfectly, and the door clicked open when he inserted it. This pink house wasn�t merely a safe house�it could be a prison. Someone had been sending him a message. Or a threat.
Lazzo had searched the property for the vehicle belonging to the key but found nothing. He knew it was more than luck, however, that he happened upon it back at the marina�the brown van that had followed him before. The van contained a backpack that held handcuffs, duct tape, chloroform, an IED, and a remote detonator. On the boat ride back to the island�with the backpack�Lazzo couldn�t help but feel like he�d been given the answers to his problem�and he should know exactly what he was supposed to do now. So why didn�t he?

TEN � Hot and Bothered (Ryan)

One Week Later.
---------- (Wednesday. July 27, 2022.) ----------
Danny and the Pack took the plane to Oahu for another meeting five days before the USS George Washington was scheduled to leave Pearl Harbor to launch the rescue planes. Governor Barnes had elected to keep the newer carrier, the USS JFK, in port, given that the shortage of personnel meant we couldn�t send accompanying ships�a carrier strike group�along for protection. The JFK was the most technologically advanced�most modern�ship in the world. If we were going to risk losing one, it couldn�t be the JFK.
Before Baker and his team took the carrier out into the open ocean, they�d be making a test run with it on July 31. They�d head out fifty miles south then loop north into the deep Kauai Channel�parking about a half-mile south of Redemption Island for the night. They�d run some last-minute drills and checks, then move out the next morning. It would be strange seeing that giant ship a few hundred yards off our coastline, knowing the 348 people on board�one eighth of our remaining population�might never be coming back. In my mind it was like going back 110 years and waving at the Titanic as it left port�knowing they would hit the iceberg and still letting them go anyway.
We didn�t know what kind of naval opposition the enemy might provide. It had been months since our radar had detected any vessel approaching Hawaii from the mainland, and even that boat had never come within our long-distance firing range. Did Qi Jia have control of any subs? Destroyers? A carrier of their own they also could sufficiently staff and operate�considering the USS Reagan had been in port in San Diego during the attacks? We knew we could send our carrier out 1,500 miles or so and still be beyond their land-based radar�assuming their range had the same thousand-mile max as ours. But if Qi Jia did have a carrier, submarine, or some other ship parked off the coast, the carrier wouldn�t even be able to go that far�and the rescue group needed every inch of that 1,500 miles to safely get an airplane to Colorado and back.
Danny told me this meeting was as intense as every other. Captain Baker and his sidekick Brock were their usual condescending selves�pissed off about anything and everything having to do with their makeshift crew. Baker wanted fighter jets to accompany the rescue planes to land, somehow not grasping�or caring�that more firepower would mean more visibility�and getting noticed would nullify the additional weaponry. It took all of the governor�s patience and reasoning ability to convince them of that fact.
Danny feared that eventually Baker would do what he wanted anyway. While the USS George Washington had been made as light as possible, it still contained four transport planes, two Apache helicopters, one Blackhawk, and six fighter jets�two F-111s, an A-10, two F-15s and a Nighthawk. There would be no one to stop Baker from using any or all of the planes however he wished. His problem would be pilots. He only had seven Air Force pilots with him. Seven more were staying in Hawaii�including Axel.
--------------------
Meeting days for the Pack were beach days for the rest of us. Everyone but Lazzo, Kate, and Ollie went down to the cove this time. Kate volunteered to watch Ollie so Tara and I could get away and relax a little together. The decision was a no-brainer for us. Kate was going to be an incredible mother, whenever she and Danny reached that point. She�d always been so gentle, patient, and compassionate. Truthfully, if you were to describe the perfect mother, almost every adjective you�d come up with would be part of who Kate already was.
As for getting away for a bit with Tara�even if everyone else was around�well, let�s say that as much as I enjoyed seeing her naked and frolicking around the cabin, there was something uniquely arousing about splashing through the ocean with her. So many little things got to me�the water droplets glistening on her tanned skin�the goose bumps I regularly found on her thighs. I loved pulling her in�her perky breasts smashed against my chest, her heartbeat combating my own. Man, the sensations that swarmed me as she wrapped her strong legs around my waist and laughed that beautiful laugh�she made me feel like a teenager all over again. But this time there was more than just a chance I�d get lucky. In fact, I knew for certain I got lucky every day I woke up next to her. She was amazing.
We had settled onto a sandbar out in the cove�just the two of us�mostly watching Emily and Abbey build some sort of sandcastle on the shore. Tara was leaning back against my chest and I was using the nearly neck-high water to conceal my active hands�my fingers inching downward as my pulse raced upward. Tara was tolerating it�adjusting her suit and legs to give me better access�but I could tell there was something else on her mind. She wasn�t nearly as frisky as usual�barely participating at all. �What�s going on?� I cupped my hands around her breasts and squeezed them firmly.
�Huh?� She craned her neck to meet my gaze and kissed me. Her hot breath gave me chills.
I shuddered, licked the salt off my lips and smiled. �What�s going on? You seem like you have something else on your mind.�
�No. I�m good. Keep going.�
She reached back for my swimsuit but I blocked her hand. What the? Did you seriously just do that? �Tara, seriously��
�I said I�m good. What else do you need?� She turned to face me now, tugging her suit bottom back up.
Boy did you blow that! �This is not you.� It isn�t either of us.
She was quiet for a minute before she shrugged and splashed water around casually with one hand. �I don�t know��
Clearly you do.
�I�m sorry, Ryan. I didn�t mean to snap at you. I was enjoying this. I just can�t shake this bad feeling. I can�t think about anything else.�
�Okay�� I somewhat stuttered. �What do you mean? What feeling?�
She wasn�t smiling anymore. �Don�t you get the feeling that there�s something going on we don�t know about?�
I had no idea what she meant. I didn�t feel like there was anything going on at all. My focus at the time didn�t go much past her body. �I have no idea��
�Come on, Ryan.� She stood up. I watched the water funnel off her shoulders and into the well-defined canyon between her breasts. I reluctantly looked away, glancing up at her face as she continued. �I don�t like the idea of this rescue mission� and I know you don�t either. No one does. But it feels like there�s something else going on� it just doesn�t feel right.�
I could tell she was frustrated that I wasn�t on the same page, but her concerns were so general and ambiguous. I had no idea what she was trying to say. Mars and Venus� She was usually pretty blunt�pretty clear�sometimes even too blunt and clear.
�Tara, everything�s going to be fine.� I struggled to find the right words to ease her mind. My eyes dropped back down to her strained bikini top and her well defined� I shook my head. Eyes up, Ryan. �None of us are going on that mission. Danny promised me he wasn�t going. Worst-case scenario, the mission fails and all those people die, but it doesn�t change any of this for us.�
Tara settled back down into the water, restricting my view to her face�or the back of her head now, actually. She wasn�t saying anything, just gazing out to sea now, but she didn�t look any more reassured. �Tara, no one�s going to be able to get to us here. We are safe. I pr��
�Don�t.� She pointed a finger at me. �Don�t say it.�
�Fine.� I reached out and grabbed her hand and pulled her back against me. �I only want you to be happy here. I want you to know you�re safe.�
She turned her face toward me and gave me a weak smile. �I know.� She kissed me one more time. �And I appreciate it.�
I knew my speech hadn�t solved the problem. If anything, she was even more distant now. I tried tickling her but playtime was over. She pushed my hands away and kicked off toward shore. �I�m gonna go check on Ollie.�
Dang it. �Okay. I�ll be right up.�
She shook her head. �No, you stay down here and hang out with everyone else.�
Ouch. Why do I feel like I should take that personally? She was swimming away again. I slapped the water as she walked up the beach, that beautiful backside peeking out the sides of her bikini bottom, swaying with each step. Way to go, idiot! Real smooth.

As Tara made her way up the hill, I emerged from the water and grabbed a towel off a beach chair. I sat down and put it over my head. I didn�t even hear Hayley walk up. �What�s going on, Dad?�
I flipped the towel back off my head and squinted up at her. �Nothing.�
�Tara didn�t look happy.�
�I don�t even know what to say.�
�Well, did you say something to��
�No! Nothing�at least I don�t think I did. We were just playing around out there, and I was��
�I don�t need those details, Dad. None of us are blind.� She gestured towards the others. �I only ask because she seemed happy when she went out there with you and then��
�I know. Tell me about it.�
�Is everything okay with Ollie?�
�Yes.� I sank back into the beach chair. �I think. I don�t know. I thought everything was okay, but for some reason she�s all freaked out about this rescue mission.�
�Seriously?� Hayley sounded like she didn�t believe me. �You think she�s upset about the rescue mission?�
I stayed silent. What else would it be?
�No, Dad, none of us are even going on��
�That�s exactly what I said. I thought I could ease her mind somehow. I don�t know�I probably said the wrong thing.� This time, as much as I expected her to, Hayley didn�t disagree with me. At least not vocally.
�Do you want me to go talk to her?� Hayley placed her hand gently on my right shoulder. I shrugged. �Dad, don�t take it personally. Girls can be weird sometimes�or so I�ve heard.� I smiled, and she took my hand, pulling me up. �Come hang out with the rest of us for a while. By the time you get up there, I�m sure she�ll be fine.�
Hopefully. Tara wasn�t easily upset. There had to be something deeper to what she was feeling. But I didn�t know if even she knew what it was yet.

ELEVEN � Under Where?

---------- (Wednesday. July 27, 2022.) ----------
While everyone was down at the beach in the cove, Lazzo was waiting for a chance to sneak back into Danny�s room for another look at the book. He could hear Kate downstairs singing something about loving a bushel to Ollie, but he knew she�d be taking him back to Ryan and Tara�s soon for a nap. When she finally left and had been gone about a half hour, he checked his watch. He figured he had a good twenty minutes to look around�the time it took for someone to climb the hill from the cove�so he snuck out of his room and into Danny and Kate�s. He made mental notes of where everything was in the room, from Kate�s clothes on the bed to Danny�s stack of papers on his nightstand. Lazzo carefully and methodically moved objects in a specific order to make sure he could reverse the sequence and leave everything exactly as he found it. When he finally moved the panel and punched in the key code on the safe, he took one last look out the window. He was alarmed to see Tara nearing the top of the cliff trail, meaning he had less than ten minutes to flip through the book. He swung the door open and stared in horror at the inside of the safe. The book was gone.
When Lazzo had recovered enough to think clearly, he rapidly put everything back in place. Then he hurriedly looked around the rest of the room. The only other place he could think of where the book might be was Blake�s office. He swung open the door and quickly stepped out of the room, nearly plowing into Kate and Ollie.
Kate jumped. �Lazzo?�
�Kate.� Lazzo tried to remain calm.
�What are you�what are you doing in my room?�
�This is rather embarrassing.� He couldn�t look her in the eyes.
�Okay�� Kate took a few steps back.
Lazzo didn�t like the look on her face�obvious distrust. He tried to think of something quick. �I� I ran out of underwear.� He could feel sweat running down his backbone. �But don�t worry, I wasn�t looking for yours. I thought maybe Danny�we�re the same, uh�� He stopped talking. He didn�t know if she bought it.
�Yeah�� She laughed awkwardly. �You could have just��
�Asked?� Lazzo smiled. �It�s really not that easy. I�m so sorry. I�m so embarrassed.�
�I was going to suggest laundry.� She smiled uneasily.
He noticed with relief she hadn�t backed any farther away. �I�m afraid that wouldn�t have solved my�er�problem with what I have�or don�t have.�
�Ah. So. Well, did you��
�No.� Lazzo shook his head. �I couldn�t get myself to try your�I mean his�I� no. I�m okay. I�ll wait until next week if I have to. I�ll have someone buy me some from the market.� He hoped his embarrassment and stuttering had sufficiently masked his initial guilty response.
�Are you sure?�
�Yes, please. It�s okay. Please don�t tell Danny. You have no idea as a guy how�� He looked away, still acting.
�Don�t worry.� Kate laughed again. �Your secret is safe with me.�
Lazzo headed back to his room and sat on his bed, still trembling. That was too close. Way too close. He had been so close to being caught in the act. If he hadn�t seen Tara coming up the hill, Kate would have walked in on him and then� then what?
But now what should he do? He couldn�t risk going back into Danny and Kate�s room. If he were caught again, he was sure no one would believe him no matter what he said. But where was that book? Was Danny carrying it with him now? Was it in Blake�s house?
Lazzo was in a full panic. He was running out of time and couldn�t chance being caught snooping again. He had to start thinking about another way to get the information the Libyan commander wanted. At that moment it occurred to him that he hadn�t thoroughly explored the van in the Waimea Bay parking lot. Was it possible he�d missed something there?
He knew this might be his last chance to go back to Kauai since there would supposedly only be one more strategy meeting�Saturday�before the aircraft carrier left, and who knew how security would change around the ship�s departure. He grabbed his sweatshirt and headed down to the cove�needing to leave before the Pack came back. The others were hanging out at the top of the cliff trail so�to be courteous�he asked if anyone needed or wanted to go with him to Kauai. Kate smiled at him and he looked away quickly, pretending to still be embarrassed. He breathed an inward sigh of relief when no one else wanted to go. �Okay, I�ll be back in two hours.�

When Lazzo reached the Waimea Bay parking lot on Kauai, he hopped into the van. He searched the glove compartment, visors, and ashtray. Nothing. In frustration he slammed his fists against the steering wheel. There had to be something here. This was Libyan intelligence. They wouldn�t just leave a van here and hope he came up with a use for it.
He slammed his head back against the seat rest, and a sharp object stabbed him in the back. �Aya� Ouch!� He turned around and pushed against the sharp object. Then he noticed the seat cushion had been cut on the side. He reached inside the slit and pulled out a rough lump of coral with a piece of paper wrapped around it. He unfolded the paper and read the words aloud.
�Car equipped with satellite diffuser. Switch next to ignition. Switch releases magnetic pulse that kills all electronics in twenty miles. You will travel invisibly. Safe house is at your disposal. Can be hiding place, storage site, prison, etc. Four guards there to help you as needed. If pulse activated, we will know you are coming and we will be ready. Allah be with you.�
This was exactly what he had been looking for and should have easily found�had he only sat in the driver�s seat before. Not having any idea where the book was anymore, he couldn�t just take it and run�his original plan�but he still needed it. And now Lazzo knew exactly what he must do to get that book. He just needed the opportunity to present itself.
He still had a chance. He just had to force Danny�s hand.

TWELVE � Snow White (Hayley)

Four days later.
---------- (Sunday. July 31, 2022.) ----------
The USS George Washington was parked a half-mile offshore, but it was so huge it seemed we could reach out and touch it. The carrier had finished its planned loop and settled into the Kauai Channel for the night. The Hexagon had called Danny and let him know it was parked in our �dark� zone�so they couldn�t see it. They wanted us to let them know immediately if anything went wrong�though I suspected the carrier would notify them on their own if they needed to. From various vantage points in the tree house we used our telescopes and binoculars to watch people scurry around the deck, completing an assortment of drills and tasks. Danny pointed out Captain Baker and Brock. I�d already heard plenty about those two from all the Pack members so I observed them a little closer than the others�out of curiosity. Launch day was finally upon us.
Grandpa thought we should build a huge bonfire down in our cove and have a farewell celebration of sorts for the 348 people on that ship. �Maybe for 346 of them, Ryan,� Keena said, and we all laughed. Yeah, no one will miss the prick and his fat sidekick. We grilled hot dogs, burgers, steaks, vegetables, apples�my favorite�and s�mores and popped open a bottle of champagne. We went all out, and then we sat on the beach and watched the lights on the carrier. At some point Sam mentioned taking one of our boats out to the carrier to see it up close from the water. It was almost completely dark, with no moon out yet, and pretty much everyone else was heading up to go to bed�but Emily and Abbey were thrilled by the idea, so Reagan and I volunteered to ride along. I could tell Danny was considering coming with us, but Kate pulled him away. I hugged him goodnight.
�Be careful,� he said.
�Sure thing.� I gave him a quick hug.
Tara and Dad were talking to Emily and I couldn�t help but overhear most of it.
�Please, Mom.�
�It�s not safe, Em. It�s dark and��
�But Abbey gets to go. Reagan will be there� and Hayley.�
�It�s actually not a bad night.� Dad jumped in. �It�s kind of a once in a lifetime experience.�
�Ryan.� Tara clearly didn�t like him taking sides�or the opposite side.
He should have kept his mouth shut. �Tara.� I stepped over to them. �She�ll be okay. I�ll keep her right by me.�
Tara looked out at the boat one more time, then down at her daughter whose hands were clasped together in a pleading manner. �Okay��
�Yes!� Emily jumped up and down and hugged Tara.
�But�but�� She placed a hand on Emily�s shoulder. �You put that life jacket on and you stay with Hayley. I want you back at the Big House in an hour.�
�Okay, Mom. Thank you, thank you, thank you!�
�One hour.�
�I�ve got her, Tara.� I watched Emily run off towards Abbey.
�Thanks, Hayley.�
�Of course.�
Lazzo walked out onto the docks with us. I asked if he wanted to go, and he shrugged and hopped in.
�Sure, why not? I�m still wide awake.�
We shoved off and headed toward the aircraft carrier. Once we got beyond the cove the wind started picking up. It was almost chilly. I snuggled against Sam for a little extra warmth�as he steered us towards the carrier. Suddenly Lazzo stood and stepped away from Reagan. He was holding something in his hand�pointing it at Sam. A gun! �Stop the boat, Sam,� Lazzo demanded.
Abbey opened her mouth to scream, but Lazzo covered her face with his hand, pressing the gun to Reagan�s forehead as she moved toward Abbey. �Sit back down, Reagan.�
�Lazzo, what the hell?� I stepped towards him and away from Sam�grabbing Six�s leash and trying to get closer to Reagan. �What are you��
�Sit down, Hayley.� He swung the gun toward me. �Right here.�
Reluctantly, I did as I was told. Six was snarling. With one hand I gently covered his mouth. With the other I motioned for Reagan to sit down. �Lazzo, what is this?�
He ignored me. �Sam, you move over here.�
�Lazzo, don�t be stupid.�
�Sam, this might not be the best time to call me stupid.�
�Sam, do what he says.� I patted the seat beside me.
Lazzo�s body was calm but his eyes were wild. I�d never seen this Lazzo before. Clearly this wasn�t some prank. His voice was angry. �Anyone screams and I shoot you all. You keep her quiet.� Lazzo pointed at Abbey.
As Lazzo moved behind the boat controls I slid down the bench towards Reagan. Emily was hidden behind me now. �Lazzo, talk to me. What are you doing?�
�What I must, Hayley.� Lazzo fixed his eyes on Sam, who had moved across from us. �Sam, don�t get any ideas. The gun isn�t there anymore.� He waved the gun in the air, implying he�d taken it from the box under Sam�s bench.
Sam stood back up. �Lazzo��
�Sam,� I cautioned.
�Shut up, Sam.� Lazzo trained the gun on him.
I had a bad feeling about where this was going. I wanted to tackle Lazzo and push him off the boat, but I couldn�t possibly cover the space between us quickly enough. And even if I could, Danny had told me Lazzo was a member of the Libyan Special Forces at one point�not too long ago. Me�even in all my fury�I still probably couldn�t take him.
Reagan had placed herself between Lazzo and Abbey. This had to be a terrible d�j� vu for the vice president�s daughters�being held at gunpoint by a Qi Jia officer. If Lazzo still was one. Could he have had ulterior motives this entire time in Hawaii? Had the hard-working, friendly, volunteer for everything, person we�d all come to know and appreciate been an act�an impostor? I didn�t want to believe that yet.
�Tell us what�s going on.� I was trying to keep his attention on me. �Please.�
Lazzo rubbed his eyes. �I can�t, Hayley. I�m sorry.� He moved over to the boat motor, never taking his gun off Sam. �This has to be done.�
Lazzo turned the motor on and pushed the throttle forward, simultaneously firing the gun�the revving engine somewhat masking the gun�s discharge. The bullet tore into Sam�s chest, propelling him overboard. I heard myself scream, and I jumped up to go after him, but Lazzo yelled. �You jump in, I kill the other three.�
I froze on the edge of the boat looking frantically into the inky black water as we moved away from where Sam had fallen in. There was no sign of him and I couldn�t hear anything other than the sloshing of waves against the boat. Panic spread through my body, revealing itself in my shaking hands. I spun towards Lazzo ready to explode but froze at the cold glare in his eyes. He was going to shoot me too. I shouldn�t have untied Six, but I did. He�d been lunging against his leash but it had held. Now loose, he flew at Lazzo. Lazzo killed him mid-jump with another gunshot. �That was stupid, Hayley,� he yelled, pulling back on the throttle.
Those shots and my scream may have been our only hope of drawing attention from Redemption. But given our current distance from the island, I knew even that was unlikely.
Reagan now shielded both younger girls with her body, and I stood in front of the three of them. �Why, Lazzo? Why did you have to kill him?� I couldn�t contain my sobs, and my chest ached as if I�d been shot. I felt like throwing up. I could hear the girls crying behind me. Even Lazzo was wiping away tears. What is going on? Why is he doing this? This didn�t seem malicious. It seemed forced.
�I must kill Reagan too.�
�No!� I backed up against her, blocking her more. �No, Lazzo.� I shook my head emphatically. �You can�t need to do that. She�we�we�re no threat to you. That can�t be the only way in whatever this is.� Lazzo was looking around and rubbing the gun nervously against the side of his head. I kept talking. �I don�t understand. We�ve done everything for you. Haven�t we? What is��
�Hayley, shut up. Shut up!� He pointed the gun at my head again. �No more. Shut up!�
I bit my lip.
�Hayley, you need to move out of the way.�
I shook my head. No way! �I won�t.�
�Now!�
I crossed my arms and stood my ground. He opened his mouth to yell at me but stopped. Something he saw in me made him lower the gun. He held it loosely at his side now. I spoke up again. �You�re going to have to kill me first.�
Lazzo shook his head, suggesting he couldn�t do that. Why the hell not? Why do you need me? �No. Only Reagan.� He sounded less convinced this time. He continued to steer us toward Kauai and Waimea Bay, his head constantly on a nervous swivel.
I pushed my luck. �Tell me what needs to happen.� I took a few steps toward him. �And why.�
�Not another step, Hayley. You must know I�m serious�I will kill someone you love if you don�t listen to me.�
You don�t think I know you�re freaking serious? �You already have,� I mumbled, trembling. �You�ve already killed someone I love.� I never told Sam I loved him. He said it all the time, but I never did. Not one time�
Lazzo ignored me. �I will kill Reagan. I will kill the girls. I will kill your father, his wife, and the baby too if I must. There is a bomb on the island.� He held up a small black box with red buttons. �One push of this button and they�re dead, all of them.�
�Lazzo, you don�t have to do this.� I realized this wasn�t impulsive. If there was truthfully a bomb planted, then he�d planned this all out. But how? �You don�t have to do this.� He�s listening� keep going. �Whatever you need� I�ll do it. Anything. What can I do?�
He seemed to be thinking about what I said. �Sit down and shut up.� He continued guiding the boat in silence for a minute. Finally he killed the motor. �I don�t know why I�m even considering this, but if�if�I let them live��
�Yes?�
�If I let them live� you will do everything I ask? Anything I ask?�
I stood back up, making certain I was between his gun and the other girls. �Yes, anything. Whatever you want. As long as they don�t get hurt.�
�First, you promise no more questions.� He pointed the gun at me again. �Not why I�m doing this� not why I tell you to do something� I need you to follow everything I say.� He stared at me, as if expecting me to object, but I didn�t. �There is a van in the parking lot at the marina. All of you will walk to it and get in. I won�t tie you up. I won�t gag you. Hayley, you will drive where I tell you to drive, and then Reagan, Abbey, and Emily will go into the house.� He paused again, still staring at me, seemingly surprised I hadn�t interrupted. �What, Hayley?�
�Nothing. I�m listening.�
�I don�t know the people at the house we�re going to�no names, backgrounds�nothing. I only know they are African�probably all Libyan. I don�t know what they�ll do to Reagan and the girls. They will be prisoners there, but I�ve never met these Africans before. They could be evil; they could be nice. I have no assurances. But I will not hurt the girls myself if I have your word you will do all of this�that they will do all of this. It is that or I kill them now.�
I couldn�t stay quiet anymore. �What about me? Can I at least ask that now before I agree to anything? Why do you need me?�
He nodded. �We are going to America on the ship. You will get us to Colorado. The men at the house will let Danny know I have you, and he must bring the book to Colorado to exchange for you. If he does, you will live, and you can come back and rescue these three when I have the book.�
�Book?� All this for a stupid book? Sam�s life for a book? �What book?� Benedict Arnold�s biography?
�That book,� Lazzo snapped, �is not your problem. This decision is your problem. You get me to Denver, and I will keep you alive. That is what you must agree to. You give me away, and I will blow up your family. You try to fool me, and I will kill your family. If I do not have that book in Denver in one month, these men at this house� they will kill your family. Is there anything�anything�not perfectly clear?�
I was stunned. There wasn�t really a decision to be made, and he was certainly very clear. What else could I possibly say but �okay?� I didn�t know what book he was talking about, but I�d seen him shoot Sam right in front of us. This man Danny had saved, who Danny had risked his own life for several times�he�d killed my boyfriend right in front of me for this one book. What can that book possibly mean to him? I knew there was no decision to be made. If I said anything other than �okay� right now, Reagan was dead. Emily and Abbey would be dead too. If Lazzo was indeed capable of blowing up Dad�s house and killing all of them, I had no reason to believe he wouldn�t do that.
�Okay. On one condition.� I could tell he didn�t like me saying that, but he didn�t interrupt. �When we get to this house, you tell your men��
�They�re not my men.�
�Okay. You tell the men if they hurt any of these three, my brother will kill them all. You tell them you�ll pay a king�s ransom, or whatever the hell you want to say�or have to say�to make sure they�re treated well. Your men�sorry, these men�keep my girls safe, and Danny will let them live. I promise. You know Danny. He trusted you.� I paused. �I trusted you�� My voice was shaking. I took a deep breath. �We trusted you, and you�ve been good to us. If that was really you, if you�re not this monster you�re acting like right now� then you do at least that for me.�
Lazzo nodded. �Okay.�
I knelt beside Reagan and the girls. �Did you hear all that?�
�Yes.� Reagan was trembling. �Thank you, Hayley.�
�You can thank me by staying alive and keeping these two safe. We�ll come for you as soon as we can.�
I stood up and walked toward Lazzo, extending my hand to the person who�d killed my first love. �I�ll do everything I can.� I didn�t want to touch him�certainly not this gently�but I needed him to know I was sincere. �I promise.�
He shook my hand. �I know.�
�I give you my word� I won�t hurt you.� I hadn�t yet let go of his hand. �But if you want to stay alive on that carrier�full of people who want to kill you�you�d better get me something to protect you with and follow my lead.�
�Why would they want to kill me if they don�t know who I am?�
It was a good question but I had a better answer. �Because once Danny figures out what happened�which he will�that�s going to be the instructions he gives.�
�Okay.� Lazzo nodded and pursed his lips. �I understand.�
He seemed to agree that was the way it would go down. I didn�t know for certain. I was merely angling to have equal input in all our future moves and decisions. I finally let go of his hand. �And one last thing�� I leaned in toward Lazzo and whispered, �No matter what happens, Danny will be coming for you.�
He stepped back, his face betraying a slight twinge of fear before he composed himself enough to reply, �I�m counting on it.�

Somehow, through all the trauma and drama of mom dying and America crumbling I�d learned to tuck away my emotions�at least enough to not let them get in the way of what needed to be done. I�d gotten used to tragedy. That was a horrible reality. In this instance the loss of Sam hurt so much one second�the clutches of pain so tight on my heart�and the next second I�d shaken it off, channeling my anger and bitterness into adrenaline and motivation. I wanted to kill Lazzo�to tear his arms off and beat him to death with them, but I had to put the needs of Reagan, Abbey and Emily ahead of my wants. Their lives depended on me helping this murderer�a most unfortunate truth.
I�d never get over how and why Sam died that night. He was killed for being there. Lazzo was too afraid he couldn�t pull off the kidnapping with Sam around, and he knew Sam would bring the Pack after us if he let him go�so he killed him.
It was clear as I drove toward the house that no one had heard the shots. No lights followed us. I doubted anyone was tracking us at the Hexagon and everyone at Redemption Island was paying attention to the carrier in the channel. I was curious how long it would be before someone noticed we hadn�t returned. Tara had given Emily an hour to get back to the Big House, but she and Ryan didn�t live there�and probably weren�t still up. They might not even know.
We pulled up to a tall steel gate that opened automatically for us, and drove down a long gravel driveway�with the lights off for some reason�before cutting across the grass and pulling into a shed. I saw two men in masks come out of a trapdoor in the ground. They opened the back doors and demanded Reagan and the girls get out. Lazzo let me hug each of them, and he kept his word. He spoke rather sternly to each of the men in some African language. I didn�t understand anything they said, but he assured me they�d promised not to hurt the girls. He didn�t know what their word was worth, but Lazzo had warned them they�d never get what they wanted if any of those girls were hurt. It was, as he said, the best he could do.
Another man hopped into the back of the van and rode with us to the marina. For some reason Lazzo didn�t say a word to him, and the man remained silent as well. I only caught a glimpse of him once, and he happened to be looking at me. I could have been wrong, but I swore he was white. What the hell? Lazzo was Libyan and he�d implied these people were like him�at least they were from the same country. I knew�from high school geography�many Libyans were of Arabic descent but their skin was more like Blake�s�more Hawaiian�a far cry from snow-white mine.� This guy was snow-white.
When we reached the marina, the other man took off with the van, presumably back to the compound. I�d gotten a better look at him and he was definitely snow-white. If he was American� I wasn�t exactly sure what the ramifications of that could be. It would definitely open up a whole new can of worms.
Lazzo and I climbed into our small boat and headed for the USS George Washington. We made it to the carrier around 1:00 a.m. and climbed the long unguarded ladder up the side. I�d be lying if I said I didn�t think about pushing Lazzo off the carrier as he stepped up and off the ladder. But on the chance he�d somehow survive, or that all it took was a button push on the way down to kill my family�or even if it was because I�d promised I wouldn�t�whatever the case was�I didn�t do it.
We dodged a few dozing guards and found a vacant bunk room in an unlit part of the carrier that apparently wasn�t being used. Best as I could, I made myself comfortable and caught a few fitful hours of sleep. Before I drifted off, I wondered if anyone even knew we were missing. Probably not.

THIRTEEN � Baker�s Daughter (Hayley)

---------- (Monday. August 1, 2022.) ----------
Aboard the USS George Washington.
�What are you doing here?�
The voice startled me awake. I opened my eyes and started to sit up until I noticed the rifle pointed at my head. The person holding it took a step back as I moved. She didn�t look a day over sixteen, and her hands were shaking. �Easy.� I sat all the way up slowly.
She looked around anxiously, clearly not sure what she was supposed to do. She repeated her question. �What are you doing here?�
�I was just looking for somewhere quiet to sleep.� I looked around the room. Where the hell is Lazzo?
�Where�s your ID tag?�
�ID tag?� As soon as I asked the question, I knew I shouldn�t have. If I belonged on the carrier, I would have known what that was.
My response confirmed her suspicions. �Stand up.�
�How old are you?� I slowly did as she�d told me.
The girl�s voice cracked when she responded. �Don�t talk.�
I actually felt bad for her, and she was the one holding the gun. I couldn�t miss her finger twitching near the trigger though. She was scared and maybe had never fired a gun before. �Listen to me. Please� I can explain.� She didn�t object, so I continued. �I wanted to go fight too, but my parents wouldn�t let me��
Her laughter cut me off. �You wanted to go fight?� She was shaking her head. �Who says that? Who wants to go fight?�
�You don�t?�
�Hell no,� she replied firmly. �I don�t. But I have to.�
�Why?� I tried to keep her undivided attention as I glimpsed Lazzo creeping up behind her. �Why do you have to go fight?�
�My dad��
�Your dad is making you fight?� In surprise I watched her nod. �What kind of dad��
�The captain kind of dad.�
�The cap�� Holy shit! Captain Baker�the guy Danny and Blake both hate? That guy has a kid? �You�re��
�Yes.� She paused. �I�m the captain�s daughter.�
�Baker?� I had to ask, just to be sure. And Lazzo was almost close enough to grab her.
�Of course,� the girl almost snorted. �You think boy wonder has a kid?�
Boy Wonder? Did she mean Danny? Lazzo reached her at that moment and grabbed the gun, wrenching it out of her hands before she could react. He brought it up into her face, knocking her to the floor, and stood over her with the barrel pointing at the girl�s head. �No� he doesn�t.� I smiled. She had to mean Danny. �But he has a sister.� I patted my chest twice.
�We must kill her.�
�No, Lazzo.� Though it didn�t sound like the worst idea.
�It�s not your decision,� Lazzo muttered in a near growl. �If we don�t kill her, she�ll tell her dad we�re here.�
�Lazzo��
�Shut up, Hayley. If we don�t kill her, this place will be full of guns.�
�If we do shoot her this place will be full of guns.� I stepped between the barrel of the rifle and the girl lying trembling on the floor. She had a split lip and tears in her eyes, but she was impressively quiet. �Now is not the time to be stupid, Lazzo. No more than you�ve already been anyway.� I stared him down.
Anger flashed in his eyes. �Don�t push me Hayley. I�ll shoot you��
�Go for it.� I challenged him with my expression as much as my words. I doubted he�d throw his whole plan away now. I shook my head. �Danny should have let them kill you.�
�Hayley�� His eyes betrayed a faint trace of hurt.
�No, Lazzo. You killed my boyfriend tonight. You�re not killing this girl too. It just doesn�t make any sense.�
�Hayley, think about it. You think you can trust this kid�the captain�s daughter�to not go directly to her dad?�
�I won�t�� the girl stammered.
We both told her to be quiet in extremely different tones. Lazzo took a step towards her. �Then everyone on this boat will be looking for us.�
�I can help you,� the captain�s daughter volunteered quietly.
Lazzo�s sarcastic laugh didn�t keep me from asking, �How?�
�We can�t trust you.� Lazzo laughed again.
�Yes, you can. I promise I won�t say a word about this to my dad. I won�t tell anyone but��
�Lazzo, think about it.� Before he could argue, I explained my train of thought. �What if she�s telling the truth? What if she could help us somehow? Maybe at some point we�d need that.�
�Why would she��
�I hate my father,� the girl spoke up boldly. �My brother and I both do.�
That psycho has two kids? How does a man like that get two chances at fatherhood? �Your brother?� I asked in surprise.
�Yes. My twin brother, Chase, is here too. My mother left my dad when I was ten, and then she died before the attacks. The judge made us move back in with Dad. I� we� didn�t have a choice�then or now. But we definitely don�t want to be here.�
Lazzo clearly wasn�t buying it, but he didn�t say anything right away. I wanted to believe her, but Lazzo was right. Trusting her was risking everything before we even made it to the mainland.
�How do we know��
�He used to beat us.� She clearly sensed this could be her only chance to present her case. �All the time. There were weeks when we couldn�t go to school because of the bruises. He used to beat Mom, too. She would protect us as much as she could, but he would beat her down. He was��
�That�s not enough.� Lazzo was shaking his head.
�Lazzo�� I stopped myself. I didn�t know what to think. It all made sense, but maybe too much sense�if that was possible.
The girl jumped back in then. �Look, you want proof? I�ll even leave the gun with you. I�ll tell my dad I dropped it overboard. He�ll yell at me, call me names, maybe hit me a few times, and that will be it. You�ll have a gun. No one will even��
�Girl, you don�t have the gun.� Lazzo waved the rifle in front of her. �I have it. Neither of you has a choice here. This is my��
�We�re letting her go.� Keeping my eyes on Lazzo, I lowered my hand down to the girl and she took it. I helped her up and continued to stand between her and Lazzo.
Suddenly I felt a knife blade pressed up against my throat, and the girl�s other hand gripped my left arm with surprising strength.
�Damn it, Hayley.� Lazzo pointed the gun at the girl�s head.
�Easy,� I whispered back to the girl.
�You�re letting me go.�
I knew she was talking to Lazzo, and I watched him shake his head. �Lazzo��
�Hayley, this is wrong.�
Then we heard a voice calling down the hallway. �Flynn, where are you?� I didn�t dare move. Her name is Flynn?
�I�m leaving now,� Flynn whispered in my ear. �That�s Chase.�
I nodded slowly. �Go.�
�Hayley�� Lazzo objected. The girl didn�t move.
�Go,� I repeated. This time she obeyed, removing the blade from my throat and slipping quickly from the room. I spun and listened to her run off down the hall.
Lazzo stomped his foot but didn�t say anything when I held a finger to my lips. I was listening to Flynn�s conversation with Chase.
�Where were�what the hell happened to your face? And where�s your gun?� her brother asked.
�I was stupid. I was standing on a rail and slipped. I hit my face and dropped the gun over the side. It�s gone.�
Not bad. She hadn�t given us up yet, at least. The last voice I heard was Chase�s. �Dad is going to kill you.�
I listened to their voices and footsteps fade away and turned back to Lazzo, who was pacing and scratching his head. He kicked the steel frame of a bed. �That was stupid.� He glared at me.
�Maybe.�
�Is no �maybe,� Hayley.� He was fuming. �It was stupid. She could have killed you. And if she tells anyone, they�ll come here. They come here� they die. Then I will have to shoot you too. We all die.�
This is getting old. �I know, Lazzo.� My only hope was to trust Flynn.
My only hope was to trust Captain Baker�s daughter.

FOURTEEN � Two Down (Ryan)

---------- (Monday, August 1, 2022.) ----------
Redemption Island, Hawaii.
Careful what you wish for�I�d heard it said a thousand times. In this case, Danny�s request to make Redemption Island a black hole on the Area 52 surveillance system was the wish we were going to regret. We didn�t need a satellite to see the USS George Washington from Redemption, but we also weren�t really watching it. The governor had asked us to keep an eye on it�since it was in the satellite �black hole��and we did that during the day. But at night�when we went to bed�its security and occupants weren�t on our mind.
Danny knocked on my door around nine thirty Monday morning. �Is Hayley here, Dad?�
I rubbed my eyes. It had been a long night, thanks to Ollie�s restlessness. �No. You just woke me up.�
The calm on my son�s face flickered to something else. �Huh. She wasn�t at Blake�s either. No one has seen her or the girls, or Sam, since last night, and the boat they took out to the carrier is still gone.�
I heard footsteps walking up behind me. �What�s going on?�
Danny was looking down at the cove then out toward the open water.
�No one�s seen Hayley or�� I stopped myself.
�Wait� what?� Tara pushed past me.
Idiot. �Tara�� Too late.
�Danny. They didn�t come back last night? Emily�� Panic was evident in her voice. �No one�s seen Emily?�
�That�s why I came over here.� Danny placed his hand on Tara�s shoulder. �You�d told her to be back in an hour. I thought maybe she�d checked in��
�We just went to bed.� I interrupted my son.
Tara was grabbing his arm now. �Danny� No one has seen any of them since last night?�
Danny shook his head. Tara pushed past me again and into the house. Danny turned back toward the tree house. �Tell her we�ll find them. I�ll let you know as soon as I hear anything.�
�Please do.� I watched him walk away then followed Tara inside. She took her nightshirt off and stepped out of her underwear. She slipped into her black bikini and a pair of board shorts, threw on a light hooded sweatshirt, and brushed past me once more.
�Tara, what are you�where are you going?�
�You stay with Ollie.�
I couldn�t really argue. Yes, Hayley was out there too, but Emily was much younger, and Tara had been against letting her go along last night. I�d had to convince her it was okay. I had a feeling some of Tara�s emotions right now involved a certain degree of anger toward me as a result.
Ollie was sleeping now�of course. Right when I wanted him to be awake so I could keep up with what was going on. Screw it. I grabbed a T-shirt, pulled it on, and went into his room. I lifted him out of his crib and hurried out the front door. By the time I reached the tree house it was empty. Figuring they were at Blake and Kaci�s, I almost sprinted there, Ollie bouncing�sound asleep�in my arms the whole way. I found everyone crowded around the computer in the office. Danny was on a direct line with one of the operatives in Area 52. It sounded like the governor was there too.
Keena was going through the security feeds on our end hoping to pick up something beyond the satellite black hole�anything out of the norm. Tara and Kate squeezed in beside her. Someone at Area 52 was scanning screens as well. Finally a female voice said she�d found something. �I�m patching it through to you.�
The feed came up on our screen, and we saw a small red dot heading from the general vicinity of our island toward Kauai. It entered Waimea Bay, stopped there, stayed there for almost an hour, and then reappeared a few miles off the Kauai coast heading back toward our island. The voice at Area 52, now identified as Nicole, said, �Danny, it looks like they headed back to your island� if indeed that was them.�
�Can�t we get a better feed of that?� Danny stared intently at the screen. �Can�t we see that dot a little closer? Don�t we have infrared or something?�
Nicole replied slowly, �Danny, I�ll do what I can, but there�s some kind of interference seemingly coming off of the carrier, affecting everything around it. Give me twenty minutes to run the feed through all our filters, okay?�
We didn�t have a choice. That dot alone didn�t tell us for certain it was our boat. �Go ahead.�
Those twenty minutes felt like two hours, and when Nicole�s voice came back on she didn�t sound happy. In fact, she sounded kind of scared. �Danny, I don�t know what to say��
�Did you find anything?�
There was a long pause, and before Danny repeated his question she answered, �Yes.�
�Play it.�
The feed came up on our screen.
�Danny, this is just beyond the black hole�about a mile from your beach best as I can tell.�
The feed was fuzzy and scrambled, but with the enlarged infrared filter we could see seven red blobs on the screen. We watched in horror as one of the seven blobs was left behind out in the open water. What the heck? Tara muffled a scream�hand over her mouth�and grabbed onto Blake, who was standing beside her. I watched, stunned, as the dot they left behind completely disappeared, and another dot in the middle of the screen slowly faded. Was one of those Hayley? Emily? Why in the world didn�t they stop?
Four of the remaining five blobs seemed to be huddled at the front of the boat, and the fifth dot appeared to be driving it. There was only one plausible explanation for what we�d seen. The dot that had fallen overboard hadn�t done so by choice. There was no telling if that dot�person or dog�was still alive. The other blob that had faded away in the middle of the boat had to be dead or their dot wouldn�t have disappeared. This was terrifying to watch.
Reaching shore, the five dots disembarked, moved across the Waimea Bay parking lot, then disappeared. The screen went completely black.
�Nicole� what happened?�
�Danny, I don�t know. Our aerial feed shows them getting into a vehicle in the parking lot, and then they vanish. There�s no trace of where they went or of anything moving in that entire area for a full two hours.�
�We don�t have any cameras down there either?�
�We did.� She sounded as bewildered as Danny. �We do. But they all went down at the same time, again for about two hours.�
�EMP?� Keena asked.
�Maybe.� Nicole�s reply sounded more like a yes.
An electromagnetic pulse? Here? �Wouldn�t that knock out the whole island?� Everyone turned to look at me.
�No,� Nicole answered. �Not necessarily. This EMP�if that�s what it was�could have been isolated to the west side of the island. I�m sending you a map of the blacked-out area. It appears to cover roughly a twenty-mile radius from Waimea. But hang on a second. I need to play the rest of the boat feed for you.�
The boat had reappeared, coming back toward our island. We watched it emerge from Kauai�s blind area into the open water, and we were subjected to another shock before it again disappeared into our island�s �black hole.� There were only two dots in the boat.
�That�s all we�ve got?� Danny asked.
�Afraid so,� was the soft reply on the other end.
But who was who? �And we can�t see who they are any better than that?�
�I�m sorry,� Nicole confirmed.
Keena spoke up then. �Nicole, is it just me, or did that boat coming back not look like it was heading to our island?�
What does she mean by that?
Nicole understood the question. �No, I thought that too. It almost looks like the line of the boat�s path is headed about a mile south of your island.�
Son of a bitch. Toward the USS George Washington.
Danny was already on it. �Governor, that boat had to have been heading for the Washington then.�
�It�s possible. But they�re too far out to reach now. They�ve been gone since four or five this morning, and at forty miles per hour or so, they�d be 250 miles out�easily.�
�We can�t even reach them from Area 52?� Kate asked.
Governor Barnes and Nicole spoke at the same time but with two different answers. Nicole�s �Well�� was the response we chose to hear.
�What, Nicole?� Danny asked.
�We could try sending them an ELF.�
�An ELF?� Tara asked.
EMP� ELF� Sometimes I hate military language.
�Extremely low frequency message,� Keena explained. �Russia, India, and America are the only countries with systems to send them, and we have three transmitters�in Wisconsin, Michigan, and across the Kaneohe Bay from us at the Marine Corps Base Station. If the carrier has a Reed-Solomon code page in its book, and someone catches it coming in�it could work.�
She didn�t sound confident.
�Danny, why can�t we just call them?� Tara asked.
�We could, but they�re in an open communication zone. Any message we send toward the mainland could be intercepted and put the entire ship at risk. If Qi Jia learned we had a boat out there, the mission would already be over. We�d be sinking our own boat.�
Tara didn�t like his response, but she was smart enough to know Danny would be pushing for calling the ship if it were even a reasonable option. Of the two most important people to him in the world, Kate was standing right beside him�and the other had been in that boat last night, too. Everyone knew Danny would do anything for Hayley.
I could see the wheels spinning in his head. He and Keena were going to work on putting a coded message together for Nicole to send. Best-case scenario, we�d have some form of response from the carrier in an hour or two. The governor promised to stay at the Hexagon all day, and he insisted Danny contact him for anything he needed.
Meanwhile, we were trying to figure out the answers to a dozen questions. Who or what fell overboard? Based on the heat signature sizes the fuzzy infrared feed had shown us, it didn�t appear to be either of the kids, but we couldn�t be certain. Still, that deduction had been a little settling to Tara. Her eyes and voice communicated hope that Emily was alive.
That left Reagan, Hayley, Sam, and Lazzo. None of us believed it was Hayley, as Sam surely would�ve gone overboard to save her, even risking his own life. But wouldn�t Hayley have done the same for anyone�everyone�else? Though none of us wanted to say it aloud, I was pretty sure we were all of the same mindset. Sam hadn�t done this, and Reagan would have never put her little sister in danger. If someone had hurt one of the others and taken the rest prisoner, the offender had to be Lazzo.
So where did he take them? The other members of the Pack had maps of Kauai spread out across the tables in Blake�s office. According to the areas Nicole had told us were blacked out, there were only three main roads they could have gone on and stayed out of sight. It could take days to search that area, and by then the aircraft carrier would be halfway to the mainland. We don�t have that much time. And what about that boat with the two people in it? Who was that? Lazzo and�? Or was it not Lazzo at all?
Danny, Blake, and Keena joined the other Pack members at the tables. They were dividing everyone up into search groups. Keena was going to stay in Blake�s office with Jenna to monitor the computer and keep in touch with Area 52. Axel was going to take the rest of the Pack and Tara�who insisted on going�over to Kauai so they could begin their search. Then he was going to come back for Dad and me to go searching for the missing boat, even though none of us thought we�d find it. Kate and Kaci volunteered to stay with Ollie.
Before heading out, Danny reconnected with Nicole. �Nicole, here�s the ELF I want you to send. USS GW. Two stowaways on board. Potential terrorists. Identities unknown. Search and report.�
I was a little uneasy about Danny using the word terrorist�what if Hayley was one of them�but I understood he wanted the carrier to take the threat seriously. Surely they wouldn�t shoot first and ask questions later.
Nicole read the message back to him, and Danny confirmed it. Then everyone split. We all had important jobs to do and no time to waste doing them.

FIFTEEN � Hide and Sleep (Hayley)

---------- (Monday. August 1, 2022.) ----------
The last thing we wanted was for anyone on the carrier to know we were on board. The second-to-last thing we wanted was to hear the long shrill blasts of the alarm sounding throughout the ship. This can�t be normal. This can�t be good.
Lazzo immediately jumped to the worst conclusion. �Damn it, Hayley. I told you we couldn�t trust her.�
I didn�t say anything at first, and when I finally opened my mouth to speak, a loud voice boomed over the intercom, cutting me off. �Everyone report to the main deck immediately. Gather beneath the tower. Right now.� Captain Baker. Danny and Blake�s disdain for the guy made perfect sense to me now.
To be honest, I was kind of surprised. Even though I thought I�d pegged Flynn better than that, I couldn�t fault her. I probably would have done the same. Why should she have covered for us? It was, however, curious it had taken this long for the alarm. It was almost 7:00 p.m. now, and she�d left here almost ten hours ago. If she�d been intent on outing us no matter what, wouldn�t she have gone directly to her dad? Had she eventually confided in her brother, and he�d turned us in? The timing of this wasn�t quite right.
Lazzo was fuming though, cursing me and shaking his fist, muttering over and over how we should have killed Flynn�and how he wasn�t going to listen to me again. I finally turned to him and snapped, �Will you shut up?�
�Don�t�� He raised a finger and pointed it at my face.
�Well, what do you want me to say? If I was wrong about her, then yes, it was a stupid move. You think I don�t know that?� He looked angry, but what was he going to do? Hit me? �On the other hand��
�There is no other hand.� He didn�t let me finish, and I rolled my eyes. �We need to move somewhere else, Hayley.�
�Lazzo, will you stop being so damn stupid?� I knew I was pushing it, but I almost wanted him to hit me. I wanted him to give me a reason to hate him more than I already did, if that was even possible. �If she went to her dad, don�t you think he would have come directly to where we are with all his men? Jeez, think about it.� I could see I�d finally gotten through to him.
�So��
�No, I don�t think she said anything. That�s what I�m trying to tell you. If she told her brother, he�d know where we are too. They both would know exactly where to send people.� I let that sink in. �They�d have been here a loooong time ago. No, I think this is something else.�
�What?�
�I don�t know.�
�I still think we should move.�
�Lazzo, we�re in the darkest corner of the ship, as far away from the tower as possible. We have three potential escapes within a hundred yards of our door. There aren�t many better places we could be.� When he didn�t argue, I told him I was tired and needed to rest a little. I crawled beneath the steel bed frame in the far corner of the room�onto the thin mattress I�d slid under there�and closed my eyes.

A hard poke in the arm and a sharp whisper woke me a short while later. �Hey. Someone�s coming.�
I froze. I could hear steps approaching, and a light went on in the hallway outside our dark room. Crap. I was wrong. She did give us away. There were voices now, too�several of them. A male voice said, �We�ll check in here,� and the light came on in our room. I could see Lazzo clearly now, under the bed next to mine. He was ready to shoot if he had to. Based on the rhythm of the footsteps, it sounded like there were two people in the room with us. Stacks of boxes and mattresses blocked most of my view of the rest of the room, including whoever was in here with us. Strangely, no one checked under the beds. The light went back off, and the people left the room. I could hear them talking to someone else outside our door.
�You guys checked that one?� a deep male voice asked.
�Yes,� came the female reply. Sounds a lot like Flynn.
�Did you look under all the beds?� Same deep voice as before.
�Seriously? You think we wouldn�t?�
�An adult is supposed to check every room,� another male voice said.
�If seventeen isn�t adult enough for you, then go ahead.� That�s a younger male this time. Could that be Flynn�s brother?
�Come on, Chase.� Definitely Flynn. �They think we�re incompetent, so let�s go.�
The light came back on in our room. �You want me to check it again?� one of the men asked.
�Nah,� the other man with the deep voice replied. �Chase wouldn�t lie to me. He knows I�d kill him.�
�You got it, LT. Moving on then.�
LT? Lieutenant? As in the captain�s right-hand man, Brock? I certainly hoped so. That would make it far less likely anyone would second-guess his search area and come back to our room. I looked at Lazzo, and he was staring back at me, seemingly waiting for me to say something. �I don�t know.� I honestly didn�t know what else to say.
We stayed under the beds in case anyone came back. Lazzo seemed to understand the girl�s voice we�d heard had been Flynn�s. She�and apparently her brother�had been in here and hadn�t looked under the beds. They�d barely searched the room at all. So why were they in here? If neither Chase nor Flynn had reported us, then why was the ship being searched?
I had a headache now. I�d had one continuously from all my crying the night before, but it was really pulsing now. I needed to sleep. I turned my back to Lazzo and ignored him when he whispered at me.
A while later he tapped me on the back, and I rolled over to look at him.
�It�s been two hours. My turn.�
Wow. That felt like ten minutes! I nodded and slid out from under the bed. I sat by the door while Lazzo slept. After about an hour, I stood up and peeked out into the hallway. There was a surveillance camera above our door with a blinking red light. I hadn�t noticed it when we came in. Was it on then? Regardless, there was something strange about it now. I could see another camera down the hall pointed away from our room�toward the stairs�and the one above our door was pointed to our left. A third camera at the far end of the hall to our left was also pointed away from us toward the stairs. Holy crap. That left a fifty-yard gap with no camera coverage from the door by the stairs to our room. Someone had to have manually created that gap before the alarms went off�before the cameras on this end of the boat were turned on. Flynn. So she is actually helping us.
---------- (Tuesday, August 2, 2022.) ----------
Lazzo took one more watch shift that night, and then we both slept four more hours until 6:00 a.m. I finally felt a little rested�which was good�and my headache had subsided, but I awoke even more bitter toward Lazzo than I�d been the day before. The finality was sinking in, and the resulting ache was spreading through my chest. He killed Sam. My boyfriend is dead.
I pulled myself out from under the bed, desperately needing to pee. There was a bathroom across the hall from our room, conveniently not in the scope of the cameras. I had a feeling Flynn had moved those cameras specifically for me�for another girl. She didn�t want me to have to improvise. I was silently grateful as I tiptoed across the hall. I washed my face in the sink and cleaned up a little. I looked like a chimney sweeper. Ugh!
When I came out, Lazzo was standing in our doorway. �Where were you,� he asked.
I pointed at the sign that read Ladies. �That okay with you?�
He ignored my sarcasm. �My turn,� he said. �Don�t go anywhere.�
�Oh, okay.� Seriously? Where was I going to go?
I had just sat down inside the door to our room when I heard a distinctive �Pssst� out in the hall. I poked my head around the corner and saw a head sticking out of a manhole over by the stairs. Flynn. She waved at me to come toward her, motioning me to stay against the wall. I slipped down the hall to her.
�Hey,� she said with a slight smile.
�Hey yourself.� I smiled back, and then I saw the bruises on her face. �What the hell? Flynn, did your��
�Can we not talk about it, please? I�m fine. Sorry �bout the knife, by the way.�
�I�ve been through worse. You too, obviously.� My dislike was rapidly becoming hatred for that man. I reluctantly changed the subject. �Hey, did you move the cameras?�
She nodded and the smile came back. �Hayley, do you have a minute?�
Several hours worth of them. I nodded. She was looking nervously behind me�likely for Lazzo. �He�s in the bathroom. What was up with the alarms last night?�
�Governor Barnes sent a message about two terrorists sneaking onto the boat the night we left. Dad sent search parties out to look for them� or you. No one found anything though, so they�re still looking.� She lifted a knapsack up from the manhole and handed it to me. �Chase and I saved our bread for you from last night, and I brought two bottles of water.�
�Flynn, you shouldn�t ha��
�Hayley!� Lazzo whispered sharply at me. He was back in the bunkroom. �What are you doing?�
I held up a hand, signaling him to wait.
Flynn put her hand on my arm. �I wanted to ask if you�re okay?�
I shrugged.
�I know�sorry�it�s kind of a stupid question. You said he killed your boyfriend. So is he holding you hostage?�
I could hear Lazzo walking up behind me. �It�s complicated.�
Her eyes shifted up, and the sparkle in them vanished. She gave Lazzo a cold stare.
�What do you want?� Lazzo was suspicious of our conversation. With good reason.
�She brought us food.� I handed the knapsack to him. �Can you say thank you, Lazzo?�
He ignored me. �Hayley, let�s go.�
�I�ll be right there.�
Lazzo clearly didn�t want to leave me with Flynn, but he backed away. �Twenty seconds,� he whispered.
�I�ll stay an hour if I want to.�
�Hayley�� He stopped and shook his head, then continued his retreat.
When he was out of earshot, I looked back down at Flynn. �I can�t have anyone find him, Flynn. I�ll explain more later, but put it this way�if we don�t make it to Colorado, I stand to lose a lot more people I love.�
Lazzo was already whispering at me again. Idiot.
Then I heard another whisper from somewhere below Flynn. �Someone�s coming.�
�That Chase again?� I tried to see past her but couldn�t.
She nodded. �I gotta go.�
I quickly put my hand on hers. �Thank you. Both of you.�
�Same time tomorrow, okay?� Then she was gone.
I scampered quietly back to our room, and Lazzo met me at the door. �What did she want?�
�Lazzo, listen� you are going to have to trust me if you want this to work. You scaring Flynn is not making this easier. Do you understand? You jeopardize everything by leaving the room. E-ver-y-thing.� I emphasized each syllable. �Someone could see you.�
�But not you?�
I sighed deeply. �Of course they could. But when we were watching the ship from Redemption how many black men did you see?�
�Four, five, six� I don�t know. I wasn�t counting.�
Clearly. �And white girls?�
That number was closer to fifty and he knew what I was getting at now. He was going to be more memorable�more noticeable. He didn�t like how I was talking to him, but he nodded. �Okay. I get it.�
�Great.� I grabbed the knapsack from him. �Now, let�s eat.�

SIXTEEN � Six Dead (Ryan)

---------- (Monday, August 1, 2022.) ----------
Danny promised to keep Tara with him during the search before he climbed onto the plane with Trigger, Twix, Royce, Deacon, Blake, and Axel. I grabbed Tara�s hand as she walked past me. �Hey.�
She turned but wouldn�t meet my eyes. �What?�
I cringed. �It�s going�� I can�t say it. �I�m sorry.�
She didn�t reply. I released her arm as I felt her pull away. She climbed into the plane and they coasted off. Minutes later they were airborne and headed for Kauai. I was miserable.
The governor had called the base on Kauai and asked for two jeeps to be dropped off at the marina for Danny. They were waiting in the parking lot when the Pack arrived. At some point Danny decided to send Blake back with Axel to help us look for the boat. He was a great swimmer and would definitely make retrieving the boat easier�if we did find it.
The rest of them split off in opposite directions on Kauai, and they searched for four hours without a single sign of anything suspicious. Danny was sounding more and more frustrated over the radio. �They�ve got to be here somewhere,� he muttered. �We�re missing something.�

Axel, Blake, Dad, and I were a little more fortunate. We found the boat. As expected, it had followed the current around Kauai and was floating off to the east�with nothing in it but a limp and lifeless Six. Poor dog. Axel landed the plane on the water, and Blake swam over to the boat. He climbed in, started it up, and steered it back to Waimea Bay to refuel. Then he brought the boat back to Redemption. Dad and I unceremoniously helped him bury Six�who had clearly been shot�before his running mate Dice could see him. The bullet hole in Six revived the panic from earlier�from watching the one dot get left behind on the satellite feed. We knew that other dot was a person now and likely had also been shot. My mind was stuck on Hayley, but it could have been any of the others. Thus far, we had no other clues.

It was after four, Monday afternoon, when Danny called in again. �Axel, take everyone to the Hexagon, then come get us.�
�Hey, Danny, I�ve got something to show you.�
�What is it?�
Axel looked at me. �Might be nothing.�
�Okay.� Danny sounded confused. This was new to me, too. �Can you bring it along?� Danny asked.
�Sure. Did you have any luck?� Axel radioed back.
�None.�
Dad volunteered to hang back on Redemption, just in case someone showed up�friend or foe. I knew Danny wouldn�t like it�his grandpa staying out here alone�but I agreed with the logic.
�Call if you need anything.� I hugged him.
�Don�t worry about me, Ryan,� Dad said. �I can shoot better than you.�
Kate kissed him on the cheek and playfully punched my arm. �Fortunately, we all can.�
�Don�t you have to pee again? It�s been ten minutes.�
Even if the smiles were short-lived we all needed those light moments.

On the way to the Hexagon, I asked Axel what it was he wanted to show Danny. He wouldn�t say and my twenty questions stalled�each yielding the same generic response. �If I find out anything important, I�ll tell you.�
By six, we were gathered in the Area 52 wing of the Hexagon�something that never would have been allowed if it hadn�t been Danny�s sister missing. I was trying to listen to Nicole�s instructions on how to operate the zoom features and controls on the satellite cameras, but I was rather overwhelmed by our electronic surroundings. What is this place? It�s like a Buffalo Wild Wings with no food. We were each given a screen to watch�covering a two-square-mile sector of the part of Kauai that had been blacked out�and told to look for anything even the least bit unusual. We watched six hours of recorded feed, from the time the blackout ended to roughly 6:00 a.m., but no one found anything. By then it was after midnight and we were all exhausted. Danny pointed out the bedrooms and suggested we get some sleep.
Most of the others stood up and followed his directions, but Tara didn�t move. I saw Danny kneel down beside her and say something. She put her head on his shoulder, and he rested a hand on her arm. When she finally stood up, Tara had tears streaming down her face. It was clear she didn�t want to stop looking for Emily, but she walked away from the computers anyway�directly toward me. We walked in silence down the hall to a room full of bunk beds. She didn�t tell me what Danny had said to her, and I didn�t push it. I wanted to lie beside her and hold her, but she didn�t seem the least bit interested in sharing the bottom bunk. She whispered goodnight and slid under the covers, clothes and boots still on. I stood there for a minute, not quite sure how to feel, before climbing up to the top bunk. As I lay there in the darkness, listening to Danny and the Pack talk out at the computers, I finally heard her whisper something. �He said it�s not your fault, Ryan.�
I felt a lump form in my throat, but I didn�t move�and I didn�t say anything back. That Danny had to try to convince her otherwise told me exactly how she felt. She obviously blamed me for Emily being gone. I covered my face with my hands and bit back an exasperated sigh. I understood blaming me was a lot easier than blaming herself�and I could take it for now�but� Please, God, keep Emily safe. Please� keep them all�the rest of them anyway�alive. I couldn�t imagine Tara�s response toward me if Emily wasn�t brought home safely. And I didn�t know how I�d handle Hayley not coming back. I was determined not to think about it�but losing that fight every waking minute.
---------- (Tuesday. August 2, 2022.) ----------
Around five in the morning I heard some shouting and banging down the hall. I swung my head over and looked at the bunk beneath mine. Tara was gone. I climbed out of bed and hurried into the surveillance lab, where almost everyone else was looking up at a giant overhead screen. I could see a small black circle at the end of a long dirt driveway.
�What is that?� I asked Jenna.
�A house, we think. But we can�t see it. That black circle is blocking all our camera angles, even infrared.�
�And that�s��
�Definitely not normal.� She finished my question as a statement. �When the rest of the blackout lifted off Kauai, this spot remained. They think it�s intentional. Someone there is doing this.�
I could feel my heart accelerating. Finally. Hope. Nicole zoomed in on a set of fresh mud tracks going around the black circle and into a smaller building�a shed or something. We could see the back end of a mud-covered van sticking out of the shed. Nicole brought up the feed of the front gate of the compound and rewound the recording the full forty hours it could go back before the blackout. Not once did that van appear on the screen, even though it definitely had been driven recently. It had to have come down the driveway during the blackout. This really could be something. I could see that same hope in Tara�s eyes. Combine the van and satellite scramblers with the fact the house seemed to be in a remote gated compound, and it was the ideal location to hold hostages.
�How did they not find that last night?� I whispered to Jenna.
�From what I�ve seen on the screen, someone had covered the entry with brush. It was really well covered.�
Nicole and Keena were working frantically to reverse the blackout currently blotting out the house�technology versus our master technicians. It took about twenty minutes. �Whose sector was that in?� I wanted to know who had missed this earlier.
�It wasn�t,� was Danny�s surprising reply. �The gate was at the edge of the blacked-out area, but the house was outside the blackout zone. It�s almost like that was part of the plan�to make us think they were hiding in the blackout zone.�
No wonder we missed that black circle. We wouldn�t have been looking for other blackout areas. The kidnappers wanted to travel with cover, but when the cover was lifted and that area was searched, they didn�t want to be in it. Pretty smart actually.
�Wait,� Jenna said out loud suddenly. Everyone turned to look at her. �Shouldn�t we be able to see the van drive down the driveway?�
�No,� Nicole answered. �It�s blacked��
�No, she�s right,� Keena chimed in. �The blackout zone went to the gate, but not more than a dozen or so feet past it. We watched all the feed before and after the blackout there. And we gave up on the feed of the house because it was always blacked out, but��
�Not the driveway,� Danny finished her thought. �That�s a half mile of open space, at least.�
�Right.� Jenna nodded. �We need to rewind the feed of the zone just past the gate, before it gets to the blacked-out circle.�
Nicole was already doing it.
�Look where the tire marks initially cut off the driveway and head around the house,� Danny said, pointing at another screen. The live daylight feed on that screen�zoomed in�revealed the tracks were definitely fresh. Danny stood over Nicole�s shoulder as she hammered in numbers and spun the dials. His attention was back on the big screen she was operating. �Run the feed from the beginning of the blackout to the end.�
Less than half an hour after the blackout began, we spotted headlights from what we assumed was the van. We watched it cut off the driveway and drive around the black dot to the shed. As it neared the shed a motion detector light came on. A minute later I heard several gasps around me as two men on the screen�dressed in black with masks�pulled Reagan, Emily, and Abbey out of the back of the van. They stepped briefly into the light then walked them into the shed.
�That was Hayley and the girls, right?�
�No, Dad. It was Reagan.�
�But that was Hayley�s neon yellow Under Armour hoodie.�
�I know. Trust me, it was Reagan.�
�Can you rewind it?� I wasn�t convinced.
Nicole looked at Danny and he nodded. She spun it back.
�Zoom in.� There wasn�t a lot of light, so it was blurry, but the military�s digital technology was amazing�and that definitely wasn�t Hayley. My shoulders slumped and I sat back in my chair. There were no I told you so�s to go with the sympathetic looks I got. Jenna squeezed my shoulder. I sighed. At least they�re still alive.
Nicole flipped to infrared and continued the feed. We saw five dots move towards the back of the shed then disappear one by one. What the? A sixth dot was hanging out near the back of the van while two more dots stayed relatively motionless, essentially in the middle of the giant dot�the van.
�Why�� Tara started to ask.
�Tunnel,� Danny said. �They had to have gone underground.�
Or into a freezer. Glancing back at the van, a third dot was now visible towards the back . The van backed out, returned to the driveway, and disappeared again into the larger blackout zone when it neared the gate.
Nicole replayed that last part around the shed again but it didn�t provide anything new. At least we�d learned a few things. Reagan and the girls were taken into that house by two men�or we assumed they were men. It hadn�t been Reagan, Emily or Abbey who had fallen out of the boat. Another person�Hayley, Sam, Lazzo, or someone else entirely�stepped out of the van for a couple minutes then hopped back in. The van left and came back almost fifty minutes later with just one passenger, who also disappeared in the garage. I agreed with Danny�s tunnel assessment now. Seems everyone did. Best guess was the returning person was the one we�d seen climb into the back of the van�not Hayley, Sam, or Lazzo. The other two passengers had taken the boat out toward the USS George Washington. If all of that was as it seemed, then two of the three had disappeared with the carrier.
Still, none of this explained anything, and no one wanted to jump to any further conclusions. It was time to take action. By 8:00 a.m. Danny and the Pack were on a plane with all their gear, headed for Kauai. It was time to breach that house. The rest of us stood or sat around the satellite room in Area 52, watching the big screen. Another Area 52 operator�Damien�had come in to replace an exhausted Nicole. He was following the plane on the screen, and we�d be able to see everything unfold from here.
I looked up as Tara walked over to me, and I stood tentatively to meet her, unsure what she wanted. She raised her arms and wrapped them around me, burying her head against my shoulder. I breathed in deeply, reveling in her scent and appreciating this opportunity to squeeze her tightly�finally.
�I�m scared, Ryan.�
Chills zigzagged through my body, and I rubbed her back with one hand. �Danny�s gonna get her back, babe.�
�But what��
�No, Tara. But nothing.� I lifted her chin to look her directly in the eyes. �Danny�s getting her back.�
She pulled me tightly against her again, her head back on my shoulder.
Come on, Danny.

SEVENTEEN - One Thousand Miles (Hayley)

---------- (Tuesday. August 2, 2022.) ----------
Aboard the USS George Washington.
I didn�t care how old the bread was. It tasted wonderful. Two buttered pieces, a chugged bottle of water, and a hard striped mint�all courtesy of Chase and Flynn�and I was acceptably full. I sat by the door of the room, listening to the sounds of the ship. We�d been moving east for twenty-eight hours now. Best guess�we�d gone a little over a thousand miles. Tomorrow evening the planes would take off for Colorado, and we had to be on them. I had no idea how we were going to pull that off.
Lazzo was across the room from me, sitting by the other door. Occasionally he would glance at me, but I was doing my best to ignore him. Still, some thoughts were eating at me. He�d told me I couldn�t ask him any questions, but he�d softened a little thanks to my correct reading of Flynn. He�d even let me practice with his set of throwing knives. But he held onto the gun.
I was fine with that. I didn�t like guns anyway. But I sure did miss my bows. I�d fired a hundred arrows�at least�almost every day since we�d arrived at Redemption. That was my own little escape there�my therapy. Occasionally Blake would come shoot with me, or Sam�or Dad would swing by and toss a few cans. But everyone else left me alone while I was shooting. That was how I liked it. I didn�t have that peace here. Here I was extremely tense.
It was a weird situation knowing I could stand up and run out into the hall now and be safe. Lazzo couldn�t stop me. I could get to a guard with a gun and have Lazzo shot dead before he could get to me. Instead, I chose to stay here, to stay stressed, to keep my nerves on frayed alert. I chose to believe the threats of this man who had fooled us all�who had lied to us all.
What if Lazzo had been lying? What if he didn�t have a bomb on the island and was merely desperate? What if I�d played right into his hand by falling for his story, because he was waving the gun at the girls and Reagan? Was that even possible? It would make sense. He�d killed Sam not only because he was a physical threat but also to convince me he was serious about his other threats. Why wouldn�t I believe him, then?
It didn�t really matter now. Even if the bomb had been a lie, Reagan, Abbey and Emily were being held captive. Their lives were on the line every single minute. Killing Lazzo�or letting someone else do so�was the same as killing them. Lazzo had to be in communication with someone stateside somehow. If that link didn�t stay open�
I can�t take any chances.
I found myself staring at him now, without even realizing he was staring right back.
�I don�t like that look, Hayley.�
I laughed. �You think I care which looks of mine you do or don�t like?� I stood up and walked toward him. �You think I don�t know you need me more than I need you?�
�Watch it.�
�Why? Huh? Do you want to kill more innocent people? Is that what the Special Forces taught you? Have you missed it so much that��
�Hayley.� He stood, but only to be at eye level with me. He hadn�t raised the gun.
�What? I�m following your rules. I�m not asking you any questions�okay, not the ones you�re afraid to answer anyway�even though none of this makes sense.�
�I�m not scared.� He turned away from me. �Not of you anyway.�
What is that supposed to mean? Who would he be afraid of? �Then what is this, Lazzo? Is someone holding something over you? What did it take for you to go all Judas on us?�
�Judas?�
�Never mind.�
�Hayley.� He shook his head.
I turned away from him. �Fine. People actually liked you, you know? You had it made�for life. And then you become this monster that kills my boyfriend�who did nothing to you by the way�and I�m supposed to�let it go?� I flipped a mattress up against the wall and stepped ten paces away from it. I threw the knives in rapid succession, all three clustering within inches of each other. Lazzo had walked over to the other door, and as I gathered my knives I saw him wipe his face with his hand�twice. Is he crying? Why do you even care? Because it�s not normal. This doesn�t make sense. I knew something else was going on, but if he wasn�t going to tell me about it, how could I possibly find out?
I threw the knives a few more times and then crawled under the bed onto my mattress. Lazzo was sitting by the door now, where I usually sat, and he watched me out of the corner of his eye. Strangely I felt a little guilty now. I sighed, closed my eyes, and replayed the past few days. Lazzo didn�t seem to want to be doing this. None of it. But he apparently really needed this book Danny had. A thought struck me then�something Kate had mentioned to me.
Kate told me she�d caught Lazzo coming out of her room and he�d said he was looking for underwear�he was all out. He�d been embarrassed and asked her not to say anything, but Kate had thought it rather funny and told me. What if he wasn�t looking for underwear at all, but that book he talked about? Danny had a safe in his room. Was Lazzo in there for that? And couldn�t find it? The only way Lazzo would even know about the book was if someone in the States had told him to look for it. If that were the case, then Lazzo had planned this since�when exactly? The beginning? And now he was supposed to take that book to Colorado to give to� whom exactly? Who was behind all this, and what did they want? What was in that damn book? And why would Lazzo want to do this for them when he was safe in Hawaii, where he had a home, and friends, and��
Unless they did have something he wanted in return. Something he would risk his life to get back. My accusations from earlier had to be spot on.
I pulled myself out from under the bed. �Lazzo, do they have Eddie?�
My question floored him. �Wha� what? They? Who? What are you talking about?�
I could tell I�d struck a nerve. �Do they have Eddie? Does someone have Eddie?�
�Hayley, stop��
�Just tell me. Whoever they are, what do they have? What are they promising you for this book?� I could see he didn�t know whether to answer or snap at me again. He held his hands up in the air, pleading for me to stop.
�I don�t know.�
�Come on, Laz!� I nearly shouted at him. �There had to be a good enough reason for you to turn on the people who saved your life�for you to kill Sam after all we�ve done for you. I don�t believe you are that man. I think you�re good�so why the hell did you do it?� So much for agreeing to not ask him any questions. But now I understood why he didn�t want me to ask them. He doesn�t know what to say.
�I can�t talk about this right now. I can�t.� His voice was barely a whisper.
Before I could answer, there was another voice in the room, a deep, loud male one. �Aww. And it was just getting interesting.�
Shit. I hadn�t even heard anyone coming. I�d been so involved in pressuring Lazzo. This one was on me completely.
Brock was standing against the far wall with an automatic rifle pointed at the two of us. Three other men stood beside him, and two more came in the door by us. Too many for my knives, and their guns were far more deadly. Lazzo looked at me, the fire raging once again in his eyes. I�d blown it. Whatever it was he was up to, I had ruined it. I may have just killed Reagan, Abbey and Emily. Damn it, Hayley.
Brock smiled. �Someone�s been looking for you two.� He snatched the gun out of Lazzo�s hands. �And for this.�

EIGHTEEN � No Choice (Ryan)

---------- (Tuesday. August 2, 2022.) ----------
�They knew we were coming.�
We could hear Danny loud and clear�through his transmitter�as he stood outside the gate of the compound and looked up at the sky. He looked back down at the piece of paper in his hand. �Tara, you�re going to want to sit down.�
She didn�t ask why. She sat down and grabbed my hand.
Danny sighed deeply. �This is what it says.� He cleared his throat and read the note�aloud�that had been in the envelope taped to the gate.
�There is a live video feed to your left�� Danny pointed out the camera. �� and there are cameras throughout the compound. The house is wired with explosives. If anyone trespasses, we will blow up the house and everyone inside it. We are not afraid to die. If you would like to test us, go ahead. If you obey, we will not hurt the girls. They will not be touched. Disobey any of these instructions and they all die. Do not come back to Kauai again until Wednesday night at 9:00 p.m. ONLY Danny may return here for the next set of instructions. Come prepared.�
Danny looked back up at the sky. �That�s it.� Then he turned to the others with him and said, �What choice do we have?�
Tara stood up then and said loudly, �You don�t have a choice, Danny.�
Damien looked at her. �He can�t hear you. I�m sorry.�
�Then tell him through his earpiece. He doesn�t have a choice. We have to listen to them.�
�Ma�am��
�Don�t! Don�t you ma�am me. You tell him to leave. Right. Damn. Now.�
Dad moved over to Tara and put an arm around her. I�d already tried and she�d pushed me away. Awesome. Damien spoke into the headset. We watched Danny nod and give the �round it up� signal. The Pack climbed back into the jeeps, and they drove off.

On our end, Governor Barnes had a former Navy pilot fly us back to Redemption. When we landed we coasted up to the dock�parking next to our seaplane. Danny and the rest of the Pack were already there. Tara was first out, and she ran to Danny�who was approaching us on the dock. He wrapped her in his arms, his eyes on me. She pulled back as the rest of us approached and asked him, �What do we do now?�
Danny waved at the Navy pilot as he pulled the plane away from the dock and headed back toward Oahu. �Right now I don�t think there�s anything we can do.�
No one argued.
�They were waiting for us,� Blake chimed in. �This is all some big plan.�
�Who is they?� I asked. �Do we have any idea who is doing this?�
�Actually, yes. Axel found this on the boat yesterday, taped to the console.� Danny held up a patch with an emblem on it. �This same emblem was carved into the stone pillars of the gate at the compound we just left. I had Keena look it up.� He took a deep breath. �It�s Libyan Intelligence.�
�Did you say it was taped to the console?�
Danny nodded. �Someone wanted us to find it.�
�Who? And are you saying these people are connected to Qi Jia?� Other people have to be wondering the same things. �Are you saying there are some of them here?�
�One question at a time, Dad. First of all, we don�t know who left the patch. Whoever it was couldn�t have known for sure we�d find it. Hoped? Maybe. Known? No way. Secondly, we don�t know that this is connected to Qi Jia�though it certainly could be. And�� Danny held his hand up as I was about to interrupt. �And finally, whether or not it is connected, they surely had operatives in every single state of the US to make sure the attack went off as planned. If these are their people and this is their compound that would not surprise me. They would have known where to be to survive the chemical attacks.�
It sure surprised the hell out of me.
�These are professionals,� Danny continued. �They asked for me specifically for some reason. I take that to mean they know far more about us than we do about them. The note was written in perfect English. Not that a Libyan couldn�t know perfect English, but it implies someone on our side could be working with or for them. They have this entire thing staged�and maybe have for some time. I actually believe they left that satellite gap intentionally. They wanted us to get their message.�
I don�t get it. �So why make it so hard? And why tell you to come prepared? For what?�
�I don�t know, Dad. Come prepared doesn�t mean anything to me right now. And truthfully, I don�t think they expected us to find them that soon. I think they were ready for it just in case, but most likely they were going to deliver the next instructions somehow tomorrow night.� Danny looked at all of us. �If anything, we tipped our hat at how connected we are. If anything, we just made everything worse.�
I heard Tara mumble, �Not possible.�
�Oh yes.� Danny apparently had heard her too. �It is possible. You and I both know that.�
Tara apologized, blushing.
�Don�t. I know what you meant. But we all need to realize this can get worse. Right now we have to do exactly as we�re told. We need to sit and wait. No one leaves this island. Period. Everyone got that?�
We did.
Just then Danny held a finger up and cupped a hand over his earpiece. I watched his expression change from calm to fear, and I saw the color drain from his face.
�What?� I asked.
Danny sank to his knees, staring at the water.
�Danny, what?� Tara demanded.
�They caught the terrorists on the carrier�� A sudden and absolute hush fell over us. �And they killed them.�

NINETEEN � Shock and Awe (Hayley)

---------- (Tuesday. August 2, 2022.) ----------
Lazzo and I were cuffed and being pushed across the carrier deck toward the command tower. Brock had already radioed in to Captain Baker, �I�ve caught them.� So they had been looking for us!
The captain stood up on the deck with a smug expression, looking down on us as we approached. �Welcome,� the jackass said sarcastically. �So good to see you.�
�Whatever happens, Laz,� I whispered with my head down. �Don�t say a single word.�
�Shut up!� Brock shouted, striking me in the back of my shoulder with the butt of his rifle. �Another word and I shoot you on the spot.�
�You better ask your dad first.� Asshole. My shoulder stung, but my own stupidity hurt me more. Now what are we going to do?
�He�s not my dad,� Brock mumbled.
I looked away from him and allowed myself the smallest of smiles. Idiot.
Quite a crowd had gathered, but I didn�t see anyone I recognized. Fortunately. Nonetheless�with that audience�the captain was forced to rein in his natural tendency to be an all-around dick. Some women watching us probably wouldn�t like him condoning my abuse. He scolded Brock briefly and warned him not to strike me again. I could see right through it. I knew Baker probably knew who I was and probably�therefore�wanted to hit me himself. I�m sure you�ll find the time.
�Put them in the holding cells. And not together. I�ll be down in a few minutes.�

Baker�s �few minutes� turned into a full hour. Brock individually searched us before Baker arrived. Brock enjoyed his frisk and squeeze a little too much with me�particularly between my legs, all the while smiling and claiming he had to be extra diligent with girls, �given all the extra hiding spots.� Then he added that maybe I should reconsider talking back to him next time. �See where it gets you? Who got the last word now, bitch?�
I bit back my reply. I wanted to throw up. Seriously, did Baker clone himself?
When Captain Baker finally did arrive, he strode in with a nauseating self-importance. Brock told him we�d both been �searched��using air quotes for clarity�and the captain asked him if he wanted to do it again to be sure. They both shared a good laugh, and Brock looked at me. �You know�� He looked like he was actually considering it.
I spread my legs and lifted up my shirt. �Go ahead, pervert.�
�What did you say, whore?� Brock approached my cell, pulling his pistol out.
I lowered my shirt but otherwise stood my ground. �You like molesting girls, do you?� I taunted him, eye to eye through the bars.
He reached his hand into my cell and clamped it around my throat. �You better shut the��
�Down boy.� Captain Baker laughed, grabbing Brock�s arm. �Let her go.� When Brock didn�t immediately release me, Captain Baker added, �Now!� This time Brock listened, letting go and stepping back, his seething fat face a crimson red. �You can play with her more later.�
�Oh, I will�� Brock glared at me.
I glared back, refusing to give him the satisfaction of seeing the fear I felt.
Captain Baker then approached me himself. �You two almost got away with it, you know. We probably never would have checked that part of the ship if we hadn�t received a message from the governor that two people snuck onto the boat the night we left. Guess the old fart isn�t completely useless. Then my stupid daughter expected me to believe she �dropped� her gun overboard.�
He emphasized his point with air quotes as well. Seriously�clones.
�The girl has been handling guns since she was five. She isn�t capable of being that clumsy. So I had her tailed. She scammed that search last night, turned the cameras at some point, and brought you breakfast this morning. And she thought I wouldn�t know. So, so sweet. Sweet, but stupid.�
Man, is there a bigger tool in the world?
�Really stupid,� Brock muttered, drawing an angry look from Baker. �Sorry.�
Guess that answers the �tool� question.
Baker looked back at me. �Anyway, we needed a distraction. We couldn�t just walk up on you two. I couldn�t have any of my guys getting shot taking you in. You, my dear�� He pointed at me. �� gave us everything we needed, berating your friend over there. So thank you. Seriously. Thank you!�
He smiled at me as Brock laughed a little too hard. I saw Baker wince, and I bit back a smile. Don�t like kiss-asses, eh? I wished I had those throwing knives with me now. Far as I knew they were still wedged under Lazzo�s bed back in the bunkroom. �Oh, and by the way�� Baker stepped up, inches from my face. �I sent a message of thanks to the governor. I told him we caught the stowaways.� He paused for effect. �And I told him we killed them.�
Wait. If they knew I was Danny�s sister and Danny knew I was out here, the governor had to know I was here too. So Baker would be admitting to killing an American. That didn�t make sense. Unless they didn�t know who I was or no one knew I was out here.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw Lazzo�s knees buckle. He too seemed to be considering the worst-case scenarios. He sank slowly to the ground, but the captain and his mule hadn�t noticed. They hadn�t taken their eyes off me, and I didn�t want them to now. Baker drew his sidearm, raising it to my forehead. I didn�t flinch.
�I don�t think you want to do that,� I stated, about to tell him who I was.
�Oh yeah?� He smirked. �And why�s��
He was interrupted by the door swinging open behind him and his daughter running in screaming, �No, Daddy, no.�
�Cassandra, what the hell?� Baker lowered his gun.
Cassandra? Flynn isn�t her real name? And yeah�what the hell?
�Daddy, this is all my fault.� She grabbed him and turned him around to face her. �I told her to do it. I had to have her with me.�
�Cassandra, what the hell are you talking about? Brock, get her out of here.� Brock grabbed her arm, but she shook free.
�No, Daddy, please, this is Jessie.� Flynn reached out and grabbed one of my hands through the bars. �The Jessie!�
�You have got to be kidding me.� Baker clearly didn�t know what to think, but he recognized the name. �I thought Jessie was a b��
�No, Daddy. She�s not.�
�Cassandra, how could�how could you be so stupid? You�re a�� He stopped short of describing her further.
I didn�t know if he was criticizing her for helping us or for the amorous connection she was insinuating she had with Jessie�with me. Flynn pulled on the bars. She turned and gave her dad the most pleading of looks, then looked back at me. �Jessie, I�m so sorry��
�Cassandra, you told them to sneak onto the boat?� Captain Baker sounded skeptical, but she nodded. �Both of them?� Flynn nodded again.
I had to admit it was kind of funny to see the captain squirming and speechless as Flynn massaged my hands through the bars. He looked bewildered, and Brock also had a stupid look on his face. Or maybe that�s his normal look. Baker was clearly weighing his options. He was staring at his daughter in sheer disgust.
�Cassandra, we�ll talk about this later. You need to leave now.�
�Daddy, please.�
She tried grabbing his hand, but he pushed her away and shook his head. �No.� He grabbed her arm. �No. I�m not okay with�� He stopped short. �I need to think about this�but not with you here. You need to go.� He pulled her toward the door.
By the look in his eyes, I knew Flynn hadn�t changed her dad�s stance. In fact, if anything, she�d probably made him want to hurt me more. This was not the kind of father who accepted a lesbian daughter. If indeed she actually is.
But as Flynn cried and pulled against him, begging him to let her stay, he gave in a little. �You know what? I�ll give you one minute with her. One. Minute.� He turned to Brock. �Brock, let her in.� He pointed at my cell. �Let her say her goodbye.�
�Daddy? Goodbye?� She looked at him with convincingly frightened eyes. �What�what do you mean?�
�Your girlfriend is a terrorist. She was sent to stop this mission with��
�A terrorist?� I couldn�t help myself. �Seriously?�
�Shut up.� Baker pointed at me. �You shut up!� He held up a piece of paper. �Governor�s orders. I�m supposed to shoot her. I should shoot you both, in fact. All three of you.� Baker pointed at Lazzo.
�Nooooo. No, Daddy, you can�t.�
�It�s not my call. Do you want that minute or not? Last chance.�
Tears were still running down her face, and she nodded. Brock opened the door, and Flynn threw herself into my arms. She passionately hugged me�rubbing her chest back and forth against my own�sliding her hands down my back and squeezing me, thrusting her pelvis into mine. Whoa. Easy girl. She glued her lips against mine, and I could feel her hands moving around to the front of my pants. Um�okay? What the hell are you doing, Flynn? I saw her dad look sideways in disgust as she slid her fingertips inside my jeans and pulled me even tighter against her.
�Good grief.� Baker turned his back to us altogether. Instantly Flynn�s right hand released my jeans, quickly dipping into her own pocket, and then it was back inside the front of my jeans, sliding something cold into my panties. I flinched at the cool touch of metal against my skin, but I hid my smile in her lips. Damn. She is good.
�All right, that�s enough.� Captain Baker turned back to us.
Flynn pulled away from me after one last deep kiss, and I snuck a quick peek at Brock. He looked rather disappointed we�d stopped. �I�m so sorry.� Flynn�s voice was hysterical as her dad separated us. �Daddy, please� for me� please let her live.�
�You make me sick.� He shook his head. �Get her the hell out of my face.�
Brock pulled her out of the room, with Flynn screaming the whole time. The captain was clearly rattled. I knew he wouldn�t do the dirty work himself. There had to be a small part of him that would eternally feel the guilt of killing me.
Apparently I was right. He didn�t say another word. Instead he shook his head again, spun around, and stormed out the door.
Lazzo and I were alone, for now, and I saw Lazzo staring at me. �What was that about?�
I smiled and silently retreated to a dark corner of my cell. Slowly reaching down into my pants, I pulled out a keycard with a key taped to it and a four-digit number written on the back. �A second chance.�

TWENTY � Grate Escape (Hayley)

---------- (Tuesday. August 2, 2022.) ----------
We were left alone for the rest of the evening. No one even peeked in at us. They probably could see all they needed to through the two cameras in the corners. Shortly after midnight, when the rest of the ship was likely asleep, the door swung open and Brock came sauntering in. �Well, hello.� Such a stupid smug look. I knew he�d be focused on me. I don�t think he even glanced in Lazzo�s direction.
I needed to keep it that way. �Were you ever in a movie?� I asked with mock sincerity.
My question caught him off guard. �Uh.� He stopped walking. �No. Why?�
�Nothing, never mind.� I shook my head.
�No, who did you think I was? I�m curious.�
�I just�� I bit back my smile. �I don�t know. I could�ve sworn you were the dad in the Simpsons movie.�
My response had its desired effect. �You calling me a Homer?�
I actually wasn�t. I was calling him fat and stupid�but the �Homer� reference seemed to bother him more, so I nodded. �If it fits.�
His eyes filled with rage, and he began fumbling with his keys. I stood in the middle of my cell, arms behind my back, pretending to struggle�as if I were chained to the pole behind me. Brock fell for it.
�Oh, poor girl. Did they lock you up?� He pursed his lower lip, took his gun belt off, and unbuttoned his shirt. �Why don�t you let me help you?�
I began to beg, apologize, and tearfully plead for him to leave me alone, but he climbed up the bars and turned the cameras toward the wall. �Sorry, boys,� he said, presumably to whomever was watching from the command tower. He bolted the door from the inside, took his collared shirt off and tossed it over the back of a wooden chair. Then he turned his focus to me. �You humiliated me, bitch.� All mock pleasantness was gone. �And you just keep going. You�re going to pay for that,� he snarled. He unbuckled his belt and walked towards me�a sickening grin plastered across his face.
�Help me!� I screamed. �You can�t do this.�
Brock laughed. �I can do whatever the hell I want.� He slid a hand down the front of his pants and cackled. �Oh� I�ve been waiting for this.�
He unlocked the cell door and stepped inside, his pants now unbuttoned and unzipped. He took one long stride toward me and slapped me hard across the face. �That�s for the pervert comment.� He slapped me again, a little harder. It was all I could do to not block the blows�but he had to believe I physically couldn�t defend myself. I could taste blood now. �That�s for the molesting comment.� He slapped me one more time. �And that was just for fun.� He laughed. �Come on, that was fun.�
�Please stop,� I begged weakly, the anger in me not unlike a volcano ready to blow.
�Aww�I�m sorry. I�m just getting started.� He unbuttoned my jeans and began to pull them down, but before he could get them completely off my hips, I mustered all my strength into one shot and kneed him squarely in the nose. His head snapped back, and he fell against the bars. He sat stunned for a few long seconds, blood pouring down his face, before his rage took over. He launched himself at me, but I ducked, stepping aside as he crashed into the pole behind me. He looked down at my hands in surprise, noticing I wasn�t actually cuffed to the pole. But before he could say anything or reach out to grab me, a rope was wrenched tightly around his neck from behind.
Before Brock came in, I�d tossed the skeleton key Flynn had given me across to Lazzo. He�d unlocked his own cell and waited for Brock to be distracted to make his move. Brock�s unilateral focus on payback had given Lazzo the opportunity he needed to sneak up on the lieutenant. And with no cameras on us anymore, no one would be coming to his rescue for a while.
Lazzo now had a solid chokehold on the lieutenant. Brock struggled against the rope, but it was no use. Lazzo could have killed him. But I didn�t want that. Instead I wrapped a cloth around the fat idiot�s head, gagging him, and Lazzo led him to the darkest corner of my cell. I grabbed a set of cuffs off the wall and had Lazzo strip him of his uniform. Lazzo then cuffed Brock naked to the bars.
I put Brock�s own gun to his head, clicked off the safety, and got right up in his face. �I want you to know I could�and probably should�kill you right now.� I could see the reality of that fact register in his eyes. �Do you doubt that?� He shook his head emphatically and mumbled what I assumed was �no.�
�But do you know why I won�t kill you?� I waited until he shook his head again. �Because my brother wouldn�t want me to. That�s all. My brother. That�s the only reason you�re still alive.� I paused for effect and glanced at Lazzo, but he wouldn�t look at me. �On the other hand.� I swung my eyes back to Brock�s. �When he finds out you were going to rape me�� I let out a cold laugh. �You�ll wish I�d shot you.�
His bewildered look surprised me. He clearly didn�t know what I was talking about. �You still don�t know who my brother is, do you?� The lieutenant shook his head again. �Huh. Well.� I gave him a sad look. �Let�s hope you never find out. Let�s hope you aren�t unlucky enough to make it back to Hawaii.�
I turned to walk away and then stopped short. �Oh, and one more thing.� I walked back to him. �This��I kicked him hard in the nuts��is for touching me before.� He doubled over as much as the cuffs allowed him to, eyes rolling up into his head, and groaned loudly through the gag. �And this��I kicked him again, even harder, in the same place��is for the next time you think about touching me.� I watched the tears of agony streak down his cheeks and, satisfied I�d made my point, I walked away. The embarrassment of being discovered like that would stay with him for life. �Let�s go, Lazzo.�
�That was you being nice?� Lazzo asked quietly as I scanned the keycard at the door and stepped out into the hall.
�And your point is?�
�Nothing.� He followed me down the hall.
That�s what I thought. I was looking for the �2112� Flynn had scribbled on the back of the keycard she�d given me. Has to be a room number.
It was. I found it right under the stairs leading up into the command tower. A guard was asleep in a chair outside the door with 2112 above it and �Armory� stenciled on it. Ah. Nice. Since I knew nothing about how to knock someone out, I directed Lazzo to do so. He snuck up on the sleeping man and rendered him even fully unconscious.
The keycard worked on that door, and then the skeleton key unlocked the cage inside. Lazzo went for a rifle and several handguns. My attention wasn�t nearly as scattered. I saw a bow�a beautiful Hoyt Spyder compound bow�and almost four dozen arrows beside it. I slung the arrows over my shoulder, loaded a backpack full of ammunition for Lazzo, and we hurried back out the door. I was surprised we hadn�t caught anyone�s attention yet. There were two cameras in the armory and a camera outside in the hall. What in the world are they watching up there? But just as I thought we were getting too lucky, the alarm sounded. People were coming out into the hallway, so Lazzo and I scrambled up the stairs and across the deck of the carrier toward our former hiding place. I heard gunshots ring out behind me, but I didn�t look back. I could hear Lazzo huffing along behind me and knew we couldn�t afford to slow down.
We ran down the stairs and almost directly into Flynn, who was holding a baseball bat. �Flynn.�
�Hey,� she responded, out of breath as well. �You brought him with you? I thought you�d let them��
�Kill him? I wish.�
Lazzo shook his head. �Thanks.�
Flynn gave me a long puzzled look, before shrugging. �Okay, well, all the cameras on this end of the boat are smashed. I know where we need to go.�
Sweet. �Let�s go then.� Lazzo was looking behind us toward the voices we could hear scrambling in our direction. I grabbed his arm and pulled him. �Come on.�
We followed Flynn down another set of stairs and through a few dark corridors. She stopped suddenly and lifted up a grate in the floor. She dropped down inside it, and we followed suit. It was pitch-black down there. �Follow me,� she whispered and crawled through what must have been some sort of drainage tube. We crawled for several hundred yards. We could hear footsteps pounding on the metal floor directly overhead as people searched for us, but it was unlikely anyone would follow us down this drain.
When Flynn stopped to rest for a minute, I asked her, �How�d you find out about these�� What is this place? �These�whatever this is?�
�The channels? They had construction maps up in the tower. Chase snagged them and brought them to our room when I told him I was breaking you out.�
�By the way, th��
�Don�t mention it. Seriously.�
�But are you actually a��
�No, I�m not.� She interrupted me again. �Jesse is my actual boyfriend�or�he was.�
�He��
�He didn�t survive the attacks.� Flynn was way ahead of me.
I didn�t know what to say. I reached out and grabbed her hand in the dark. �I�m sorry.� There was no reply. �For the record though, Flynn��
�Yeah?�
�You�re one hell of a kisser.�
I could hear the smile in her voice as she squeezed my arm and whispered, �Thanks.� We listened to more footsteps pass overhead. �Ready?�
�Is Chase��
�He�s waiting for us.� She�d anticipated my question yet again.
�Okay then, let�s go.�
Flynn scrambled off, and I felt Lazzo pull on my foot. �What?�
�What�s with her finishing all your��
�Sandwiches?�
�Sandwiches!?� I could hear the bewilderment in his voice. �No, sent��
�Let it go.� I crawled off. Clearly, he�s never watched Frozen with Emily and Abbey.
It was hard to believe Flynn was putting so much on the line for us. Then again, she was a teenage girl with more than a passing hatred of her father. Thank God the captain was the prick he was. Otherwise we�d likely be dead now.
We reached the end of the channel and dropped down into a well-lit room with blankets, stacks of bottled water, and boxes of packaged food.
�What is this place?� It took a while for my eyes to adjust to the light of the room.
A tall, thin, blond-haired boy�cut from the pages of a surfer magazine�stepped out of the darkness to greet us. �A flood room, I think. Hey.� He held his hand out to me. �I�m Chase.�
�Hey, Chase.� I hugged him instead. �Hayley.�
�And?� Chase extended his hand toward Lazzo.
�You don�t need to know his name.� I stepped between the outstretched hands of Chase and Lazzo. �Pretend he isn�t here.�
�Hayley�� Lazzo didn�t appreciate that.
I spun and cut him off. �Not another word.� I shoved my finger in his face. �You and I are going to talk. Soon. But right now, I�m going to drink a bottle of water and get some sleep.�
Lazzo didn�t object. He grabbed a bottle of water for himself and found a corner of his own.
�Guys, does your dad know you�re in on this?�
They shared a smile. �You didn�t tell her about the finger�Flynn�and the cameras?� Chase held up his middle finger.
�No. I didn�t.� She turned to me. �But, yes, by now he knows we�re with you.�
The finger, huh? Nice touch. �And you�re both okay with that? Won�t he be coming for you now, too?�
Chase answered for both of them. �She told me you were worth saving. Which is more than we can say for our relationship with Dad. And let him come�he�ll never find us down here. Not without the maps.�
Got it. As Chase and Flynn discussed the situation I glanced over at Lazzo, and we stared at each other for a few minutes. Finally he bowed his head, and I turned to thank Flynn and Chase one more time before succumbing to the sandman. A few solid hours of sleep would be quite heavenly tonight. I was confident that, in a little while, all hell was going to break loose.

TWENTY-ONE � Son Of A� (Ryan)

---------- (Wednesday, August 3, 2022.) ----------
Redemption Island, Hawaii
Danny couldn�t shake the feeling this entire scenario was being dictated according to a bigger plan. �This is more than a kidnapping for ransom,� he�d said. He felt like he was�like we all were�being played. We weren�t being proactive in any of this; we were only reacting. As a trained Marine sniper, he was used to being ahead�to being able to see what was coming�not behind like this. This was pissing him off.
Danny called Governor Barnes back after he�d collected himself and asked if the governor had told anyone about the message from the boat regarding the �terrorists� being killed. He hadn�t. Damien had picked up the message when he�d checked the line and called the governor directly. I listened over the speakerphone as Danny and Governor Barnes discussed the situation.
�Governor, please don�t say a word about this to anyone, not the other operatives�not even Nicole. I�ll tell Damien to sit on the message for now�there�s something about this that isn�t right. Those people at the house know a little too much about our capabilities. They seem to know everything.�
�Wait�so are we talking about a mole, Danny?�
�Honestly, Governor, I don�t know. But it makes sense if there is one. How else would the kidnappers know exactly what we can and can�t do, see, record, et cetera? How is it that an area of the island we weren�t even looking at suddenly ends up on that screen showing us everything we needed to see?�
�What do you mean? I thought you stumbled across it.�
�That�s just it. I didn�t. We didn�t. The compound wasn�t in any of the zones we were searching.�
�So Nicole��
�It came up on her screen�somehow�that�s all I know for sure. I have to believe we saw what the kidnappers wanted us to see exactly when they wanted us to see it. All of this so far has gone according to their plan.�
�So you don�t think Nicole�s in on it�that she�s one of them?�
�I don�t know,� Danny said. �But we can�t tip her�or anyone else�off to anything we�ve discussed here. Not until we know more.�
Governor Barnes agreed.

After Danny hung up with the governor and spoke to Damien, he expressed his concerns to the rest of us. �The DTF operatives in Area 52 are people just like us. They have their loyalties as we do, but that doesn�t mean they can�t be compromised. They�re as skilled as they come�and are all capable of manipulating the system. Wouldn�t you say, Keena?�
She nodded. �It�d be pretty easy for any of them.�
�You seem to be suggesting you know who set this up,� Kate noted.
Danny nodded. �Set it up? That I�m not sure of. But to guarantee no one found the house earlier when we were searching the satellite feed Nicole preset all the screens on specific coordinates. She delayed us�wasted our time�and then suddenly found the property outside the coordinates. Too convenient to be coincidence.�
�But we wouldn�t have even known about the ELF idea in the first place if it wasn�t for Nicole. So why would she have wanted us to get a message to the carrier if she�s helping them?� Kate sounded unconvinced.
�Hang on.� Danny held up a hand. �I don�t think she�s necessarily helping them. Obviously it looks that way, but maybe she was forced to do what she did, and sending a message to the aircraft carrier might not have had an effect on anything else.�
I am so lost. �Okay.� I couldn�t take it anymore. �Explain this to the rest of us, so we can understand what the heck you�re saying� or is it just me that�s confused?�
There was a hot-potato exchange of glances around the room but no comments. Maybe it was just me.
�I think what Danny�s trying to say is that the kidnappers have something on us�� Blake volunteered. �� and they could have leverage on Nicole too.�
�So you�re not going to do anything about it?� Frustration was eating me alive. Seriously?
�Exactly.� Danny nodded. �Without knowing specifically what�s involved, if I pull Nicole out now, I could threaten whatever�or whoever�they�re holding over her.�

I didn�t like it. It still didn�t make perfect sense to me, but I wasn�t going to mention that now�not when everyone else seemed to understand Danny�s theory. I had thought all the operatives lived at Area 52 and never left there specifically so they couldn�t become a security breach. Isn�t that the whole idea? So do these people have one of Nicole�s siblings? Or her parents? What is their leverage? Does it even matter? If Nicole was helping them, she had to have a reason compelling enough for her. I�d have done anything to save my daughter and Emily, no matter who asked me, so I definitely could understand. But I still didn�t like it.
Danny decided he needed to go talk to Nicole in person, and he asked Tara and Kate to go along with him. Blake, Trigger, and Twix went as well, and Axel flew them all to the Hexagon. Deacon, Keena, and Royce stayed here with the rest of us. We�d watch the meeting via satellite.

When Danny arrived at the Hexagon, he directed Damien to open up a secure direct feed between the interrogation room at Area 52 and the computer we had on Redemption. Danny looked up into the camera and told Keena to kill the line if she caught any sign of someone tapping in to the feed�even from inside the Hexagon.
We watched from the computer in Blake�s office as Nicole knocked on the interrogation room door and entered. Danny and Kate were the only ones in there with her. Danny must not trust Tara�s emotional state. Nicole looked nervous. Then again, my hands were shaking, and I wasn�t anywhere near there. Nicole sat down and looked at Danny and Kate. We couldn�t see her face clearly, but her voice was noticeably shaky when she spoke. �What�s this about, Danny?�
�Nicole, the only way this goes bad for you is if you pretend you don�t know why I�m here talking to you right now.� He paused. �You have my word. I will not act on anything before tonight. Nothing� I promise.�
I saw her wipe her face a couple times and knew Danny was right. She is involved. Dang it. How did I not get any of this?
�Danny, I�m sor�I�m so sorry.�
�I need to know what�s going on, Nicole. Who are we dealing with here, and what do they have on you?� He tossed the patch from the boat onto the table and tapped the emblem. �Who are you working for?�
She glanced at the patch then up at Danny in obvious surprise. �I have no idea what that is. And� have on me?� We saw her look at Kate then back at Danny. �N-n� nothing. They don�t have anything on me. You mean�wait, you don�t know? Why are you��
Now Danny looked surprised. �I don�t know what?�
Nicole looked like she had several different thoughts she wanted to express at that point�like she didn�t know where to start.
�Come on, Nicole,� Danny urged.
�They� they don�t have anything on me. They have Hayley. Hayley is on the aircraft carrier with Lazzo.�
Danny stood up suddenly, his chair slamming back against the wall. His �What?� preceded mine by a millisecond. �Nicole, you�re certain Hayley is on that ship?� He almost yelled the question.
She nodded. �Pretty sure, yes. Lazzo forced her��
�I know what happened. So she�s��
I was stunned. I sank into a chair, and Keena turned to look at me. Was Nicole saying what I thought she was saying? A glance at Dad�s stricken face and I knew she was. Hayley was one of the �terrorists� they�d killed on the carrier. Hayley is dead. I could feel the tears forming in my eyes. I stared blankly at the screen that had become a blur.
�How do you know that?� Danny�s voice remained clear�and remarkably composed.
�I was going to tell you when I found out� I just didn�t know how. I knew you were already thinking it, so I didn�t want to say it. I knew you�d be upset��
�Wait, you think I�m here because I found out you held out on me?�
�No.� Nicole shook her head. �Well, not exactly. I thought you were here because you knew I�d had contact with the people working with Lazzo.�
�The people in the house on Kauai?�
She shook her head again. �No.�
�There are more people involved in this?� Kate revealed her own surprise.
The hits just keep on coming.
�I�I don�t know that for sure. It could be the same people, but they were here on Oahu�they were at the Marine Corps Base Station I sent the ELF message from.�
�Okay, let�s start there. Tell me about that.� Danny leaned forward in his chair.
Nicole took a deep breath. �Okay. When I went to the base to send the message, I wasn�t the only one there. I sent the message, as you requested, but as I was leaving someone put a gun to my head and told me never to come back there. Wait��
�What?� Danny asked.
�Can I see that patch again?�
Danny pulled it back out and set it on the table.
�I have seen this before. The guy who put the gun to my head had it tattooed on his arm�inside wrist to be exact. His hands were white, and he spoke in perfect English�though his voice was electronically altered. He told me they had your friends in Kauai and the girl on the boat�which I later realized meant Hayley. I was to keep all satellite cameras away from the specific coordinates he handed me until 5:00 a.m. and then type those exact coordinates into one screen and pretend like I�d stumbled across the compound. I was ordered not to mention a word to anyone, and any deviation from exactly that and they�d kill them all. So, what is that a symbol of?� She pointed at the patch.
�It�s the insignia for Libyan Intelligence.�
I�m no expert on lie detection but the expression on Nicole�s face couldn�t have been too different from the one on my face when I found out the same thing. She couldn�t possibly be in on this. I turned and said as much to Keena. �She�s not in on this.�
�I know,� Keena replied without taking her eyes off the screen.
Back in the interrogation room Danny was pacing. �Did they give you a way to contact them?� he asked.
Where was he going with this?
�No.�
�So they didn�t even ask you about the message you sent?�
�No.� She shook her head.
Huh. That�s weird.
Danny seemed to think so too. �So they knew what was going on without you saying anything?�
�I don�t know.� Nicole shrugged. �I guess. I definitely didn�t tell them anything.�
Suddenly I understood what Danny�s line of questioning was focused on. These guys knew Nicole was going to be at the Marine base, and they knew what she was there to do. They didn�t need to ask her about the message. They already knew. They had a contact on the boat and someone feeding them information here�they were the link between two parties. We were getting too close too fast, and they needed to slow us down. More importantly�if this was all true�Nicole was definitely not the mole.
�So you don�t know Hayley�s dead?� Danny asked suddenly.
�What?� The shock on Nicole�s face was absolutely authentic. �Dead? How��
Danny held up his hand. �The carrier replied to your message while you were off duty. Damien decoded it and shared it with the governor. Then Barnes told me.�
�What was the message? Can I ask? No one told me anything.�
�They caught the stowaways and killed them.�
�So they�re saying Hayley and Lazzo� but that doesn�t�wait.� Nicole shook her head. �Did Damien go to the Marine base? Did he run into those people too?�
�What? No. The message came here.�
She was still shaking her head. �But it couldn�t. There�s no relay on ELF messages. Someone would have had to send it here manually from the Marine base.�
�Okay, so someone sent it here. So?�
�So otherwise you would have never gotten that message.�
�But why would they want me to get that message? I would think that would be the last thing they�d want.�
�No, Danny. Not if they�re trying to stall you.�
�So my sister and Lazzo are dead?�
�I don�t think so. If that were the case, they wouldn�t need Reagan and the girls at the compound. They wouldn�t still need you to go there tonight. They wouldn�t want you there tonight�or ever.�
�Right. I agree.�
Wait. So Hayley might not be dead? And Danny believes this? I leaned forward to make sure I didn�t miss a word.
�So�� Nicole looked at Kate then back at Danny. �Either they know the reply message was a lie, or they don�t know about the reply at all.�
�Right,� Danny answered, standing again. �And you�re leaning toward the first.�
�I am,� Nicole continued. �Someone on the carrier is communicating with the kidnappers via ELF. And the kidnappers fed Damien the reply from the Marine Corps Base Station. But Damien didn�t think anything about it because he didn�t even know about the ELF�that it couldn�t auto-relay from the carrier.�
�Okay.�
�So if Damien doesn�t know what�s going on and the governor hasn�t put any of this together, then they�re not involved, and there isn�t a mole.�
�No, there is.�
�Or�there is, and it�s�� �One of the other two Digital Task Force agents.� Kate understood where they were going with this. �Which means the mole is either Dewey or Stacy.�
�Most likely.� Danny glanced out the window then added, �And they�directly or indirectly�probably have a contact on the boat.�
I hadn�t even thought of that. It really is one giant web.
�We can�t let Dewey or Stacy know anything about the reply then, or that we even suspect them.� Nicole stated the obvious. �If one of them mentions the response from the carrier, we�ll know who the mole is.�
Danny remained silent. There was always a chance the mole wouldn�t say anything. We might never figure out who it was.
�Dewey and Stacy are out there right now�in the main room.� Nicole pointed toward the other room. �They�re going to wonder why you�re in here talking to me. Whoever�s watching us and making sure I do what they asked�they�re going to know I was talking to you.�
Danny nodded. �Yes.�
�So what do you need from me?�
Suddenly I heard Keena beside me say, �Danny, someone just hacked into this feed.�
Danny touched the earpiece in his left ear and nodded, confirming he�d heard her. �Cut on now, okay.�
Keena nodded. She knew what Danny was talking about. Suddenly Danny went ballistic. He picked up a steel chair and hurled it against the interrogation room window. The bulletproof glass didn�t so much as crack, but it sure made one incredibly loud noise. Kate jumped up and stood back against the wall, and I watched in shock as Danny flipped the table across the room. Papers and water went everywhere. The petrified look on Nicole�s face was genuine.
�What the hell are you doing, Danny?� I yelled at the screen. He obviously couldn�t hear me�and didn�t reply.
The door to the room swung open then, and Blake stuck his head in. �Get out!� Danny screamed at him. �Now!�
I watched Blake close the door and saw Danny pick up one more chair and hurtle it at the camera in the corner of the room. It didn�t appear to hit the camera, but the screen went all fuzzy, then black.
�What happened?� I looked at Keena.
�He said now. That was the signal to cut the feed.�
I had been so caught up in what I was watching I�d completely forgotten. �Oh. I thought he hit the camera.�
�I think that�s what he was going for,� Jenna said over my shoulder.
Keena nodded. �I cut the feed as close to impact as possible.�
�Keena, can you get a feed of the main room?�
�Sure, Ryan. But I still have direct audio through Danny in the interrogation room if you want to listen.� She handed me one of the earpieces.
�Can anyone else hear this?�
�No, just you and I. It�s our direct comm.�
I pushed the earpiece into my ear and listened carefully to the conversation in the interrogation room.

�So if they�re not holding anything over you, why would they think you�d go along with it?� Danny asked quietly, the rage absent. �Why wouldn�t you tell someone else?�
�I wouldn�t say they weren�t holding something over me. It may not be my family in that house, but I certainly wasn�t going to jeopardize yours.� Nicole sounded calm. �They told me they would kill Reagan and the girls if I told anyone. How would they know? I don�t know. But if there was a chance they would�if I�d told you and someone had killed them, I couldn�t live with that.�
�And what if waiting to tell us was what ended up killing them?�
�Well�� There was a lengthy pause. �Then I guess I�d have to live with that.�
�Look,� I heard Danny answer. �What you�re saying makes sense�all of it. If they thought Lazzo was dead, this would all be over. They�d either leave the hostages or kill them, and then they wouldn�t need me to come to Kauai for the next set of instructions. Unless��
�Unless what?� I heard Kate�s voice in the background.
�Unless they�re hoping to capture me somehow and still get what they wanted in the first place.� Danny didn�t sound convinced.
�You could look at it another way.� Nicole clearly had something in mind.
�What�s that?� Danny asked.
�Why take Hayley? Why her specifically?�
�To get me to do what they want.�
�Okay. But why take her to America? Why not just keep her here somewhere?�
�What are you getting at?�
�What if it�s not Hayley they want at all, but you?�
�What?�
�Well, why specifically ask you to come to the compound�and alone? Why not take one of the younger girls to America instead of Hayley? Or Reagan?�
�Okay.� The skepticism clouding Danny�s voice earlier was gone. �Keep going.�
�They don�t want you to think Hayley is dead�even if she is. My guess would be that was a message their contact on the ship didn�t want to send� but had to. Think about it� if you knew Hayley was dead, they wouldn�t get what they want from you. You�d be going to Kauai to free the girls immediately. We�d be seeing or hearing something from the kidnappers� something! It�s been silent on that front. They�re still expecting you tonight, as planned. And they think you�ll still follow through.�
�So they�re just going to kill me tonight?�
�No. I don�t think so. I think they want you to follow your sister.�
�So Hayley is some kind of bait for Danny? This wasn�t a random kidnapping?� That was Kate.
Nicole responded immediately. �I believe Hayley was intentionally targeted, yes.�
�And you don�t think this is a trap tonight?� Danny basically repeated his earlier question�clearly still digesting Nicole�s theory.
�No, Danny, I don�t.� Nicole sounded pretty certain. �If they just wanted to kill you, why wait until tonight. Why wait until after the rescue planes have left the carrier for Colorado? They don�t want you to alert anyone. They don�t want you to stop them. They want you to go after your sister. Whatever it is, they want something from you Danny�something the rest of us don�t have. But they need to make sure the exchange occurs in their favor�so that would exclude it happening here in Hawaii or on the carrier.�
�How does Nicole know the flight times and rescue details?� I asked Keena.
�We all have a copy.� Keena opened a drawer and handed me a green folder. �Check for yourself. Everything she�s said checks out. She could be right.�
Danny hadn�t said anything in a little while. Finally I heard his voice again. �Let�s say I completely agree with you. I still have one question. Why me? Why not the governor? What do I have that no one else does?�
I heard Kate say Lazzo�s name.
�What?� Danny asked.
�Oh� oh no�Danny��
�What, Kate?�
�Danny, I never told you because it was stupid� or I thought it was stupid.� Kate paused. �A few days ago, when you guys all came here for the Pack meeting, I caught Lazzo coming out of our room at the tree house.�
�What?� Danny sounded equal parts angry and surprised.
�I�m sorry. I asked him what he was doing, and he said he needed some��
�What, Kate? Needed some what?�
�Underwear��
What the hell? I looked around the room before remembering only Keena was following this with me. I raised my eyebrows at her. She shrugged. Underwear? Personally, I understood why Kate hadn�t said anything to Danny. Lazzo needed Danny�s underwear? That is stupid.
Danny was silent. I was waiting for him to reply, but he didn�t.
Kate spoke up instead. �Danny? Do you know what he was really in there for?�
Danny answered quietly. �I think so.�
�What did he find?� Nicole asked.
�Nothing,� Danny replied. �He didn�t find it, because I had it with me. But now I know what �come prepared� meant on the note.�
What? What did he have with him? What is he supposed to bring? Again I looked around at everyone in the room before locking eyes with Keena. She shrugged, but something in her expression suggested she had an idea what Danny was talking about. I continued watching her face as the conversation in the earpiece resumed.
�What was he looking for, Danny?� Kate asked.
I heard a door open and Danny say the words, �The book. They want the book.�
Apparently Keena�s suspicions had been accurate. She was nodding.
Wait� so Sam was killed over�holy cow! It registered with me then. Sam really is the one who went overboard. Sam is dead. Lazzo killed Sam. Lazzo took Hayley. Lazzo did all of this! Over a book? A book?

Lazzo had tried to get this book without kidnapping anyone�without casualties. When that failed and he couldn�t find it, he took someone he knew would draw the book out of hiding, someone he knew Danny would come after. This wasn�t plan A. It was plan B. Damn it!
I suddenly realized I�d said that out loud. �What?� Deacon asked.
�Everything Nicole said was right. This was never about Hayley. There is a much bigger plan.�
�What kind of plan?� Royce asked.
�Remember the book Danny told us about in the Elephant Box?� Keena turned and addressed Deacon and Royce.
�That�s what they want,� Deacon stated more than asked.
Keena nodded. I shook my head in disbelief, but none of the Pack members looked even remotely surprised. They must have known what was in that book. �Son of a bitch.� What is really going on here? I placed my head in my hands.
Son� of� a� bitch.

TWENTY-TWO � Whack-a-Mole (Ryan)

---------- (Wednesday. August 3, 2022.) ----------
Danny had to think quickly. If Nicole was right, then the mole would be watching Danny when he left the room. They�d be looking for signs of what Nicole had told him�trying to determine if she had violated her instructions. The lives of Reagan, Abbey, Emily, and perhaps even Hayley depended on Danny selling the mole a story. But what story? Given his destruction in the room, he�d have to come out angry. He needed to make another scene.
I thought he would come right out and say Nicole was the mole�let the real mole think he or she was still safe. It seemed to me that wouldn�t be far-fetched�that doing so wouldn�t jeopardize Hayley or the others. But that wasn�t remotely what Danny did.
The main room was visible on our screen now. Danny came out of the interrogation room and into view. We watched him flip a cart full of papers and books. Everyone in the room�here on Redemption and there in Area 52�seemed to jump at once. Danny walked directly toward Blake. �This is your fault.� His punch caught Blake by surprise, and he spilled backward over the table.
Blake hit the floor and bounced right back up, rubbing his jaw. �Danny, what the hell? What did she say? Whatever it was you can�t possibly believe her. Did she say I�m the mole?�

Jenna and Kaci were beside Keena and me, screaming at Danny through the screen. He couldn�t hear them�of course�as he rounded the table, still going after Blake. Trigger and Twix moved in between them as Danny continued shouting. �I know what you did, you son of a bitch. They�re all dead because of you.�
�Danny, it wasn�t me��
�Shut up.� Danny lunged at Blake, but Twix grabbed him. �Just shut up. Don�t you see what you�ve done? If you would have just gone along like you were supposed to. If you would have just done your job!�
�But you��
�Don�t you dare. This is all on you. If anything happens to Hayley, it�s all on you.� Danny clawed at Twix, but the Navy SEAL held him back.
I shared Jenna and Kaci�s bewilderment, but I remained silent. I had heard everything in the other room�or I thought I had. But Danny seemed possessed by something else now. This didn�t seem to have anything to do with what Nicole had told him. What the hell are you doing, Danny?
Danny raged on. �I trusted you to take care of Hayley. You�Blake� if she�s dead, so help me God��
Blake looked stunned. Danny slumped to the floor, and Twix turned toward Trigger and Blake. �Get him out of here,� Danny said, loud enough for everyone to hear. �I don�t ever want to see him again.�
�Okay, this doesn�t make any sense?� I revealed my frustration to the rest of the room. �This isn�t Blake�s fault��
�Ryan,� Dad chimed in.
�What?� I snapped.
�I�m sure there�s a logical explanation. You and Keena listened to the entire conversation in the interrogation room. Isn�t all this related to that?�
�What did Nicole say?� Kaci was yelling at me now. �Seriously? He just beat the crap out of my brother. What did she say about him?�
�Nothing.� I looked at Keena for support. �Did we hear anything about Blake in there?� Keena just shook her head.
Deacon spoke up. �Put it this way, Ryan�if you�re confused, I�m sure the mole is too. I�m with your pops on this one. I don�t know why Danny just did that, but he sure made it look good.�

Twix and Trigger quickly escorted Blake out of the room as he yelled back at Danny, �Come on� what did I do? Danny�� He sounded like he was going to cry.
We heard Twix tell him to shut up, and they were gone.
My eyes were now fixed on Danny sitting on the floor. Kate walked over to him and knelt beside him. He buried his head in her shoulder, and she sat there in silence, rubbing his back.
Jenna and Kaci remained glued beside me, eyes fixated on the screen, still trying to get some clue as to what had happened and why. We watched as Danny slowly stood up and walked out of the room, in the opposite direction of where they�d taken Blake. Kate watched him walk away, and then Nicole helped her up. �I�m sorry,� I heard Nicole say to Kate. �I wish I could��
Kate quieted her. �It�s not your fault. We should have trusted you.� And then Kate walked out of the room the way Blake had exited.
Jenna turned to me. �Ryan, what��
I could only shrug and look at my dad and Deacon. �Honestly, don�t ask me.�
Jenna�s sudden concern for Blake was interesting. When we�d first come to Hawaii, she and Blake had been pretty close�almost a couple. Apparently it had been some kind of rebound after Cameron�s death for Jenna, or Blake had been unwilling to risk hurting her�who knew�but one of them had called it off for some reason. And now Jenna was back to wearing Cameron�s ring, and she and Blake didn�t spend much time alone together. But clearly there was still something there.

An hour later, everyone arrived back at Redemption�except for Blake. Kaci and Jenna ran down the dock in a fury toward Danny, but Trigger and Twix cut them off. �Easy,� Twix said.
�Danny, what the hell did you do?� Jenna screamed. �What did Blake have to��
�How dare you blame this on Blake.� Kaci pointed her finger at him, trying to squeeze past Trigger.
�Let them through, guys,� Danny said wearily. The girls slipped past Trigger and Twix. �Kaci, Jenna�he�s fine. Blake and I are good.�
�What do you mean?� Kaci yelled. �That wasn�t fine!�
Yeah, what? I was so confused. �Danny, I listened to that entire conversation, and there was nothing even said about Bla��
�Calm down. All of you. I had to take precautions based on what Nicole told us in that room. Someone at Area 52 is watching us. Someone is making sure this plan doesn�t get derailed. Nicole told us a lot, but I couldn�t hang her out to dry. I couldn�t let anyone think I even suspected her.�
�But Blake��
�Kaci, I know this is hard to understand.� Danny reached out for her arm, but she stepped away. �I had to make the real mole feel as safe now as they were before I walked into that room. I don�t care who it was�which one of them�but I know it�s not Blake.�
�But��
This time when Danny reached out for her she didn�t move away. �However,� Danny continued. �I needed to put Blake in place in case I�m right. I couldn�t use anyone else. No one would ever believe I could take on either of these guys.� He pointed to Trigger and Twix. �They�d kill me. Blake was the only one who would take it�even if he could probably kill me too.�
We were silent, listening. Seems Dad and Deacon were right. �So Blake knew��
�No, Blake didn�t know I was going to hit him. He had no idea what I was yelling at him about. I couldn�t warn him, and I couldn�t let him speak. It needed to be real. He needed to be surprised.�
�I don�t think surprised is the right word.� I shook my head.
�Fine, then maybe it worked. Hopefully it worked. If you listened to the entire conversation and still don�t get it, then the mole will probably be just as confused.�
�I get it now.�
�Okay, Dad.� Danny didn�t sound like he believed me. �Anyway, I told Twix to get him out of the room immediately, and I sent Kate after him to explain it all. She took him to the airport and had Axel hide him on a plane.�
�Hide him?� Kaci was still lost.
�What�s in the book?� I asked.
�Yes.� Danny nodded to Kaci first, before he answered me. �I can�t tell you what�s in the book, Dad, but you have a pretty good idea how important it is. Lazzo took Hayley so I�d be forced to bring the book to him�though nothing in it would be of any use to him personally, so he clearly intends to turn it over to someone. That�s what I gathered from that conversation with Nicole. It�s a gut feeling, but I think they�re having me come alone tonight with no intention of letting me come back here.�
�You think they�re going to kill you tonight? But I thought you said��
�No, Dad. I don�t think that. The �come prepared� on the note has to mean �bring the book.� But I doubt they�d take it from me here on the islands�not with everyone knowing where they are. If anything happened to me tonight, they know they�re all dead. They have to be sending me somewhere else. The exchange will be taking place elsewhere.�
�How do you know that?� Tara asked.
�Well, it�s an assumption�of course. But they don�t know I assume that�and maybe I�m even wrong about their intentions. But�if I�m right�then this was my one chance to take an advantage by hiding Blake on a plane. Like I said earlier. I couldn�t take Trigger or Twix by surprise. They�d have beaten the crap out of me. But Blake�he wouldn�t have fought back initially, and Trigger and Twix would�ve broken it up before I got a second punch in. It was a split-second decision�and maybe it was the wrong one�but for now, I think it kept everyone alive.�
Danny let that sink in and then addressed all of us. �It was a foolish oversight to ignore the possibility of enemy survivors in these attacks. Obviously there are others here in Hawaii who are a part of all this too. Maybe they�re even Americans. Nicole indicated the person at the base who held her up and gave her the instructions was white�possibly even American. We don�t know how high up this goes. What we do know is I have what they want, and they�� He glanced in the direction of Kauai. �They have what I want.�
�But Lazzo�� Tara spoke up.
�Yeah, I know.� Danny looked at her. �I didn�t see that coming. I really thought he and his brother were on our side�that they didn�t want to be a part of this takeover anymore.� Danny paused and looked out over the water. �Maybe he blamed me for Eddie�s death.�
It can�t be that. Lazzo had to have had this mission before Eddie died. �Okay, so Danny, I hear what you�re saying. But why would he need to take Hayley away? Why not keep her on Kauai, make the exchange here, and then take off?�
Danny rubbed his forehead. �Like I said, Dad, I don�t think what�s in this book is of use to anyone here. I think Lazzo is trying to get it to someone on the mainland. Maybe they�ve guaranteed him something. Beyond that, I�m at as much of a loss as you.�
�I doubt that.� I shook my head. I�m completely lost.

Danny spent the next few hours with the Pack. If, as expected, he wasn�t able to come back to Redemption tonight, he wanted Trigger and Twix to stick to the governor. He hadn�t let the governor in on his thought process because he knew Barnes would never let him leave with the book. That alone suggested what might be in that book.
The governor was the only person in Hawaii Danny was certain wanted to protect the islands at all costs. Danny believed Governor Barnes was willing to die�if necessary�to do so. I listened as Deacon and Royce tried to convince him to take along a fake book instead of the real one, but Danny insisted he couldn�t. He knew more than all of us did about why that wouldn�t work�we had to trust him. Of course, it wasn�t that simple.
I trusted Danny, of course, but I could also see Deacon and Royce�s point. If the contents of that book were as relevant to our security�and to America�s future in general�as I was beginning to believe, it couldn�t make sense to risk all of that for one person. But ultimately this was Danny�s decision. He was the one who had been entrusted with the book. He told Trigger and Twix if at any point the Shield system failed, it would be their responsibility to climb the �Stairway to Heaven� and reboot it manually. That seemed to make everyone feel better. Those two are a pretty good fail-safe. We realized losing the book wouldn�t necessarily be a fatal blow, but� There has to be more in that book than info on Hawaii. So what exactly was Danny risking�or what was he willing to risk, for that matter�to save his sister? And what guarantee did he have that if he did all he was asked to do he�d even get her back� that we�d get any of them back alive?
I knew the answer to that question already. There are no guarantees.

We said our goodbyes at eight o�clock. Keena and Axel were going to ride along with Danny in the boat and wait for him at Waimea Bay. Deacon and Royce had agreed to stay at Redemption with us until whenever Danny came back. They wanted his mind to be at ease. Tara walked up to him and wrapped her arms around him. I could see her body shaking and knew she was crying. I heard her thank him and tell him she loved him. Danny held his hand out to me, but I pulled him in for a hug. �Bring her back,� I said, hoping he was wrong about not coming back to Redemption tonight. �Bring them all back�yourself too.� I was trying to maintain control of my emotions. �I love you, son.�
Danny cleared his throat and stepped back. �If she�s out there I�ll get her, Dad.� He met my eyes and smiled, but I could see his eyes watering too. So this isn�t just hard for me. I nodded, and the rest of us backed off to give him time with Kate.
We watched from a distance as they hugged each other for a long minute, and then Danny stepped back. They continued to hold hands though, and suddenly I heard Danny say �What?� loudly. What was that for? He got down on one knee�his hands at her side and his head to Kate�s stomach. No way! When he kissed her stomach and stood back up, I knew Kate was pregnant. You have got to be kidding me!
We edged our way toward them and heard Kate say, �We need you, Danny. Please�� He nodded and kissed her, tears visible in his eyes, and then turned away from all of us. He stepped into the boat, and they motored off. I saw him look back at us one more time, but I knew he was probably looking at his wife. Kate held one hand up high�in a wave�until she couldn�t see him anymore. When she finally lowered her hand, Tara grasped it and pulled her close. I joined in and hugged them both, thinking what I couldn�t get myself to say. He�ll be back. Now he has one more reason to come back.

TWENTY-THREE � The Story (Hayley)

Early Morning Hours.
---------- (Thursday. August 4, 2022.) ----------
Aboard the USS George Washington.
I woke up with a jolt, like someone had kicked me in the head. I sat up quickly and looked around, but it was still dark out�or in. Flynn and Chase were lying side by side next to the lamp. Lazzo remained asleep in his corner. So what woke me up? I didn�t remember dreaming. Huh. Weird. I stood up and stretched. Now was as good a time as any to have my talk with Lazzo. I picked up one of the 9mm�s we�d taken from the armory, walked over to him, and nudged him with my foot.
He too bolted up, and a moment of panic flickered in his eyes as he saw me with a gun in hand. �Hayley, what��
�Let�s talk.�
He nodded and followed me as far from the sleeping twins as we could get. We sat down in a corner of the room with just enough light to see each other.
�The way I see it, you owe me some information now. I�ve proved my loyalty to you and your mission, haven�t I?� I didn�t wait for him to answer. �You know I could have easily left you in the cell to die. You also know Flynn saved both of us. She is untouchable, do you understand? Both of them are.�
Lazzo nodded. �Hayley, I do owe you an explanation� for Sam. I�m sorry��
�Understand your apology means absolutely nothing to me. I get that he was a threat to you. As much as I hate you, I also understand you felt you didn�t have a choice. So keep your worthless apologies to yourself.�
�Then what? What do you expect me to tell you?� He clearly wasn�t any happier with me than I was with him.
�What�s the master plan? Just give me the basics. Tell me whatever I need to know, so I�m not surprised by something that could really hurt us.�
I could see the wheels turning in his head. I half expected him to refuse to tell me any more, but he surprised me.
�Okay.� He glanced at the twins to make sure they were still asleep. �Somehow we need to get on a plane to the mainland and avoid getting shot down at the coast. We need to get close to Denver and find a place we can meet your brother, assuming he does in fact come for you. Then we make the exchange and go our separate ways.�
�You actually do want Danny to come?� I asked, mildly surprised. �And if he does�if he brings you the book�you�ll honestly let us go?�
�Hayley, you don�t have to believe me. I�m certain you won�t now. But I am a man of integrity. Danny has saved my life twice. I don�t want to hurt either of you. I did not want to shoot Sam. I wanted to kill Block when he was attacking you. I promise you�I promise you�I honestly care for you a lot.�
I chose to pretend his words didn�t matter to me�even concealing my smile at him calling Brock �Block��but the ache deep in my chest proved I did care. I was certain he meant every word he said. I almost felt sorry for him. Still, no amount of truth or apologies would make me forget what he�d done to Sam�what he�d done to me.
�Would you really kill Dad, Tara, and Ollie?�
�No.� His reply was sufficiently firm. �I was given a bomb and chose not to leave it there. I brought it with us instead. I needed you to believe I would though.�
�Oh, I believed you would.� I kicked the wall. �Trust me.� Should�ve pushed him off the boat back in Hawaii.
�But that doesn�t mean they�re safe. The people who have the girls, they have no allegiance to me. I left Danny a clue on the boat to let him know who he was dealing with. If he�s found the boat and been to the property on Kauai by now he will hopefully have made the connection. He will know they are professionals and that they are serious�perhaps even that it is all connected. He will do what they tell him to do or none of this will matter. If I don�t make it to Denver in time�or at all�or Denver sends a message to kill them, they will kill them, no matter what I do or say, maybe even after I give them what they want. If Denver tells them to try to get to Redemption and kill the others, they will try that too. If Danny got my message he can hopefully prevent that. I do not work with these people�I do not work for these people.�
�Hang on�you say that, but here you are, doing what they want you to.�
�I was given assurances,� Lazzo explained. �My command�the Libyan commander, he says he has my family in prison in Puerto Rico. My family. I thought they were all dead, but then��
�What?�
�Then�I see what I think is them on a video at that house�my wife and daughter. I think I see my brother too. My brother� he is supposed to be alive there too.�
�Eddie? But he��
�Yes, Eddie. They tell me they don�t kill him�they don�t kill my wife and daughter�they give them to me if I get them what they need.�
�Okay.� I leaned my head back, thinking. He was actually telling me a lot. �Assuming all of that is true� what is it exactly they need?�
�The book.�
�I know that. I mean, what�s in this special book?�
I was expecting an, �I can�t tell you that� but he had completely let down his guard now. �Codes. Danny has a book with codes.� �Codes? What kind of��
�For disarming the Shield, for breaking into the Cheyenne Mountain bunker, for launching missiles�maps, plans, secrets, et cetera� those kind of things.�
Holy shit. And he�s expecting Danny to give that to him? To Qi Jia? �Uh, Lazzo��
�I�ve said too much, Hayley. But I owed you that. And now you know what you need to know. I don�t want to talk about this again.� He stood and walked away.
I watched him leave and reviewed our conversation. He had clearly said there were no guarantees. Even if he did what this commander expected him to, the captors could still kill Reagan and the girls. How was there any potential victory in this for us? We were entirely at the mercy of people who had never shown any.

As Lazzo sat down, I saw Flynn stand and walk toward me. She kept a suspicious eye on Lazzo, and it occurred to me she couldn�t see me in the shadows behind these crates. She might be worried about what he might have done to me. I stood up and watched the relief flood her face as she saw me step out of the dark corner. She hurried over. �Thank God��
�He�s not going to hurt me.� I took her hand. �He needs me.�
�Can you tell me what�s going on? I mean, you don�t have��
�No, that�s fine.� We sat down and leaned against the cold steel wall. �Flynn, you have done far more than enough to deserve to know what I know.� I told her about Sam and shared everything Lazzo had told me�save for the contents of the book. When I was finished, all she could say was, �Wow.�
�Tell me about it.� I leaned my head back.
�I�m sorry about Sam.� She rested her head on my shoulder.
�And I�m sorry about Jesse.� I tilted my head against hers. I was fortunate Flynn was who she was�when she was�and that she had the set of circumstances in her life that made her willing to help me�to go against her father. �So what happens to you and Chase now?�
I could feel her shrug. �I don�t know. No clue. But I do know we have to get you and Lazzo on one of the planes. They leave in two hours.�
She was right, but I had another dilemma. I wanted to bring her along with me, to keep her safe, but safety was even more uncertain off this ship. I might be putting her more in harm�s way. It felt like a lose-lose scenario. I finally reasoned it was unfair for me to decide. �Flynn��
�Yeah?�
�Do you want to come with us?�
She didn�t answer for a while, and I turned to look her in the eyes. Finally she nodded. �Yes, but� I don�t think I should.�
I paused for a few seconds too but then replied, �I understand. I do. Your dad��
�No.� She grabbed my arm. �It has nothing to do with my dad. It�s Chase. He has asthma and anxiety attacks. He�s not exactly the athletic type. He tries, and he would seriously try, but he�s been sick a lot lately and� I don�t think he�d make it.�
How did this all-around beautiful person come from that monster? �Flynn��
�I�m sorry��
�No.� I smiled and wrapped her in a hug. �Please don�t apologize. We�re almost the same age, but you�re easily five times the person I am. How you�ve become who you are with��
�Dad?�
I nodded. �Yes.�
�Put it this way� terrible people are the best examples of what you don�t want to be.� Ain�t that the truth. �I had to take care of my mother when my dad wouldn�t. When she was in the hospital�dying�he didn�t visit her once or even ask about her. So what if they were divorced? When she died, I had to take care of Chase. I love my brother, but he�s had such a tough life. Dad has been far worse to him than he�s ever been to me. We�ve both had to live with the abuse and rage and a drunken loser of a father�but Chase always had to hear how he was such a disappointment�how Dad wished he�d never been born. I had to keep Chase going. I had to keep Chase alive.�
I couldn�t even imagine. Even when Dad had abandoned Danny and me after Mom died, I still believed he loved us�he certainly never said otherwise. �Hey�you�re amazing,� I smiled at her. �Trust me. And you�re nothing like��
A voice booming over the intercom system interrupted me. Flynn and I both jumped. �One hour to departure.�
�Nothing like him,� I said, nodding as Flynn pointed up toward the sound of the voice. One hour? Why are they leaving early? That didn�t give us much time to get everything in place. We had to get moving.
We headed over toward Chase and Lazzo. �So� Cassandra huh?� I elbowed her.
�Don�t get me started on that now. Dad�s choice, of course. He wanted Cassius�compromised with Mom on Cassandra. I haven�t gone by it in years.�
�Didn�t like Cassie?�
Flynn shook her head. �I didn�t want anything close.�
�And Chase is��
�Evander.�
I snorted and covered my mouth. �No.�
Flynn laughed, nodding. �Yep.�
�I�m sorry,� I said, looking at Chase who had overheard the tail end of this conversation.
�Tell me about it.� At least he was smiling.
�Boxing names?� What else could they be?
�It�s his favorite sport,� Flynn muttered coldly. �Just ask Mom.�
I understood the reference to the captain�s violent nature. �I wish I could,� I replied, trying to put a positive spin on it instead.
She turned and looked at me. �You�d have loved her.�
�I�m sure I would have.�

TWENTY-FOUR � Four Prisoners (Danny)

---------- (Wednesday Night. August 3, 2022.) ----------
Anyone who�s ever taken one of those tests with instructions to read all the questions first�and then take the test�knows how hard it is to actually do it. The questions at the beginning are so easy�they beg to be answered. They get longer and more complicated but it�s hard not to keep answering them�to just finish the test. And then�at the end�there�s a line that simply says, �Do not answer any of the questions. Write your name on the paper and turn it in.�
The first time I took one of those tests, I failed it. I was a junior in high school. I felt like an idiot. The directions were so simple. In a class of seventy-two students, I was one of four who failed that test. Three of us ended up in the Marines�whatever that says. I promised myself then, that if given the chance to take another test like that, I�d do it right. I�d pass it�like I should have the first time.
Reading the instructions left for me at the gate in Kauai felt like taking one of those tests. At the first line��Go back to the boat and take it to Pearl Harbor��I was ready to take off, but I kept reading. I didn�t leave. Not right away. I read the instructions all the way through to the bottom�and then read them all again. I didn�t want to miss a single step. Like typos on prescriptions�every single word could be the difference between life and death.

The note was, again, handwritten in perfect English.
Take the boat and book to Pearl Harbor.
Do not return to or contact anyone from your island.
You are not to talk to anyone in Oahu.
Take a plane and fly to Colorado.
You must exchange the book for your sister at Knight�s Peak.
(Coordinates: N 38.72527 and W -104.94581.)
When we have confirmation we have the book, the prisoners will be released.
You may take a pilot with you. No one else.
We will have eyes on you until you are beyond Hawaii�s surveillance scope,
so do not try to fool us, or your sister and friends will die.
If you are caught, your sister and friends will die.
If you do not have the book with you, you will have to retrieve it immediately AND we will kill one of the hostages now.
Reveal the book or speak the name of the hostage we should kill.
Then leave.

I looked up at the camera extremely thankful I had the book. �You�re asking an awful lot, you know. How do I know Hayley is still alive? How do I know you haven�t already killed the girls?�
Reagan�s voice replied from a speaker somewhere near the camera. �Danny, she�s alive. We�re all okay. They haven�t touched the four of us.�
Four? I looked down, hoping my reaction to the word four hadn�t been obvious. It was dark out here. Maybe that was enough. There are four prisoners in there? Who else? �Reagan��
�No more. The book.� A deep robotic voice had replaced Reagan�s.
�I have it but not on me.� I continued before anyone could interrupt me. �If you have the surveillance you say you do, you know I brought someone with me from the island and that she�s waiting for me at the marina. She has the book. You can�t think I�d be foolish enough to bring it here alone, but I�m also not hiding anything from you.�
�You were to come alone.�
�I brought someone to help me with technology. I know nothing about technology. Absolutely nothing. I didn�t bring anyone else here with me�just her. I was hoping you�d let her go with me. What you�re asking me to do�trust me�I know how important it is. But I can�t get through all the radar and defense systems on the mainland alone. There�s no way. And if you need me to�if you expect me to do this, to get the information to��
�Fine. Just her and a pilot. Now� the book. Have her hold it up to the camera on the G pole in the parking lot.�
�You understand I have to activate my communication unit?�
�Do it.�
�Keena,� I spoke into my headset. �Find the lamp with a G on it and hold the book up towards the surveillance camera.�
A minute later the voice was back. �You have passed the first test. Now go.�
I turned toward the Jeep but stopped and turned back to the camera one last time. �I know you can see me, and I know you can hear me. I�m trusting that everything you say is true. If you want to live, they better all be okay when I get back.�
I knew my words meant nothing to them. They weren�t afraid of me. I said it for the benefit of Reagan and the girls, on the off chance they were listening. I needed to keep them believing there was a way out, so they didn�t try anything foolish. I knew full well the captors had no intention of keeping the girls alive in the end. You don�t take prisoners in a war like this with the thought of ever letting them go. You don�t kill four hundred million people and suddenly change course for three girls�or four, whoever the fourth prisoner was.
Of course, I hadn�t told Tara that. Hadn�t said it to anyone. The rest of the Pack probably figured as much and followed my cue. They didn�t bring it up. From what we�d gathered in military training, we knew Tara would probably never see Emily again. The captors would keep the prisoners safe until they knew I had delivered on my end, and then the captors would disappear. They�d have no reason to keep the girls alive. It�s not pessimism when it�s reality.
But the same writing wasn�t necessarily on the wall for Hayley. If I could get to her, there was a chance she could make it through all of this. A lot of that was going to be up to Lazzo, and I couldn�t help but feel there had to be more to this story I didn�t know. I was holding out hope on my end that Lazzo was being forced to do this and that there was an alternative to killing Hayley. Maybe he�d take me for her if he needed one of us. I was only going after her because I still believed I could save her. If I thought she was dead, I�d never risk the transaction I was expected to make. This book in the wrong hands would mean the permanent end to America. I had to figure out a way around that to save Hayle�and pray for a miracle. I was also putting my faith in a man I believed was good, even if he had killed Sam. There has to be more to this story.

As I raced back to the bay, grateful they were letting me take Axel and Keena, I knew I couldn�t chance letting Blake be seen until we reached the mainland. To that end, I also knew I couldn�t afford to communicate with anyone on Redemption or even say much to Axel or Keena. I�d told Keena I�d talk to them when I could, but until then I needed them to follow my lead and instructions. Any slipup at all�by any of us�could mean the end. We were laying all our cards out on the table for the captors to see. That was why we�d brought the boat over instead of the plane. If they had eyes on it, they�d know we weren�t trying to sneak anything past them. I�d told them about Keena because I figured they already knew she was there. I didn�t want to give them any reason not to trust me.
We hopped into the boat and cut across the choppy water toward Oahu. We rode in silence the entire way. When we arrived at the airport, Axel led us to the plane where he�d hidden Blake, and we taxied down the runway. As we lifted off, I looked down at the dim lights slowly fading away. I shook my head. After all it had taken to escape the mainland, you never could have convinced me I�d be going back so soon. After defying Captain Baker to stay here, now I was following him there anyway. But I knew our missions were unrelated. The other planes would�ve already left the carrier by now. We�d be landing on the carrier, refueling, and following them a good five hours behind. I reminded Axel to let the carrier know we were on our way. He held a thumb up and I unbuckled, heading to the back.
I didn�t care about the NORAD rescue mission anymore. I only had Hayley on my mind. And Kate. And the baby�my baby. Okay, so I have a lot on my mind.
I walked over and lay down next to a crate in the cargo hold with a painted red X on it. I pulled a blanket up over my head and turned to face the crate. I knew there were cameras on us�probably both in the cockpit and in the back. As loud as it was back here I doubted they could pick up any decent audio, but I didn�t want them to see me talking to this crate. �You okay, buddy?� I whispered through the cracks in the wooden box.
�Yeah,� Blake replied from inside the crate. �Face still hurts a little.�
�I can�t let you out until we leave the carrier. Might not even be able to come back here after I get up.�
�That�s fine,� he answered calmly. �It�s tight but I�ll be alright. Hey Danny?�
�Mmm-hmm.�
�I�m sorry, man.� I knew he was talking about Hayley. �We�ll find her.�
�Hope so.� I closed my eyes. I needed a little sleep. �Can you wake me in an hour, Blake? Knock on the crate or something.�
�Sure thing, Rocky.�
I smiled and shook my head. There was silence for a few seconds and then I heard Blake add, �You know, I�m sorry too, Blake. I really didn�t mean to hit you in the face as hard as I possibly could. Awww� thanks Dan. That�s so considerate of you.�
I chuckled but kept my eyes closed. �Jackass.�
�Apology accepted.� Blake laughed quietly inside the box. �But�just sayin� Danny�you hit like a little girl.�
Maybe I should keep you in that crate.

TWENTY-FIVE � Fuel (Hayley)

Early Morning Hours.
---------- (Thursday. August 4, 2022.) ----------
Aboard the USS George Washington.
Flynn had two large black SEAL packs for Lazzo and me, and we jammed them full of the supplies we thought we�d need. We snuck our way back through the channel toward the grate exit. It was pitch-black above the exit and relatively silent. Too silent. �Flynn,� I whispered. �Is there another way out?�
�Yes. But it would take more than an hour to crawl through it. It�s a drainage channel like this one, but it runs the full length of the carrier. There�s an exit halfway down, but it brings you up right in the middle of the deck. The other exit is all the way at the opposite end.�
�I don�t like this. This has to be a trap. They know we�re down here.�
�Let me go check.�
�Flynn, no��
I felt Lazzo grab my shoulder. �Let her go.�
�Hayley, I�ll be fine.� She started to lift the grate, and I saw the red laser line a second before the grate crossed it. An alarm screeched loudly in the hallway above us. Flynn dropped the grate and slipped back down into the channel. �We�ve gotta go.�
We turned and scrambled back toward the flood room. We dropped into it and followed Chase up another ladder into the other channel. We had scrambled halfway to the midway exit when I heard the unmistakable sound of running water behind us. Someone had intentionally flooded the other channel. When the water filled up the flood room, it would fill this channel too. �Hurry!! They�re trying to drown us.�
Chase was grunting loudly, pushing himself as hard as he could. The water had caught up to us. It was only a half-inch deep but was rapidly rising. We reached the grate at the midpoint, and Chase looked up through it.
�There�s a plane running about fifty yards from us. I think you can get there.� He stood up, pushing the grate up.
�Chase, wait.� I reached out for him, but it was too late. He pulled himself out of the channel and took a few steps toward the plane.
I popped my head up out of the hole and had a look for myself. The plane was indeed running, and close, but there was no one around. This isn�t right. �Chase, stop.�
He turned around and motioned for me to follow him. Before I could object and convince him to come back, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. Two men in black had crawled out from behind the wheels of the plane. They had raised their guns and had Chase in their crosshairs. �Chase, watch out. They�re going to shoot you.�
The sudden terror in his eyes was unmistakable. He saw the men and backed toward me. Then I saw another two men step out from behind a stack of crates on the plane. Captain Baker and Brock. Baker had a megaphone. Brock had a rifle. It too was pointed toward us. �Do not move,� Baker barked.
Chase was standing above me, blocking me from the three rifles pointed in my direction. �Chase, step aside, son,� Baker said calmly, taking a couple steps down the open cargo door of the plane.
Flynn had pushed her way up beside me. �Chase, just move,� I said. �They want me. I�m here.�
But Chase shook his head and yelled back at his father, �No, Dad. You don�t need them.�
�Son, this is no time to be something you�re not,� the captain replied. �You are not a hero.�
�And you are?� Chase laughed in disgust.
�Chase�� Flynn begged him not to taunt their father.
�Just leave, Dad. Stick to the plan� they can�t stop you.�
�Last warning, Chase.� Captain Baker was visibly irritated.
�Chase, move!� Flynn yelled at him.
�Lazzo, give me my bow and hold the arrows up for me,� I whispered down at him. He scrambled to pull the bow out of the bag and handed it to me.
�Don�t make me do this, Chase. They�re not worth it.� Baker motioned for Brock to move a little left.
�You�re wrong, Dad. You�re always wrong.� Chase reached into the back of his pants and pulled out a handgun. �You�re not worth it��
�Chase, no.� I reached up to grab him, just as he fired a shot at the plane.
I don�t think he was shooting at his dad. I think he was just trying to scare them off�to make them leave. In any case, Baker wasn�t as merciful�he wasn�t merciful at all. I heard him yell,� �Shoot him,� when Chase fired, and then three shots rang out as one. I heard Flynn scream a millisecond later as Chase�s chest exploded, and he fell backward onto Flynn and I. As he fell, I pushed Flynn back down into the channel and raised my bow. I got off the first arrow quickly and cleanly. It flew true into Brock�s throat. I saw him clutch the arrow and fall to his knees as I ducked back down into the flooded channel. I heard the captain scream, �Take off,� and bullets clanged off the steel surface above us. I peeked up as the other two men with guns boarded the plane and it rolled away. It rolled to the end of the ship and turned, then passed over us and took off, another plane following a minute behind it.
Everyone knew where we were now, and people were coming toward us, but I knew Baker had to have taken the experienced soldiers with him. He wouldn�t short himself on force. �Flynn.� I grabbed her arm.
She was a sobbing, shaking mess. �She k�k� killed. He� she�� Her shivering he�s were coming out as she�s.
�Flynn.� I shook her. �I know. I know this sucks.� Understatement. I realized then I was covered in Chase�s blood. I tried to at least wash it off my face in the flooded channel water. �But you can get him back�you can get your Dad back for this.�
She looked into my eyes, clearly in shock, but also listening.
�I need you�right now�to stand up and get the people coming to listen to you. You need to get Lazzo and me on one of the other planes.�
She nodded and stood slowly. She crawled out of the hole as a large group of people tentatively approached us. Flynn stared down at her brother�s body. She knelt down beside him and lifted his head into her lap. She eyed the people who had drawn close but since stopped. A few peeks out of the hole told me there were about thirty of them, six or seven with guns�including two of Baker�s men�and a handful of women scattered among them.
I heard Flynn start to speak. �Did you see what he did?� I could only see her face from my crouched position, but that was enough. It was sad but determined. �Did you? Did you hear my dad order them to kill my brother? Did you see him shoot his own son?� There were murmurs but no one spoke. �Is that the kind of man you want to follow? Is that a leader?�
I peeked up, as the water was now almost three feet deep. People were shaking their heads. Baker�s two soldiers still had their guns trained on Flynn. We only had about five or six minutes of air space left. Come on, Flynn.
�Well, here�s how it is. I have two people behind me who need a plane to get to America. They�re not going after my Dad. They�re not here to stop the rescue. No one has to go with them, but they�re going to take a plane.� Flynn pulled two pistols out of the back of her jeans but remained kneeling. �Is there anyone here who wants to die over that?� She specifically eyed her father�s men. They didn�t look like they were going to back down.
�Frankly, I don�t care anymore.� Flynn stood up. �My dad�my dad�killed my brother because Chase didn�t believe in letting innocent people die. If anyone wants to kill these two behind me, you�re going to have to kill me first.� She pointed the guns at the SEALs. �And I. Don�t. Care.�
Flynn was in a standoff with the two SEALs. Ninety-nine out of one hundred times that was a terrible idea. But neither of these men probably wanted to shoot a teenage girl who had just watched her brother die. If they shot her, everyone would turn on them. No one else wanted anything to do with this. The group of onlookers disbanded. Pretty soon it was only Flynn and the two SEALs. I whispered up to her, �Flynn, point both guns at the guy on the left. I�ve got the guy on the right.�
Flynn did as I asked, and I stood up with my loaded bow aimed at the other soldier. �Two on two, y�all.� I stared down my opponent. �You�ve got ten seconds to lower those guns before you both die.�
�How about nine before you both die?� Flynn�s man wasn�t flinching.
�Okay then, we all die.� I wasn�t backing off either.
�Why wouldn�t you just kill us anyway?� My SEAL asked.
�Did either of you shoot her brother?�
They both shook their heads. �No,� the one on the left said.
�Then that�s why. Lower your guns. Take the only way out of this.�
�We can�t let you take a plane,� my guy chimed in.
�Look to your left, will you?� I nodded in the general direction. �You see that guy lying there with an arrow through his throat?� Before they could answer, I went on. �That�s you in three seconds if you say one more word to me. Now lower your damn guns.�
He must have taken me seriously�both of them in fact. They glanced at each other, nodded, and lowered their weapons. �Flynn, go get their guns.�
�Now hang on,� my guy responded, his gun back up. �We don�t give our guns to anyone. Why don�t we just let you go?�
�Tell you what, you can take your guns into the cell with you for all I care. It doesn�t matter. If�and that�s a big if�your captain ever does come back, he�ll understand your dilemma. He�ll know you couldn�t shoot us in front of all these people.� There was no one else outside, but they knew people were watching. They were looking back and forth at each other, but still not lowering the guns. �Look, I get it, we�re girls and you�re SEALs. But Baker was standing next to Brock when I put the arrow through his throat. He knows I could kill you just the same, but I�d rather not. None of us has to die. Just do the right thing. Give us your guns, and we�ll give them back.�
Flynn was standing next to her guy now, and he reluctantly handed her his gun. My guy held his out, and Flynn collected it as well. Lazzo climbed out of the channel behind us. I briefly took Flynn�s hand in my own, as Lazzo lifted Chase up off the ground. �I�m so sorry. I tried to��
�It�s not your fault.� Bitterness was thick in her voice. �His entire life he�s been told he wasn�t good enough�that he wasn�t man enough.� She put her hand on Chase�s forehead and closed his eyes. �You were man enough tonight, Chase. You were�� Her voice faded into a choked sob.
I wrapped my arm around her, still eying the two SEALs watching us. �Let�s lock them up, Flynn.�
She nodded and we led them down to the cells Lazzo and I had been in the night before. As promised, we left their guns with them. Lazzo stopped down the hall to leave Chase in the infirmary. The doctor in there volunteered to take care of his body�to wrap it for transport back to Hawaii. Flynn gave her consent.
I couldn�t imagine what she was feeling and felt terrible that I had to leave her like this. I turned to her. �Flynn, Lazzo and I have to leave.�
She shook her head. �No.�
No? �Flynn, what��
�No, you don�t have to leave.�
I objected as she walked past me. �Flynn��
�We have to leave.� She turned to the doctor. �Let those SEALs out tomorrow at daylight, okay?�
He nodded as she stepped out of the infirmary and climbed the stairs toward the remaining airplanes. �Hey, Flynn.� I scrambled after her. �You don�t have to��
She stopped walking and turned toward me. �Yes�Hayley�yes, I do have to.�
What could I say? Lazzo caught up to me and grabbed my arm. �Hayley, she�s not coming with��
�Yes, Lazzo.� I shook his arm off me. �Yes� she is.�

TWENTY-SIX � Catching Up (Danny)

Early Morning Hours.
---------- (Thursday. August 4, 2022.) ----------
1200 miles southwest of Los Angeles, CA.
We landed on the USS George Washington to refuel shortly after 3:00 a.m. The next twenty minutes were extremely difficult to understand.
Only a few deckhands greeted us initially. They knew who I was from the meetings back in Hawaii, but they seemed reluctant to talk to me now for some reason. In fact, they pretty much scattered and hid. So bizarre.
Axel stayed with the plane as it was refueled. Blake remained in the crate. Keena and I asked around about my sister, but no one admitted to seeing her�or even knowing anything about her being on board�and the people who�d been awake for the earlier shift were all in bed. Apparently Baker had only left two of his men behind to guard the ship and�even more strangely�they were both sleeping in a locked cell when we arrived. I offered to let them out, but they declined. To quote the great comedian Will Ferrell, it was �mind bottling.�
We found a doctor cleaning up a deceased boy at the infirmary down the hall, and the doctor was a little more forthcoming. He told us Captain Baker had killed this boy�his own son�for protecting a girl and an African man. Has to be Hayley and Lazzo. The boy appeared to be in his late teens. Hold on� Baker shot his own son?
The doctor then showed us Brock�in a body bag�and explained he�d been shot through the throat with an arrow. So she found a bow? But hang on, if Hayley can fight, why is she still going along with this? I asked the doctor if the girl with the black man had been a prisoner. His bewildered look answered my question. She wasn�t? What the heck? Not only was she not acting like Lazzo�s prisoner, but the captain�s daughter had freed Hayley and Lazzo after they�d been captured and hid them. That�s when her brother had been killed by her father. The captain�s daughter was still working with Hayley and Lazzo. They had locked two of Baker�s SEALs in a cell and left on another plane�slightly before 9:00 p.m. Just when I thought it couldn�t get crazier! And now we�re a full six hours behind them.
Unable to get any useful information from anyone else who was up, we headed to the tower to check on the progress of the planes that had left. They had at least made it to the coast�all three planes�before they exceeded the scope of the USS Washington�s radar. Keena and I noted the line they�d traveled and hurried back to the plane, setting our course for the same path. We didn�t waste any more time on the carrier and took off after the other planes�now six and a half hours behind.
About an hour off the western shoreline�halfway between LA and San Francisco�we hit a major thunder and lightning storm. Initially we thought it would serve as a blessing in disguise, allowing us to pass through unnoticed. But then the lightning began wreaking so much havoc with the controls of the plane that our screens were little more than constant fuzz. We didn�t pick up the small Coast Guard cutter on the screen, but we did catch the surface-to-air missiles they fired at us just in time. I heard Keena yell out �SAMs� seconds before Axel swerved and put us in a rapid climb. The first set of missiles exploded harmlessly off the wings.
�Danny, we have too much weight on this plane.� Axel was furiously flipping switches and turning dials.
He was right. The plane was loaded. It had four jeeps on it�who knows why?�and tons of crates full of who knows what. Kate and Axel had possibly picked the worst plane in Hawaii to hide Blake on, and now we were stuck with it for this. I had considered unloading it�when Keena and I had arrived�and now I definitely wish we had. Stupid!
I stood up to unfasten the jeeps and hollered at Axel, �Open the cargo door.�
�Danny we�re too high for that. It will dump everything. Everything.�
I knew he meant Blake too. �We don�t have a choice!� I yelled. The door slowly began to open. I hurriedly anchored myself to a wall with a thick black rope.
�Danny, you�ve got to do it fast.�
I almost had them all unfastened. �Got it, Axel.�
�Danny, we have a bigger problem. There�s a bigger boat moving toward us. We�ll never get high enough to get out of its range.�
I ran to the front of the plane and looked at the screen. If that was a former US Navy ship, it was probably loaded. We�d be dead ducks. Shit. I stuck my face in the cabin camera which I assumed was how they were monitoring us. �Do not write us off,� I shouted into it. �You hear me, do not write us off. We�re still in this.� Then I turned to Axel, handing him and Keena each a parachute pack. �Put us in the steepest possible climb right now. When everything falls out of the plane, level off, line us up with Sacramento, and power everything down. Everything.� He knew I meant the cameras. I needed to save Blake.
�Danny, that could kill the engines. This plane isn�t built for that.�
�I know. Let the engines die, then level us out. If we lose panel power, so be it. We gotta try to make it.�
Keena knew what I was saying. Kill the camera feed as soon as it would be believable. �Roger,� she said.
Axel looked at me then her. �Ditto that.�
�And guys.� I clapped both of them on the back. �If we get split up somehow, you�ve got until midnight Sunday to make it to that island in the middle of the Pringtime Reservoir. We�ll move on to the exchange coordinates from there. Do not go directly to Knight�s Peak. Okay? Anyone not at the Res by then we treat as dead. Got it?�
They both nodded, and I ran back to the crates as Axel cranked the nose of the plane sharply up. I pulled inflatable rafts and parachutes off the wall and threw them on the floor between Blake�s crate and the open door. The jeeps were rolling out the back, crates sliding behind them. I pretended to fall against Blake�s crate�assuming I was still on camera�exaggerating the vacuum pull of the open cargo door. I used that fall�and a drawn out fight to stand back up�to hook two of the cords used to hold the rafts in place to the bottom of Blake�s crate. Now he was anchored solidly to the airplane wall.
I then quickly slid the top off of Blake�s crate and dropped a stack of chutes into it. I detached several small diving tanks from the wall, dropped one in Blake�s crate, and held onto another one for myself. I quickly threw on my parachute pack and grabbed a bag full of diving gear with my free hand. Here goes nothing. I set a bag with a raft in it on top of his crate, and as the plane climbed to nearly vertical, the remainder of the cargo emptied out of the plane. The plane went dark�electrical system nearly in total failure�as we passed a seventy-five degree angle. Axel used the last burst of power to begin leveling out the plane.
�Danny.� Keena�s voice was panicked. �They�ve got missile lock on us.�
�Make sure that power goes off now. Shut it down completely and get out!�
Axel shut it all down as Keena yelled again. �Four missiles just launched. We�ve got about ten seconds.�
�Let�s go.� I grabbed Blake and yanked him up. He quickly slipped into his chute straps as we launched ourselves out into the pelting rain. With no helmets or facemasks, the water tore at our face and skin. It felt like getting sprayed by rocks from the side of a lawn mower. I couldn�t open my eyes and look back, relegated to merely hoping Keena and Axel were falling behind us.
There was a huge explosion above us, and shrapnel flew past in every direction. Our safe haven had disintegrated into a billion tiny pieces of fire. The heat from the blast and burning gas was almost unbearable for several seconds before we finally were far enough away. I was praying my chute wouldn�t catch fire as I felt something tear into my arm, and something else hit me hard in the back, knocking the wind out of me. I did my best to avoid the debris falling around us and in doing so missed the pull zone for my chute by a couple hundred feet. As a result, I hit the water much harder than I should have. The force of that impact stunned me, and I found myself unable to move as the waves washed over me and the ocean clutched me tightly, pulling me down.
Blake landed near me though and easily found my chute�still spread out on the surface. He reeled in the chute fabric and rope as quickly as he could, and Keena swam over to help him. I shook off the impact as I approached the surface and broke through, gasping for air. The storm had riled up the water, waves towering above us, and the sky was nearly pitch-black. They couldn�t have seen us fall. Stay calm. Calm down. Pull it together, NOW.
Once Blake was convinced I was going to be okay, he asked Keena, �Where�s Axel?�
�I don�t know.�
�Did he make it out?�
�I don�t know� he wasn�t with me.�
�Guys.� I grabbed onto Blake. �The boats�� I pointed at them beyond us. The Coast Guard cutter was weaving through the path of debris we�d launched out of the back of the plane. The Navy ship, which turned out to be a destroyer, was also heading our way. Logically, there were fifty to a hundred people on the cutter and another three to five hundred on the destroyer, and they�d all be looking for survivors. We had to make ourselves even more invisible. �We stay together.� I made sure they both heard me. �Get rid of anything light colored or reflective. We need to get away from the debris�away from the areas they�re searching. Follow me as fast as you can.�
�Danny, I don�t have�I lost my MK20,� Blake said, after I�d given the instructions. �I�ve still got the raft, but no gun.�
I�d lost my rifle too�a huge loss for a sniper. �Don�t worry about it,� I told him.
Keena was holding her MK20 and handed it to Blake. �You�re a better swimmer than me, Blake. And I�ve still got my nine. You�ve still got the book right Danny?�
My backpack was intact and strapped to me under my flight suit. I nodded. �Safe, sealed, and dry.�

We swam away from the debris and watched the boats conduct their search from a distance. There still was no sign of Axel. We were all fearing the worst.
You never know with him though. He once told Emily and Abbey that he was �undrownable��that he was born with gills that had been temporarily covered up with skin. �They�re there if I need them,� he�d said. The girls�of course�laughed it off, but he swore his mother gave birth to him while surfing and hid him in the Great Barrier Reef until the swell had subsided. He always said he�d prove it someday. There�s no time like the present, Axel.

TWENTY-SEVEN � Left Axel (Danny)

---------- (Thursday. August 4, 2022.) ----------
Neither boat found us. We saw the cutter park by the destroyer for twenty minutes or so before it split off east. We expected the destroyer to turn back south but it continued north. Apparently, if the exploding plane hadn�t already done so, they were now absolutely convinced we were dead. And maybe Axel is.
Most of the flames from the burning cargo and fuel had been put out by the waves and rain. There was little left on the surface, and the one SEAL raft we did find was shredded�though not quite useless. We removed the small motors from the SEAL raft to propel the inflatable Zodiac Blake had strapped to him. It wasn�t going to get us far fast, but we knew we were only a hundred miles or so off the coast, and the raft�at any speed�was certainly better than swimming.
We never found Axel. No gunshots were fired from the ships anywhere near us, so we didn�t think they had either. I plugged my dog tag tracker into my tablet, but there was no activity near us. Blake didn�t have his so he didn�t show up on the screen. I�d instructed Kate to take it from him back at the Hexagon after our �fight.� I told Keena to let hers sink to the bottom of the ocean. Past a hundred feet deep they didn�t work, so she wasn�t visible either. I kept mine, so the mole would know I was still here�still going. The captors wanted me to make it to Colorado. They wouldn�t have been involved with these ships, so I wasn�t worried about them�or the mole, more likely�calling in our position. If they thought everyone else with me was dead, that was probably for the best.
The hope for Axel�of course�was that he�d had similar luck to ours, that he�d found something to keep himself afloat and would somehow be able to make his way to shore. Hopefully he�d be waiting for us at the base of Pikes Peak�at the Pringtime Reservoir. It was unlikely, but Axel was resilient. Who knows?
�Danny.� Keena tapped my arm. �Why would they shoot us down if they know it�s us? Don�t they want you to get to Colorado?�
I nodded. �Yes and no. I don�t think everyone is on the same page in this plan. I think whoever is orchestrating this is trying to keep it from the other leaders. The right hand doesn�t know what the left is doing, if that makes any sense.�

That selfish secrecy was our primary advantage. Baker and his planes might have caught the attention of the patrol ships, and they�d have spread the alert to the other regions to watch for those planes. But with us, they knew they�d shot us down. No one would be looking for us. And whoever was waiting for us in Colorado didn�t want anyone else to know we were coming either. They just wanted to know where we were. My dog tag would be monitored by the mole�I was counting on that. That was keeping Reagan and the girls alive.
The heavy rain and insanely high waves made progress toward shore difficult�and it was still so dark I needed a flashlight to read the compass on my pack. On the one hand, we were grateful for the stormy seas. The other ships probably didn�t like being out here in this crap either�most likely the reason they didn�t conduct a more thorough search. On the other hand, we were alone out here�screwed if this raft didn�t hold out�potentially dead in the water. Even after taking the gas and small motor from the other raft, we didn�t know if we had enough to get to shore. We were riding the waves as much as possible�cutting our engine like NASCAR drivers on caution laps�milking every last drop of fuel.
Fortunately, we had just enough. According to my watch�which read 7:40 p.m.�it took us exactly twelve hours to get to shore. We sank the Zodiac about a quarter-mile offshore and bodysurfed the rest of the way in. The rain never stopped�never even paused�until we reached shore. Then all of a sudden the storm dissipated, and the huge waves we�d barely escaped now looked like relative ripples. Go figure.
As dark as it had been all day, it was actually getting lighter as night fell. We weren�t about to complain. Climbing the cliffs, we walked past a splintered wooden sign that read �Mavericks.� We were just south of San Francisco. Crap. We were way farther north than we�d intended to be. What the hell were those ships doing way up here? The Qi Jia base in Los Angeles had to have seen the rescue planes pass and sent patrols up this direction�hopefully just on the water. Based on our most recent intel report, there shouldn�t have been any military in California north of LA.
Keena pulled a map out of her backpack and clicked on her penlight. �Danny, we�ve got to cut through Yosemite from here. We can�t come up from the south anymore.�
I nodded. �Anything wrong with that?�
�I don�t know. It�s kind of like a funnel through there�one way, nowhere to hide. But there shouldn�t be anyone up here, right? I mean, they�re not looking for us, right?�
�Don�t think so. Yosemite makes sense. I�m good with that. Blake, you think they still keep all those special ATVs in the lot at Area 51?�
�Back home?�
�No. Fifty-one, not fifty-two. In Nevada.�
�Ah� Yeah. The DPV�s or the Batmobiles?
�Desert Patrol Vehicles would be great. There�s only three of us.�
�Yeah. Of course, man. They keep everything there. Anything high-tech you can imagine.�
�Hope so.� I looked at the map carefully. �Coming in from this angle is going to change everything. It�s a lot less direct.� I traced my finger from where we were through Yosemite to Creech Air Force Base, to Cedar City and along I-70 to Breckenridge, south on 9, north on 11, and finally east to the Pringtime Reservoir. This would be so much easier with a plane.
�We�ve gotta find a car first,� Keena said.
�That shouldn�t be a problem,� Blake answered. �If anyone was out here surfing during the chemical attacks, their cars would still be here.�
He was right. Surfers would not have been a priority of Qi Jia�s demolition crews.
The lot was indeed full of cars, but it took hotwiring a dozen before we found one with a battery that still had juice. �What surfer drives a Dodge Charger?� Blake asked.
�Hey, don�t complain.� Keena shoved him playfully. �It has gas in it, and it isn�t a Prius.�
�A Prius would�ve started on the first try.�
�Hey, both of you.� I shook my head in mock disgust. �Did you seriously compare a Charger to a Prius?� The idea of the three of us packed into a small Toyota was rather amusing. I�ll definitely take the Charger. We loaded up our gear and headed east, rounding up enough gas from a couple stations to fill our tank and head for Yosemite. The entire Bay Area was dark and abandoned. We didn�t see a single light. I�d forgotten how eerie it felt to be here. Several sets of chills coursed through my body as I thought about it. This really happened. It still was so impossible to believe.
And then my mind drifted off to Hayley. Where are you now? Please tell me you�re still alive. God, please keep her safe. The fact that she clearly wasn�t fighting against Lazzo was still eating at me, but there had to be a good reason for it. I had to get to her. I�m coming, Hayley. I�m coming.

ACT II


TWENTY-EIGHT � Long Hungry Gulch (Hayley)

Three Days Later
---------- (Sunday, August 7, 2022.) ----------
Central Colorado
We had followed Baker�s two planes across the country undetected�far as we could tell�until we flew over Grand Junction. I should say until they flew over Grand Junction. Lazzo, didn�t take us anywhere near it. Baker knew there was a military base there. Danny had marked them all on the map for him. I had no idea what made him pass so close to it. But on the radar screen the two dots we were following became one after Grand Junction. Evidently we�d lost one of the planes. And the element of surprise. Whoever saw the one probably saw the other. And if that plane had been shot down, Qi Jia would be scrambling troops to go investigate. That had been Thursday afternoon. They probably found the downed plane Friday morning, and by yesterday I was sure they had an entire army out looking for us�or them. Awesome.
The other plane was supposed to land at an old airfield in Aspen�150 miles from Cheyenne Mountain�but someone had changed that plan �on the fly,� too. Because we couldn�t afford to lose them, we followed them�on radar�all the way to where they landed, near the Catamount reservoirs�thirty miles from Cheyenne Mountain. When we knew they�d landed, we kept our eyes peeled for an isolated place�well south of them�where we could hide out. We found an old US Forest Service Smokejumper base slightly southwest of Cripple Creek�in an area called Long Hungry Gulch�with its own airstrip and hangar, and took advantage of that.
According to our radar, we were 34.8 miles southwest of the other plane and 28.4 miles west of Knight�s Peak. I wasn�t yet sure why that was relevant, but Lazzo had asked me to check. Perhaps that�s where we�re supposed to meet Danny? From our hideout we�d be able to see if the rescue plane took off again or if anyone approached their area. It was stupid of them to land so close to both Denver and Colorado Springs. We at least had a mountain range between us and the Qi Jia bases. Someone had to have seen the rescue plane approach and would have combined their arrival with intel from Grand Junction. Apparently Baker was trying to reduce the overall extraction time�of General Niles and whoever else was left in the bunker�but that wouldn�t matter if the enemy saw them coming. And how can they not? If indeed it was Baker who�d made that decision, he had likely transformed their hopeful rescue mission into a certain suicide mission. Idiot. Idiots.

I was keeping a close eye on the radar. Lazzo had informed me, �If we can see them, they can see us��and �they� could be Qi Jia too. Therefore he�d suggested we unplug the radar if anything else showed up on the screen. I hated the idea of being blind, but I agreed it was probably the right move.
I had also kept a very close eye on him the past three days. On Friday he�d left for about two hours. When he returned, he seemed almost happy yet also more nervous. He kept looking at the radar screen, but he wouldn�t tell me why. Eventually he admitted he�d left to make a call.
�A two hour phone call? And you have a phone?� I was beside myself until he assured me the two calls he�d made had each been less than a minute.
�There�s no way they tracked me,� he said.
He wouldn�t tell me what he was doing the rest of the time, or give me any more details for that matter, but after Flynn fell asleep that night, I approached him and asked if everything was still a go. He didn�t say anything, but he nodded. I lay down and closed my eyes and then heard him say my name.
�What?�
His words gave me chills. �He�s coming.�
I spun over and looked at him, but he had his back to me now, also lying down. �Who?� He had to mean Danny. �How do you�are you sure? Lazzo?�
He never answered. I wasn�t sure why he told me that, but I didn�t care. I needed to hear it. Danny is coming.

Sunday morning he went out again for roughly the same amount of time as he had Friday. This time Flynn and I followed him. Flynn was impressively fast and quiet in her tracking. She was light on her feet�it helped to be thin as a rail�and by the way she held the rifle and adjusted the scope she clearly knew her way around guns. We followed him for half an hour before turning back to the hangar. The precautions Lazzo was taking�distancing himself from our hangar for his call�suggested he didn�t trust the people he was contacting. It also explained why he was gone for two hours on Friday. He didn�t want them to know exactly where we were in case they could pin his call down. I appreciated that. Guess he hadn�t wasted those years in Libyan Intelligence with his brother.
When he returned from his call this time, he was considerably less cheery.
�Bad news?� I asked.
He shrugged. �Maybe.� His look suggested I let it go at that.
That wasn�t going to happen. I looked at Flynn. �Hey, Flynn, would you go check the rabbit traps.� She nodded and headed off.
I approached Lazzo. �What is it? You seem upset.� When he didn�t respond, I pushed him more. �Is it about your family? Are you worried about them not keep��
�No, it�s Danny.�
I felt my pulse quicken and my skin get clammy in a quick second. �Wha�� The lump in my throat cut my question off. �What? What about him? What happened?�
Lazzo raised his hands and put them on my shoulders. I didn�t even notice he had until he suddenly jerked them away. He stepped away from me. �His plane��
�What about his plane?� I interrupted, and he raised his hands back up again�though this time he didn�t touch me.
�Hayley, their plane got shot��he paused at my sharp gasp��down.�
�No.� I stepped toward him, and he backed away again, nodding. �Today? Did they�wait� if they wanted him to come here why did they shoot him down?�
�No. I just found out it happened a couple days ago. They didn�t find anyone. But it wasn�t the Libyans that shot him down. It�s complicated.� He read my mind. �There was a heavy storm, and they say no one escaped the plane. The ships didn�t find anyone. They say no one survived. But��

It was too much information to process right away. I had more questions but couldn�t yet put them in words. �But you told me he was coming.�
�I know. That�s what they told me.�
The tears began to fall. They were running down my cheeks. I wiped them away as I continued to listen to Lazzo. �So� why did you�why did they?� I could see his face clouded with infinite emotions. I knew he didn�t know what this meant for him either.
�Hayley� I don�t know what it means, but Danny�s tracker is still active�it�s still active today�and it�s still coming this way. He could still be��
�Wait, what?� I wiped my face again. �He�s being tracked? So he�s not dead?�
It was obvious Lazzo felt like he was saying too much. He nodded and shook his head, almost simultaneously. �I don�t know. I do know we�they still have someone tracking him, yes.�
�So he�s not dead?� Just answer my question.
Lazzo shrugged. �It could be someone else with his tracker. But because of that tracker they haven�t written him off. The exchange is still a go�I still have the same deadline to get the information to the Libyan commander in Denver. His contacts in Los Angeles told him the plane was shot down and that two of the three people on the plane being tracked disappeared. And Boli�s Hawaiian source confirmed the only tracker still on is Danny�s.�
Lazzo was waiting for me to interrupt him, but I didn�t. I listened. �Anyway, the Libyan commander knows I�m trying to get to him�he even knows I�m close�but he doesn�t know how or if I actually will. As long as Danny�s tracker keeps showing him coming this way, I think we�re okay. But if Danny�s beacon stops or disappears, I don�t know what he�ll do. Far as I know, the commander has kept his word. Far as I know, my family is still alive. The girls back at that house, too. He wants the book�all to himself�so he�s trying to be patient� He doesn�t want to give up on this anymore than we do.�
�But?�
Lazzo held up his hand. �He is not a patient man. Before Danny�s plane went down, Danny communicated a message back to Hawaii urging them not to write him off. Danny knows he�s being watched�or at least monitored. It�s possible��
�It�s possible what?� Hope was surging through me.
�I don�t know. I shouldn�t say anything else. Right now Commander Boli thinks the book is still coming. That�s all we need. For now��
�Lazzo.� I pointed at the radar screen. A bright red dot had moved onto the northeast corner of the screen and was quickly heading in our direction.
�Shut it down.�
I killed the power on the radar immediately. �Do you think they saw us?�
He shrugged. �Maybe. I don�t know, but that is definitely a plane.�
�Your phone call?�
�Probably. They must have tracked the direction. They couldn�t have had time to be more precise.�
�Are you sure? How far away were you?�
�Three� three and a half miles maybe. Maybe four� maybe less.� There was no confidence in his voice.
We could hear the rumble of an airplane approaching. It didn�t pass directly overhead but close enough to where we could see the back door open and the sky fill with paratroopers. We counted twenty-eight soldiers falling through the sky. �Shit, shit, shit�� I mumbled.
The door to the hangar swung open�scaring the crap out of me�and I turned to look at Flynn as she dropped a rabbit on the floor. �Did you see that?� There was panic in her voice. �Hayley, what do we do?�
I looked at Lazzo. �Why are they searching for us if they think you�re still keeping your word?�
He shrugged. �I have no idea.�
His stunned expression indicated he was being truthful. �Lazzo��
�I don�t know, Hayley.� There was panic in his voice now too. �Maybe they think I have the book already. Maybe they�re coming to get it� maybe they�re��
The arrival of the troops had thrown him way off. He looked terrified. This is not at all the composure I expect from a former Intelligence officer. �Lazzo, we can�t stay here. They�re going to find the hangar� and the plane.�
He was standing there nodding. �I know that.�
�Lazzo, we��
�Hayley, I don�t know what to do!�
Okay. Stay calm. You�ve got to refocus him. �Lazzo, you�re the military guy. Calm down and think.� I turned from Lazzo to Flynn. �At best they landed, what, two miles from us maybe?�
�Maybe��
�Okay.� I turned back to Flynn. �Pack whatever we brought in a bag. Don�t leave anything behind.� I looked at the map we�d taped to the wall. �Lazzo, you made the call about three or four miles west of here� right?�
�Right,� he mumbled.
�Okay. Do you have any idea where Danny might try to meet us?�
�Yes.�
�And?� He clearly didn�t want to tell me.
�Knights Peak. We gave him coordinates for Knights Peak.�
Okay, so I was right. �What�s at Knights Peak?�
�It�s four miles from the back door to Cheyenne Mountain.�
�How would you know��
�It�s in the book. Everything is in the book.�

TWENTY-NINE � Misdirection (Hayley)

---------- (Sunday. August 7, 2022.) ----------
I looked around the hanger. There was an old pickup truck, a small plane, a US Forest Service fire truck, some farm equipment, and an office. We�d moved most everything out of the way to fit our C-130H in the back. Now we needed to move it all back and somehow hide the plane. We had to make it look like no one had been here since the attacks. We managed to pack the front of the hangar with the big equipment. We broke all the windows to allow airflow through the hangar, and to give anyone who searched the area an alternative to going inside. Hopefully they�d just look in the windows�not see or hear anything�and move on. We backed a Bobcat up against the back door�so no one could come in that way�and maladjusted the rollers on the giant sliding doors at the front of the hangar. That might convince them to not look inside for a plane.
We figured if the troops had landed two miles west of us, they�d continue west toward where the radio signal had come from before regrouping and sweeping back. This terrain was anything but flat. They�d cover those five to six miles in three hours or so�four at the most. We uncovered the jeep from our plane�having parked it outside under the trees�and loaded our gear into the back. We drove slowly out to the road, careful not to stir up dust or leave noticeable tire marks.
At five miles per hour, it took us almost ten minutes to reach the blacktop road. I hopped out quickly and tore down the US Forest Service Smokejumpers sign then got back in and turned us south on Shelf Road. We raced alongside the canyon containing Fourmile Creek as fast as I dared. The goal was to get the engine as hot as possible as quickly as possible now. I needed whoever was monitoring the area to pick up our heat signal�to notice us somehow. I needed them to see us away from the hangar�to hopefully keep anyone from searching Long Hungry Gulch and the base where we�d been hiding.
Shelf Road came to a T intersection where Fourmile Creek met Cripple Creek and I turned left�north�following Cripple Creek towards the town of the same name. As we passed a sign for Grouse Mountain, we saw another plane pass overhead, and more paratroopers filled the sky ahead of us. They found us.
Lazzo insisted they�d have radioed our location in for sure now. Drones would be on the way shortly. We followed a trail off Shelf Road for a mile or so and dumped the truck at the base of Grouse Mountain, continuing east on foot. The sun was setting as we crossed Wilson Creek and hurried across the rocky terrain south of Straub Mountain. We made it to the base of Brind Mountain just before the first of three drones flew overhead. We were too exposed. There�s no way they missed us. A whole lot more troops would be on the way soon. By morning, this whole area would be swarming.
We could only assume they�d been tracking Lazzo�s radio call and didn�t trust him to turn himself in. Not sure what else he has to do to prove his loyalty. The Libyan commander seemed intent on not giving him any other options. This was an unexpected and unwelcome tweak to Lazzo�s plans, and he wasn�t handling it well. He had to be thinking about his family. If the Libyan commander doesn�t trust Lazzo to deliver, can Lazzo trust his word? Or is Lazzo�s family already dead too?
A web of roads converged at the Skaguay Reservoir a mile or so ahead of us. Our goal was to get past the reservoir and up into the canyons before stopping for the night�or before they could cut us off.

THIRTY � Lost

---------- (Saturday. August 6, 2022.) ----------
Commander Boli returned to Puerto Rico on August 6. The helicopter landed on the roof. The tiny red light went off on the camera in the corner of Eddie�s cell. The commander came alone�no squad of men with him. He wasn�t in a good mood, but this time there was no venom in his voice�no hatred in his eyes. He spoke calmly. �Your brother� he tells me that you don�t read the note. He tells me you don�t know what he�s doing.�
Eddie resisted a sarcastic retort. Instead he just listened.
�If that�s true, then you don�t lie to me. You don�t know my plan, do you?�
�I don�t,� Eddie finally answered. �I don�t know anything.� It was the commander�s turn to listen. �If this is about the note�if the note had the information on it that you thought I knew�well, General Roja told me not to read it. I gave it to Lazzo. I did not read it. Next thing I know I�m being shot over and over again, but not by real bullets. Rubber bullets. Next thing I know I�m knocked out. Next thing I know I�m here. I don�t know why I�m alive. I don�t know why you don�t kill me. You beat my wife. You��
�We had a plan�Lazzo and me. I thought you knew everything. Your brother he says he tell you the truth, but he don�t tell you what I think he tell you.�
What the hell? �What? What truth?�
�It don�t matter now.� The commander waved his hand casually around in the air. �I know now you don�t know. I keep you alive for your brother. I meet with him before you go Buena Vista. He and I talk. He tell me Americans have information on bunkers, on missiles�important things. Powerful things. He says he will get that information for me. Then he don�t do it. He and you� you blow up Roja�s men. He gets in a boat with you to escape. I send your wife to trap you. Roja gives your brother the note. Your brother leaves for Hawaii with Americans, and I think he played me for fool. He�s not coming back. I was going to kill you then. But Lazzo calls me and tells me he has the note from you� from General Roja. He tells me he will get what I want, but he must continue with the Americans to Hawaii. He tells me of a man named Danny who has the book with codes, with American hideouts, with all I need for Hawaii and Colorado and everything. I must have that information at all cost.� The commander paused to see if Eddie was still with him. �So I promise him� you know? I offer him his family and your family if he bring me this book.�
�Wait, you and General Roja��
�It don�t matter.�
�But�you two hate each other.�
Boli�s glare silenced Eddie. �Sometimes. But it don�t matter. Now I think your brother is dead. I think he died two day ago. He kidnapped Danny�s sister and brings her to America, but his plane gets shot down. But he is not dead. It is not his plane that gets shot down. It is the American�s.�
�So Lazzo is alive,� Eddie asked, bewildered�trying hard to follow the commander�s story. �But the American is dead?�
�I speak to him yesterday, yes. Lazzo is alive.�
�But Danny is dead?�
�No. Maybe. I hope not. His plane, it was shot down. But maybe he not dead. If he is dead, you are also dead. So I wait and see.�
Eddie understood that much. His life hinged on Danny getting Commander Boli the book. Everyone�s seemed to. �So why did you come here�to Puerto Rico?�
The question caught the commander off guard. �Consider it apology. I was wrong about you. Maybe both of you.�
There had to be more to it. He wouldn�t come here to explain himself�and definitely not to apologize. He was here for something else. �What do you want from me? You�re not going to let me go, are you?�
Commander Boli shook his head. �No. But I promise you brother I don�t kill you until he bring me the book� if he bring me the book. I need you for�how do you say�the proof of the life. That is all. But I bring you bread and wine. My apology.�
He left the cell without another word. Eddie tried in vain to get him to come back, to get a few more answers, but the commander disappeared, and an hour later Eddie heard the helicopter lift off. What did he actually come here for?
Eddie tried to process the entire ridiculous conversation. Boli�s English was terrible. Eddie reasoned Boli had spoken to him in English so the other officers upstairs watching wouldn�t understand. But the camera was off, wasn�t it? So why would it matter? Why not just use Arabic? Or is his Arabic worse? Doubtful.
Whatever the commander�s reasons were for anything he�d done, he had actually answered several of Eddie�s questions. First of all, Lazzo was still alive. But Boli had indicated he and Lazzo had a plan Eddie knew nothing about, going all the way back to when they were working in Intelligence in Denver together. Lazzo knew our families were alive all the way back in Denver? Why didn�t he say anything? And now Eddie was being kept alive as insurance to make Lazzo follow through on his plan with Boli. That is what the cameras must be for� to show Lazzo live feeds of me and our families. Their families. Lazzo�s family must be here. His wife and baby? And my daughters?
Eddie heard footsteps coming down the stairs. He moved over by the bars, curious as to who was coming. He glanced up at the camera, but the red light was still off. Why is it still off? The soldier who had always been nice to him came around the corner and approached the bars. He glanced up at the camera and quickly handed Eddie a folded piece of paper containing something solid before he continued down the hall. Eddie heard him say something in Arabic to someone. Is there a guard down there? Is that why Boli used English? Eddie moved over under the window and pretended to be looking out at the ocean while he casually glanced down at the piece of paper. It was a rudimentary drawing�a map�of what had to be the prison. He could easily identify the stairs and his cell and a chain of cells moving on down the hall. There was a red circle in his cell and black circles in most of the other cells, but there were two other cells with red circles. Two in one�one in the other.
There were a series of X marks on the paper too. Six to his left, one three cells down from him�around the corner, and another three more cells down�between the two cells with red circles. Then there were four more Xs at the end of the cells. Guards? Does this mean there are twelve guards? Finally, there was a series of numbers scribbled across the bottom. �38.72527, -104.94581.� What the heck? Are these supposed to mean something?
Eddie glanced back at the camera. The red light was on now. He told himself not to look at the camera again, as his fingers clenched tightly around the object that had been folded into the paper�a brass key.

Lazzo was in America again. Supposedly he was on his way to Denver to give Commander Boli the book he�d spoken of. Once Boli had that book, he�d have no further need for Lazzo, for Eddie� for any of them. It sounded to Eddie as if that time was imminent. Could be tomorrow, could be a week� could be more. Eddie had to get out of here. He had to save their families. He had to warn Lazzo�stop Lazzo�but how?

THIRTY-ONE � Pringtime Reservoir (Danny)

---------- (Sunday. August 7, 2022.) ----------
I assumed the paratroops were coming for us. Keena, Blake, and I had only arrived at the Pringtime Reservoir two hours ago. I was certain the enemy�s radar had detected our Desert Patrol Vehicles cutting across Colorado�that the high-tech scramblers our Area 51 �DPVs� were equipped with had failed to do their job. This was the third set of planes I�d seen fly over and drop off troops. I was certain they were coming for us. Their approach was just a bit unorthodox�landing so far away. Assuming I was right about our equipment�s shortcomings, I kept our radar off, hoping to buy us time and maybe even a little luck. As a result, we were blind�I had no idea how many other vehicles might be closing in on us right now. And then the drones flew over and didn�t pay any attention to us whatsoever. They didn�t really even come close. Maybe they weren�t here for us.
What the heck? Why are they staying so far south? They could easily surround us at the reservoir. The drones could literally blow us out of the water. Why not try to do so? Keena, Blake, and I were flipping through the map book, trying to figure out where the troops were coming down. Best as we could tell the last troops�just after sunset�had been dropped about two miles southeast of us near another lake like this one�Skaguay Reservoir. We were still 16 miles from the coordinates on the instruction sheet I�d been given on Kauai but couldn�t afford to go any further tonight.
We had parked the two DPV�s in a deep ditch and did our best to cover them up. We laid thick branches over them, covered those with a tarp, and then covered the tarp with dirt and leaves�like a tiger pit. It would have to do. With all the troops falling out of the sky, we had scrambled to get out to the island. Cold water was always our friend in these life or death hide-and-seek �adventures.�
Throwing only the most essential supplies into our waterproof backpacks, we made the swim out to the island in the middle of the reservoir. Blake was the only one with night-vision goggles�which would be useful in a couple hours. He also had the only effective long-range weapon�Keena�s MK20. Keena had given me her Springfield 9mm, leaving her with just a knife. The DPVs had .50-caliber machine guns strapped to them�and we had a thousand rounds for each�but none of us was going to lug those suckers around. We had to make do with these items, a couple Himalayan sleeping bags�no bigger than a roll of toilet paper when packed�a first aid kit, MREs, water, camo paint, flint, flashlights, a compass, our Marine �ghost suits� and the book. I still had the book.
---------- (Monday. August 8, 2022.) ----------
Midnight came and went�six hours after we�d reached the reservoir�with no sign of Axel. It seemed a certainty he was gone for good. That sobering reality locked each of us into our own train of thought for a while. Around 1:00 a.m. I caught myself dozing off, shook my head to clear the cobwebs, and stood to wake the other two. �We�ve gotta move, guys.�
Unless things had changed since we�d initially fled the country, Qi Jia didn�t like to send their drones out at night. Given that it was hard to tell the difference between person and large animal with thermal, that made sense. That made the cover of darkness�like cold water�another of our valuable �natural� friends. Of course, we were well aware of the natural hazards out there too. I still had nightmares of mountain lions and Cameron�s death�occasionally�and just the thought of one of the big cats could send chills up my spine. They could sense our presence, and stalk us, long before we could see them.
Blake and Keena repacked their sleeping bags, and pulled their still wet Marine jumpsuits back on. The jumpsuits�or �ghost suits��were great for cover. They were reversible�black on one side, tannish green on the other�but they did not dry well. That sucked.
We hadn�t seen or heard a single enemy soldier at the reservoir. They either weren�t here for us after all, or they were waiting for dawn to close in. We swam across to the other side of the reservoir and slowly made our way toward Knights Peak.
Given the extreme elevation changes, darkness, and treacherous topography, it took us five hours to cover nine miles�just over halfway to Knight�s Peak. A deep growl had held us in place for one twenty-minute period�around 4 a.m.�but we�d otherwise moved without more than an occasional breather. Traces of light were beginning to show in the sky ahead of us at 6 a.m. We knew we needed to climb�quickly�and find a place we could hide out for the day. Somewhere we could easily keep an eye on the area around and below us.
We found such cover under some large boulders near the summit of a treeless peak, just east of Elk Ranch Road. With this perch and our binoculars, it would be impossible for anyone to get within two miles without us seeing them coming. We�d move again as soon as darkness came, but this could be the only rest day we�d get. We drew pieces of straw for who would take which three-hour watch shift, and I drew the shortest�first slot. That was fine with me. I was wired.
The idea that Hayley could already be there, at Knights Peak�no more than six or seven miles from us now�was pumping the adrenaline through my veins. That and the thought of what I was going to do to Lazzo when I found him. If he thought I was just going to hand this book over, he had another think coming.

THIRTY-TWO � Sacrifice (Hayley)

---------- (Monday. August 8, 2022.) ----------
Near Cheyenne Mountain, Central Colorado
We were getting closer to Knights Peak, but the sun was up now. There were so many open spaces we had to cross, and I was getting more nervous with each step. The paratroopers still hadn�t caught up to us, but that didn�t mean we weren�t walking right into more of them. I tried to convince Lazzo that we needed to find shelter and rest for a while, but he wouldn�t hear of it. I was concerned his rush to rejoin his family was making him less cautious�and prudent, for that matter. I wanted to see Danny, too�of course�but I knew that was out the window if we were caught.
We crossed a dirt road and approached a huge clearing, about a half-mile wide. As we stood on the edge of the trees and gazed across it, I glanced up into the adjacent hills, and for the first time I saw signs of the enemy. Figures that looked like gorillas were moving among the rocks. Snipers. I pointed them out to Lazzo. �They�re watching these clearings now. We have to stop.�
This time he didn�t argue. Best as we could tell, we were about six miles from Knights Peak. It was a crystal-clear blue-sky day, and I hated that. Our dark clothes were too dark, the sun too bright, and the gaps between the trees were far too wide. We wouldn�t blend in with these surroundings, and the troops coming behind us would be closing in fast. We considered moving further south to try to sneak east, but seeing the snipers had spooked us. We at least knew they were there. We weren�t sure what else could be south of us. We were going to throw the entire day away and stay here. Talk about frustrating.
We covered our clothes and visible skin with mud from a spring-fed creek bed and climbed the densest trees we could find. The comfort of sitting in the crook of a high, densely shrouded tree branch lasted all of about ten minutes. An hour later, my legs and butt were asleep. Awesome. Twelve more hours felt like sixty, but finally sunset brought a little darkness. Just when I thought we would be able to move again, I heard dogs barking and voices.
A line of troops as far as I could see in each direction crept through the evening shadows toward the clearing beyond us. The quantity of enemy soldiers was surprising�there had to be hundreds of them�but I was more concerned with the dogs. We were well hidden in these trees but, even if the troops couldn�t see us, dogs could still sniff us out. That could be a problem.
I couldn�t see anyone holding a THIRST system�Qi Jia�s thermal imagery trackers�so the soldiers seemed to be relying on the dogs�during the day at least. Maybe that was good news. Having covered ourselves in mud�which really stunk now�only flies seemed to be paying any attention to us. The dogs might not even pick up our scent if we stayed still. But we needed to move. We needed to get across that clearing. Bet those snipers on the ridge have infrared scopes though. It was going to be a risky move in any light.
Glancing over at Flynn I could see traces of fear in her eyes. It occurred to me then that I didn�t feel afraid at all. Odd. That in and of itself was rather freaky. This was not something a person should get used to. I motioned at her to stay calm. I couldn�t see Lazzo from my perch�as he was in a tree about ten yards directly behind me�but I was certain he knew the troops were approaching too. He was a little bigger than Flynn and me, a little more restless, and a little harder to conceal. Lazzo, you better not give us away. These guys had been walking all day. They were clearly tired and could barely see in this light. If we didn�t move, they would pass us by and we�d be okay. Or so I thought.
Instead, when they reached the edge of the clearing, they stopped and clustered. I saw them taking off their packs and looking around. Shit. They were setting up camp. Right beneath us. I watched as six men gathered under Flynn�s tree�twenty feet to my right�and another half dozen settled in about thirty yards to my left.
I had seen Red Dawn and the Hunger Games movies a dozen times each on Redemption�themes and settings we could certainly relate to in our �post America� existence. A decade ago those plots were entertainment�a distant fictional �surreality.� This�our plot today�was anything but. These men below us reminded me of the scene in the original Games where some of the participants camp under Katniss�waiting to kill her. But�unless I�d missed them�I didn�t have the luxury of genetically engineered wasps to fight back. And Ms. Everdeen�s one-on-three was nothing like our three-on however many hundred.
I could hear the soldiers speaking but had no idea what they were saying. Maybe Lazzo would know. I wished I could move enough to see him, but I couldn�t yet risk shifting that much. In another hour it would be pitch-black. One more hour of being a statue.
Each group of soldiers was collecting wood, and soon there were a dozen small fires crackling around us. I couldn�t see Flynn�s eyes anymore, but I was sure she was either watching me or the men directly below her. I knew I was going to have to make the first move.
By 10:00 p.m. all but two of the men around each of the fires were asleep. But even those men were struggling to stay awake. Occasionally they would stand and stretch, walk around a little, and then settle back down. Finally, around eleven, I saw the last two under Flynn�s tree nod off. It was time.
I slowly stood on my branch. I needed to let the blood flow through my lower extremities, needed to stretch, needed to flex. I couldn�t afford a slip or misstep, and after about fifteen minutes of loosening up, I slowly slipped down to the ground. I set my bow and quiver against the base of my tree and tiptoed away from Flynn�s tree and the men by that fire. Five minutes felt like an hour to inch to Lazzo�s tree. I took the penlight out of my pocket and flashed it quickly twice up at him. I could hear him shifting around. He wasn�t the most agile�and made considerably more noise than I had�but ten minutes later he stood beside me, shaking off his own stiffness. He apologized for taking so long to climb down but I dismissed it. He didn�t need to explain himself�not when a single cracked branch could kill us all. He whispered that there were over three hundred soldiers just this side of the clearing and about a dozen dogs. Far as he could tell they were all Libyan, or at least North African. Most of them had been communicating in Arabic. No one had seen any sign of us, but they were only looking for two people. They don�t know anything about Flynn.
Clearly everything Lazzo had shared with the Libyan commander had been shared with his men. They had all been talking about their mission around the fires. There was even a significant bounty on our heads. The reward for Lazzo depended on him being taken alive. The reward for me was without restriction�dead or alive. Taking that into consideration, it was evident that the Libyan commander didn�t trust Lazzo to come in on his own. He didn�t care what Lazzo�s plan was at all. He was hoping to catch Lazzo and lure Danny into a trap. Lazzo�s life expectancy would be short after that. Once the commander had the book, Lazzo was done. The writing was on the wall. And all over Lazzo�s face.
I imagined Lazzo was pretty conflicted about this. I knew the status of his family was uncertain. He claimed he�d received convincing proof of life, but how long was that good for? Even if he did get the book from Danny and hand it over to the Libyan commander, there was no guarantee the commander would deliver on any of his promises. In fact, the opposite seemed more likely. The commander had lied to him about everything.
I don�t know what Lazzo had been expecting in the beginning�honesty, integrity, fairness�but I could tell he wasn�t confident in that anymore. I could tell he was embarrassed. I could tell he felt lost. As I leaned in to listen to him, I could feel him trembling. I almost felt sorry for him. �I�m sorry I did this�that I�ve brought you here. You shouldn�t be here Hayley. My family was never going to be free. I should have known better and kept you out of all of it. I�ve only made everything worse. You and Flynn deserve better. I�m so sorry.� He seemed to be conceding their death, his own death�our death. Well, I wasn�t. Not yet.
I grabbed him by the arm. �Listen to me. It�s too late to go back now. You need to be a soldier now�a fighter. There�s no turning around. You can�t take back anything you�ve done. Danny is either coming or he isn�t. We don�t know. But we�re six miles from the rendezvous point. We have to at least try to get there. You hear me?�
I was close enough to feel him nod. �Yes, but Boli�s not going to let my family go. He�ll kill them all.�
�Lazzo, hey.� I grabbed his face and forced him to look at me. �Maybe that�s true, but we die here and we�ll never know. We still have a shot. Don�t give up on them. Okay?�
He shrugged. �I��
�Okay.� I looked around. �I�ve got to get Flynn out of that tree. Lazzo�hey, Lazzo� you with me?�
�Yeah, I�m with you.�
There we go. That�s a start. �Hold my bag.� I handed it to him.
He looked at me like I�d just given him a pink purse. �Where�s your bow?� he asked.
I pointed toward the tree. All of a sudden I heard dogs barking a hundred yards or so uphill from us. There was some crashing in the brush, more barking, and a thundering gunshot echoed down the valley. Then another. Everyone started moving around us at once. A great deal of yelling ensued, and all the soldiers around the two fires closest to us were wide-awake now�most of them standing�guns ready. We froze, and I waited for Lazzo to tell me what had happened. Finally he heard one of the men call out that a couple of deer had run through the troop line and into the clearing. The snipers had taken them out.
We stayed crouched where we were for another hour as everyone settled back in, but I was anything but settled now. The snipers had reinstated my fear of crossing that clearing. They were definitely lying in wait and could see just fine in the dark. Great.
I crawled toward Flynn�s tree and stood up behind it. Two of the soldiers around the nearby fire were facing my direction, but they were talking to each other. I reached above my head and grabbed a thick branch, slowly lifting my feet off the ground. I pulled myself up with my arms�my feet against the bark for extra traction�until I could swing a leg over the branch I held onto. I lay still until I was certain I hadn�t drawn any attention and then continued my ascent into the thick branches until I reached Flynn.
�Hey,� I whispered.
�Hey.�
I put my hand on her arm. �We�re going to be okay, you hear me?� She took my hand and squeezed it. �Listen to me, Flynn. I need you to slowly stand up and stretch out. Get as loose as possible, but be careful not to break any branches or make any noise. Okay?�
�Okay.�
I helped her stand and waited until she felt like she was ready to move. I was just below her about halfway down the tree when there was a loud crack above me and a large branch fell down, hitting me in the head as it passed. As Flynn crashed down against me and slipped past, I grabbed her forearm. She seized onto my shoulder and belt and clung tightly to me as I struggled to maintain my own foothold and hold onto her at the same time. I don�t know how she didn�t scream. I think I would have in her shoes.
The branch crashed down in the middle of the men below us�two of whom had just lain back down. Now they were all awake and upright. Two of them reached for their flashlights. With all my strength I swung Flynn around to another branch and told her to hug the tree. I swung myself around her, covering her as best I could. One flashlight came on and shone up in our direction. The other four men were looking up into the tree too. Another flashlight came on. Then, suddenly, several gunshots rang out behind us, and four of the men fell to the ground. Lazzo. He took off through the brush, drawing gunfire from the other soldiers around us. They began pursuing him�including the last soldier beneath us�leaving Flynn and me alone. Lazzo was trying to lead the soldiers away from us, and it appeared to be working. Up and down the line of campfires, men were running toward the sound of the shots, giving us a way out. Lazzo was moving as quickly as he could, but the men and dogs were going to catch him soon. There was no way he�d make it out of this. He�d given himself up for us.
�Flynn, we�ve gotta go.� I dropped through the branches, and she scurried down behind me. We hit the ground, grabbed the bow and quiver near my tree, as well as the pack Lazzo had left there, and raced for the clearing. I grabbed Flynn�s arm before we broke free from the trees. �We need to crawl. Stay as low as possible.�
�Is this really the only way? Aren�t the snipers watching this still?�
I nodded. �Probably, but we don�t have a choice. Sorry.�
�We could try to go around�stay inside the tree line, head south and cross downhill.�
�Flynn, that�s where Lazzo went. We�d be walking right into all the soldiers and dogs. There is no other way.� I was saying the words aloud as much for myself as for her. This is the last thing I want to do right now.
We began inching across the clearing. I was hoping we�d be lucky enough that they might not see us, but they�d seen and shot the deer�I figured it was only a matter of time. We hugged the ground and used every available rock and stump for cover along the way. A giant boulder sat about halfway across the clearing, and we made it safely to that. As we huddled there to catch our breath, I turned to Flynn. �If you hear a gunshot, just run, okay?�
She nodded. �Hayley, what�s going to happen to Lazzo?�
�He�s dead,� I replied, listening carefully for any sounds of danger nearby.
�So, you�re free?�
I nodded but contradicted myself. �I was never really a prisoner. Okay, so I was a little. But he was a good man who was coerced into making a desperate move to try to save his family. I understand why he did what he did.� A vision of Sam falling over the edge of the boat flashed through my mind. �He didn�t know what else to do.� Flynn remained silent. I hoped the hurt in my voice expressed the feelings I couldn�t. �If I�m honest with myself, I think I�d have done the same to save my family� if I truly believed I had no other choice.�
We heard a few more gunshots�some even sounded like they came from up the mountain. There was some yelling nearby and one more gunshot. Then silence. The soldiers would be coming back soon. �Ready?� I looked Flynn in the eyes.
�Right behind you,� she replied.
We began crawling again toward the looming tree line. We were no more than twenty yards from cover when one more loud gunshot echoed through the clearing from up the hill. I flinched but felt nothing, and I didn�t hear the bullet hit anywhere near us. I glanced back at Flynn. �You okay?�
�Yes.�
We scrambled forward faster. How could they have missed us? We were barely moving. How did we get so lucky?

THIRTY-THREE � Sniper Hunt (Danny)

Early Morning Hours.
---------- (Tuesday. August 9, 2022.) ----------
Luck had nothing to do with it.
The snipers were still on the hill above the clearing, but they were dead. Blake, Keena, and I had been running east along the ridgeline when we heard the first two gunshots and saw the flashes about a mile ahead of us on a higher ridgeline. That was the first sign we�d seen of the paratroopers that had fallen from the sky. But what the heck are they shooting at? We�re up here.
My best guess was they�d taken up a perch over an open valley, hoping to catch the three of us passing below. But someone else had crossed into their line of fire, potentially even multiple subjects, and the snipers had taken them out. People? Animals? There was no way of knowing from here. Has to be people. You�d have to be stupid to give away your location for animals. Now, they�d essentially put neon signs on themselves, taking the challenge out of this high-stakes game of hide-and-seek. Well, most of the challenge.
As we approached the snipers, Blake handed me Keena�s rifle. With the night scope I could make out four snipers set up in the rocks and focused in on the valley below. As I was about to turn and indicate that number to Blake and Keena, a slight movement to the left caught my eye. Someone sat up from behind a rock and appeared to be talking to one of the snipers.
�Blake, there are at least five guys�perhaps more.�
�Danny, we�ve got a rifle, a handgun, and a knife.� Blake left the comparative imbalance unmentioned.
�I know.� I looked around. �Blake, this isn�t the kind of stuff I�ve trained you in. Hand-to-hand combat I mean. Keena, I�m sure you�ve got sufficient training, but I think I need to go in alone.� I handed Blake the rifle. �I�ll take the night-vision goggles. You watch through the rifle. Any shot you fire will echo through the valley like a cannon. But if I raise my left hand, you shoot any of those guys you can. Got it?�
�Left hand. Yep.�
I appreciated that he wasn�t going to argue with my plan. I was sure he didn�t like the idea of me walking into this one-on-however-many, but stealth was critical now. It made the most sense to take this approach.
Keena, on the other hand, objected. �Danny, what happens if you get caught?�
�Keena, we saw a couple hundred of these guys fall out of the sky. The forest down there is probably crawling with them. We saw the smoke from the fires�we know they�re down there. They�re waiting for us. This is our best chance to take away their advantage.�
She nodded but remained quiet.
�You okay with me taking the Springfield?� She nodded again and handed me the pistol. �All right then.� I took a deep breath and fist bumped each of them.
I climbed up the back side of the ridgeline, just out of sight of the snipers, until I was directly behind�and above�them. I slithered up to where I could look straight down on them and sure enough, there were eight men in all. Three sleeping, one on a radio, and four snipers zoned in on the valley. It had been almost an hour since the first two shots had been fired. My watch read 12:18 a.m.
The man on the radio finished his communication and walked over to a bush. He unzipped his pants for a leak he never got to take. I doubt he even felt the blade touch his throat. I slowly lowered him to the ground and slunk over to the three sleeping men. Three more quick slices, three fewer threats. I signaled in Blake�s direction�with my right hand�four down. He was a good two hundred yards away�and my night-vision goggles had a range of about fifty yards, so I couldn�t see him. But I was certain he was watching me. Hopefully he was moving my way.
I slowly slid down the slope behind one of the snipers. I had the knife poised to slice when gunfire erupted in the valley. The sniper jumped�startled�and his sudden movement caught me off guard. The knife slashed his shoulder, and he yelped in pain, jumping to his feet and plowing back into me. I fell back�off-balance�and noticed we had unfortunately gained the attention of the other three snipers. They were running towards us, trying to get a clear shot at me.
The gunfire continued in the valley as I wrestled with the large man now pinning me down. He was much stronger than I was and had better leverage, but I had his arms locked and he couldn�t reach his own gun or knife. I saw one of the men pass us and run up the slope. He�s heading for the radio. Come on, Blake. On cue, I heard the echo of a gunshot reverberate across the ridge. Then another. Then one more. Did Blake miss? Twice? The two men approaching to help the guy wrestling me froze as their friend who had run up the slope came tumbling back down�dead.
I was able to get my knee up into the gut of the man on top of me as he wrenched the knife from my hand. I kicked him off me, and we each drew our sidearm simultaneously. His first shot missed my head as I rolled and put two in his chest. He flipped backward over a rock and fell hard�and pretty far. Another two gunshots from Blake mixed with the barrage in the valley as another sniper died. One left. How is Blake missing these guys?
I couldn�t see the last sniper. No doubt he�d found a rock to hide behind. As hard as it was for me to lie still, I knew Blake was looking for him too. If this sniper was trained as I�d been, he was waiting for me to move�to be visible. He was also aware another gun out there had taken his comrades out at long range. One of us would make the first mistake�our last mistake.

From my prone position I motioned for Blake to keep moving toward me along the upper ridgeline. He had to get a different angle on the hidden sniper. There was another volley of gunfire in the valley below us, some yelling, and then a single shot. Eerie silence followed. I was afraid to move.
A few minutes later, Blake had a lock on the missing sniper. His final shot chattered across the ridgeline and through the valley. As soon as I knew for sure the soldier was dead, I grabbed one of the enemy sniper rifles and turned it on the valley, trying to find the reason for all the gunfire. The troops had been fighting someone down there�I could see torches and flashlights moving through the trees. Maybe even Lazzo and Hayley. I saw some troops run out into the open rock field, but there was no sign of Hayley�or Lazzo. Soon those troops would be radioing up here and would find out their sniper support was gone. We had to keep moving toward Knights Peak.

THIRTY-FOUR � Silas Mubarak (Eddie)

Early Morning Hours.
---------- (Monday. August 8, 2022.) ----------
Fort Morro Prison. San Juan, Puerto Rico.
Two loud pops woke Eddie shortly after midnight. He sat up when he heard one more. The pops were loud enough to where he knew they weren�t normal. He stood and walked over to the bars, straining his ears to listen for anything else up the stairs but it was silent. The only noises were down the hall�the guards talking and prisoners shuffling around their cells. What were those pops? They sounded like gunshots.
Then the little red light on the surveillance camera went off a couple minutes later. Eddie hadn�t heard a helicopter come in, and he didn�t hear anyone coming down the stairs. He took that to mean the guard who had slipped him the key was in the control room. That was his signal. This was his chance.
It was dark outside, and the prison was silent. Eddie walked to the door of his cell and reached around to insert the key in the lock. A quick twist and click and the door swung open. Eddie slowly stepped out into the hallway. He heard someone clear his throat down the hall and could see a faint silhouette highlighted by a dim light source around the corner. He tiptoed to the end of the hall, grateful the other prisoners seemed to be asleep. Eddie peeked around the corner and saw a guard walking away from him and another seated a few feet away with his face in his hands. Eddie took three quick steps and snapped the seated guard�s neck in one swift motion. He pulled the guard off the chair, donned his hat, and took up the same position the guard had occupied just seconds earlier. He saw the other guard turn around and look in his direction. The guard began to pace back. Eddie didn�t dare move too much. He counted down the guard�s steps until he was only a few yards away and then lunged at him. The guard attempted to duck and yell but Eddie shoved his hand over the guard�s mouth before he could make much of a sound. Eddie slammed the guard�s head back against the wall and then gave his neck a quick twist�yielding another distinctive crunch. Two down.
He found the cells with red circles in them, put his face against the bars and whispered �Mali.� There was no reply, so he whispered again, a little louder. �Mali.� He heard stirring and whispered a third time, �Mali, are you in there?�
�Eddie?� a female voice replied in surprise.
�Shh, yes� it�s me baby.�
A shadow approached him, but it wasn�t Mali. It was Cera, Lazzo�s wife. �Cera? Where�s Mali?� Eddie could see the troubled expression on her face. �Where�s your daughter?�
�Isabelle is�� She reached out and grabbed Eddie�s hand. �Mali isn�t�they�� Tears pooled up in her eyes. �They�re not��
But there were three circles on the sheet. �No� she�s here�� He realized he was being too loud. �I was told she�s��
�Eddie.� A tear ran down Cera�s face. �She died a day after the beating. Her brain�she�I�� Cera didn�t know what to say.
Eddie sank to his knees, and Cera slid down with him. He could feel tears in his eyes. He looked at Cera in shock. But there were three circles.
�Cera,� Eddie finally spoke up. He knew he didn�t have much time. �Isabelle is dead too?�
�I don�t know. Commander Boli took her.�
So Boli had been here for something else. �Why?�
�He didn�t say. Just that he needed her.�
Eddie didn�t have time to think about why Boli had taken his niece. �Who is next to you?� He pointed at the adjacent cell.
�Next to me? No one,� Cera replied. �It�s the��
�The what?� He reacted to her sudden pause. �The what, Cera?� �It�s where they keep the coffins,� she whispered. �It�s where your wife and daughters are.�
Then it made sense. The guard probably knew Eddie�s wife and girls were dead but couldn�t tell him that. He didn�t want Eddie to suddenly become emotional. He didn�t want Eddie to react. He had to make him believe all was well. Cera apparently wasn�t even indicated on the map. Maybe the guard didn�t know who Cera was.
�Eddie, you have to go. You must leave now.�
�I�m taking you with me.�
�No, you can�t��
�I am.�
�We�ll never��
�We will.� Eddie unlocked her cell and swung her door open. �Stay with me.� Cera knew Eddie well enough to know there was no point in arguing. He grabbed a handgun and rifle off one of the fallen guards and walked toward the corner. Glancing down the final hallway, he saw four men seated at a table, playing cards and smoking. Eddie put his hand on Cera�s shoulder. �Wait right here a minute.�
He strode casually�head bowed�down the hallway toward the guards. One of the guards addressed him, but Eddie ignored the question. The guard repeated himself, irritated, and stood. At that moment he recognized Eddie and reached for his gun. It was too late. Eddie shot him four times and then finished off his magazine into the other three. The gunshots echoed through the hallways. Anyone outside would definitely have heard them. Prisoners in the cells rushed to their bars, begging for Eddie to free them. He ignored them. Hopefully the number of Xs on the sheet was right. He picked up two more handguns off the floor, slung an M16 over his shoulder, and whistled down the hallway for Cera. She hurried toward him. He held out his hand to her, helped her over the bodies, and swung open the door at the end of the hall. He glanced up the stairs but still couldn�t hear anything. No voices. No alarms. He slowly climbed the steps and peeked outside. One figure stood across the courtyard beneath a street lamp. Eddie recognized him as the friendly guard.
�Pssst�� Eddie tried to get his attention.
The guard motioned for him to approach and Eddie did�cautiously�pulling Cera along behind him. It could be a trap.
�I took care of the others.� The guard read Eddie�s wary look. �But more will be coming. I could not prevent the silent alarm.� Eddie nodded as the guard pointed down a staircase. �Follow these stairs down to the pier and take the boat to the location in Rincon marked with an X.� He handed Eddie the map. �There is a jeep parked there with keys in it, and a map in the glove box leading you to an airfield with a plane. Go��
�You must come with us.�
�I can�t.�
�I cannot fly a plane.� Eddie made a flying motion with his hand.
�But you��
�No. My brother is the pilot, not me. I can�t fly.�
�I must stay here and buy you time.�
�Then why did you help me if you don�t want to escape?�
�You don�t remember?�
Eddie shook his head. �Remember?�
�My father was Ben Mubarak. He��
Eddie knew then exactly who this soldier was. This soldier had been a twelve-year-old boy the last time Eddie had seen him. Eddie put his hand on the young man�s shoulder before he could finish his sentence. �Silas, right? I saved your father�s life in Tripoli.� Eddie remembered the corrupt cop-led mob that had been stoning the man for stealing bread.
�Yes.� The young man nodded. �And my mother�s. I found out you were in Puerto Rico when I was in Denver and requested an assignment here. I thought I might be able to help. I owe you��
�You owe me nothing. Your father did not deserve to die for feeding his family. You�he would be very proud of you. You have helped me plenty. And now, you must come with me.�
�I cannot possibly��
�Son, they will kill you.�
�I know.�
�I cannot allow this.� Eddie handed him a handgun. �I am trusting you with my life now. You can fly, yes?�
The man nodded. �I have, yes.�
�Then you come with me.� Eddie motioned at Cera. �You protect her.�

They ran down to the boat and took it to Rincon. On the jeep ride from Rincon to the airstrip, Silas filled them in on what he knew about Qi Jia�s current operations, Lazzo�s journey, and everything else he�d overheard from Commander Boli. Eddie asked him about the numbers on the bottom of the sheet.
�Commander Boli wrote them down while on the radio with someone in Denver. He typed them into a computer before he left and then threw the paper away. I copied for you.�
What would he have typed into a computer? They aren�t a phone number. So what is� Then he knew. Coordinates. But for where? And for what purpose? There was only one possible answer. Wherever Boli is meeting Lazzo.

THIRTY-FIVE � Sneak Peak (Hayley)

Early Morning Hours.
---------- (Tuesday, August 9, 2022.) ----------
Nine miles west of Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado.
I didn�t know how Flynn and I had made it across that open rock field. Considering all the action and gunfire in the valley, the snipers had to be watching for movement. Our crawling couldn�t have fooled them. Suddenly I felt like an idiot. Here I was acting almost like I wished they had fired at us�that they had hit us. What is wrong with you? Who cares why they didn�t? We�re still alive!
The bigger issue was Lazzo. I assumed he was dead�though it probably wasn�t safe to assume anything. Can he possibly still be alive? The soldiers had said the bounty on Lazzo depended on taking him alive. Maybe he is. But that last gunshot from the forest had sounded different. It had finality to it. Did Lazzo take his own life?
Again, it didn�t matter. We had to keep going. The troops were going to keep coming. Surely the Libyan commander had told them exactly where we were all heading�where the exchange was supposed to take place. We had to stay ahead of them.
Shortly before daylight, we arrived at the Penrose-Rosemont Reservoir at the base of Knights Peak. We had to be close to the exchange coordinates. As we skirted the south side of the reservoir, I noticed two boats patrolling the waters and knew there had to be more soldiers around. They had to know Lazzo had been taken�maybe even killed. But they were still looking for me. Using my binoculars, I found four groups of soldiers clustered around campfires along the eastern shore. I was finally starting to panic, and now it was Flynn�s turn to calm me down. I didn�t know where exactly we needed to go, but I did know the paratroopers would be closing in on us quickly in the daylight. We had a matter of hours before they were here�assuming they had waited until daylight to continue their search.
�Flynn, I don�t know where specifically this exchange is supposed to take place. Knight�s Peak isn�t exactly small and all Lazzo said was a lodge. I feel like we�re in the middle of a spider web with a thousand spiders crawling towards us. You and me�we�re no match for them.�
She appeared to be thinking over our dilemma. I knew she agreed with me, but in my panicked state one of us had to be the rational one�the strategist. �Say your brother is here or gets here and sees the same thing�all these soldiers coming together in one place�the spider web you referenced. He�s not going to walk right into the middle of it either. He�s going to try to find you without anyone else finding him.�
�Right. So where would Lazzo take me?�
�I don�t know if that�s the right question.�
�What do you mean?�
Flynn looked up towards Knight�s Peak. �First of all, this exchange spot probably wasn�t up to Lazzo. It would be somewhere they could see him coming though�where they could see anyone coming. So if Lazzo is working with someone�with the kidnappers, or whatever�wouldn�t he be meeting them first and then meeting Danny?�
�Okay, yeah� that would make sense.� I nodded.
�So it�s somewhere around here�somewhere elevated, if we�re right.�
�Somewhere up there.� I pointed up the mountain.

We didn�t have to look hard�or for long. Within the hour, jeeps were driving on the roads around the reservoir, all heading the same direction. A helicopter flew overhead and landed behind a large building on a plateau about a third of the way up Knights Peak. There. �Flynn, if that�s the Libyan commander��
�We have to kill him.� She finished my sentence. The idea didn�t seem to bother her. Amazing what losing someone you love can do to your convictions.
We worked our way slowly up the side of the mountain. We were five hundred yards from the edge of the plateau now. I could see troops lining the ridge and could hear dogs barking. I knew more troops had to be sweeping in behind us. There was no doubt this building was where Lazzo was expected to bring me. I looked around for the best angle of approach. �I don�t know how we do this. There are too many guards.�
Flynn reached out and took my hand. �Then maybe we don�t.�
�But why are there so many troops? And why are they being so obvious?� It doesn�t make any sense. They have to know Danny is coming. Why would they want to scare him away?
�Hayley, maybe something happened.�
�Like?�
�I don�t know, but maybe they know Danny isn�t coming, and they�re waiting for you?�
�But then why would the commander be here?�
�We don�t know he is. That chopper could have had anyone in it. It could have been carrying a chicken and a pig.�
She was right. This could be a trap. This was where they�d told Danny to come, and he had to come or Reagan, Emily, and Abbey were dead. Danny didn�t have a choice. But I did. �Flynn, I can�t ask you to do this.�
�I�m not going anywhere.�
�I could die here.�
�Then we both die here.�
I smiled sadly at her. Right now the two of us were alive and I could keep it that way by walking away from the hornet�s nest. But I couldn�t just let my brother walk into this. If I could kill the Libyan commander somehow, Danny wouldn�t have to turn himself in�or give Qi Jia the book. I could save everyone. I looked back up the hill and saw two soldiers working their way down the rocks in our general direction. I glanced back at Flynn and handed her my knife. �If anything happens to me, you tell them you�re Hayley. You tell them you�re Danny�s sister. Understand?�
She nodded. I took two arrows out of my quiver and stuck one into the ground at my feet. I loaded the other and took dead aim at the approaching soldiers�first at the one farthest from me. When I was certain they were out of sight from the men up on the ledge, I let the first arrow fly. It was a little off�a little low�from my intended target, but it still took him down instantly. He hit the ground with a thud, and his partner spun toward the sound. He saw the arrow sticking out of the other man�s chest and turned back toward me. I saw the terror on his face before the second arrow put him down�this time right through the head. Missed a little high that time. I should have practiced with this bow more. I heard Flynn mutter, �Wow,� but I was already on the move, another arrow pulled and loaded.
I ducked into a ditch and dove to the ground. Flynn was right beside me. Two more soldiers were coming our way. Just as they discovered their two comrades, I rose up on one knee and let another arrow fly, pulling a second before the first even hit its mark. The last arrow flew true as well�I finally hit where I was aiming�and I stood to move toward the four men to retrieve my arrows. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a pile of leaves erupt and a large body rise from under them, lunging toward me. His left arm wrapped around my chest, and his right arm went around my mouth. He pulled me back down into the ditch and under a large nylon net covered with leaves. He lay on top of me as I struggled to break free. It occurred to me that he wasn�t really hurting me or even trying to. He was trying to keep me quiet. And then he whispered in my ear. I froze. No frickin� way! I hadn�t seen his face, but by his voice I knew exactly who he was.

THIRTY-SIX � Reunion (Hayley)

---------- (Tuesday. August 9, 2022.) ----------
�Quiet, it�s okay,� he whispered. �You�re okay.�
Holy shit. Eddie!
He slowly removed his hand from my mouth. �I can�t let you go up there. It�s murder.�
Suicide. �Holy crap. Eddie, how are you here? How��
�I can�t tell you now. I must get you out of here.�
�Eddie, I can�t go. Danny��
�I know. Danny is coming.�
�But the commander is�� I stopped as Eddie shook his head. He had slid off me now and was lying beside me. I was finally able to peek under the net to find Flynn, and another man was holding her down under a similar net�in full Qi Jia uniform. His hand was still over her mouth. What the hell?
�The commander is not up there.� Eddie sounded certain. �He wouldn�t come for this.�
�Eddie, who is�� I pointed at the man holding Flynn.
�Don�t worry. It�s Silas. He�s with me. We couldn�t let your friend scream.� Eddie nodded at the other man, and he released Flynn. She scurried out from under the other net and over to my side.
I pulled her up against me. �It�s okay, Flynn.�
�What�s going on?� she whispered, trembling.
�Flynn, this is Lazzo�s brother, Eddie,� I replied.
I allowed Eddie to explain further. �We were trying to find a way in, and you have provided it for us. My friend here is going to blow up the building on the plateau so that Danny doesn�t come. Danny will understand the explosion was not set off by Qi Jia. It will buy us some time to try to find him.�
�How did I help?�
�Hayley, trust me. I need to get you out of here. Do you know where Lazzo is?�
�No.� I shook my head. It�s the truth.
Eddie hesitated then looked around again. �Okay.� He handed Flynn and I a pair of white booties. �Put these on and let�s go.�
Part of me didn�t want to move. I had trusted Lazzo and it had cost me greatly�and this was his brother. But I also knew Lazzo had betrayed Eddie, and I was pretty sure Eddie was aware of that too. Without asking any questions about the footwear, I nodded at Flynn and we removed our boots and put the booties�or slippers�on. �Okay.�
Eddie said something to the other man�Silas�in Arabic, and he nodded. �Come on.� He stood and pulled on my arm.
I stood up slowly, clutching my boots and bow. �I need my arrows.�
Eddie motioned for Silas to collect my arrows. �He�ll get them, don�t worry.�
Eddie led Flynn and me down the hill south of the reservoir. I understood the purpose of the booties now�they didn�t leave much of a print. We moved quickly for about ten minutes and then came upon a burnt-down farmhouse. A large�and surprisingly intact�propane tank sat next to a storm cellar, between the farmhouse and an old barn. Eddie knocked on the cellar door. I heard a lock slide, and Eddie lifted up the door. I found myself staring face-to-face with a beautiful African woman. �Hayley, this is��
A loud explosion thundered through the valley, shaking our knees and sending a billion birds scattering�chattering�across the sky.
�Quick, in,� Eddie ordered, and I stepped into the cellar with Flynn right behind me. Eddie followed us in and locked the door.

We sat quietly in the darkness for a minute as our eyes adjusted to the dim light of a single kerosene lamp. The woman was staring at me, and I felt like I should know her from somewhere. And then it hit me. The picture Lazzo had been holding on the boat. She extended her hand to me. �I am pleased to meet you. I am Cera.�
I took her hand and nodded. Yep. I knew it. �Cera, I�m Hayley, and this is Flynn.�
Flynn shook Cera�s hand.
�Cera is Lazzo�s wife,� I explained.
Eddie looked at me in surprise. �You know this?�
I smiled. �I know a lot of things now.� I looked back and forth between the two of them. They seemed to be waiting for me to continue, but I wasn�t going to say anything until they specifically asked. I had questions of my own. �How did you find me�or us? How did you find us Eddie?�
�Truth is, I wasn�t looking for you. I wasn�t looking for Danny. I was trying to save Lazzo. I thought if I could blow up the building I would have time to find him. But when the helicopter landed, I knew General Roja is probably here. I know I can�t get close enough to him. And I no have uniform. But Silas, he has a uniform, and I have a bomb for him. I was going to kill the guards on that hill, but you killed them first. That was Silas�s way in.�
Makes sense. �But where have you been?�
�I�ve been prisoner. We both were prisoners in Puerto Rico. The other man�Silas�he helped us escape, and we flied a plane in here last night. He got the coordinates from Libyan commander, and when we figure out what they were, we know it was where Lazzo would be coming.�
�Eddie��
�He�s not coming, is he?� The giant African�s sad face communicated he knew the answer.
I looked at Cera and could see her lower lip quivering. Tears had pooled in her eyes. I shook my head. �I don�t think so.�
�They killed him?� Eddie asked.
I shook my head again. �Not exactly.� Before Eddie could take that any other way, I completed my answer. �I�m pretty sure Lazzo gave himself��
�He�� Eddie stopped short. He understood. So did Cera.
�No.� She buried her head into Eddie�s shoulder. He wrapped an arm around her as her sobs transferred into his chest.
I could see the hurt in Eddie�s eyes as well. He was disappointed. �Can you explain this, Hayley?�
�This?� But I knew what he meant.
�Lazzo came here to give information to Commander Boli, but why are you here? You shouldn�t be here? Boli told me Lazzo kidnapped you, but that can�t be true. It�s not true.�
�Lazzo couldn�t get the information he needed. Danny had it. So Lazzo�� Cera was looking at me again, in confusion. I didn�t want to say it and didn�t know how to.
So Flynn said it. �Lazzo kidnapped her.�
�No.� Eddie stood, and his voice boomed in the cellar. �He didn�t! He would not have done this.�
I nodded. �Yes. I�m afraid he did. He killed my boyfriend and kidnapped me, and three others. He needed me as bait so that he could be sure Danny would come here, and bring the book.�
�Hayley.� Cera was shocked. �No��
I kept nodding. Eddie knew I was telling the truth. It was evident in his eyes. He was angry but not at me. He�d already been told I was kidnapped but had refused to believe it from Boli. From me�he definitely believed it.
�You knew this?� All he could do was shake his head.
�Lazzo told me on the carrier.� I couldn�t believe I was about to defend his actions, but this had to be really hard for Cera to swallow as well. This was how her husband had died. �He didn�t feel like he had a choice.� I took Cera�s hand. �I understand.�
�That is no excuse. Hayley, that is no excuse.� Eddie was riled up.
�Eddie, it�s done. He thought he had to do it to save you, Cera�and Isabelle. Is Isabelle��
�Hayley.� Eddie put his hand on my shoulder. �Commander Boli has Isabelle.�
Panic filled my face. �Here?�
�No. He would not trust anyone else with her. She is probably in Denver or around there�wherever Boli is. Hayley, there is no excuse for what Lazzo did. I am truly��
�Eddie, you don�t need to apologize for Lazzo. No one does. I understand.� It was clearly not in his nature to excuse this in any way. �Trust me, Eddie, I would do anything for my brother if I thought it would save him.� I let that sink in. �Anything�right or wrong.�
He was silent. Now he was the one nodding. He understood what I was saying. I wasn�t defending Lazzo, but I knew why he�d done what he�d done. �You�d have done the same thing?�
�Pretty much.� I nodded, staring back into his half-sad, half-angry eyes.
�So when did he die?�
�If he did, it happened last night.� My eyes moved back to Cera.
�And you still went to the Knight mountain?�
�Knights Peak? Yes. There are three girls still being held prisoner back in Hawaii by the men Lazzo was working with. If Boli gives the order, they will be killed. I thought the only way to save them was to kill Boli. Besides, I knew my brother was coming, and I knew where he was going�generally anyway. Lazzo gave me the meeting site. It was my only chance. I had to be here.�
�Danny would not be expecting the explosion.� Eddie�s voice had regained its typical commanding tone. �And when Boli hears about the explosion, he will send more soldiers to try to find who did it and capture them. If he knows Danny is in the area, he will send everyone to find him. If he cannot, then�at that point�he will certainly give the order to kill the hostages. We do not have much time.�
�You think Danny is close enough to have heard the explosion? Or seen it?�
�General Roja was here. He would only have come for Danny. He knows what Danny looks like.�
�So you think they know Danny is near?� I couldn�t keep the hope out of my voice.
�Yes. You said Lazzo was killed last night?� Eddie�s mind was apparently still on his own brother. �There was gunfire?�
�Of course.� I gave him a puzzled look.
�Lots of gunfire? Loud?�
�Yes. Loud gunfire.� What is he getting at? �Why?�
�I think if Danny is here, Danny would have heard it.�
I hadn�t thought of that. Gunfire out here�if Danny was anywhere nearby, he would definitely have heard it. And we were far from the rescue plane. Danny would assume Qi Jia was fighting with someone. He�d be trying to figure out who. He�d be trying to figure out if it was Lazzo and me.
Eddie continued. �I think, if your brother heard the gunshots last night, then yes, I think your brother was here and saw the explosion.�
�Then we need to go find him.� I stepped in front of Eddie, looking up at him.
�No.� He blocked my access to the steps. �We stay here in this tunnel.�
Storm shelter. �But��
�We stay here. If I�ve learned anything about your brother by now, it�s that he will find us. We stay here.�
We stayed put.

THIRTY-SEVEN � Red Hot Mess (Danny)

---------- (Tuesday. August 9, 2022.) ----------
I admit I was a little confused. I was certain the paratroopers were searching for us, that they�d seen us driving toward the mountains and been sent to capture or kill us. And then there was that gunfight in the valley that had nothing to do with us. So now I was wondering if Baker and his men had already rescued the people in Cheyenne Mountain, come out the back exit, and started that firefight. But even that didn�t make sense because the bunker�s back tunnel had been sealed off for security reasons several years ago. The tunnel wasn�t on the map Baker had, and the airfield he�d intended to land at wasn�t anywhere near here. It wouldn�t have surprised me in the least if he�d gotten lazy or greedy and changed his plans, landing closer�too close�to Cheyenne Mountain. But that gunfight had sounded awfully one-sided�more one hundred to one than one hundred to fifty. That left Hayley, Lazzo, and Baker�s daughter. The gunfight had come to an abrupt end, and there had been no more shots after Blake�s last sniper kill. So either the soldiers had gotten what they�d wanted, or their targets had escaped. We didn�t hang around to find out.
I didn�t want to overthink it, because where my mind was now, I couldn�t imagine their targets had escaped. The soldiers hadn�t been in any urgent pursuit after the last shot had been fired down in the valley. There hadn�t been torches, flashlights, or dogs cutting through the forest below us�not in either direction�east or west. If they were searching for someone, it would have been visible to us up on the ridgeline. That train of thought was disturbing. I was hopeful the targets hadn�t been Hayley and Lazzo, but it was all that made sense. I considered going down to investigate, but I also knew we had between six and seven miles to go to reach the coordinates before daylight.

We maintained our elevated approach along the ridgeline for the next few hours and found a secure perch over the designated meeting place about a half hour before dawn. We were there when the trucks arrived and the helicopter flew in. I watched through the rifle�s scope as a man who looked like General Roja ducked out of the helicopter. I thought you were dead. How did that grenade not kill him at Lake Powell? The general marched into the building, followed by a majority of the troops. A short while later, most of the troops came back out and took up patrols around the perimeter of the plateau. We saw a few patrols heading our direction and figured they�d been ordered to take a high position. Sixteen men. Manageable.
I told Blake and Keena to keep an eye on them as I continued to watch the compound on the plateau. I saw four men go down the hillside to the west, and then about twenty minutes later a single man came back up. None of the four who had gone down the hill wore backpacks, but this man had a pack slung over his shoulder. What the heck?
�What?� Blake was looking at me.
I must have said that last part out loud. �Not sure yet.� I watched the man talk to a couple of troops at the corner of the building and then disappear around the back. �There�s this guy��
�This guy? Could you be a little more��
�I don�t know. Hang on.� Only a few minutes passed before he came back into view�this time without the pack. He shook hands with the soldiers at the corner of the building and headed back down the hill. Where is he going? He disappeared down the side. No sooner had I dismissed it as nothing, than an explosion disintegrated the large building, leaving a mess of burning wood and twisted metal and a decent-sized crater. Holy shit! A landslide of boulders rained down from the mountain, crushing everything in their path and crashing through the debris. There was no way anyone in that building had survived. If that was General Roja who had entered, he was certainly dead now.
Suddenly the dots connected in my head. �Damn it.�
�What?� Blake turned to look at me. �What the heck was that? Who blew it up?�
The soldiers who had been climbing the hillside had turned back and were running toward the destroyed building. More soldiers were pouring out of the forest from every direction to see what had happened and likely intending to help. But there was no one to help. Anyone within a hundred yards of that building was dead. �There was a soldier with a backpack.�
�Okay�� Blake clearly didn�t know where I was going with that. �Was that the guy?�
I nodded. �He came out of the forest with the backpack, by himself, and walked around the building. Then he came back into view�without the pack�and disappeared down the hill into that far corner of the forest. I think that pack had the bomb in it. The bomber is still alive.�
�Danny, you think that one guy blew the whole place up?�
�Sure, Keena. Why not?�
�But why?�
�To send a message would be my guess.�
�What message and to who?� Keena asked.
�Maybe stay away?� I shrugged. �Maybe the message was for me�for us.�
�You�re kidding?� Blake was as doubtful as Keena.
�No.� I turned to both of them. �Think about it. That had to have been Lazzo. I don�t know why he did it yet, but he had to be telling us to stay away.�
�You said the guy just walked around the building? No one saw him?� Keena asked.
�Actually� he stopped and talked to two guys at the southwest end of the building.�
�And they didn�t recognize him? But wouldn�t they know what Lazzo looks like? Wouldn�t that be like surrendering yourself?�
Blake was right. Yes, they would know what Lazzo looks like. That can�t have been Lazzo. I don�t get it. �Good point� of course they would. So if that wasn�t Lazzo, who was it? And why blow up the building?� I asked myself as much as them. Before either could suggest anything, I continued. �Unless someone in Qi Jia was trying to get rid of the general.� That was a new thought. �Maybe Roja knew too much or maybe he was competition. There�s really only one way to find out.�
�No, Danny. It�s not a good idea,� Blake was shaking his head. �It�s a hot mess down there.�
�What�s he thinking?� Keena asked, though Blake had kind of given it away already.
We have to follow that guy. �Let�s go.� I didn�t answer her question.
�Dang it, Danny,� I heard Blake mumble. I smiled. Objection noted.
Blake and Keena were on my heels as I cut down the hill. The enemy was distracted now. They had no idea what had hit them. The patrol that had gone down into the corner before the explosion�the same corner where the bomber had just disappeared�those guys had never come back up. I had a feeling we�d find them down there�dead�and another feeling there�d be tracks I could follow to whoever this bomber was.

THIRTY-EIGHT� Crystal Clear

---------- (Tuesday Afternoon. August 9, 2022.) ----------
Word of the Knights Peak explosion spread quickly. Commander Boli was informed immediately in Denver, and he wasted no time in reaching out to his contacts at the former Marine base in Hawaii. Governor Barnes was summoned to the base. He knew Trigger and Twix were under strict orders not to leave his side, so he had to sneak out. They couldn�t know where he was going or why he was going there.
He arrived at the base, and four armed and masked men escorted him back to the radio room. �What can I do for you?� Barnes spoke into the handset.
�You have betrayed me,� the cold voice of Commander Boli replied on the other end.
�I haven�t�what are you talking about?�
�The man you send, he has killed one or two hundred of my men, including General Roja.�
�Whoa, wait, Commander. I didn�t send anyone. What man are you talking about? This has nothing to do with me. I have done all you have asked. Every single thing. No one even knows I�m involved.�
�You lie.�
�No, Commander, I swear. I would never jeopardize my wife. You killed my daughter. You think I don�t know you�d kill her too? I promise you, I did nothing but what you�ve told me. Please��
There was a lengthy pause on the other end. �We shot down one rescue plane and found other. We killed everyone you send. Your information was good there. But you are responsible for this Danny too, no?�
�No.� Governor Barnes was panicking. �I couldn�t say anything to Danny. If Danny knew I was involved, this all would have been over before it started. He never would have gone to meet you. I have risked everything here. I told you when he was coming, so you would be ready. I�ve been monitoring his dog tag the entire time. I told you to stay back and let him come. He couldn�t have blown up your building. Danny�s not even there yet. He�s still miles away from the coordinates.�
�He will never come now. I should kill your wife and the girls now.�
�Commander, please�� Barnes took the opportunity to plead with him. �Listen�please�it was your men who shot down Danny�s plane. If Danny made it to Colorado, he would never have blown up the building that gave him his only chance to save his sister.�
�Maybe so. But how do we find him now? Who else would have blown that building?�
�Commander, I�ll give you Danny�s current coordinates. But I have no idea who could have blown that building. Maybe some of the men from the other planes escaped. I don�t know. You killed a plane full of Captain Baker�s men. Maybe this was his revenge.�
�This was not Captain Baker.�
�How do you know? It could have been.�
�I know.�
�Sir, please, I have done everything you have asked. I have risked my life and betrayed my own country to help you. I just told you where you can find Danny. Please�please, sir�let my wife go.�
�You know I cannot.�
�You promised��
�No!� Boli screamed back into the radio. �You have not delivered. I do not have the information I need. I have lost over hundreds of men. I promised you I would deliver when you deliver. That was my promise.�
�Commander, there is still plenty of time before the deadline you��
�No. No more time. I give you three days. I will send men to pick up Danny where you tell me to look but if he is not there you must reach him and get him to turn himself in to me. Three days. I no have information by then, your wife�all the prisoners�they die. Three days.� And then there was an audible click.
�Commander��
It was too late. He was gone.

THIRTY-NINE � 99 Problems

---------- (Tuesday. August 9, 2022.) ----------
Governor Barnes had problems. Real, serious problems. As he left the base and headed back to the governor�s mansion, he racked his brain for anything he could do on this end. He needed to get back to his tablet and message Danny. But what was he supposed to tell him? That the Libyan commander had contacted him out of the blue and asked him to please have Danny turn himself in? Right. Danny would see through that. But if he didn�t message Danny immediately, he was wasting time. He only had three days to save his wife.
What was he supposed to do? He couldn�t ask anyone for help or advice. He couldn�t tell anyone here he had basically sacrificed both rescue planes to save a single person�his wife. Commander Boli had confirmed they had killed all the rescuers�Baker�s entire party�but no one in Hawaii knew that yet. And the governor couldn�t say anything. Apparently no one from Cheyenne Mountain was aware either, or they would have reported it. They hadn�t radioed anything of the kind in. In fact, there�d been no communication from the bunker all week. That would probably change in a matter of days.
On the other hand, the Hexagon was buzzing with news of the Knight�s Peak explosion. That story had spread rapidly across the wires between Colorado Springs and Denver, and they�d intercepted numerous messages being sent to other parts of the country. Qi Jia�s commanders were concerned about an impending attack, even though none was coming that Barnes knew of. Whoever had blown up that building had awakened a sleeping giant. And General Roja�s death would turn Mexico�s focus back on Hawaii. Hawaii�s closest physical threat would be seeking some form of revenge.
As the governor climbed back into the window of his bedroom, he stopped short at the sight of two men in the corner. Twix was sitting in his reading chair, and Trigger was standing beside him.
�Governor.� Twix stood and approached him.
�Jeez� you guys scared the crap out of me.�
�Mind telling us where you�ve been?� Twix stood behind the governor who had turned his back to them. Trigger still hadn�t moved, or made a sound.
The governor didn�t want them to see his face. �I needed some alone time. I went for a walk on the beach. You guys have been on me��
�Sir, you don�t get alone time.� Twix�s annoyance was evident in his voice. He grabbed the governor�s arm and turned him around.
�Now wait��
Twix held up his hand, and Barnes stopped talking. �At Danny�s orders, Keena put a tracer in your watch. Nicole told us you had left, and we watched you go to the Kaneohe Bay Marine Base. We didn�t follow you because we didn�t want to jeopardize whatever it was you were there for. But we know you met someone there.�
�What? Don�t you guys know? You can�t trust Nicole. She�s the mole. I thought you knew that��
�No, sir,� Twix replied. �We know she isn�t the mole. She has done exactly what Danny wanted her to.�
�I think you really want to be careful here.� Trigger finally spoke up.
Panic was evident on the governor�s face. �It�s not what��
He stopped talking as Twix nodded, almost directly in his face now. �Yes, it is.�
�Guys, you don�t� I can�t.�
�Listen.� Trigger approached them now. �You�ve probably seen a lot of movies and TV shows. You�re not going to jail. We don�t report to anyone but Danny now, and we have no way of reaching him. You telling us what�s going on will not get to anyone else. The FBI�if any of them still exist�won�t trip all over themselves and piss on your plan. We�re not going to shoot you unless you keep treating us like idiots. We need to��
�They have my wife.� Governor Barnes threw his arms up. �Okay? What do you want me to do? They have my wife.� The room was suddenly silent.
Trigger took two more strides toward the governor. �What have you done?�
Twix cut him off. �Easy.�
�No. What have you done?� Trigger was almost yelling. �Telling secrets is one thing, but��
The governor was trembling, backing toward the window. �Guys��
�Trig.� Twix stood between Trigger and the governor. �Give me a minute, will you.� Trigger was shaking his head. �Please, just a minute,� Twix insisted. Trigger glared at Barnes but finally nodded and stepped back.
Twix turned to speak to the governor. �They�re watching you too, aren�t they?�
�I don�t know,� Barnes replied honestly.
�I�m guessing they at least have your phone and radio monitored. We also know they�re tapped into all of the computers but one in Area 52.�
�Why didn�t you��
�Why didn�t we tell you? Isn�t that obvious now? Danny doesn�t trust anyone. You should know that. He tells people what they need to know and that�s it. He doesn�t know who�s been compromised. He wouldn�t have suspected you, but clearly�even that would have been wrong. So what exactly did you do?�
Governor Barnes appeared dumbfounded. He turned and stared out the window. �She�s dead, isn�t she?�
�She who? Your wife?� Twix asked.
Barnes nodded his head. �They killed my daughter because I refused to believe they were capable of it. And now they�ll kill my wife.�
Trigger softened considerably at the governor�s revelation. �They killed your daughter? You�re sure?�
Tears had formed in the governor�s eyes, and he wiped them away. �Yes. They asked me to get the book from Danny and give it to them. I refused, and they took both of them. I listened to my daughter die as I tried to convince them I�d get the book. They said it was too late�that next time I should take them seriously. They shot her. I listened to her die.�
Twix put two and two together quickly. �I take it you met with the same people Nicole met with at Kaneohe Bay?�
The governor gripped the back of a chair. �I don�t know. There were four of them, all wearing masks, three dark skinned and one white. They�ve never really said anything to me. I�ve always just been led at gunpoint back to the comm room to talk to the Libyan commander in Denver�or wherever the hell he is.�
�They knew no one would ever question you.� Trigger rejoined the conversation. �You were the safe bet. Except to Danny.�
The look on the governor�s face was a combination of hurt and guilt�hurt that Danny hadn�t trusted him and guilt that Danny had been right not to.
�So you weren�t the white guy? There�s another white guy in on this?�
�What do you mean by that, Twix? The white guy at the base?�
�Never mind. What did you have to give them?� Twix asked.
Barnes turned away from them again. �I had to tell them when the planes left the carrier and where they were planning to land.�
�The rescue party?� Trigger asked in surprise.
Governor Barnes nodded. �And Danny�s.�
�Wait, you�re�� Trigger emotions were ramping up again.
�They�re all dead. I killed them all.�
�Governor��
�No. Stop.� Barnes turned to look at Twix. �Torrey, I should be arrested right now. Maybe you should even shoot me. My wife is dead. What does it even matter? We�re all dead.�
�Governor, as much as Trigger here would like to shoot you, you know that can�t happen. As much as what you�ve done deserves the steepest punishment�we can�t even report it or punish you. You�at least�will get away with your stupidity.�
�But��
�No. Sir, you need to listen. You have potentially sacrificed the lives of fifty-some men who dedicated their lives to protecting this country�maybe more if you�ve jeopardized the carrier too. These people gave all they had for people like you. There�s no question your decision was a terrible and costly one�and definitely an act of treason�but�� The governor had turned away, and Twix grabbed his arm, turning him back around. �But�I�m not going to tell you I don�t understand why you did it. These guys know how to use leverage. They know where you�re weak. Besides, they have Cheyenne Mountain heavily guarded. It wouldn�t be the first time someone has bluffed an enemy to get what they want. Maybe the entire rescue party isn�t dead.�
Twix could tell it was the first time Governor Barnes had considered that possibility.
�You�re saying that��
�I�m saying there�s a chance they lied to you to see if you�d give them anything useful. The question is, did you? Did they say anything about Danny?�
�They thought he blew up the building at Knights Peak,� Barnes replied.
Twix saw Trigger�s eyebrows rise. �So they think Danny is still alive?�
�I don�t know.� Barnes shrugged. �I guess. Maybe. Haven�t you been following his dog-tag beacon? It�s in Colorado.�
�No. He told us not to. Twix and I aren�t supposed to log in at all. Just Damien and the mole.� Trigger let that sink in. �The question is did you give them any reason to think Danny was still alive?�
Governor Barnes paused. Trigger and Twix saw right through that. �Crap.� Twix sighed.
�I told them he couldn�t have blown up the building, that he was still miles away from the coordinates at the time of the explosion.�
�Shit.� Trigger sighed again. �Damn it.�
A little bit of relief and hope had crept into the governor�s face. Now it was gone again. �What do you guys want me to do?�
�You just put Danny in a lot of hot water, if he is still alive,� Trigger replied. �The commander is going to send everyone out looking for him now.�
�And we may have another problem,� Twix said, glancing at Trigger.
�And what�s that?�
�Sir, there�s a huge hurricane heading our direction. Was originally just supposed to blow by, but now it appears to turning directly towards us. Damien doesn�t see any way it misses us now.�
�Seriously? A hurricane? It�s not even hurricane season, is it?� the governor responded nervously. He looked out the window. It was rather dark for mid-afternoon. �Peak season, in fact. You should know that.� Trigger ignored the inquisitive look he got from Twix.
�And if it does hit us��
�When it hits us,� Trigger interrupted.
�Weathermen are always wrong.�
�Maybe. But not meteorologists.�
�Enough. Both of you. True as that may be�Trigger� Governor�if and/or when the hurricane does hit us, it may be our best chance to get into the pink house on Kauai and rescue the girls. It may even be our only chance.�
Barnes�s attention was one hundred percent back in the mix. �So you�re actually hoping we get slammed by this hurricane. Is it a big one? When is it expected to hit us?�
�Yes, sir, it�s a big one. Definitely Category 4. Best guess��Twix glanced out the window��it hits late Wednesday afternoon or night. Wind is already picking up out there.� Twix pointed toward the ocean.
�Tomorrow night? What about the flooding? You said it was a Category 4�the last one of those to hit us was back in the early nineties. That thing destroyed Kauai.�
�Hurricane Iniki�we know, sir,� Trigger replied.
�Heck, the last hurricane a couple years ago flooded the entire place and it barely hit us. If this one does hit us, that property isn�t high enough to stay above it.� The governor could see he was telling the SEALs more of what they already knew. �But you guys already have a plan for that, don�t you?�
�Honestly, sir, no offense, but we�re not going to tell you anything else at this point.� Trigger was gazing out the window at the ocean. Twix continued. �But if we need something from you, we will let you know.�
The governor didn�t look thrilled with that response, but he knew he�d done nothing to deserve inclusion. He nodded.
�That said, though,� Twix continued, �if you have any hope of ever seeing your wife alive again, you cannot in any way tip off the people who are watching you. Do not act weird. Do not leave. Do not say a word about this to anyone. No one. Do not try to be a hero. I mean it. Go to bed early. Stay here. Stay� here.�
�I understand. But what do I do about Danny?�
�Danny�s going to have to take care of himself,� Twix replied. �Trigger and I have to head out to Redemption for a few hours. It�s almost dark now. Do you promise you�ll stay here?�
�Yes.�
�Sir?�
�I said yes. I promise.�
�Okay.� Trigger stared him down. �Your wife could still be alive. You leave, and you will kill her.�
�I got it, damn it.�
They finally turned away and walked to the door. �Oh, and��Twix turned back to the governor��anything I ask or tell you to do�from here on out�you do with no questions. Is that clear?�
�Crystal,� Barnes replied tersely. �Crystal clear.�
Trigger and Twix exited the governor�s mansion and headed for their truck. �What was up with all that weatherman meteorology bullshit back there?� Twix shoved Trigger�s arm.
�Nothing wrong with getting a little education while we�re here, is there?� Trigger smiled. �That Damien is an interesting guy.�
�So he�s a meteorologist?�
�Among other things.�
�Who knew?�
Trigger opened up the passenger door. �Think the governor will sit tight?�
�If he has any brains at all.�
Along with major flooding, a big hurricane would typically bring mass power outages. Twix and Trigger were counting on that combination to provide the perfect cover for a rescue. But it could also present an opportunity for those who held the governor�s wife to make another move. If the Hexagon knew the storm was coming, the Qi Jia operatives at the Marine base did as well. They could anticipate a breach. They could easily take countermeasures or even move the prisoners. This was a blindfolded chess match. Neither side had any idea which pieces were being moved or to where. But someone was going to win�and someone was going to lose.

FORTY � Calm Before the Storm (Ryan)

---------- (Tuesday. August 9, 2022.) ----------
Deacon told me about the hurricane that was approaching Hawaii. Using satellite imagery at the Hexagon�and knowledge from an online meteorology degree he�d gotten from Penn State a few years back�Damien had been able to measure the storm at about 1,050 miles wide, traveling at approximately seventy miles per hour. He was already calling it a Category 4�and it was still growing. The eye was nearly one hundred miles wide itself and appeared as if it would pass directly over Hawaii late tomorrow. There would be tons of rain and ferocious wind�maybe even hail as it had formed way south in the eastern Pacific. No one on Redemption had ever experienced a hurricane, but Deacon claimed the last Category 4 to hit Hawaii was thirty years ago and it slammed Kauai with 150 mph winds. �That�s what Damien told me anyway.�
�Could it turn into a Category 5?� I asked.
�Doubtful,� Deacon shook his head. �According to Damien fives don�t form out here and almost never hit land as a five. It�s been over a decade since one even passed close to here�Hurricane Rick.�
That, at least, was some good news. Given what he�d told me, I knew we were already feeling the first effects of the storm. The light rain and wind had started over an hour ago. We were rather exposed on Redemption, so we were likely going to feel all of it. A storm of any magnitude would pound our houses�or worse. With its elevated structure, the Big House was the most exposed to the winds that would only increase as the hurricane approached. Deacon suggested we consider temporarily moving to the Hexagon. Only problem was we didn�t have a plane. We�d have to take a boat. I told him I�d discuss it with the others.
I gathered everyone in the kitchen of the tree house�Tara and Oliver, Kate, Jenna, Dad, and Kaci. Deacon and Royce stood against the back wall. No one had any objections to moving to Oahu�though Tara was worried about the safety of the trip with Oliver. Kate�s sensitive stomach�she had severe morning sickness�was also a concern, but everyone was up for trying.
I wasn�t meant to hear about the planned rescue attempt, but I was in the bathroom when Deacon and Royce passed by, and I remained silent so I could hear every word. Apparently, big hurricanes here brought major flooding, so much of the entire pink house property on Kauai could end up underwater. That was the one flaw in the captors� defense system�the low elevation of their compound. Trigger and Twix were planning on being on Kauai when the hurricane hit�supposedly they were already on their way there�as close to the property as they could get. They wanted to make sure the captors didn�t move the prisoners�or flee without them�in the wake of the approaching storm. Damien was going to cut the power to all of the islands, including the Hexagon�tomorrow evening�so no one would have an eye on the scene, and Trigger and Twix would then try to breach the house. I heard Deacon say it was their only hope. I wasn�t convinced.
I could only imagine what could go wrong. I envisioned Trigger and Twix being seen somehow and Emily being killed�Abbey and Reagan too. I wanted to step out of the bathroom and tell them I thought it was a mistake� but I didn�t. What if it works? What if this is the only reasonable chance we have?
I exited the bathroom and found Dad in the kitchen. I told him what I�d overheard, and none of it surprised him. His only advice was, �Don�t say a word of this to Tara.�
I went back to our cabin, where Tara was busy packing for Oahu. I agreed with Dad that I shouldn�t say anything to her, but I also knew she didn�t trust me. How would she feel if she found out I�d kept this from her? It was her daughter whose life was at stake.
I decided�against all instincts and wisdom�to test the waters. �Tara, what do you know about hurricanes?�
�They�re big storms.� She basically ignored me.
Duh. �Yeah, I know. I mean, is there a lot of flooding with hurricanes? Are there tsunamis?�
�Sometimes� maybe� Ryan, I don�t have time to play twenty questions with you right now. What�s your point? What�s with this crap?�
Don�t be an idiot, Ryan. Don�t say it. �Sorry, I don�t know. I guess I�m just nervous.� Don�t say it. �I�ve seen videos of other hurricanes, and thought if there were big waves and flooding maybe��
She walked out of the room, and I didn�t get to finish my sentence. I walked over to my closet and pulled out an overnight bag. I opened a drawer and grabbed a pair of jeans. Then I heard her voice behind me. �Maybe what?�
She startled me, and I glanced back. She was no longer moving around. She was standing still in the doorway, staring at me with a serious look on her face.
�I don�t know.�
�Ryan.�
I hate that look. Don�t say it. �Well�� Don�t say it. �The property where they are�where Emily is at�it�s not that far above sea level.�
�And?�
I sighed deeply. Don�t say it. �So� what if it floods? What if the house�� I saw her face blanch. You idiot.
�Can it�� She stopped herself. I nodded. �Ryan� what if it��
I shrugged. �I don�t know, Tara.� She looked even more worried now. Didn�t think that was possible. �I shouldn�t have said anything.�
Tara didn�t disagree. Instead she turned around, calling over her shoulder, �Watch Ollie.� And she ran out the front door.
Crap.

She came back twenty minutes later. I tried to decipher her expression. All I saw was concern.
�What�d you find out?�
�You�re right. If this storm is anywhere near a Category 4, there will probably be major flooding. There always is on Kauai. That compound will probably be underwater.�
I didn�t know what to say. I watched her sit on the bed and put her head in her hands. I sat down beside her but didn�t touch her. �What are you thinking?�
�We have to do something.� I was afraid you�d say that. �Deacon says there�s nothing we can do, but I don�t accept that.�
I knew you wouldn�t. �Maybe they�re��
�Don�t say it.� She stood and angrily shoved a drawer closed. �Don�t you dare say it. Don�t tell me they might be right. I don�t accept there�s nothing we can do.�
There were tears in her eyes. I struggled to find the right words. �Tara, we have to trust them. I�m sure they have a plan.�
Her eyes burnt into mine then�so much so that I had to look away. �Ryan, is there something you�re not telling me?�
I should have said yes. I should have told her. But I didn�t. Instead I shook my head. Instead I said, �No. Of course not.�
I could tell she didn�t entirely believe me. It was also obvious she was really angry. She didn�t say another word to me. We finished packing and took our gear over to the tree house. I ignored my dad�s glare as we carried our bags through the kitchen and climbed the stairs to the deck. He had been right. We both knew that. I just didn�t listen.
We lowered our packs down the zip line to the docks and loaded up the boat for the ride to Oahu. Looking out to the open water, it already didn�t look good. The waves were bigger than normal�rougher than usual. It would have been one thing if they�d all been rolling in the same direction, but they weren�t. Deacon was driving the boat, and he was clearly uncomfortable taking us out into the open water. I saw him glancing at Kate, who had already thrown up once, and we�d barely hit any rough patches yet.
�I don�t think this is a good idea,� Deacon hollered into the wind. Dad and Tara were both nodding, so I nodded too. Deacon turned the boat around and took us back to the docks.
Royce was going to take the other boat to Kauai after we left�to join Trigger and Twix. He was still standing on the docks when we came back in. �What�s going on?�
�It�s too dangerous,� Dad replied.
�Unless the water really calms down,� Deacon chimed in. �There�s no way I�m taking them out there. The boat capsizes and we�re dead�all of us.�
As the others headed back up to the tree house, I turned and saw Royce and Deacon standing on the beach, staring across the water at Kauai. They were probably trying to decide where they were needed most. Did they leave us here and go help with the rescue attempt, or stay here and help us face the storm? I hollered ahead to Tara that I�d catch up, but she never even looked back. Awesome. I jogged back to the guys on the beach.
�What�s up, Ryan?� Deacon asked.
�I was in the bathroom when you guys were talking about the rescue.� I watched for a reaction but didn�t get one. �Anyway, I don�t know anything about military operations, but it would seem to me that four would be better than two for that.�
They glanced at each other, and Deacon nodded. He patted me on the shoulder. �You�re right, my man. But we can�t exactly leave you guys here either.�
I picked up a rock and skipped it across the cove. �I get it guys. It�s your call. I just would hate to see Trigger and Twix fail because they didn�t have all the angles covered. And I live with someone who would take it worse than you can imagine. Dad and I have this under control. Seriously. You can go.�
I turned then and walked away from them. As I reached the top of the path, I heard a motor rev and glance back down at the cove in time to see a boat cutting out into the open water. They were both heading for Kauai.
I didn�t know if I felt good or bad about that.
We were on our own against this storm. This could get interesting.

FORTY-ONE � Tracking (Danny)

---------- (Tuesday. August 9, 2022.) ----------
We found four dead unarmed Qi Jia soldiers covered by a net�an actual net�of leaves in a ditch at the base of Knights Peak. Had the bomber been hiding here? Had he been alone? We left the bodies as they were, given that we were only a few hundred yards from the plateau crawling with angry troops, and followed a series of oval, slipper-like, prints leading southwest. Sometimes there were three sets, sometimes four. They weren�t always clear, and we lost them in grass patches, but we were able to pick them up again until we got to a large grass yard near a burnt-down farmhouse.
It was almost dark at this point, and we were looking for any signs of life on the property�a light, a movement� anything. We saw none. A couple hundred yards beyond the crumbled farmhouse there was a small shed and a two-story old barn. Between the farmhouse and barn we could see a swing set, a doghouse, and an intact propane tank. The tank was partially obscured by a stack of hay bales, and there were other hay bales scattered randomly around the property. As a trained Marine sniper, alarms were going off in my head. There were too many places the bomber could hide and wait. We couldn�t afford to step out into the open, forsaking the cover of the forest, and expose ourselves to whoever might be out there. It was possible they knew they were being followed. It was equally possible they�d set a trap for us. Given there were no signs of pursuit behind us, we elected to wait for total darkness.
I decided we needed to stay together. Splitting up could allow us to be picked off one by one. If the bomber�or people�we�d followed knew we were here, they�d have to come for all of us at once. They�d have to be able to fight all of us at once. Thanks to our sniper encounter on the ridgeline, we all were now armed with Qi Jia Berettas and night-scoped, infrared-equipped rifles. The fight was finally semi-fair, from our perspective.
On the other hand, we couldn�t cover the entire property from this one spot. I also knew we were only a little more than a mile from the building the mystery man had blown up. A couple hundred soldiers would be all over these woods by morning, probably even with aircraft and radar assistance. Sitting still was not a long-term option.
I�d been trained in many operational skills as a sniper, and stealth was always paramount. I�d had to infiltrate buildings full of people without being noticed. I�d crossed properties undetected by soldiers and guard dogs. It was one thing to know your enemy and to know what to be on the lookout for. It was another entirely to have no idea what you were up against. Four sets of tracks indicated�obviously�four people. But were they all armed? Were they all traveling together, or had the bomber followed an old trail to mask his escape?
I was now kicking myself for not looking at the dead soldiers a little closer. It would have been useful to know how they�d died�by knife, gun, broken neck, or whatever. But there�s been no time. Even now we were short on it.
The night�s heavy cloud cover was a blessing. If the moon was out, we couldn�t tell. It was dark. Dark dark. At 10:00 p.m., I decided we needed to approach the house and check for a basement. There was one, but it was empty, and the barn didn�t seem to have any subterranean compartments. From the barn we scoured the entire property and finally saw something we hadn�t been able to see from the opposite side of the property�from our earlier scouting position in the forest. Behind the propane tank�fifty yards or so from the back door of the farmhouse�there appeared to be a door in the ground behind the stack of hay bales. We were about to inspect it closer when we saw the door lift a couple inches off the ground. A minute later it dropped back down. A storm cellar. And someone is definitely in there. Ten minutes later it lifted again. Apparently, whoever was in there was able to peek through the bales of hay to check for any signs of pursuit. But he couldn�t see in our direction. I flipped the infrared switch on my scope, but it didn�t show me anything, even when the person lifted the door. That could only mean one thing. Whoever was in there had something to block infrared. Hayley wouldn�t have it�wouldn�t even know about it�but Lazzo might.
I turned to Blake and Keena. �Blake, I need you to come with me. Let�s go check that cellar out. Keena, I want you to sit here and keep a rifle on that door. If things go south, you start shooting and cover Blake and me till we can get out of there.�
�Dan, if we start shooting, the soldiers are going to come fast,� Blake whispered.
�Let�s hope it doesn�t come to that then.�

Blake and I moved out from the barn, slowly creeping toward the cellar door. We were about twenty yards away when it lifted again. We froze, guns locked on the door, assuming we�d somehow alerted the occupant or occupants. It rose a little higher this time, but a minute later it closed again. I breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe we�re still good. If they had something to block our infrared, surely it would have an adverse effect on their own radar monitoring�if they had any. I motioned for Blake to swing wide to the right and to cover me from there. I was going all the way in.
When he was in place, I slowly knelt and moved into a prone position, inching toward the door. I was within five yards of it now and could feel my heartbeat pounding in my ears. Easy. Easy, Danny. Four yards. Three yards. If the door lifted again, he�d see me now for sure. I was only two yards away. Now one yard. The barrel of my rifle was only inches from the top of the cellar door. I was now lying as still as humanly possible. It felt like an hour but was actually only minutes later when the door slowly lifted again and I saw a head wearing night-vision goggles peer out. His head rotated all the way around until he was staring directly down the barrel of my gun.
I expected him to drop the door immediately, but he didn�t. He jumped a little and then calmly said my name. What the hell?
�Danny?� he repeated in a deep African accent. He spoke with unusual poise for someone who had to be pissing his pants with a gun barrel in his face.
�What?� I whispered back, unwilling to reveal my name to someone I didn�t know.
Then I heard another voice in the cellar. �Is that Danny?�
I�d know that voice anywhere. �Hayley?� I strained to see into the cellar.
�Danny, yes, it�s me.�
There�s no way! �Hayley, are you okay?� I still couldn�t see her.
�Yes, hang on a second.� I could hear the joy in her voice. �I need to unhook the tripwires. Eddie, help me with this.�
Eddie? �Did you say Eddie?�
The door swung open, and I rose up on one knee, looking down into the cellar. Hayley came flying up the stairs and tackled me, knocking me straight onto my back. She was laughing�I was laughing. I knew we needed to be quiet, but I couldn�t help it. �Hayley, I��
She finished the sentence for me. �I never thought I�d see you again!�
�Hayley, we need to get inside.� I motioned in the darkness to Blake and Keena in the barn.
Hayley stood and helped me up, and I followed her down the stairs. Blake was only a few steps behind me. I heard more laughter from Hayley as she wrapped her arms around him. �Blake.�
�Hey, girl. Great to see you.� He squeezed her tightly.
At the base of the stairs I stopped in surprise again. Sure enough, there was Eddie. Son of a bitch. �Eddie.� I extended my hand. He shook it firmly. I glanced at the other armed man.
�Danny, this is Silas.� Eddie said.
�The bomber?�
Silas nodded. �Pleasure.� We also shook hands.
�Likewise,� I said. �I�ve got one more coming.�
Silas nodded, and Keena joined us a minute later. There were two more people in the cellar, a beautiful African woman and a girl who appeared to be roughly Hayley�s age. Hayley made the formal introductions�Lazzo�s wife, Cera and Captain Baker�s daughter, Flynn.
�Flynn,� Hayley said. �This is Boy Wonder.�
I held my hand out to Flynn but she hugged me instead. I gave my condolences to her for the loss of her brother. I couldn�t imagine what she�d been through�couldn�t imagine what it would be like to watch your father shoot your brother.
My focus then turned to Eddie. �How are you alive, my man? We saw a hundred troops surround you, all shooting at you.�
�Rubber bullets. Hurt like hell but didn�t kill me.�
�But why did they need you alive?�
�Insurance.�
�Insurance?� I asked. �For?�
�Forgive me, but these are just assumptions. I believe my brother was working with Commander Boli to secure documents or information from you�� I saw Hayley nodding. Eddie continued. �In exchange for keeping me alive. And Cera, too. I believe the commander made promises he didn�t plan to keep. But he needed to get Lazzo here. If I was dead, Lazzo don�t believe him or come.�
�So Lazzo knew you were alive?� I was trying to piece it all together.
�He was told, yes.�
�But you knew nothing about this? About him kidnapping Hayley to try to save you? About their entire plan?�
�I did not. I just learned of it. I am not okay with his decisions. Lazzo was a better man than this.�
I could see Blake didn�t believe Eddie. Hayley sensed the same. �He�s telling the truth,� she said to Blake, then turned to me. �Lazzo told me he couldn�t tell Eddie, that Eddie would have reacted and tried to save their families�that they all probably would have been killed then.�
It made sense, even if Eddie clearly didn�t like the reasoning. �Lazzo tells you this?� he asked.
Hayley nodded.
�So, Eddie, why are you here?� I turned back to him.
�To stop you. To stop Lazzo. You cannot give Qi Jia what they want.�
I wanted to tell him I hadn�t ever been planning to, but I knew that wasn�t exactly the truth.
Blake lied for me. �He wasn�t going to. He didn�t even bring the real book. Danny knew if he couldn�t rescue Hayley, they�d both be dead anyway. He wasn�t going to give up everyone else with him.�
Now I couldn�t look at Blake. Fortunately what he�d said made perfect sense. I never should have brought the real book. Everyone was quiet, each person lost in his or her own train of thoughts. I finally broke the silence. �So that�s why you blew up the building? To stop Lazzo?�
�At first we thought Lazzo did it,� Blake added.
�No, it wasn�t Lazzo,� Eddie answered. �We don�t know where Lazzo is. I�m afraid he�� Eddie stopped and looked at Cera. �We believe he�s��
Cera�s head was down. �Dead.� She finished the sentence for him.
Interesting.
�I need to say something,� Hayley interrupted. �Someone has to say it. Lazzo made a mistake�a whole series of them, in fact. But everything he was trying to do he was doing for the people he loved. Yes, he killed my boyfriend. He also kidnapped me. But he was lost. I could have escaped any time I wanted to when I was on the carrier, and every day since. Lazzo didn�t know what he was doing, but he thought the only way to save you and your families, was to get Danny to bring the information to the commander.� No one interrupted her or said anything when she paused.
�Obviously,� she continued. �It wasn�t going to work, but I truly believe he was doing what any of us would have done�anything he could�to save the people he loved.�
�Hayley.� I reached out for her hand.
She pushed mine away. �Wait, Danny, I�m not finished. Cera� Eddie� I�m sorry for your loss�I am�but while I can rationalize what Lazzo did to me, there are three prisoners back in Kauai who will be killed if the commander orders it. That would also be Lazzo�s fault, and there are an awful lot of people who won�t be so quick to forgive him for that.�
�Four prisoners,� I corrected.
�Four?� Hayley asked. �Who is the fourth?�
�No idea,� Blake replied.
�You don�t know?� Hayley repeated.
�We don�t know.� I confirmed Blake�s response.
Eddie pounded his fist against the wall. He turned to me. �Danny, I can�t believe it. I am sorry. Lazzo deserves no respect for this�no forgiveness.�
�Eddie, I�ll admit, I came here to kill Lazzo for what he did. But now I�m with Hayley. I can understand his lack of alternatives and the resulting desperation. Seriously, I was willing to do anything to save my sister.� I glanced at Blake. �Literally anything.�
�That does not make it right,� Eddie growled. �He was weak and foolish to trust Boli�even if it was to try to save me, Cera� any of us. Hayley tells us you saved his life, and this is how he repays you?�
�Eddie, put it this way. If he�d have told us what was going on, we wouldn�t have helped him. We probably would have kicked him off the island and maybe even thrown him in prison. Then you�d be dead� both of you.� Eddie looked at Cera and I continued. �Anyway, now it�s done. We can discuss it more later but for now, let�s put it behind us. In a few hours this place will be crawling with troops and covered by every imaginable form of radar.�
I glanced up at the ceiling and the little black box with the red light.
�Infrared blocker?� I asked Silas. He nodded. Nice. I looked at the others. �We need to get out of here�like now. Eddie, how did you even get here?� I asked.
He pointed at Silas. �This man. He helped us escape. He flied us here yesterday.�
�Silas, you can fly?� Blake asked. Silas nodded. �That�s good. We might need that.�
�Where�s your plane?� I asked.
�It�s only a four-passenger,� Eddie answered. �But it�s about four miles south of here. We landed on a highway and parked it in a barn.�
Four passenger? Crap. That isn�t going to work.
Hayley read my mind. �There�s a chance they didn�t find ours, Danny.� Everyone turned to her. �Lazzo, Flynn, and I found a smokejumping base about twenty-five miles west of here. We concealed the plane behind some old planes and fire equipment and tried to lure the enemy paratroopers away from there. Our C-130 doesn�t have enough fuel to get back to the carrier, but if it�s still there, it at least gives us an option out. We can all fit in that easily.�
�We�ll never make it twenty-five miles before dawn,� Keena pointed out.
She was right. The attack on that building would draw Qi Jia�s undivided attention to this area. I had been expecting drones by now but understood their absence to merely mean they were planning tomorrow�s search. They�d be hitting it hard in the morning. Even if we could make it to the hangar, the skies would be full of aircraft and drones. We�d never be able to take off and would be shot down immediately if we tried.
Before Commander Boli wrote off my bringing him the book, he would do all he could to find out who had blown up the building. They�d easily find the bodies in the ditch�if they hadn�t already. They�d have no trouble tracking us to the farm�especially in the daylight with their dogs. I could think of only one alternative, and given what Lazzo had attempted to do in kidnapping Hayley, it was definitely a risky one. We had to trust Eddie. We had to trust Silas and Cera. We had to risk the safety of all surviving Americans to try to keep ourselves alive.
We were five miles from the secret back entrance to the Cheyenne Mountain bunker, an entry only presidents and vice presidents knew about�well, and me, thanks to the book. We had to get there, and we had to take three non-Americans in there with us.

FORTY-TWO � Traitor (Danny)

Early Morning Hours.
---------- (Wednesday, August 10, 2022.) ----------
Cheyenne Mountain bunker. Colorado Springs, Colorado.
I told Eddie they needed to trust me and follow me. He didn�t object. We set out for Cheyenne Mountain and arrived at the back door a few minutes after 2:00 a.m. I found the dead tree the book mentioned and dug out the base of it until I found a long bolt. I pulled the bolt out and pushed the tree trunk over. There was a lockbox under the trunk with a scroll-lock. I entered the five-digit code and lifted the lid on the box, revealing another keypad. I had memorized the twelve-digit code for that as well and typed it in. A hum slowly turned into a whirring noise as the ground in front of me began to move. A four-by-four square hole was revealed, with a ladder leading down into the darkness.
I looked back at the others. I had no idea what to expect in there. I knew the secret tunnel was nearly two miles long�that was about all I knew. Eddie had a puzzled look on his face. �What?� I asked him.
�I studied maps of this place for hours. This tunnel, it was not on the maps.�
�No, I know. Only the presidents knew about it.�
�And vice president?�
�Yeah, he did too.�
�He told you about this?�
�Kind of.� I nodded.
That seemed to be enough for Eddie. �You want me to go first?�
�No, Eddie, I need you to come in with Blake last. We don�t know what we�re going to find in there, and if there are Americans in the tunnel, they�re not going to welcome you.�
�Danny,� Eddie put his massive hand on my arm. �We don�t have to go in if you don�t want us to. You don�t have to trust us. You have risked and lost enough.�
�I appreciate that, but I�m not leaving you out here. Cera doesn�t deserve any of this. I�ll deal with what comes for bringing you in. But you stay at the back. You let Blake protect you.�
�We will give you our guns then.�
�How about this? We leave them at the base of the ladder here. We�re probably going to have to exit this way again anyway. We�ll have them here if we need them.�
�Sounds good.�

We all climbed down the ladder. Eddie, Silas, and Cera left their rifles and handguns at the base of it. I gave Blake the code to seal the exit, and I moved on ahead. To my right and left there were two large steel doors I knew to be garages. Each garage supposedly held a transport vehicle and two motorcycles. As the vehicles had been replaced annually, they�d only be a couple years old. Hopefully they�d still run if needed. I didn�t open the doors for fear of making noise, though I was definitely curious about how the vehicles were intended to get out.
There was no one in the tunnel. We walked the entire two miles to the actual bunker back entry without any opposition. The backdoor in�or doors to be exact�were not at all what I was expecting. They were a pair of three-by-three foot steel squares�crawling height barely�with a giant eighty-inch screen on the wall above them. I flipped a switch beside the screen and it came to life�presumably wired into the bunker�s power. The screen displayed twelve six-by-six inch boxes of video feeds�obviously from throughout the bunker. What we saw shocked us. Cheyenne Mountain was crawling with Qi Jia troops.

One of the screens showed a room with seven Americans in a cell. The other screens showed Qi Jia troops sweeping, moving bodies around, eating, working on computers, and coming in and out of the bunker. By the raingear they had on and the wet footprints on the floor, it was clear it was raining outside now. That was great for us in terms of covering our earlier tracks.
�Look,� Eddie whispered suddenly. �Commander Boli.�
The person Eddie indicated as Boli was in a room with two Qi Jia soldiers and an American soldier with his back to us, addressing someone sitting in a chair we couldn�t yet see.
When the standing American soldier turned around, I heard Hayley gasp and Flynn curse. Captain Baker. What the hell is he doing?
�Go figure. My dad is helping them.�
That was obvious. But why? And helping them with what?
Baker and Boli moved enough then to let us see the man in the chair. It was General Niles.
�Niles,� I whispered.
�Who�s Niles?� Hayley asked.
�He�s the general who was begging Baker to come quickly. The guy who essentially put everyone at risk. But he�s also our highest-ranking military officer left, far as we know.� I saw Baker strike Niles across the face. He was clearly yelling at the general. How long has the Cheyenne Mountain bunker been compromised? Before Baker even got here? Or did Baker let them in?
�They had to have promised Baker something,� Blake whispered in my ear.
Sure, but what? I watched Baker turn and leave the room, and I followed him onto another screen, where he was speaking to a group of Qi Jia soldiers and two of his SEALs. I glanced back at the other screen and could see that General Niles was severely beaten. His face was a bloody mess. He must not yet have given up whatever it was they thought he had. Commander Boli shook his fist in the general�s face, and then the two guards in the room came over, unfastened the general, and led him to the cell with the other seven Americans. They threw him on the floor, and a young woman rushed over to tend to him immediately. A young man in the cell pointed his finger at the guards and clearly said something to them. One of the guards pointed his gun at the man and pulled the trigger. We watched the man�s head explode as the shot echoed down the tunnel. He fell immediately to the ground.
The gunshot told me two things. One: we weren�t entirely soundproof where we were. We had to be careful not to make noise. And two: the cell was close by. The gunshot was clear before the echo�like the initial discharge was right next to us. I looked carefully at the screen and considered the angle of the view into the cell with the prisoners. No other screen showed the cell, but I was almost certain the cell was on the other side of the solid steel wall next to us, which made perfect sense. It was the only visible place in the entire bunker to keep prisoners, and only a president or vice president would have the codes to escape from it. There were two steel doors on the sides of the screen that appeared to slide into the bunker walls�essentially pocket doors. I was willing to bet one of them opened directly into the cell holding General Niles and the other seven�six now�prisoners. I huddled with the others and shared my thoughts in a whisper. Then we returned to watch the screens.
Shortly after 4:00 a.m., Commander Boli left the bunker. Captain Baker stood at a map-covered table with several Qi Jia soldiers and his two men. We could see the maps from directly overhead. He was running his finger in circles around the Knights Peak area. Occasionally he would point at the other soldiers and they would nod, but he kept going back to the maps.
�He�s helping them hunt us,� Blake said.
�No,� Hayley replied. �He�s helping them hunt me� and Flynn. He doesn�t know the rest of you are here.�
�He can�t think you blew up that building though,� I whispered.
�You�re right.� Eddie pointed at me. �He must think you are here too.�
That son of a bitch is actually helping Qi Jia hunt us with two of his men�with two other American soldiers! These are SEALs. Where is their honor? Man, if Trigger and Twix were here� Baker had let Qi Jia into the bunker and handed over our highest-ranked military officer. He�d shot and killed his own son. What can he possibly think he is going to get out of this?

At 5:00 a.m., I knew we had to make our move. Baker and his two SEALs had walked outside. Six Qi Jia soldiers were sleeping on cots in the room with the maps. Four other soldiers were on patrol, two at the front entrance of the bunker and two more beside the prisoners� cell. This was the lowest number of soldiers that had been there yet.
The problem was the doors. We didn�t know where the other one opened into�the book didn�t say�and we also didn�t know how loud they�d be when they opened. Ideally, we�d know which door went into the cell and open the other, sneak out, and take out as many of the soldiers as we could. We needed to unlock the cell door and at least give the illusion they�d escaped another way than through the back wall of their cell. But that could easily backfire.
I turned back to everyone else. �Okay, here�s the plan. Stop me if there�s anything you don�t understand.� I glanced around at the circle of nodding heads. �Flynn, you�re staying here with Cera.�
�Danny, she�s actually good with a gun.�
I rolled my eyes. One sentence in and Hayley had already interrupted me. �Hayley, it�s not her shooting I�m worried about.�
�Sorry.�
�Anyway, Flynn you stay here with Cera. Eddie you too. I can�t afford to have anyone know you�re here.� I put my hand on the giant African�s shoulder. �Eddie, that�s important.�
�Understood.�
�Silas, you�re the only one in Qi Jia uniform. We�re going to open both doors simultaneously, and I want you to go out the one that doesn�t go into the cell. Keena, I want you with him. Silas, you protect her and try to keep her hidden as long as you can.
�Keena, I need you to try to get to the computers and kill the feed. Erase all evidence we were here if you can. Then I need you to close the main bunker door. We need to jam it to where it can�t be opened from the outside�ever again if necessary.
�Hayley, I need you behind those two. I�m giving you Blake�s headset and will tell you where the trouble is. You take out who you have to. Your bow is our best weapon because it�s our quietest. There are two alarms in the bunker. If Keena can cut them off, she will. Otherwise, we have to try to keep people away from them.� So far everyone seemed in tune with the plan.
�Listen, guys, I am certain someone somewhere is watching the same feed we can see from here. They will see Silas, Keena, and probably even Hayley.� I handed Hayley my hat. �Keep your heads down. Do not look up. If Keena erases all the recordings, they�re not going to have any still frames to identify us with. That said, once they see you, they�ll be coming fast. Get in and get out as quickly as you can. Blake and I will get the prisoners into the tunnel and reclose our door. Any questions?�
Eddie raised his hand. �Danny, if we don�t leave out the front, they�re going to surround this mountain.�
I nodded. �I know.�
�So how will we get out of here?�
�Honestly, Eddie, I don�t know.� That was clearly a sobering response, judging by the silence that followed my words. �We do have another option. We can sit back and watch, wait for our chance to leave, and then leave. Those prisoners will certainly be dead. The general will probably give up whatever he�s thus far refused to. The bunker will remain open, and Qi Jia will be able to launch whatever missiles remain here whenever and wherever they want. That�s the only other alternative.�
There was a lengthy pause. Blake finally broke it. �Not much of an alternative.�
�I know.� I waited for any other objections. None came. �Okay then, shall we?�
A chorus of agreement followed. Here goes nothing.

FORTY-THREE � Tunnel Rats (Danny)

---------- (Wednesday, August 10, 2022.) ----------
The doors barely made a sound when they opened. They slowly slid into the tunnel wall leaving gaps in the walls where they had been. Given their silence, I elected to close the one leading into the cell, since no one had noticed it open�not even the prisoners. The cell was dark, but I didn�t want to chance the cell guards noticing anything.
Turned out to be a good call. When it sealed shut, we watched�on the screen�as one of the guards stood and peered into the cell. Something had caught his attention, but he didn�t seem to know quite what. He looked around for a minute and then said something to the other guard and sat back down. I turned to Silas and Keena and whispered, �Go.�
Silas crawled out the door on the right�into a storage room. Oddly, we couldn�t see him on one of the screens�which had to be by design. He came into view a minute later on a screen two guards had just passed through. We watched him walk down a hallway after them and then wave for Keena to follow him. She did with Hayley right behind her. Silas appeared on the screen in the computer room. We saw a man at one of the computers stand and stretch. The other guard in that room walked out another door into the hallway�directly into Keena�s knife. She pushed the man back into the computer room�hand over his mouth, knife in his throat�and Silas instantly tackled the guy at the computers. After a brief struggle, Silas stood up and took position by the door. Keena was typing feverishly on a laptop and I watched the monitors around her fill with code and rapidly cycle through screenshots like a slideshow.
I quickly scanned all the feeds on our big screen and saw Hayley enter the one showing the prison cell. One of the guards spotted her immediately, but she was ready for him. An arrow through his throat put him down. The other guard bolted up and turned toward Hayley, drawing his gun, but before he could raise it up, one of the prisoners behind him grabbed his arm, knocking the gun free. With his other arm the prisoner grabbed the guard�s head and slammed it into the bars, rendering him quickly unconscious. Hayley grabbed the keys off the guard she�d taken out and opened the cell door.
The six sleeping guards in the map room still hadn�t moved, and Keena still hadn�t closed the front door. Fortunately, there was no sign of Baker, his men, or any other soldiers. I punched in the code to open the door behind the cell, and it slid into the wall again. The man who had taken the handgun from the guard spun toward us, pointing his gun at Blake as Blake crawled into the cell.
�It�s okay,� Blake said standing up. �We�re here for you. Get everyone in here.�
The man with the gun glanced at Hayley, and she nodded at him. �They�re with me. Go.�
�Ava,� the man whispered at the girl holding the general�s head in her lap. �Get your dad up.�
We helped General Niles slide into the tunnel, and I took another look at the screen. For some reason, the front door to the bunker was still open. Come on, Keena. Shut that damn door. �Keena,� I spoke into the headset. I could still see her but she didn�t reply. �Keena.�
�Danny, you want me to go back and check on her?� Hayley asked through the other headset, since she couldn�t see me at the moment.
�No.� I slipped into the cell with Hayley. �She�s okay.�
The girl named Ava was assisting another prisoner. He too was severely beaten�almost unrecognizable�but I saw the tattoo on his arm as she helped him by. It was distinctively Navy SEAL. One of Baker�s guys? �Get him in, quick,� I whispered to Ava.
The prisoner who had taken the gun from the guard stuck his head into the cell from the tunnel. �Those other three are already dead. Just leave them.�
�Kellen, we can�t do that,� Ava hissed at him. �I won�t leave John here.�
�Ava, he�s dead. He�� A gunshot cut off Kellen�s reply. I dove back into the tunnel and looked at the screen. It was blank. Keena had cut all the feed. We were blind. Crap. I heard shouting and more gunshots. I reached back into the cell and grabbed Hayley�s leg. �Get in here.�
Hayley basically shoved Ava in before her, then slid in as I entered the code to close the door.
It slid into place, and I turned to look at everyone. Ava was standing right behind me with tears in her eyes. �You okay?� I put my hand on her arm. She nodded. I looked at the others then down at the door on the right. We were going to have to close that one in a minute.
�Blake, Kellen, you two go see if you can get to Keena.�
Kellen shook his head. �I can�t leave the general.� Blake, on the other hand, didn�t hesitate. He dove into the storage room.
�Kellen, go.� We all heard the general�s whispered order.
Kellen gave him a questioning look, then nodded and followed Blake through the small square door. I knelt down and watched as Blake opened the door on the other side of the storage room and glanced out. He put his arm out immediately and held Kellen back. They came back to the tunnel.
�What�s going on?� I asked, searching Blake�s face.
�I can�t get to Keena.�
Shit. �How do��
�She�s in the hallway� Silas too. He�s dead. Two soldiers have Keena�gun to her head. Baker�s in there��
�Blake, we have to��
�I�m sorry, Dan.� He crawled past me into the tunnel. �The place is crawling with troops. She must not have gotten the door down.�
I wanted to go see for myself, but Blake seemed to sense that. He was blocking my path. I sighed and punched in the codes to the open door, and it shut tightly.
The loss of Keena was devastating. I was sure Eddie would feel the same about Silas when he connected the dots in a minute. And clearly the Ava girl felt the same about the John we�d had to leave in that cell. To make matters worse, I had no idea what Keena had accomplished in the computer room. Maybe she wasn�t able to do anything at all.
In the dimly lit tunnel, people�s expressions were a mixture of pain, sorrow, and devastation. Kellen was kneeling beside General Niles, whispering to him. Ava was giving the badly injured SEAL some water. Blake and Hayley had moved down the hall a ways, likely to try to find Eddie, Flynn, and Cera. Ava glanced back at me, stood, and approached. �Who are you? And why are you here? How did you find this cave�this place�whatever it is?�
As first impressions went, I didn�t know what to think. I couldn�t see her well in the darkness, but she had a stunning outline. She also seemed angry�very angry�and we�d pretty much saved her life. �Take it easy� I�m��
Kellen walked up behind her. �The general would like to speak with you.� He pointed at me. �With both of you.� He nodded at Ava.
We knelt beside General Niles. �Yes, sir, what can I do for you?�
�What�s your name, son? I feel like I recognize you,� he wheezed.
He was badly beaten, perhaps even had some broken ribs. �Yes, sir, I�m Captain Danny Miner.�
�You were in Hawaii?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Son, I�m not going to make it��
�Daddy, don�t��
�Ava, hush. I need you to listen.�
�Daddy.� Ava took his hand.
�Ava, please, let me talk to Captain Miner.�
She bit her lip and nodded, tears pooling in her eyes.
�Captain, I need you to promise me you�ll take care of my daughter.�
�Of course, sir. I�ll do what I can.� I gently patted his shoulder.
�That�s not good enough.� The general coughed and winced�both from the pain and from how loud his cough sounded in here. There was enough noise in the adjacent bunker now I wasn�t too worried about being overheard, but it was a good reminder that we could be.
�There are no guarantees, sir, but if I can keep her safe�trust me�I will.�
He looked me in the eyes for a minute, then nodded. �You must be someone special if you knew about this tunnel. I guarantee you less than ten living people even know it�s here, and half of them wouldn�t know how to access it�not from the back. So, whoever you are exactly, I have instructed Kellen that he is to fulfill the same duties for you as he would for me. If you get my daughter safely back to Hawaii, the governor is to promote you to major��
�Sir, that�s not necessary. I�ll��
�Bullshit Captain, necessary or not, you took great risks to come here, for whatever purpose. Were I not in this state, you would have effectively rescued me. You would�� A coughing fit cut his words short. He buried his face in a towel he held. It cut the noise but appeared to increase his pain.
�Daddy, you need to rest.�
�Ava, I�ll have plenty of time to rest soon enough.� He took her hand with both of his. �I just need a few private moments with the captain here first.�
She nodded and backed away toward Kellen.
�What can I do for you, sir?� I asked.
�How well do you know that other captain?�
�Other captain? You mean Baker, sir?�
�Yes, the one you were fighting with on the conference call.�
�Sir, I�m sorry about��
�Never mind that.� He coughed again. �There�s no need for apology.�
�Sir, yes, sir.� I thought about the best way to answer. �I don�t know Captain Baker well at all. I know he was in a rush to get here and prove himself.�
�The selfish prick proved himself a traitor, that�s what�� Another coughing fit interrupted him. This time he closed his eyes and slammed his head back against the wall.
I winced and glanced sideways at Ava, the concern evident on her face. I knew what he was doing though�redirecting pain. �Sir, he�s a Navy SEAL. Perhaps he��
I had forgotten about the other soldier lying in the darkness until he interrupted me. �He shouldn�t be. And I can�t believe you�re defending him.�
Valid point. �You were with him?� I asked the SEAL, kneeling beside him.
The man coughed. �Yes.� Another cough. �You could say that.�
He sounds as bad as the general. Broken ribs and punctured lungs must be Qi Jia�s calling card. �So what happened?�
There was more coughing but no response. I felt someone standing behind me. Looking up, I saw Ava had come back over.
�The first plane was shot down,� she began. �Unfortunately, Baker was on the second one and flew them too close to here. When they landed, there were troops waiting for them. Baker sent his guys out to fight, and most of his men were killed. When he saw there was no way they�d make it out of there alive, he surrendered. It was Baker and two of his men against two or three hundred soldiers. Tyler here was shot four times. He should be dead.�
�I am dead,� he whispered coarsely.
�Tyler.� She looked at him pleadingly. �Please.� Then she turned back to me. �Anyway, Baker told them your sister and an African were coming, which they apparently already knew. They told Baker you were coming too, to let them into the Cheyenne Mountain bunker. Some Libyan officer was there with a gun to Baker�s head and Baker sold out�telling them they didn�t need you if they had him. He told them he could get them in. All he wanted was their guarantee they wouldn�t kill him and his two remaining men.�
�And Tyler?�
�No, sir, I wasn�t part of that deal.�
�But why would he give up on you?� Tyler was still one of his SEALs.
�It�s a long story, Captain. Let�s just say we weren�t always on the same page. In any case, I guess they figured I was hurt badly enough. I�d die soon anyway.� He coughed again. �But why they didn�t just put a bullet in my head, I�ll never know.�
�Sergeant, how do you feel about what your captain did?� General Niles asked.
�General, sir, no offense, but if I had a gun I�d have put him down. He is a disgrace to SEALs, a disgrace to our country, and a disgrace to humanity in general.�
No one here was going to argue. I wanted Baker dead just for Keena.
�I take it you�re talking about my dad,� a quiet voice spoke from the darkness. Flynn stepped out into the dim light.
The SEAL tried to sit up. I knelt beside him at first to keep him down, but he insisted on standing. I shook my head but extended my hand to help him. The sergeant took my arm, pulling himself all the way up to his feet. He took two steps toward Flynn. I kept a hold on his arm, unsure what he was doing. He extended his hand to Flynn. �Cassandra, right?� He was barely able to put the two words together from the excruciating pain.
She gently took his hand. �Flynn.�
�Sure. Flynn�Sergeant Tyler Sheffield. I am so��
He was too weak to stay upright. I caught him as he started to fall. Flynn helped me ease him down to the ground.
�Thank you.� He continued. �So sorry about your brother. So� very� sorry.�
She nodded. �Thank you.�
�I never thought he�d shoot him�never in a million years. His own son� Especially when he didn�t have to. We were leaving.�
�Wait.� Ava was putting the pieces together. �That American in there who is helping everyone is your father? And he shot your brother?�
Tyler jumped back in before Flynn could correct Ava. �Sorry, not him literally. He ordered his men to do it.�
�Holy shit.�
�Tell me about it.� Flynn nodded.
�I thought he might shoot the other girl,� Tyler agreed. �Maybe her, but not your brot��
�You mean me?� Hayley spoke up, stepping forward. �You thought he�d shoot me?�
The sergeant forced a pained laugh. �Yeah, I guess so.� He looked back at me. �So this is your sister?�
I nodded.
�Hang on,� Ava cut in. �You�re telling me Captain Baker shot his own son and was trying to kill you?� She pointed at Hayley. �Why? Why is none of this making any sense to me? Mr. G.I. Joe? Mr. American hero?�
Flynn snorted. �Hero?�
I looked at Hayley and could see a small smile on her face as well. It was as ridiculous as it sounded. �He�s no hero,� she whispered.
�Truthfully, sir,� the sergeant muttered. �Had he known that was your sister, he�d have killed her. Well before she killed Brock.�
Hayley nodded. �True.�
�You killed Brock?� I glanced at Hayley.
�He had it coming.�
That was cold coming from my little sister. Wow!
�Still don�t understand.� Ava was shaking her head. �Aren�t we all on the same side?�
�Hardly,� Flynn muttered.
Tyler was looking at Hayley now. �So who was the African you were traveling with?�
�My brother,� Eddie growled from the darkness.

FORTY-FOUR � Left Behind (Danny)

---------- (Wednesday. August 10, 2022.) ----------
In a flash, Kellen drew his sidearm and pointed it toward the sound of the voice.
Just as quickly, Hayley, Flynn, and I stepped in front of Kellen.
�Who the hell is that?�
�Kellen, put down your gun. You don�t need that here.� I motioned with my hand for him to lower his weapon.
He stood his ground.
I heard the general cough, and then he said, �Kellen, put down your damn gun or I�ll shoot you myself.�
�But, sir.� He slowly lowered the gun.
�Kellen, you gave me your word you would follow the captain�s orders as if they were my own.� General Niles was wheezing now. �Did you not?�
�Sir�yes, sir.�
�Now.� General Niles turned his gaze to me. �Who is this non-American you�re protecting? And why exactly are you protecting him?�
�His name is Eddie. He was a major in Qi Jia�s military until he found out they attacked America first. He saved my sister�s life and then saved all of our lives again later. Twice even.�
�Do you realize the risk you took bringing him into this tunnel? This man could have�he could��
�Yes, sir, I did understand the risks�and I do. But I trust this man implicitly.�
�And what about this brother of his? How did he and you��General Niles pointed at Hayley��end up on that ship together?�
�It�s a long story, sir,� Hayley explained. �Basically, he tried to do the right thing the wrong way, and Eddie here is trying to make up for it.�
�Sir.� Kellen was frustrated. �How is this acceptable? This African is one of them. He�s one of those guys who was out there torturing you. One of the guys who�ended America.�
�Kellen��
�No, sir, I�m sorry. I won�t stand for this.� He raised his gun again at Eddie.
�Young man,� the general warned, pulling a pistol from beneath him and pointing it at Kellen.
Ava must have given him the gun. Hayley, Flynn, and I refused to move from the path of Kellen�s gun. Eddie had yet to emerge from the darkness. Kellen would be firing blindly if he did shoot. �General, Kellen, if either of you fires your weapon, everyone on the other side of that wall is going to know we�re in here.� I took a step toward Kellen. �You will effectively be killing all of us.�
Kellen looked unconvinced. General Niles nodded. A sideways glance down showed that Hayley had loaded an arrow into her bow, which she was holding at her side. I saw Ava looking at Hayley�s bow. Then Ava stepped in front of Kellen as well, reaching out for his gun. �Kellen,� she said. �Give me the gun.�
�No. Stay out of this Ava.� He shook his head.
�Kellen,� she said again. �You heard Danny. You�ll kill us all.� I saw his finger slide off the trigger for a second, and that was all the time Ava needed. She swiped the gun from his hand, twisted his wrist sharply, and kicked him in the stomach in one quick sequence. He doubled over, and she brought her knee up into his face, swinging the gun down across the back of his head. He crumpled to the floor as she ejected the round from the chamber, popped out the clip, and turned to me�handing me the gun. �Sorry.�
�Okay.� Not sure what you�re apologizing for. That was slick.
The general put his gun away�he didn�t look surprised at all. Tyler on the other hand was stunned. �Whoa. Where�d you learn��
�Twenty-two years as a general�s daughter. A lot of martial arts lessons,� she said nonchalantly. Then she turned to Hayley. �Nice bow.�
�You shoot?� Hayley asked.
�A little,� Ava answered.
The general laughed.
�I take it that was a modest response?� I asked.
�Slightly. She�s a three-time national archery champ.�
�Where?� Hayley asked. �Only three-time champ I know of is named Shadley.�
The general pointed his finger at his daughter. �Shadley.�
�Seriously?� Hayley couldn�t hide her awe.
Ava nodded. �Mother�s last name. She kept it when she married Dad and I kept it when I married John. He�s�� She went quiet suddenly, looking back toward the cell they�d been in.
�He�s in there?� I finished for her. She nodded again.
Suddenly I heard Tyler mutter from the floor, �Mother of��
I looked at him, and he was staring behind me. I turned enough to see that Eddie had emerged from the darkness. I had forgotten how huge he could look at first glance. And he�s slightly bent over due to the low ceiling. �Everyone,� I said, �this is Eddie.�
�Were you in that Green Mile movie?� Sheffield asked.
�No.� Eddie replied dismissively as if he�d been asked that a hundred times before�which he apparently hadn�t. �Never heard of it.� Eddie turned his attention to Niles. �General, I feel like I must apologize for my country, for my people�for myself. We were told America had killed our families. We��
The general waved him off. �Say no more. I have been told a great many Qi Jia men defected and were killed. They too claimed the same�that they were lied to. I believe you. There�s no end to the depth of damage caused by Qi Jia�s false front. My question is what is there for you in all of this? What are you hoping for?�
�Honest? I�m not even sure. I am here to serve Danny as he needs me�as America needs me. He saved my life once, too. My brother, he made some bad choices.� Eddie pointed at Hayley. �I hope to atone for those acts.�
The general nodded and extended his hand. �Eddie� I am sure atonement is not necessary, but if you do succeed in helping Danny get my daughter to safety, I will be eternally grateful.�
�I will do my best, General.� Eddie shook his hand then stepped back. �Sir, by chance was there a little girl in there?� Eddie pointed at the bunker.
�With us?� Niles asked.
�No. An African girl with the Libyan commander.�
�Yes.� Ava replied. �There was.�
�You�re right.� General Niles agreed. �She left with him. Why?�
�She is my niece, sir.�
�You�re kidding!?� Ava exclaimed.
The general nodded. �Ah�� Eddie�s explanation seemed to have validated his presence. �I�m sorry to hear that.�
�She is, at least, alive?�
�Last we saw.� Ava confirmed.
Kellen moaned then and rubbed his jaw. He slowly sat up and glared at Ava. Then he saw Eddie standing behind her. He shrunk back against the tunnel wall. �Wait�you hit me for that?� Kellen pointed at Eddie. �For him?�
�You didn�t give me a choice.�
�You�ve known me for ten years,� Kellen objected.
�And you�ve been a stupid ass for all of them. You don�t get to tell me what to do anymore.�
�Everything I did��
�What, are you going to serenade me now, Bryan Adams? Save it.� Ava turned away from Kellen.
I walked over to him. �I�ve got a problem right now.� I looked down at Kellen. He didn�t so much as glance at me. �I don�t put my life in the hands of people I don�t trust.�
�Good for you.� Kellen laughed.
�Danny, it�s okay. He will stay with me.�
�General, no�� Kellen suddenly stood up, the cold front gone. �Please��
�Well, it�s got to be one or the other. You wanted to kill the major, and you pointed your gun at Danny. I wouldn�t want you with me if I were the captain.�
�Sir.� Kellen tried to speak again.
�Enough,� General Niles said, as loudly as he�d said anything yet. �You made your decision when you didn�t immediately apologize, when you glared at my daughter, who probably saved your life. And thumbing your nose at getting out of here� forget it. Ten bucks says there�s a man in the darkness there who had a rifle on you and was ready to take the shot if Ava hadn�t knocked you out.�
I was impressed. Niles had pegged Blake perfectly.
�Sir, can I apologize now?� Kellen asked.
�You can, and you should,� Niles replied. �But it changes nothing. You will stay with me.�
Kellen sank to the floor. He looked like he was about to cry. He offered up weak apologies to each of us�even to Eddie�but I knew he was struggling with the reality of his future. General Niles had no intention of trying to accompany the rest of us to Hawaii, and I doubted Tyler thought he could make it either.
�So what do I do?� Kellen asked General Niles.
�As I�m sure Captain Miner is aware, there are double garages at the end of this tunnel with a souped-up Hummer in each of them. When we get there, you�re going to drive one of them, and Sergeant Sheffield will drive the other out of here. We�re going to race south for the Mexican border as fast as we can, hopefully diverting any and all attention away from the rest of you.� Niles motioned at us.
�But, sir, that�s��
�Suicide?� Niles smiled. �I�m dead either way. Maybe we make it to Mexico. I don�t know. But the only chance they�you all�have is if we make Qi Jia think we�re all out�that we�re done.�
�General.� I changed the subject. �Something�s been bothering me. How did you know��
He read my mind. �The president was my best friend. He had a little too much to drink one night and showed me a book. There were four such books. One went down on Air Force One with him. I assume you know where another is?�
I nodded.
�And then there are two more�somewhere. As long as you don�t have the book on you�ever�you should be good,� he added.
I could feel Blake�s eyes burning into the back of my head. �Yes, sir.�
�Well, you all have about fourteen hours �til nightfall�fourteen hours to get the sergeant and me to the other end of this tunnel. We might as well get started.�
A circle of nodding heads showed everyone was in agreement�everyone but Kellen, of course. We gathered up our gear and began the methodical journey through the darkness�carrying Niles and Tyler�to the Hummers awaiting us at the end of the tunnel.
It was hard to walk away from Keena, from Silas, John, and the others. Even though I had Hayley with me�and for the time being we had General Niles�I felt like we�d failed. Everyone seemed to share my disappointment to some extent.
In all likelihood, Commander Boli was in the bunker now, looking for evidence, looking for a trail. He wouldn�t find one in there, and that would infuriate him. General Niles knew we had to give him a �rabbit� to chase�soon�or he�d keep hunting. The two Hummers heading south out of the mountains would be convincing, and they�d contain three of the people missing from the bunker. The only person Niles wasn�t willing to sacrifice was his daughter.
As we walked away from the doors to the bunker, Flynn held back, staring at them. I dropped back with her. �What�s going on?� I asked.
�My dad did this. He did all of this.�
�I��
�Captain, I know this seems like the time when you need to convince me my dad isn�t all that bad�that maybe we�re missing something�but I don�t��
�Actually, Flynn, he�s the biggest a-hole I�ve ever met in my life. And I think you�re doing yourself a disservice by referring to him as your father.� She looked at me in surprise. �You�re right though, it�s probably a time when I shouldn�t have said that�when I should have tried to find something nice to say�but that man doesn�t deserve praise, credit, or respect for anything� and he definitely doesn�t deserve to be your dad.�
She wrapped her arms around me in a big hug. I could feel her body shaking as she cried. I was sure it wasn�t for her dad�more likely for her brother, or for the overwhelming stress of this entire mess. �Flynn,� I whispered.
�Yes, sir?�
�Call me Danny, okay? You�re with me now.�
She smiled. �Yes, sir.�

ACT III


FORTY-FIVE � Rally (Danny)

---------- (Nightfall Wednesday. August 10, 2022.) ----------
Rocky Mountains, Colorado
�Danny, your shirt is glowing.� Hayley pointed at my chest, where a small red glow was emanating through my black shirt.
Crap. We were about to open the overhead garage doors, which would engage the hydraulic jacks beneath the floor and lift us out. I pulled the dog tag up out of my shirt and looked at it. I knew it was Damien trying to reach me for some reason, and figured it had to be important. �Give me a minute, guys. Don�t open the doors yet.� I walked a ways down the tunnel.
�What�s going on?� Blake asked over my shoulder. �I thought you left your dog tag back at the vehicle.�
�I did.� I dug through my pack for the tablet. �This was an extra. It�s the test model. It doesn�t work like the others�glitches galore�and we never figured out why, but it has direct emergency message transmission ability. I thought I might need that, but only Damien knows I have this.�
�What about the GPS?� Blake�s concern was heavy in his voice. �Does that��
�Nope.� I shook my head. �Doesn�t work. At least it�s not supposed to. This thing is otherwise useless� but that�s good in this instance. Whether or not it�s actually Damien on the other end, if I don�t respond they won�t even know I got it. I can read the message and decide what to do from there.� I inserted the tag into the tablet. The screen flashed on, and I read the message.
�Barn burnt down* Storm coming* Cleaning house* Kaptured*�

What the hell? I looked at Blake.
�It�s four messages.� He pointed out the use of asterisks instead of periods.
True. �But barn burnt down? Hayley, come here a second.�
She joined us, and I showed her the message. �Does this mean anything to you?�
She reread it and shook her head. �No clue. Who�s the message from?�
�Damien. What barn?� I looked at Blake again. �He can�t know anything about the farmhouse we were at.�
�Only barn I know in Hawaii is�Governor Barnes?� Hayley offered.
�Maybe.� I nodded. That would make sense.
�If it�s that,� Blake agreed, �then by burnt he�s saying Barnes is the mole.�
I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck standing up. If that�s the case, my BS reader is shit. It was definitely possible.
�The storm coming is either an actual storm, or he�s telling us we�re surrounded, and not to move,� Blake continued.
�And cleaning house could mean they�re evacuating Redemption or�� Hayley paused.
�They�re getting ready to breach the house on Kauai.� I completed the alternative.
�And Kaptured?� Hayley asked.
That can only mean one thing. Coming from Damien, it wasn�t a typo. �It means Keena is not dead.� I looked at Blake. �And now everyone knows they have her.�
Blake was shaking his head. �If Damien already knows that��
�Then he knows we made it here.� I interrupted him. �And he knows what they�re trying to make Keena do.�
�But how would they know that already?� Hayley asked.
�Because dickhead Baker has her, and he knows how to reach the Hexagon.� Blake�s voice gave away his anger. �This gets worse by the minute.�
By the second.
�But why send this message in code if only you ten had��
I cut Hayley off. �Maybe because of Barnes and his tablet, or maybe Damien was worried about Keena having a tablet somehow. Maybe there�s another breach in the communication link I don�t know about. I don�t know for sure.�
�Do we know we can trust Damien?� Blake asked.
�In all honesty, my judgment on people has clearly been a little off, but if there�s anyone back there I trust now, it�s him.� That seemed good enough for Blake. I continued. �In any case, Damien clearly isn�t taking any chances. That�at least�is a good thing.�
No one disputed that.
�Danny, we can�t go back in there.� Hayley positioned herself to where she could see my eyes.
�I know,� I replied.
�Can Keena shut down the Shield?�
I nodded. �Pretty sure she can.�
�But would she?�
�I don�t know, Hayley.� I shook my head. �There�s no telling what someone will do when tortured enough. If anyone can get it out of her though, it�s Baker.�
�Danny, it�s my fault she�s still in there. I should have tried to run down that hallway and grab her. I probably could have.�
�Blake, that doesn�t even matter now. Baker might have already killed her, or he could have forced her to send a message to me somehow and make it look like it�s from Damien. She knows about this test model. Don�t think she knew I had it on me now, but she at least knows about it. This could simply be a ruse by Baker to try to draw us back out there, to make us do something desperate.� I knew most of that was unlikely�Keena would have resisted every bit of it�but it was at least worth considering.
Blake and Hayley also knew I could be right, but I could tell by the look on Blake�s face he still felt terrible. �Still, Danny, maybe I should stay and��
�Forget it. That�s not happening.�
�But if she is alive and does shut down the Shield,� Blake reasoned. �I could get in there and blow the place. We still have the two demo packs we took from those snipers. It�s definitely enough C4 to do the job. And then they couldn�t launch any missiles controlled from here at least��
�You�d have to get to the command room in there. You�d never make it. No, if they do shut it down we have to hope Trigger or Twix can get to the top of the mountain in time to power it back up manually.�
�And if they can�t?� Hayley asked.
We all knew there probably wouldn�t be enough advanced notice. There was total silence for a minute. I heard someone cough down the tunnel. I shook my head. �Listen, guys, I hate talking in hypotheticals. We can�t control what might happen. But I do know if we try to go back in there, we give away our only escape option. I�m sick and tired of having to leave people behind and losing people in general, but we�re all dead if any of us goes back.�
I let my words sink in. �If Keena is indeed still alive,� I continued, �then Baker is going to break her. Whatever his endgame is in helping Commander Boli now, he intends to follow through�he believes he�ll get whatever he was promised. You, me�we know how good Boli is with keeping his word, but Baker must believe this is his only out. All we can count on�all we know�is that Keena will hold out as long as she can to let us try to get back home.�
�She�s not a soldier though,� Blake mentioned then. �Not really.�
�I know.� I nodded. �But I think she�ll be as tough as she can be. Our only hope is that she was�� I paused, then�insensitive or not�I continued. �That she is strong enough to buy us time.�
�What is time?� Hayley asked.
�One, two days� tops.�
�So we�ve got two days to get all the way home?� Hayley didn�t like my answer.
�Maybe.� I shrugged. �Maybe less.�
�So�� Hayley spoke slowly.
�We have to go.� I turned and headed back toward the others, Blake and Hayley at my heels. My mind was swimming in the deep ends of that message. Storm coming? Cleaning house? It has to be an actual storm. But cleaning house? Why would they be going in now?
�Everything okay?� Ava asked as we rejoined the group.
I gave my most reassuring smile. �For now.�
�We ready to go?� General Niles asked.
I held a thumb up. �Ready as we�ll ever be.�
�Then let�s do this,� the general replied and shut his Hummer door.
Yes. I nodded. Let�s do this.

FORTY-SIX � Only Gets Worse (Ryan)

---------- (Wednesday. August 10, 2022.) ----------
Wednesday was a stormy, nerve-wracking day on Redemption. Since Deacon and Royce had left us last night�to join Trigger and Twix on Kauai�we hadn�t heard anything from them. No one at Area 52 had either. Due to the mole concerns at the Hexagon, we knew the �radio silence� was intentional�but that didn�t make it any easier to take. Tara was going crazy. Kaci was going crazy not hearing anything back from her brother. I was going crazy not hearing anything from Danny or Hayley. There was a lot of crazy.
Dad had suggested we all hang out at the Brady house�Blake and Kaci�s�so we could stay by the computer and at least get weather updates from Nicole or Damien. That was fine for a while, but the Brady house was only spacious enough for maybe four people. Six adults and a baby were too much.
By mid-afternoon, Tara�s patience was completely fried. �I need to go take a walk.�
�It�s a little insane out there,� I objected. There were frequent wind gusts upward of fifty miles per hour. It wasn�t a good idea.
�I didn�t say you had to go,� she snapped.
I wasn�t in the mood for a fight. I raised my hands, submitting, and turned back to the computer. I heard the door open and close behind me. I had my hands on the back of the chair Dad was sitting in. He turned his head and looked up at me.
�What? I don�t want to fight, Dad.�
�Okay. But put yourself in her shoes. Do you think she wants to be alone out there?�
I glanced around the room. Kate held Ollie and was bouncing him around. She didn�t look at me. Jenna and Kaci had gone into the kitchen. �I don�t think she wants me with her.�
I expected an argument but didn�t get one. Instead Dad pushed his chair back and stood up. �I�ll go with her.�
�Dad, you don�t have��
�She shouldn�t be out there on her own.�
I agreed with him, so I shut my mouth and nodded.
He hurried out the door after her.
They came back a half hour later, and Tara took Ollie from Kate to put him down for a nap. Dad closed the door to the office so no one could overhear what he was going to say. �You were right, Ryan. She didn�t want you out there. She is rather angry with you.�
I hung my head. I knew it.
�But.� Dad placed his hand on my shoulder. �She�s more angry at herself.�
I highly doubt that.
�Look, I know you�and I know you probably don�t believe me� but it�s the truth. Some of this you need to hear from her, but I do need to say that this wall you two have built between each other� it�s nothing�it�s imaginary�for now anyway. Tara has lost so much�not that we all haven�t, of course�but she only had her parents and Emily before the attacks. Now she�s got you, and us, but the thought of losing Emily� I don�t know if this makes sense but it�s more than just losing Emily. It�s losing her entire past. Everyone else here still has someone from that past. She doesn�t.�
I could tell by the way Dad was speaking, by the pauses and tone in his voice, that he didn�t know if he was saying it right or explaining it well enough. But somehow I understood exactly what he was saying. I nodded. �I get it.�
He hugged me. �Go talk to her.�
�Thanks, Dad.�
I tiptoed into the bedroom where Tara had put Ollie down for his nap and slipped over to the bed. I leaned in to see her face in the dark and saw her mouth was slightly open�her chest steadily rising and falling. She was asleep.
Ollie was lying beside her, his mouth open as well�also knocked out. There was enough room beside Tara for me to squeeze in and I really wanted to, but I didn�t. She needed her sleep more than she needed a hug. I grabbed my journal from my backpack and slipped back out of the room.
I sat in the kitchen and wrote for a couple hours. I found an envelope in Blake�s office and folded in the letter I�d written Tara. I took it into the bedroom at four to check on Ollie. He was stirring but she was still out, so I slid the letter into her bag and took Ollie out of the room with me. She hadn�t slept this well in quite a while. This would be good for her. We could always talk later.

FORTY-SEVEN � Darkness Falls (Ryan)

---------- (Wednesday. August 10, 2022) ---------
Tara joined us for dinner at seven. The sleep had certainly done her good. She wasn�t happy, but she wasn�t angry�somewhere comfortably in between. After dinner we checked in with Nicole at the Hexagon and moved everything valuable into the bunker under Blake�s office�all our bags, keepsakes, electronics, etc. Then we headed over to the Big House.
Everything in the big house was built around the kitchen so Dad felt that was where we should be�the least exposed place on our island.
It was only slightly after 9:00 p.m. on Redemption now, but it was dark enough to be midnight. Don�t think I�ve ever seen a blacker sky. Random light gray lines across the sky mimicked the sun�s rays but held no real glow�no warmth. An eerie chill had taken over.
The waves rolling past our island were huge�mostly ten to twenty feet tall, some approaching thirty feet. We knew they were pounding the western shore of Ni�ihau, which was�thus far�sheltering Redemption from the brunt of the storm. But we also knew the waves were getting bigger and stronger as they approached Kauai. The water level had to be creeping up�the flood surge moving through the streets�and the worst of the hurricane was still probably an hour or so away.
The winds were getting vicious. The tree house, as stable as it was, had begun to sway and creak around us. Best guess, we were currently getting regular gusts of sixty to seventy miles per hour, and the wind continued to pick up.
The kitchen was built around the thickest tree of the bunch, with walls to the north, south and west�it was wide open facing east. There was a large window on the west wall that we�d covered with blankets and roped off, and a railed veranda wrapping all the way around the kitchen. We had a number of escape routes if something went terribly wrong�or when something went wrong�but there really wasn�t anywhere to go that was safer than this.
Part of me wished I hadn�t convinced Deacon and Royce to go to Kauai. It would have been nice to have another male�or two�here with Dad and me. Kaci, Kate, Jenna, and Tara�with Ollie�were all sitting huddled�maybe even praying�against the tree in the middle of the kitchen. Ollie was amazingly calm, given the chaotic environment around him. He�d cry from time to time, but he mostly held tight to Tara. Dad was pacing, almost as much as I was. Our pacing was probably making everyone more nervous, but what else could we do?

The wind continued to howl. It was like being in a popcorn maker�or a vacuum cleaner. There were cracks and pops all around us, and objects swirled through the air. �Tell me if anyone sees a flying cow,� I joked. No response. �Like in Twister.�
Still nothing. Oh well. I don�t have any hurricane humor. I used to have the biggest crush on Helen Hunt�the star of Twister�until that Serendipity movie came out. Then it was all Kate Beckinsale. A large branch suddenly snapped off the tree above us and dropped mere feet from where I stood, crashing onto the east deck and splintering the floor. I�m certain I jumped. I looked up to where it had come from and then glanced back at the girls. I�d heard one of them shriek. There was another crash upstairs, and another�and another. It was definitely getting worse. I didn�t have any way of measuring the wind speed, but objects were starting to fly by the tree house�bushes, branches, and mud�lots of mud. I didn�t think the rain could get any heavier but it seemed to every hour. There was even hail mixed in. This was becoming more and more like the storm in that Karate Kid sequel, absent�of course�Mr. Miyagi or Daniel-son. There wasn�t anyone to help us out here.
Dad walked over to stand beside me. He put his arm around me. �I don�t know, son�this is getting bad.�
I looked at him and was alarmed by the sadness evident on his face.
�I have a bad feeling about this,� he reiterated.
�Dad.� I put my arm around him too. �It�s going to be all right.�
�I don�t think so, Ryan.� He shook his head. �You need to go be with your wife.�
�Dad, what are you saying?�
�Ryan, people don�t live through tornados as exposed as we are, and this hurricane is bigger and stronger than any of those. I was hoping it would lose steam like they usually do out here, but��
�Dad, you�re freaking me out.�
�I�m trying to tell you what you need to hear right now. Maybe I�m wrong, but if I�m right, you need to go be with your wife. You need to stay with your wife.�
I stared at him in stunned silence. This is totally not like him. He�s the most optimistic person I know. I turned toward the island counter�in the middle of the kitchen�that Tara and the others were now huddled under.
Another large crash prompted more shrieks and tears from Ollie, as it was considerably louder and much closer to the girls and the baby. There was a large branch sticking through the wall behind them. The winds had to be around eighty miles per hour now�and these weren�t just gusts�it was constant. �Girls, maybe you should move.�
�To where?� Tara yelled back at me.
Good point. I could only imagine what was going through her mind. Here we were in the middle of the worst storm any of us had ever been in, and she probably wasn�t even thinking about it. Her mind had to be on Emily. It had to be so hard for Tara not to be there instead of here. But then, if she were there and not here, she�d be worried about Ollie in pretty much the same manner. There probably was no preferred alternative. I followed Dad�s suggestion and slipped under the counter with everyone else. I wrapped my arms around Tara and whispered, �I love you� in her ear. She didn�t reply, but it did feel better to have someone to hold on to. �I�ll always love you,� I whispered again.
Man, what I would give to have a live feed of wherever everyone else is.
---------- (At the same time on Kauai.) ----------
A live feed wouldn�t have helped much on Kauai at that point�at least not without infrared. It was pitch-black there and pouring like crazy. To make matters worse�or better in the long term, maybe�the compound was taking on heavy flooding.
From where the four members of the Pack were gathered, they could see a downed power wire flipping back and forth in the wind, sparking dangerously close to the water. It was keeping them from getting into their intended positions.
�Damn it.� Trigger watched the wire snap around. �We can�t move any closer than this until Damien cuts all the power.�
�How much more time do we have before he does?� Deacon looked at Twix.
Twix glanced at his watch. 9:38 p.m. �About twenty-two minutes.�
�The water�s already three feet deep,� Royce shouted into the wind. �It�s going to be slow moving in this shit.�
They couldn�t clear the fence until the power went down, and even then the captors likely had a generator on the property. That would give them about a minute�before the generator kicked in and rebooted the security system�to get over the fence and into tree cover away from the cameras. The ground was a little higher on that side of the property, so that would help them move quicker, but one slip-up�one tripped alarm or accidental sighting�and the prisoners would almost certainly be killed.
Everyone knew it. It didn�t have to be said. But Deacon reminded them anyway. Twenty-one minutes.

FORTY-EIGHT - Split Ends (Danny)

---------- (Wednesday. August 10, 2022) ----------
We had a problem�which was nothing new, but it was of a particular inconvenience this time. General Niles and Kellen were in one truck, ready to go. Tyler Sheffield was in the other Hummer, also ready. Tyler convinced me he could do this, no matter how close to death he honestly was. He�d go as far as he could�as fast as he could�and hopefully sell the decoy.
Those three knew they were basically on a suicide mission. None of them liked it, but Sheffield and Niles had at least accepted it. I could still hear Kellen trying to talk his way out of it, but Niles wasn�t listening. It felt wrong to let the general ride off like this. After all, he was our highest-ranked living military official. But he couldn�t physically drive or ride on one of the motorcycles, and he was going to get caught in the truck. He wasn�t going to make it out�or for much longer�no matter which direction they went. He knew what he had to do and why he had to do it. As long as it gave his daughter a chance to live, he was determined to make those odds as good as possible for her. That would make a huge difference for all of us.
But back to the problem. There were only four high-tech dirt bikes in the stalls. With seven of us�Blake, Hayley, Eddie, Cera, Flynn, Ava, and me�that left us a few bikes short. But that still wasn�t the problem. Cera, Eddie, and Flynn had never driven a motorcycle. That was the problem�Eddie. There was an incredibly short and dangerous learning curve when it came to learning how to ride a dirt bike�especially out here in the mountains. There was no �straight and narrow.� You hit a rock wrong or a patch of sand, and you went down. You might not get back up. But Eddie couldn�t exactly ride on the back of a dirt bike with anyone. Eddie, on his own, was nearly too large and heavy for one of these things. Like a circus bear riding around on a tricycle. With someone else�anyone else�he definitely was too big. If he sat on the back, he�d flip the bike. If he sat up front, no one could reach around him to steer. He was going to have to give it a go on his own. That was going to slow us down� dramatically.
Ava didn�t understand why we couldn�t just take one of the Hummers�even after Blake explained how Qi Jia�s THIRST radar systems worked. The Hummers gave off a lot of heat�they�d be picked up quickly. If we took our time on the bikes�and got lucky�we might not be picked up at all. It depended entirely on whether they noticed the Hummers first and pursued them. The Hummers had to be the decoy.
She still didn�t like it, and Eddie had tried to convince me to leave him behind. He wanted to go after Isabelle. Male pride and ego being what they were, I didn�t know that I could have talked him out of it. So I let Cera. Isabelle was�after all�Cera�s daughter. It wasn�t easy, but�against what she really wanted�she managed to sway him. Hayley helped by making a valid point. If Isabelle were still alive, it was probably because Boli intended to use her as leverage somewhere else. Maybe we�d get another shot�perhaps even a better one.
We opened the doors at nine, and the two Hummers roared out, churning to the southeast. I stood outside with Blake, Hayley, Flynn, and Ava and watched them drive down the valley and disappear around the bend. We stood silent, listening for any sounds of pursuit. It was almost forty minutes exactly before we heard them. Three helicopters whirred overhead�also heading south�no doubt hot on the Hummers� trail. Two more helicopters flew over a few minutes later. I set the timer on my watch for fifteen minutes. It would take the choppers about ten minutes to catch up to the Hummers, and their missiles would determine how much longer the pursuit lasted. At that point our decoy would be as far away as they�d get. That would be our best chance to move.

Fifteen minutes later we left the back entrance of Cheyenne Mountain on the bikes. Ava rode with me, Blake with Cera, Hayley had Flynn, and Eddie was on his own. It was slow going down the ravine�bikes being far less stable than the Hummers�but Eddie did remarkably well. He did crash once, likely banging himself up pretty good, but he hopped back up, climbed back on, and kept going. Driving just under ten miles per hour�for the first thirty minutes�it took us a full hour and a half to reach the smokejumper base where Hayley, Lazzo, and Flynn had parked the plane. We didn�t see a single Qi Jia vehicle, chopper, or plane the entire way�didn�t meet a single bit of resistance. On the one hand, we were relieved. But on the other, it seemed too easy. Way too easy.
At the end of the driveway leading up to the base and hangar, I stopped and shut off my bike. Everyone else did the same. �Let�s drop them here in the ditch, guys, and walk in.�
No one argued with my suggestion. We were approaching the hangar through the woods when I saw Blake�ahead of us�wave his hand for us to get down. I spun toward Ava and pulled her down, and Eddie did the same to Cera. Hayley and Flynn were behind us and followed suit. A second later, I realized I had wrapped my arm around Ava�s chest to pull her down. To make matters worse, I still had my hand on her left breast. She was staring into my eyes, the slightest of smiles on her lips. I dropped my hand down to my side. �Sorry.�
�No problem.� Still smiling.
I could feel my face flush and warmth surge through my body as I turned away from her and peered through the darkness toward Blake. �Stay here,� I whispered, looking at everyone except Ava. Damn it, Danny. Let it go. I crawled up to Blake. �What�s going on?�
�I swear I saw a light in the hangar� a brief flicker.� Suddenly he pointed. �There. There it was again.�
I saw it that time too. Someone was in there. �Is that all you�ve seen?�
He nodded. We watched and waited for the light to come back on, but it never did. It was getting late�just after eleven�maybe whoever it was had gone to sleep.
�We need to get closer, Blake. We need a better look.�
�Which way do you want me to go?�
�You go around back. I�ll take the front. Do not engage, okay?�
�Ten-four.� Blake saluted.
�We�ll meet on the other side of the hangar about this same point, okay?�
�Got it.�

Blake broke off to the left. I went right. I slunk across the front of the hangar without seeing anything out of the ordinary�still no further sign of anyone. I had just entered the tree line on the other side of the hangar when my foot pressed up against a wire or tight string. I heard a small jingle off in the distance�seemingly from inside the hangar. Crap. A tripwire of some sort.
The wire hadn�t broken though, and I felt around beneath my foot and couldn�t feel anything. It didn�t seem as if I was standing on explosives of any kind. I slowly removed my foot and took a step backward into the trees. I stepped behind one as Blake came into view about twenty yards from me. I was about to whisper to him when I saw movement to his left. Someone was following him. I raised my gun but couldn�t see anything through the scope. Whoever was back there knew how to use his cover. I had to get to Blake first�and fast. As the shadow behind Blake went left around the next tree, I went right. When he reversed, so did I. He reached Blake seconds before I did and raised a handgun to the side of Blake�s head. �Don�t move.�
I stepped up beside the hooded man with my own gun raised to his head. �You either.�
�Shit.� Even through gritted teeth that voice was unmistakable.
�Axel?�
Axel turned to look at me. �Danny?�
I lowered my gun. �Yeah.� I clapped him on the back. �How the hell are you here?�
�Hey, Axe,� Blake interrupted, Axel�s gun still pressed to the side of his head. �Do you mind?�
Axel looked at Blake and dropped the gun down. �Sorry.�
I wrapped Axel in a big hug. �I thought you were dead, man. How did you even find this place?�
�Long story short� it took me frickin� forever to get to shore when they shot us down. I tried to find you guys but couldn�t�lost my damn dog tag and tablet. So, I latched on to the smaller boat that passed by and hitched a ride in. I followed the plan and went to the Pringtime Reservoir, but I was a full day behind schedule then. When I saw the choppers circling ahead�or east I should say�I followed them but turned back at the explosion. I didn�t know what the hell was going on. The next morning troops were all over the reservoir�nowhere else, just the reservoir�and they found your vehicles. It didn�t take me long to realize you�d dumped it there�that the soldiers had somehow been led directly there.�
�That�s crazy, dude.� I shook my head.
His voice was filled with excitement. �It gets better�obviously. Man, there were paratroopers everywhere, and I couldn�t find my way through the lines, so I checked out the areas the paratroopers weren�t and found this crazy-ass winding road out here. I found this driveway this morning with the freshly sawed off US Forest Service sign and investigated. Since it was an old Smokejumping facility I thought they might have a spare plane around here. I hit the jackpot with the C-130H in the back. I figured it just might get me back to Hawaii.�
�About time,� Blake muttered.
Axel and I both looked at him. �What?� I asked.
�It�s about time we have a little crazy good luck instead of all the crazy bad. And now I don�t have to try to fly the plane.�
Blake had a point. He had been our most experienced pilot�until we found Axel�but he�d only flown two-seaters. I was confident he could get us off the ground and headed in the right direction, but Axel could do much better than that.
I saw Axel looking around. �Is it just��
�No.� I knew what he was thinking. �Everyone else is on the other side of the hangar.�
Relief flooded his face. �Thank God. Everyone�s okay?�
I shook my head. �No,� I mumbled. �Fraid not. We lost Keena and a few others we met at Cheyenne Mountain.�
�You made it to the bunker?� Axel was clearly torn between the loss of Keena and wanting to get up to speed with all that had happened.
�We did,� I confirmed.
�And you have Hayley?�
�We do.� Another confirmation.
�But Keena�s dead?�
�Basically. Baker and the Libyans have her.�
�Baker?�
Man, Axel you�ve missed a lot! �Yes,� I replied. I quickly explained what we�d seen with Commander Boli and Captain Baker.
Axel was stunned. �I knew I�d never met a bigger asshole in my life.�
None of us had.
---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
The reunion with Axel was as joyous for Hayley as it had been for Blake and me. I introduced Axel to everyone else. He was particularly smitten by Ava, with good reason, but she only had eyes for me�something that was impossible for me to miss. Getting a good look at her up close�even too close for a bit�I was admittedly somewhat in awe. She was slim, muscular, and five foot nine or ten with a beautiful face, perfect ass, and the ideal amount of her 125 or so pounds in her perky softball-sized breasts�which I�d actually measured with my right hand a little earlier. At the moment, those breasts were straining against her gray T-shirt as she stretched�perfectly outlined. Wow�and then some. Tight tan khakis and black boots nicely wrapped up the ensemble with a long tail of brown hair pulled through the back of a black cap. One of the most beautiful women I�d ever met. I swallowed hard, took a deep breath, and looked away�locking eyes immediately with Hayley. Great. She�d seen me staring�or ogling. I broke away from Hayley�s glare and took another deep breath.
Ava had mentioned she�d been a general�s daughter for twenty-two years, so I was guessing she was only a few years older than that. Whatever the case, I couldn�t remember feeling about anyone like I was feeling right now about her. Hayley�s disapproval had done little to still my thoughts or calm my hormones. I couldn�t think about anything but her, and was finding it harder and harder not to look at her�something she clearly was enjoying. It took entirely too long for me to seriously think about Kate, and when I finally did, I was surprised to find I defended my current attraction with the idea I might not even make it back to Kate. I should have been embarrassed and considerably smarter, but�truthfully�I wasn�t thinking with the right part of my body.
Temptation is wicked�powerfully wicked. I was exhausted. I was lonely. I was full of excuses, but none of them should have obstructed me from the truth. Ava�s husband and father had just died�today�and I had a wife with a baby on the way back in Hawaii. I shouldn�t have needed convincing in any way�should have been able to walk away from Ava easily�redirect her to Axel or Blake�anyone but me�but I couldn�t. I should have been telling her about Kate�about my love for Kate�but I didn�t. Neither of us should have had any romantic thoughts of the other tonight, yet we both clearly were. I couldn�t explain it. When I suggested we take a brief two-hour nap before leaving at 2:00 a.m., she came over and lay a few feet from me. I caught Hayley�s hands-on-hips glare peripherally this time but ignored it.
�Your sister tells me you�re married and expecting a little one.�
I turned my head to look at her. I could smell her now. She smelled wonderful. �Did she now?� I asked. Of course she did. �Out of the blue?�
�Pretty much.� She laughed. �Are you excited?�
I don�t want to talk about Kate and the baby. I want to know more about you. �Sure.� I shrugged. �Of course I am.� Change the subject. �How long were you and John married?�
�Four years.�
I watched her face to see if my question had bothered her. I couldn�t tell.
�It was more a marriage of convenience. He worked for my dad. His dad was retired military�I don�t know. It was kind of arranged�that�s probably a terrible word for it. Maybe I should say there was a lot of pressure to get married. We definitely weren�t ready for it. We didn�t have much of a relationship.�
Clearly she doesn�t mind talking about it. �Ah,� I said.
�I mean, we were good friends, and I cared a great deal about him, but we hardly ever saw each other. He didn�t want kids. I did. Don�t know why we ever got married. Sorry.� She reached over and poked me. �I�m rambling now, aren�t I?�
�Huh?� I mumbled. �No, that�s fine.� Smooth. But so what? She and John are not you and Kate.
�This ground is so hard.� She sat up and glanced over at me.
�Yeah, a pillow would be great.�
�You can always use mine.� I watched her cup her breasts and felt my face flush. I swore I heard Hayley gag on something. I looked in her direction but couldn�t see her in the darkness.
Ava laughed again. �Totally kidding. Sorry, that was awful.�
�No shit.�
Definitely Hayley. �Thanks.� I glared in Hayley�s direction. �I�m good. But why don�t you come over here.� I motioned to her. �My shoulder is better than the ground.�
She scooted over next to me, and I slid my arm under and around her. She laid her head on my shoulder and closed her eyes. �Thanks.�
Now I couldn�t help but breathe her totally and completely in. Wow! If my heart was jogging before, it was sprinting now. Dumb move, Danny. I could feel her breasts squished against my chest, and I was certain she could hear�and probably even feel�my heart trying to break out. �Better?� I asked. What kind of stupid question is that?
�Much better.� She squeezed me tightly. �Thank you.�

Ava fell asleep, and I continued to hold her, and the longer I held her the guiltier I felt. I was not that guy. I was not my father. This was what I�d hated him for�for years. I felt like he betrayed Mom when he did basically the same thing to her that I was doing now. If no one else were here, how far would this have gone? That was the real question. I knew the answer�unfortunately. I was, in fact, that guy. I was no better than my father.
Loyal, well-intended people are only that until they�re not�it only takes one cheat to be a cheater. But knowing you�re making a mistake and stopping it are two entirely different things. I was failing right now and knew it. I could have�should have�stopped it but didn�t. I finally let my dad off the hook�so many years too late�but only because I now was on it. Today he was a better man than me. The guilt he always said he felt� I understood it. Today I finally�and completely�forgave him.

FORTY-NINE � The Surge

---------- (Wednesday. August 10, 2022.) ----------
9:45 p.m. in Hawaii
The electricity was due to be cut in fifteen minutes, but Damien had a significant dilemma on his hands. Not only was Hawaii currently swamped by the hurricane, but a massive wave had triggered the emergency buoys�about forty miles off the coast of Ni�ihau.
�Nicole, did you see that?� he yelled across the room.
�The buoys? Yeah. They just went from twenty-two to thirty-six feet.�
�What�s the seismograph say?�
�Nothing. No earthquakes. Nothing. Maybe it was an error.�
�Has it ever done that before?�
�Not that I�m aware of. No.�
Damien couldn�t remember it happening either. When he had moved to Hawaii from D.C. eight years ago�and pursued his meteorology degree�tsunamis had been of particular interest to him. Turned out they were far more rare here than he�d imagined. He also learned that they weren�t always caused by earthquakes�one type wasn�t anyway.
Meteotsunamis often formed in the eyes of deep tropical cyclones�hurricanes like this one. Extremely low atmospheric pressure and swirling winds could create a dome�or bubble�of water that would move in with the storm surge causing the surge to spike in shallow water laterally�like a tsunami. To an observer they would appear no different. The bigger the storm, the bigger the meteo� and hurricanes didn�t get any bigger than this.
The forty-mile buoys had spiked fourteen feet over the last recorded wave set. They would reset in a second and they�d get another reading, but Damien knew if it had been a meteotsunami or storm surge the wave was already well past those buoys. If the thirty-mile alarms went off�
The thirty-mile alarms sounded then. The buoys recorded thirty-nine feet. Not good. �You�re sure there�s no earthquake?� he shouted at Nicole again.
�No. I swear.�
�Nicole, it�s gotta be storm surge or a meteotsunami. Either way it�s moving fast and growing.�
�There�s no earthquake recorded though.�
�Meteos don�t need earthquakes, just the right atmospheric elements and a big-ass hurricane like this one. With Ni�ihau�s west to east slope it�s going to use that island like a ramp and crush Redemption, but I have no way of warning them.�
�What about the Tsunami Prevention Channels?�
�Not enough time for the TPCs. I need eight minutes�we maybe have four. Meteos can travel at over four hundred miles an hour. This one is much slower but you can�t anticipate them�there�s no call sign like a seismic wave. I can�t stop this.�
�So what about Redemption?�
Damien shook his head, glancing at his watch. He had to power everything down now�thirteen minutes early. �Best guess, the wall of water will surge to forty-five feet, accelerate off the shallows, rocket off Ni�ihau, and hit them like a sledgehammer on a thumbtack.� Damien pulled down the five levers of the master power box. The switchboards and their respective islands went dark one by one. The emergency lights came on in Area 52, and Damien turned to look at Nicole. �They�re dead in the water.�
Nicole winced as the twenty-mile alarms went off. �So you powered it down early for Kauai?�
Damien nodded. �The storm surge will slow a little at Ni�ihau but won�t diminish in mass or force. It�ll hit Kauai two minutes later. It�s the only chance they�ve got.�

The surge would hit Oahu too, but the hurricane sirens had been blaring here for hours, so people hopefully had been smart enough to clear the flood zones. Unfortunately, there was no guarantee of that. Some people always think they knew better than the weather.
The big, round, blue light on the wall turned on then. The Shield was back up. The other two operatives�Stacy and Dewey�had just climbed the stairs to the Shield�s transceiver. Their task had been to power the Shield up manually when Oahu went dark. The blue light signified success on that front.
The generator had turned the lights back on in Area 52, but Damien didn�t turn anything else on. As much as he and Nicole wanted to watch the attempted rescue on Kauai, they couldn�t chance someone else hacking into their feed and tipping off the captors.
�Kind of weird isn�t it?� Nicole rocked back in her chair.
�What�s that?�
�All these dark screens, none of that electronic buzz� it�s like the silence in a movie theater between the previews and the feature film.�
That comparison drew a little laugh from Damien. �Yeah, I know what you mean. I was thinking it was kind of eerie myself.�
�At least we have lights,� Nicole added.

The lights and power were off everywhere else. In the governor�s mansion, Barnes sat straight up in bed as his fan slowly creaked to a stop. He couldn�t sleep without a fan. Not that he�d had much luck sleeping in this hurricane. He was trying to follow the orders he�d received from Twix and Trigger but he was restless�his worries increasing by the minute for his wife.
Barnes checked his watch. 9:48. He jumped up and ran to the window. Not a single light on anywhere. This was big. This was bad. He knew his mansion was beyond the flood zone, but the power going out spooked him. There was always a chance this wasn�t hurricane related. There was a chance the men at the Marine base were coming for him.
The generator in his mansion kicked on a minute later, bringing the overhead fan and bathroom light behind him back on. The smoke alarm above his head beeped and made him jump. The lights and fan coming back on did little to ease the governor�s mind. He was wondering how widespread the outage was. Is every island affected or just this one?

The governor had no way of knowing this was an intentional outage. But the Pack did. It caught them a little off guard�coming twelve to thirteen minutes early�but they adjusted and moved quickly. The split second the lights went off at the gate, Deacon, Royce, Trigger, and Twix were scaling the fence and lunging into the trees. No sooner had the four of them reached cover inside the compound, than the lights flicked back on all over the property and the electric fence was buzzing again. The compound�s generators had brought the place back to life in less than two minutes. There was no way the men inside that pink house would imagine two Army Rangers and two Navy SEALs were now on that property with them. They were probably inside checking their monitors, but they wouldn�t see anything and they�d settle back in. The four armed men in Special Forces �ghost suits� were counting on that as they crept toward the garage.
The bigger issue for the men inside that pink house would be their communication links off the compound. With Hawaii�s entire electrical grid down, there would be no reaching the Marine base by the Hexagon, or the governor, or anyone else. Losing their access to the Hexagon would mean being completely blind beyond their compound�until the power came back on across the islands.
It would take them a few minutes to realize the breadth of this outage and for it to sink in that something significant must be keeping the Hexagon completely shut down�given that they surely knew the Hexagon and Shield would have fail-safes in place.

FIFTY - Sounds of Silence (Tara)

---------- (Wednesday. August 10, 2022.) ----------
I was quite familiar with the expression �when it rains it pours� and how accurate that could be in life. I�d been through my fair share of torrential downpours and floods in my personal life. I�d just never experienced anything quite like this in my physical life.
The wall of water falling from the sky was only matched in its eeriness by the strongest wind I�d ever felt, the darkest blackness I�d ever seen, and the massive amounts of mud flying through the air. The wind was shredding the tree house. Six of us were crowded under the large granite island in the kitchen as the ceiling was turned to Swiss cheese over us.
And then everything seemed to die down in a hurry. It was suddenly silent. Then it was worse.
We knew we were in the eye of the storm, but we still couldn�t see anything. I could barely make out Ryan�s dad crouched ten feet from us�flashlight in hand�as he slowly crawled towards the railing for a quick look around. One second he was directly under our only light. And then I heard a sound I had never heard before�the loudest imaginable pop followed by a whoosh and then an explosion. I was next to Ryan. And then I wasn�t. His arms had been wrapped around me, and he�d whispered something like, �I�ve got you� or �I love you��I could barely hear him�and then he was gone. I can�t adequately describe that awful sequence�especially the eardrum-stunning explosion. All I know is the entire tree house disintegrated around us as a wall of water smashed into it and scattered us like a farmer tosses seed. It was quite possibly the last thing we were expecting at that moment�ninety feet above the ocean.
It had been Grandpa Dan�s idea to tether us to the tree in the center of the kitchen. He had detached four of the tethers from the zip line upstairs, and the four of us girls anchored ourselves to the tree with them. �Just as a precaution,� he�d said. He�d done it for the wind. It worked for the water. For Kate and I anyway�it saved our lives.
But Ryan didn�t have a tether, and Jenna�s tether didn�t hold. Neither did Kaci�s. The wall of water swept the three of them and Grandpa Dan out of the tree house. After the wave passed, I was hanging over the edge of a piece of floor that was still connected to that giant tree. Kate was hanging beside me, unconscious�bleeding from the head. I pulled myself up onto the small platform and strained to pull Kate up beside me. It took all the strength I had to get her next to me, and then I wrapped my arms around her and just cried.
I could feel her heartbeat and hear her breathing as I put my ear next to her mouth. The gash on her head wasn�t terrible�it had just knocked her out. I moved my hands across her body, searching for other wounds and finding none. But knowing how hard I�d been slammed against the floor and tree, I was certain she�d been through the same. My first thought was of her baby. My second thought was of my own little girl. That wall of water was on its way to Kauai.
And then I heard a cry for help.
Then I thought of Ollie.

FIFTY-ONE � Drawing Water

---------- (Wednesday. August 10, 2022.) ----------
The meteotsunami surge that hit Ni�ihau was only forty-five feet high at impact, but�as Damien had predicted�it used the west to east slope of Ni�ihau to ramp up and slam Redemption. The surge may have been slowed a little from the nearly two hundred miles an hour it was when it hit Ni�ihau, but the destructive wake was still unimaginable.
Ni�ihau and Redemption did little to slow the rest of the surge as it rolled toward Kauai, and with all systems down at the Hexagon, the Pack had no advanced warning. The storm surge rolled onto Kauai�s shores at nearly thirty feet in height and almost ninety miles an hour�and that wall of water tumbled inland, smothering trees and sweeping away everything in its path.
The four members of the Pack had just entered the tunnel in the garage when the storm surge hit the property. Deacon was the last man in and a strange sound made him pause on the top step. A second later the distant distraction had become a roar�so loud and so close. Deacon ducked and dove into the tunnel just as the water removed the garage above him. The tunnel flooded and caved in on the Pack, which likely saved their lives�though the downforce of the surge pinned them for a full minute as the wall of water rushed up the hill east of the property. The basement of the house began to flood through the tunnel, but the prisoners were still alive. The same could not be said for the captors who had been sleeping upstairs. They were killed in seconds�slammed repeatedly against the steel and brick walls�like lightning bugs in a jar in the hands of an angry child.
As the water retreated, it pulled most of the collapsed tunnel�s ceiling back off the Pack members, allowing them to break free and eventually swim. Twix was the strongest swimmer, and when he pushed through to the surface of the tunnel debris, he pulled Trigger up beside him. Together they plowed through the water to the flooded basement.
They arrived with Deacon and Royce not far behind, and as Twix shouted instructions they all followed his orders immediately. Each man ripped open his pack and pulled out his diving masks and tanks. They dove into the deeper water of the basement and swam until they found the cell where the girls were trapped. Water was still pouring in and was almost up to the ceiling at this point. The prisoners were grouped together, taking their last gasps of air at the surface. Twix popped up mere inches from Reagan.
His sudden appearance startled her. �It�s okay�you�re going to be okay.� Twix reached through the bars and took her hand.
�Thank God,� Reagan gasped. �I thought no one was coming. I thought we were�� She began sobbing.
�Hey, hey� Reagan.� Twix squeezed her hand. �Reagan, stay with me�do you know where they keep the key? Do they keep one down here?�
�No.� Her lip quivered. �No, they don�t.�
�Shhh� Reagan, listen� that�s okay.� Twix grabbed the bars of the door to their cell and pulled on them hard a couple times. They didn�t budge. With the water level quickly approaching the ceiling the prisoners were stuck. Twix knew he and the other Pack members had to give them their oxygen tanks. �Reagan, this is what I need you to do. We�ve got four sets of scuba gear here�one for each of you.�
Reagan shook her head. �No. Four is not enough. There are five of us.�
�Five?� Deacon asked.
�Sam is here too.� Reagan nodded back toward them. Sure enough, Sam and the governor�s wife were both behind her with Emily and Abbey.
There wasn�t time for more questions. In seconds there would be no air space left in the room. But the fifth person caused a huge problem. Once the sixty-minute oxygen tanks were activated, you couldn�t take the mouthpiece off underwater without letting the water in. They�d have to stay on whoever wore them. There was no way to share the air.
Deacon handed his tank through the bars. �Emily. Put this mask on� and put this in your mouth.� She did, and Deacon turned the valve on the side of the tank for her. �Do not, under any circumstances, take this off. You have an hour if you keep them on. Just keep swimming�like fish�but stay next to the bars, okay?�
Twix gave his gear to Abbey with the same instructions.
�Give the other two to them,� Reagan said as Trigger and Royce handed their gear to Twix.
�Sorry.� Twix shook his head. �No can do. One of these two is for you.�
�And the other is for him,� the governor�s wife gasped, pointing to Sam.
�No way,� Sam disagreed. �Never going to happen.�
�Look,� Twix shouted. �There�s no time to roll dice or draw straws. If you don�t get these masks on in the next twenty seconds, you�re all dead. Reagan, damn it, you put yours on right damn now!�
She did as she was told�albeit reluctantly.
�Give me a gun,� Sam said through clenched teeth.
�No way,� Twix said. He glanced back at Trigger, who was by the bars talking to the governor�s wife. Trigger was shaking his head, but Twix saw him hand her something.
�No� Trigger�� Twix realized what he�d done, but it was too late. There was a subdued pop with a louder echo. Reagan was mere inches from Twix and understood at the same time what had happened. Twix turned to her as the water covered his face. �Get the girls over there.� He pointed to the far corner�the opposite end of the cell from the governor�s wife. He pushed back up to the last inch of air space in the basement. �Sam. It�s done. Put the damn mask on.�
Sam shook his head, angry, but did as he was told.

Reagan kept the girls away from the governor�s wife, who was floating on the opposite side of the cell surrounded by her own blood. Sam was right beside them, shielding the girls from the scene as best as he could. The four members of the Pack swam out of the basement and up the tunnel, finally emerging into the dark night air. They had one hour�at the most�to get the girls and Sam out of the cell. That was a given. How? That was the unknown.
�What did she say to you?� Twix turned to Trigger. �Why did you give her your gun?�
�She wanted to know if I knew what her husband had done and if I understood that he was just trying to save her. She asked me to protect him in the fallout. I told her I would. She asked me for my gun�said she needed to do it�and I didn�t argue. Someone needed to die.� Trigger took a deep breath and then looked at the other three, apparently realizing how matter-of-factly he�d spoken. Then he continued. �She said they�d have no leverage on him now.�
As Twix had explained everything involving the governor to Deacon and Royce earlier, they now all understood what his wife�s last words meant. The governor should be permanently on the right side now. He had nothing left he loved�to lose.
On the flip side, Sam was still alive�a surprising discovery. Hopefully, they�d be able to keep him that way. They had work to do now to get all of them out.

FIFTY-TWO � Aftershock (Tara)

---------- (Wednesday. August 10, 2022.) ----------
Redemption Island. Hawaii.
I could hear the cry for help, but I couldn�t do anything about it. In a state of shock, I somehow hadn�t even realized I�d lost Ollie. Here I was with my arms wrapped around Kate, trying to shield her from the rain as she slowly�groggily�came back around, and I hadn�t even thought about Ollie. When it finally hit me, I almost dropped Kate. There isn�t a word for how stunned I was at that exact moment. I began crying and dry heaving�finally vomiting off the edge of the platform. I clutched Kate tightly against me but now was also frantically looking around for any sign of Ollie.
What kind of mother am I? What kind of mother lets her baby go without first losing her own arms and then doesn�t instantly think of him? I dropped my baby! I could feel the sob welling up in my chest before it came out, and once the first one broke through, they didn�t stop. I squeezed Kate tightly and rocked her, crying as hard as I�d ever cried. I�d lost my husband. I�d lost my baby. I�d experienced shock before but nothing like this. I could hear Kate mumbling, but her words weren�t registering. I was talking, but I didn�t know what I was saying. Finally, somehow Kate mustered enough strength to reach up and pull my hair. The pain�briefly�snapped me out of it. �Ouch, Kate. Ow.�
�Help,� Kate said then�I actually heard her.
�What, baby?� I choked out in a whisper. Baby? �Kate, what do you need?�
Kate shook her head and pointed in the direction of the cries I�d been hearing. �Help.�
�It�s not Ollie.� I shook my head. �I need to find Oliver. But we�re stuck here.�
Kate was not like me. I�d had people tell me I was strong, but I wasn�t like Kate. She could tell I was frozen in place�that on my own I wasn�t going to do anything. Without her I was going to stay here�in shock�cry, and probably even die. Kate wasn�t willing to accept that.
Where she found the courage and strength to pull herself up and away from me, I�ll never know. But she did, and she turned to look me in the eyes. In doing so, she grimaced and grabbed her stomach. Somewhere in my mind I knew that wasn�t good, and I was pretty sure she did too, but Kate became like Wonder Woman in that moment. She got right in my face and snapped me out of my stupor.
�Tara, listen to me. There is someone down there. We have to try to�� She paused and squeezed my hand, grunting as a wave of pain shot through her. She leaned over the edge and threw up, but then found a way to continue. �We have to help them.�
I shook my head again, but this time I didn�t object with words. As I watched her try to stand against the part of the tree that still held us in place�and listened to her groan in agony�I found a little spirit of my own. If she can do this in her state� I helped her stand and slowly stood beside her. It was still so dark we couldn�t see anything else around us, but we knew the wall of water was gone, so twelve feet below us there was dry�or at least muddy�land. In theory.
�How do we get down?� I asked her.
�You�re still tethered to the tree. My tether won�t hold anymore. It�s a wonder it even�� Another searing wave of pain washed over her. ��held me at all.�
Don�t know how mine did either. �So you want me to try to climb down?�
�No.� Kate shook her head�perhaps afraid I�d freeze up again down there. �Let me put your tether on, and you can help lower me to the ground.�

I knew there was no way she should be able to keep going in the amount of pain she was clearly in. But she fastened my tether around her, and I helped lower her down the tree as far as I could. I heard her call up for me to unhook it, and I did. I heard her fall and give a sharp cry of pain. �Kate.� No response. �Kate.�
Still no response.
I don�t know if she was aware enough to have had this sequence be intentional, but I started thinking about someone other than myself. I knew I was strong enough to lower myself down and hang from the remaining boards of the deck. I knew if I dropped from that point, at the worst I�d fall six feet or so. I knew I could probably handle that.
I suddenly became much more aware of my immediate surroundings. The wind and rain were picking up again. My hair was matted to the side of my face, and when I tried to move it, the associated burn was so searing I knew I must have cuts and blood all over my face. I gingerly ran my fingers across my arms and legs and found they too were layered in cuts and bruises. My shirt was shredded and barely clinging to me, and my jean shorts were about the only intact article of clothing left. I slid carefully to the edge and slipped over it, eventually hanging freely in the air�six to seven feet above the ground. I took a breath and dropped, landing hard but rolling as soon as my feet hit the ground. The rain was pelting my cut-up body now, and I cringed as I lifted myself out of a large puddle of mud. I remained kneeling for a second until I felt someone beside me.
Kate was doubled over but extending her hand to me. �Good job.�
I shook my head. I didn�t deserve her praise. �You�re amazing.�
She didn�t acknowledge my reply. She kept her head down, and we listened for the cry for help. Instead we heard a different noise�a wonderful noise. A baby crying. Ollie!
�Ollie!� someone screamed�might have been me. It was still so dark we couldn�t see much�a few feet ahead at most. Kate couldn�t bend down to crawl, so I did, and she held my hand as we slowly moved toward what I knew was the edge of the cliff�which was also where the crying was coming from.
As we neared the edge, we came to a large part of the tree house. It seemed to be wrapped around another tree that had fallen and was hanging precariously�miraculously�over the edge of the cliff. The crying was coming from below. Ollie was somewhere down there.
�What�s the tree caught on?� I asked Kate.
�No idea,� Kate grunted. �But it can�t be much.�
�Ollie,� I called out. �Mommy�s coming.� Then I heard the cry for help again. It was quiet, but clear. Jenna. Waves of joy and disappointment converged on my heart simultaneously. It wasn�t Ryan. �Jenna. Where are you?�
�I�m trapped.� Her voice was clear but pain-filled. �The house has been slipping. I�m afraid to move. It�s pinned me against the rocks.�
�Is Ollie with you?� I realized immediately how insensitive that probably came across.
�Yes.� Jenna didn�t hesitate. �I have him. He�s okay.�
Thank God! I was suddenly aware Kate had left my side. I turned frantically to try to find her. �Kate, where are you?�
�Kate�s with you?�
�Yes. She�s here somewhere.�
�Thank God. Please tell her I love her.�
�You can tell her yourself in a minute, Jenna.�
And then I heard Kate behind me. �Tara,� she groaned. �I need to try to get to the bunker under Blake�s house. There was a bunch of rope there. If it�s still there, I can tie it around the tree and try to lower it to Jenna.�
�Do you want me to go?� I asked.
�No.� She shook her head. �It hurts less to walk than it does to talk, so you stay here and keep Jenna company, okay?�
�Got it.� I nodded.
And then Kate was gone again.
--------------------
Kate stumbled and staggered toward where Blake and Kaci�s house had stood an hour or so earlier. It was still incredibly dark, and the torrential rain was mixed with tiny shards of ice again. It tore at her skin and pounded at her aching shredded body. Kate knew she�d lost the baby. She knew she was bleeding and possibly even dying herself, but she had to try to get that rope. She had to save Jenna and Ollie.
The path leading down to the door of the bunker under the Brady house had washed away, meaning there was only one way in�through the floor of Blake�s office. Kate found where his office used to be and discovered the covering to the bunker had been swept away. The bunker was full of water.
Kate dropped to her knees and stared at the water, knowing it was some fourteen feet deep�to the bottom of the bunker. She shook her head, and finally the tears started to fall. She shuddered and sobbed as the small pieces of ice and sheets of rain continued to pelt her. She shook her head again, begged God for a smidge of good luck, and then took a deep breath. �Do it for Jenna,� she told herself. Another deep breath and she lowered herself into the manhole. The water in the bunker�though strangely warm�still shocked her, stinging like lemon juice as it filled the cuts covering her body. She tried to blot out the agony and remember where she�d seen Danny put the coils of rope. She�d be blind down there, and there was no guarantee she�d even find her way back to the manhole, but she knew she had to try. She closed her eyes, took one last gulp of air, and dove deep.
Immediately she struck something sharp with her head, almost causing her to black out, but she gritted her teeth and reached her arms out in front of her, pushing down toward the racks lining the walls. She felt around frantically for the rope, but she couldn�t find it. She could feel panic filling her chest, but Kate did her best to blot it out and kept reaching.
Finally her hands grasped a long piece of rope, and it pulled free. She grabbed it and pulled it toward the surface, but it hooked on something. She tugged at the rope with all her strength, but it was stuck. Frantically, she realized she�d run out of air and needed more desperately. She glanced toward the surface and saw nothing but darkness.
And then there was light. It was faint, but Kate kicked toward it. She exhaled and rose with the bubbles, surging up through the opening of the manhole. She took a huge breath of air, rain, and ice crystals and shook her head, glancing up toward the light that was now in her face. Kate squinted and blinked repeatedly, wiping the hair out of her eyes as the light moved slightly. A person was standing behind it.
---------- (Tara) ----------
�I thought this might help.� I held the light down to her.
�I don�t know about that. But it definitely saved my life.�
�Did you find the rope? Shit, ouch.� A particularly large chunk of ice struck my head. �How the hell is it hailing?�
�I don�t know,� Kate replied through gritted teeth. �It was earlier too. Grandpa Dan said there�s sometimes hail in the outer edges of hurricanes. Maybe it�s almost over.�
�If only.� Grandpa Dan. He was gone too. I shook my head sadly. �Did you find any rope?�
�Yes, but it�s stuck.� Kate nodded. �I don�t think I can get it.�
�Can we get it together?� I took off my tattered tank and stripped to my bikini.
�Maybe.� Kate shrugged, shivering uncontrollably, but moving aside enough so I could slip into the manhole opening beside her.
�Holy�my�ow. Damn!� I cried out as the saltwater burned through my wounds.
�I know.� Kate continued to shake as my body pressed up against hers. �It�s awful.�
�And warm.� That was weird too. �Kate, are you sure you can do this?�
She dismissed my question. �Will the flashlight work underwater? Where did you even find it?�
�It was in my back pocket. Ryan must have put it there before he�� I shook my head. Don�t think about that! �It should work. It looks like one of Danny�s. Are you okay to do this?�
Kate stared into my eyes. �Are you?�
I couldn�t imagine her physical pain. �No,� I answered honestly, wincing as another ice chunk struck my head. I sighed. �Shall we?� I put the flashlight in my mouth and bit down on it.
Kate nodded and squeezed my hand. �Let�s do it.�
We dove together, and the light thankfully stayed on. With it we were easily able to find the rope and�though it took a couple more dives�we were finally able to pull enough of it to the surface.
As we climbed out of the hole and were able to gain better leverage, we managed to pull a piece of rope nearly two hundred feet long out of the bunker. It was going to have to be enough.
We stood together under a large piece of plywood�a former piece of one of the houses�staring out into the rain. The hail seemed to be gone. Thank God! The rope was heaped in a wet pile at our feet. Although it stung more to do so, I wrapped my arms tightly around Kate. �You�re my hero,� I whispered in her ear. �You are absolutely amazing.�
Kate wiped away tears, still shivering, and squeezed me back. �I don�t know about that,� she whispered in reply, straining to see through the darkness. �I wouldn�t be here without you.� The hail may have disappeared, but the rain was coming down even harder. Still, we couldn�t afford to wait any longer. �We�re not done yet.� She pulled herself free from my embrace. �Let�s go get your son.�

FIFTY-THREE � Big Barely (Hayley)

---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
It occurred to me as the plane lifted off from the Smokejumper base that they might not need us anymore�Qi Jia, that is. Which�if true�was actually not good. I could sense relief in Ava and Flynn, but I could see in Danny�s eyes�and even Eddie�s�that they were on the same page as me. It was strange that we hadn�t heard any planes last night after they�d pursued the Hummers. Surely Qi Jia had caught them, taken them out, and searched them. Given that they�d captured Keena�and that Baker knew who she was�they had to figure out she�d been with Danny. They had to know Danny had been there.
If that was the case, there could be only one reason why they�d be letting us go so easily. They didn�t need us. They must be confident that they could get everything they need from Keena. And�as a result�they must not need Danny�s book anymore to launch the missiles.

Maybe I was wrong. Maybe they had missed us sneaking out, and the decoy vehicles had thrown them completely off last night. It didn�t matter. We were about a hundred miles west of Las Vegas�a little more than two hours into the flight�when all the alarms in the plane went off. We were in a direct line with Barstow, intending to head a little north of Los Angeles, and had just picked up two red dots on the screen. We realized they were fighter jets as they flew past us and swung back around, putting us in missile lock. They didn�t even give us a warning. I was guessing they knew exactly who we were.
�We�re in the middle of nowhere here,� Axel yelled back at Danny. �I need to drop us a little south.�
�Do it,� Danny hollered back. He stepped past me and muttered. �I hate flying.�
You get shot down enough that�s bound to be the case. �Me too,� I replied.
�Two planes, four missiles.� Axel yelled.
As the missiles approached the plane, Danny turned to all of us, �Hold on as tight as you can.�
Here we go again. We grabbed on to whatever we could, and at the last possible second Axel launched the heavy plane into a deep roll left�south�managing to evade the first three missiles, though the fourth clipped our right engine. It billowed smoke as Axel struggled to level us back out. We had managed to survive that first lurch, but as the jets rocketed past and set up for another run, we knew we were going to have to bail.
�What do we have near us?� Danny yelled at Axel.
�Big Bear,� Blake shouted at both of them. �We have to be close to Big Bear.�
�Good idea.� Danny nodded. �Axel, point this sucker out to sea and fly us over Big Bear. We�re going to have to bail there.�
Axel gave a thumbs-up in reply and spun the plane farther south. We had been cruising at about sixteen thousand feet, but Axel had put us into a slight dive when he�d avoided the first missiles. We were dropping at a decent rate, but we would still be between thirteen to fourteen thousand feet when we�d have to jump�a little higher than preferred. The jets were coming back toward us, but they didn�t fire. We knew they�d be making sure they got us on this next run. They�d be taking us out from behind. As they roared past our windows, Danny yelled at Axel to drop the cargo door�which he did immediately. Blake had given us a brief tutorial on solo jumping, but we were all still nervous. He told us to try to find the highest elevation possible to land on. It wasn�t quite 5:00 a.m. yet and was still pretty dark. We didn�t know what we�d be able to see as we landed�if anything�but we nodded like bobblehead dolls. We�d do what we could.
The altimeter read 13,880 when Danny jumped�he and Ava went out first. Blake shouted a number at each of us when we jumped�the amount of seconds we should wait before opening our chutes. Danny and Ava had forty-three seconds. Eddie and Cera jumped right behind them with thirty-nine. Flynn went next, and I was right behind her. We had thirty-six. I knew Blake and Axel would follow.
No more than twenty seconds after we�d jumped, there was a giant explosion in the skies above us. There goes our plane. Flynn and I were holding hands on the way down�balancing each other out. When we hit thirty-five seconds, I pulled on her hand. We were close enough to where she could see me in the early morning light. It was a lot brighter down here than I�d expected. I could see the silhouettes of the other chutes opening around us. I pointed at her chute and pulled mine. It opened and yanked me up, pulling Flynn�s hand from mine. She kept falling. I should have waited to pull my cord. I should have had her open hers first. I could see her frantically yanking on her cord. It didn�t work�the chute wouldn�t open. Flynn was going to die.

FIFTY-FOUR � Careless (Hayley)

---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
A billion thoughts screamed through my head as I watched Flynn plummet through the sky. And then someone went rocketing past me. My initial thought was that another parachute had failed�obviously either Blake�s or Axel�s�but then I saw him headed right at Flynn and realized�I hoped�it was intentional. I finally saw a chute open far below me and disappear quickly into the forest. It had opened dangerously late, way too close to the ground�probably no more than a couple hundred feet above the trees. I wanted to cut myself free from my own parachute bindings and get down there faster to check on them, but then reality sank in. They�d either made it or they hadn�t. I�d find out soon enough.
It was a calm morning, but the light wind still carried me at least a mile away from where I�d seen Flynn land. I scanned the sky for the others before I landed, and I saw most of them pretty close to me. I got stuck in a tree�of course�and it took me a good twenty minutes to cut myself free and get down safely. I had my bow and arrows in a pack�tethered to my waist�and I removed them to check for damage. They were fine. I slipped the 9mm I�d also packed into the back of my waistband and set out to reach the highest point of wherever this was we�d landed.
When I reached the summit, Danny was already there with Ava. I saw Danny first and smiled, and then I saw Ava and my smile went away. Why exactly am I wishing she wasn�t here? And then I watched her hug Danny and I remembered. Awesome.
�Thank God you�re all right.� Danny hugged me. �We thought it was your chute that hadn�t��
His �we� bothered me�given he was referencing him and Ava�but I let it go. �No�Flynn�s chute didn�t open. Was that Axel or Blake who went after her? And where are Eddie and Cera?�
�I don�t know who went after Flynn, and Eddie and Cera are just down the hill a hundred yards or so.� Danny pointed behind him. �Cera hit her head hard on a tree branch when she landed, and Eddie�s cleaning her up in a stream.�
�Do you know where we are exactly?� I directed the question at Danny, but Ava answered.
�Pretty close to Big Bear.�
�I asked Danny.� I�ll wipe that smug smile off your face.
�Whoa.� Danny clearly didn�t like me snapping at Ava. �Hayley� come on.�
I rolled my eyes and turned away from the two of them.
�Hayley��
�Danny, I just want to find out what happened to Flynn. It�s getting light.�
�I know.� He walked up and placed his hand on my shoulder. �We need to find them soon, and we will, I prom��
�Damn it, Danny. Don�t�� I shrugged his hand off me and stepped away. �I just want to know where we are.�
I don�t know what I was expecting from him after my outburst, but it wasn�t what I got. �You know what, Hayley.� There was heat in his voice. �Like Ava said, we�re close to Big Bear Lake. That�s what I know.� And then he walked away.
I watched him return to the rock where Ava was sitting and watched her reach out for his hand. To his credit, he didn�t take it�this time�but he didn�t look back at me either. Who are you? I shook my head. �I�m going to try to find where they landed,� I called out to Danny�s back. He didn�t reply or turn around. Fine. Stay here with your mistress and her pillows.

I was emotional�furious, nervous, scared, and hurt. I stormed down the hillside in the direction I�d last seen Flynn falling and that chute opening. I wasn�t paying attention to my surroundings. The first gunshot marginally missed my head. The bullet tore into the tree right beside me. The second shot exploded the top off the boulder I dove behind. I dropped myself flat to the ground, looking frantically around for better cover. I glanced around the boulder and could vaguely see the outlines of at least six men making their way up the hill toward me.
It�s amazing how circumstances can change your feelings. As I watched the men close in, I could hear myself begging. �Please, Danny�please�come save me.�

FIFTY-FIVE � Mind Over Matter (Tara)

Early Morning Hours.
---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
When Kate and I made it back to the cliff, we called down to make sure Jenna and Ollie were both still there. They were. The storm continued to rage around us, but either our eyes were adjusting better or the sky was somehow lightening. I could see the entire outline of the tree house hanging over the cliff, and I was even more amazed at how it was still hanging there.
There didn�t appear to be any way one of us could climb down to Jenna and Ollie. Our only chance was to throw the rope down close enough to where they could pull themselves up. After a dozen or so attempts, it finally swung close enough for Jenna to grab it. When she had a hold of it I took the other end over to the tree Kate and I had climbed down from�about fifty yards away�and tied the rope to the trunk. Jenna wanted us to pull Ollie up first and called out that she was tying the rope around him.
We waited for her to do so, and just as she yelled that it was attached to him, the tree house began to slide. No, no, no, no, no� The way the rope was wrapped over it, I knew if the house fell completely off the cliff, it would not only take Ollie with it, but the entire tree behind us we�d attached the rope to. I heard myself scream at Jenna to untie the rope, even though it was the last thing I wanted to say, and then I heard myself scream again as the tree house slid off the cliff.
The rope whipped out but didn�t snap, and the tree behind us remained where it was�somehow. Jenna had managed to untie the rope before the tree house had fallen, but the house had been what was holding them in place.
�Jenna!� Kate screamed as the tree house plummeted to the rocks below. �Jenna!� Kate yelled again.
�Help!� She�s still there somehow. How? And what about Ollie?
Kate didn�t waste any time. She grabbed onto the rope. �I�m going down.�
�Kate, no� let me.� She was drained and in excruciating pain. It made far more sense for me to try, but she shook her head. �No, I�ve got this. I can do this.�
�Kate�� I wanted to match her assertiveness but couldn�t. Not being able to hear Ollie�s crying anymore I assumed the worst. That pessimism took everything out of me.
I helped Kate lower herself over the edge and watched her quickly rappel down the side of the cliff. I lay flat on my belly and peered over the edge with the flashlight following Kate�s movements. At the farthest extent of the light, I could see Jenna holding on to a ledge about thirty feet below us. She was holding on with one arm, while her other arm was wrapped around� Ollie!
Dear God! No way!
I gasped but couldn�t say anything. I opened my mouth but again couldn�t get anything out. I watched Kate slide quickly down near them, and then she stopped. She screamed up at me, �I need more rope!�
I turned and pulled on the rope behind me, but it was taut. Panic tore at my chest. �There isn�t any!� I screamed. She wasn�t going to be able to reach them. She was five or six feet short. There should have been enough! I saw her reaching out toward Jenna, as far as she could reach. She wasn�t even close.
I watched, horrified, as the next ten seconds unfolded in slow motion. I saw Jenna push off from the cliff and shove Ollie upward toward Kate. I saw Kate grab my baby and Jenna fall away from the cliff�dropping into the darkness. I could hear Ollie crying again, but even his cry was temporarily drowned out by Kate�s loud long scream. I covered my mouth, swallowing my own scream, and listened to the rain mutilate the ground around me.
Please God� Where are you in all of this?
�Hang on, Kate,� I yelled. I pushed myself away from the cliff, and stood to begin pulling at the rope. At first it was dead weight�I figured Kate was too stunned to assist. �Kate, come on,� I screamed, grunting and tugging in futility. Finally, I could feel the rope moving a little.
�One second,� she yelled up. �Gotta� tie� Ollie� there. Pull!�
I pulled and she climbed. I couldn�t imagine what she was going through but knew she was doing this for Ollie.
As she reached the top, I gave her one last pull and then sprinted to drag her and Ollie up by hand. Even though she held my baby, and there was nothing more in the world I wanted than to hold him myself, I stepped back a little as she squeezed him closely and sobbed. I knelt beside them and wrapped my arms around both of them. I didn�t know which of them was crying harder, but I knew who was hurting more. �I�m so, so, sorry, Kate. So sorry��
She was wailing now, and her hands tore into my back as she released Ollie and dug into me. I could feel tears streaming out of my own eyes and knew there was nothing I could say to make this better. I was pretty sure�at this moment�Kate was wishing she too were dead. She�d lost her baby. She�d lost her best friend. She might have even lost Danny. For Kate, there wasn�t any way she could imagine it could possibly get worse.
It was my turn to be the strong one. It was my turn to pull her through. Kate was screwed.
I found enough boards to build a small shelter, to at least keep us out of the direct rain. The wind�fortunately�had almost completely subsided. We huddled together under the random pieces of plywood�soaked, shivering, tired, sad, and angry. The sum of our losses was staggering. It was about this time I started wondering why the anti-tsunami system hadn�t kicked in. Shouldn�t that have saved us?

FIFTY-SIX � Back to Reality

Early Morning Hours.
---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
When Damien powered the Hexagon back up and all the surveillance systems kicked in, he quickly realized the worst of his security fears had come to fruition. An enormous storm surge�perhaps combined with a meteotsunami�had slammed into the Hawaiian Islands during the three-hour outage. Nicole stood over his shoulder, pointing out the most impacted areas on the screen. Kauai had clearly endured the most structural damage, though the less inhabited island of Ni�ihau appeared to have been wiped clean. That didn�t bode well for Redemption.
On Kauai, the marina buildings and houses lining the west coast�including the prisoner compound�had been demolished. Left in their place were piles of trees, mounds of mud, and mountains of debris. There were a few people moving about the debris, but Damien wasn�t able to identify the Pack specifically�by satellite�and their beacons weren�t showing up on Area 52�s tablet. That, in and of itself, wasn�t alarming�yet.
Oahu had been hit as well, but the damage here didn�t appear to be as bad. The surge level hadn�t reached nearly as high�though a dozen ships had been flipped in Pearl Harbor.
As soon as the power had been restored on the islands Stacy and Dewey came back down from the transmitter. They claimed to have been shocked pretty good�manually powering up the Shield�but were both otherwise fine. They had the next shift so they went to get some sleep.
Nicole thought she should check on the governor, given that he likely had no idea what was going on. Damien�s goals were to find the Pack, try to contact them and remove the blackout zone covering Redemption. He had no way of knowing the extent of damage out there, but he was assuming�based on Ni�ihau�s feed�that it was bad.
It took him twenty minutes to get a satellite feed of Redemption established and the imagery horrified him. Only a handful of trees remained upright, there were no buildings of any kind and thermal scanning revealed only two red dots�there were only two survivors. Damien managed to track down a chopper pilot and instructed him to get out to Redemption as soon as it was safe enough to fly out. Even with his training and skills, the pilot told Damien it would be another hour or so before the hurricane would allow air travel. They�d have to wait.

When Nicole reached the governor�s mansion, she was drenched through to the bone. She rang the doorbell multiple times, and he answered the door himself. He ushered her into the main room, eager to know what was going on. �What took you guys so long to get here? Why didn�t anyone come check on me?�
�Sir, why didn�t you come to the Hexagon?�
�I was ordered to stay here, no matter what.� His reply was calmer, but still loaded with frustration.
�And even in all this�you thought this was the best place to be?�
�Well�� Barnes handed Nicole a towel and some of his wife�s gym clothes he�d grabbed from the laundry room. �I�ve erred before by not following my instructions. This time I just did as I was told.�
Nicole wrapped a towel around her waist. �Okay.�
He turned away so Nicole could change, and she quickly shed her wet clothes. �The power outage scared the shit out of me though.�
�We had to do it.� Nicole tossed the sports bra on the couch. The governor�s wife was petite. That wasn�t going to work.
�What?� the governor turned his head slightly sideways watching her in the mirror as she pulled a shirt over her head.
�I said we had to.� Nicole met his gaze in the mirror and he quickly looked away. �We had to shut the power off for the rescue attempt.� She pulled a hooded sweatshirt on over the shirt and stepped into the laundry room to toss her clothes in the dryer.
�Rescue attempt? But what if you guys had been��
�We shut the power down everywhere.� She knew what he was worried about. �The Hexagon, all the islands�everything. No one knew what we were doing.�
�The Shield too?�
�Everything.� Nicole nodded. �For three hours. We didn�t have a choice. We couldn�t take the chance anyone could tip them off.�
�So, did it work?�
Nicole paused. �We don�t know.�
�You don�t know? How do you not��
�Well.� Nicole took a deep breath and shook her head. �When the power was off, we were slammed by a meteotsunami.�
�A what?�
�Storm surge on steroids, basically.�
�Holy shit.� Barnes sat down. �Hurricanes don�t�storm surge?�
�Yes, sir.� Nicole sat down across from him. �Damien�s trying to get some answers now�from Kauai and Redemption. We haven�t reached the Pack or anyone else out there yet. We know the prison compound house and walls in Kauai are completely gone. There�s nothing there�nothing but rubble.�
�But my wife�� It suddenly occurred to him that Nicole might not know his wife was being held captive.
�We know she was there.� Nicole read his mind.
�You do?� The governor looked up at her.
She nodded. �The Pack filled us in.�
�Shit.� Barnes put his head in his hands.
�Sir, I�m sorry. I can�t imagine what you�ve been through.�
He looked at her again. �But you know what I�ve done?�
Her bobbing head confirmed his fears. �Yes, sir.�
�It�s all my fault. All of this��
�Sir, I�m sorry.� Nicole moved over and sat beside him, placing her hand on his knee. �But that�s just not true. I don�t know of anyone who wouldn�t have done exactly what you did.�
�Nicole, I appreciate what you�re trying to do�and what you�re saying�but no one else is the governor. I vowed never to do exactly what I have done.� Barnes stood and walked over to the window.
�Sir, you�re human, and even if what you did defied all national security protocols, you did it for love�you did it for your wife. There�s no question you�ll lose your job, and you probably deserve to, but that doesn�t mean��
�It was wrong no matter what, Nicole.� He sighed deeply and stared out into the darkness. �Did that metro-whatever hit us too?�
�It did,� she replied, standing as well. �A little. There�s some damage in Pearl Harbor, but not nearly as�� She paused. �Not nearly as bad.�
�Nothing from Danny�s family yet? Nothing from anyone out there?�
Nicole shook her head. �No, sir. No contact at all from Redemption.�
�Do you think it�s okay if I go with you to the Hexagon now?�
�Yes, sir. Let�s go.� Nicole stood. �You have any rain jackets.�
�For?�
�Grab �em.� Nicole walked towards the door. �We�ll need them.�
�It�s just rain. We�ll be all right.� Barnes followed her to the door.
�Trust me, sir.� Nicole held the door open for him, pulling the hood up on her sweatshirt. �It�s not just rain.�

FIFTY-SEVEN � Corner of a Circle (Hayley)

---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
Near Big Bear Lake. California.
Danny must have heard the shot. I know he did. But I hadn�t heard a response from him yet, or seen him for that matter. All I could see were the men spreading out in a circle around me. It was getting light quickly�had to be close to 6:00 a.m.�and in minutes they�d have their kill shot. My bow was useless at this point, as I�d never be able to kneel�or stand�and aim before they�d get me. They knew exactly where I was and probably had me pinned by a sniper or two�beyond the six of them.
Two quick shots thundered through the valley. Then another two. Or maybe they were single shots with echoes. I couldn�t tell. Another bullet tore a chunk of rock off above my head. I flinched and ducked even lower than I already was. Do they think I�m shooting blindly at them from behind this rock?
Another four shots rang out�or two with echoes�this time from below me to my right. I hadn�t even seen anyone coming that way. Crap. I�m more exposed than I thought. I pulled my body in tightly, making myself as small as possible, and closed my eyes tightly.
Suddenly gunfire erupted all around me�a mixture of rapid fire and single shots. I expected every shot to be the one that hit me�the one that killed me�but I was never touched. When an eerie calm finally settled on the valley, I heard a voice about twenty feet to my right. It can�t be. I opened my eyes and turned toward the voice. There she was, gesturing at me. Am I dead? Flynn?
Blake was right behind her, his gun trained on the valley below.
�Hayley.� Flynn was still waving at me. �Crawl over here.�
I reached out and grabbed my bow and then turned to crawl from behind my rock. Rock and dirt exploded beside me, and I shrunk back to my original hiding place. Another shot resonated from the rocks over my head. I glanced back at Flynn and Blake, and this time Blake was looking at me.
�He got him,� Blake called over. �Get over here, Hayley. Run.�
I stood up and sprinted toward them. One more bout of automatic gunfire sent more dirt chipping up and hitting me, and one final loud crack echoed above me. As I slid across the ground into Flynn�s arms, Blake stood and looked up the wall of rocks above us. I followed his eyes to a boulder and watched Danny step out from behind it. Danny didn�t immediately look down at us�he was probably looking for more soldiers�but when he did look down, our eyes locked, and I�m certain the gratitude was evident in mine.
A few minutes later, he was standing beside me, and I was wrapped in his strong arms. Ava stood a few feet behind him. I wasn�t quite sure what had happened to the Rambo Barbie I�d seen back in the Cheyenne Mountain tunnel. This girl looked scared to death. I pulled away from Danny finally and asked her if she was all right. She didn�t answer. Instead she reached out for Danny�s hand. A half hour ago I�d have considered this a play for attention�and it would have pissed me off�as I watched Danny take her hand. Now, as he began leading her down the hill, it was clear this was no act�she�d been deeply shaken. I needed to cut her a little slack.
I grabbed Danny�s arm as he stepped away from me. �Where�s Eddie?�
He turned and looked at me. �Saying goodbye to Cera.�
Oh no! The shock had to be evident across my face. �What?�
�Sniper shot,� he answered, shaking his head. �She was standing right beside Ava.�
I took a better look at Ava now and could see the bloodstains on her shirt and her heavily matted hair. Her hands were shaking, and her lips were trembling. I understood the sudden change in behavior now. That�s Cera�s blood all over her!
�Did I�was it��
�No.� Danny shook his head. �She was shot from behind�other side of the peak. They were coming up that way too. Cera and Eddie had just caught up to us. There were two more guys with that sniper. They never even saw you.� Then Danny nodded at Blake. �It was he and Axel who saved you. I only took out the last two guys.�
I turned toward Blake and could see he was looking down too. No. �Axel?�
�He didn�t make it.� Flynn stepped up beside me and took my hand.
�That one might�� Danny cut himself short, turned away, and led Ava down the hill toward the stream.
�That one might, what?� Those three words cut through me like a cold knife. �Danny.� Was he going to say that one might have been my fault? That had certainly been the insinuation.
�Hayley.�
I heard someone say my name, but I was staring after Danny. He was going to say that.
�Hayley.� Blake grabbed me and shook me. �Hayley, forget about it.�
�But��
�No, I mean it. I need you to hear this�this is God�s honest truth�if you hadn�t come down the hill like you did, they�d have come all the way up the hill and killed all of you. You drew their fire and allowed me to not only follow the gunfire here to you but to get in position behind them to pick them off. They gave up their advantage for a quick kill, and they didn�t get it. They didn�t get you.�
�But Axel��
�I know, Hayley.� Blake was right in my face now. �It�s terrible. Axel, Cera, Keena, her brother�� Blake pointed at Flynn. �We�ve lost a lot of people in this� but this is all because of Lazzo. None of this is on you.�
Blake was suddenly silent, and that was what finally made me look at him. He was looking behind me. I turned and watched Eddie slowly approach us, sadness painted across his face. �He�s right.� Eddie looked at me, nodding his head. �This isn�t on anyone but Lazzo.�
Eddie walked past us, and we followed him down the hill to the stream, where Danny was helping Ava clean the blood off. He and Danny exchanged a quick hug, and Danny said, �I�m sorry.�
I watched Eddie nod, and I sat down on a rock by the stream. No matter what Blake had said, I knew I�d been careless. Danny wouldn�t even look at me now. He was probably mad at me for how I�d treated Ava and definitely for Axel�s death. Blake was going to talk to Danny for me, but I didn�t know how much difference that would make. I�d been stupid. Part of the blame for this was always going to be mine.
Flynn sat down beside me with a cup of water. �Drink,� she said. �You need it.�
�What have I done?� I whispered to her.
�Hayley, you have to listen to Blake,� she reasoned. �He�s right. If you hadn�t drawn them out, you�d probably all be dead. You�re extremely lucky you�re not!�
I knew that, but I wasn�t entirely grateful for that fact right now. It took me that long to ask her about her fall from the plane. I apologized to Flynn for not asking sooner.
She smiled. �Don�t worry about it. It hasn�t exactly been uneventful on your end either.�
�So what�what happened with your chute?�
�Obviously it didn�t open all the way. Somehow it got stuck. I thought for sure I was gone. Then suddenly Blake is beside me, and I�m wrapped around him, and he�s pulling his own chute. We were so low to the ground when his opened, probably only two hundred feet up or so, and we hit the trees so frickin� hard. We crashed through the trees and hit the ground. Blake shielded me from almost everything. He has to be a lot more hurt than he�s letting on.� She stopped and looked over at him as he splashed water on his face. �It was really� incredible.�
I took the cap off the canteen Flynn had handed me and leaned over to fill it. Suddenly a large trout swam by. Whoa! I tapped Flynn, and she turned to watch it wiggle away. �I could so eat that right now.�
I laughed. �I�ve got some string here somewhere� but I�d need a hook.�
There was a lengthy pause as I drank from the canteen. I glanced up and saw Flynn nervously looking around. A slight smile twisted the corner of her lips. �Did you say you need a hooker?� She nodded toward Ava�mocking her earlier pillows comment. �Cause you can have mine.�
I almost snorted water out my nose. Inappropriate timing or not, I couldn�t help it. By the look on her face I knew Flynn didn�t know if it was okay to say that now�even to me. I smiled and raised an open palm up to her. �High five.�
She extended her own hand and clapped it against mine.
�That was perfect, Flynn.�
Blake came over to us then. �What was that all about?�
�Nothing.� I couldn�t look at Flynn. �What�s the plan, Blake?�
�I don�t know. Dan, what�re you thinking?�
Danny walked over to us. Eddie came with him. �Ava told me the Anaheim safe house is at Disneyland, about a hundred miles from here. I think we�ve got to try to get there. It�s a bomb shelter like all the others�we just have to figure out exactly where it is.�
�She doesn�t know?� I asked. �And it�s not in the book?�
Danny shook his head. �The book just says Anaheim. But she remembers her dad talking about it in the bunker�unfortunately no specifics other than the obvious.�
�Which is?�
�It�s underground.�
Of course.
�More importantly�now anyway,� he continued. �Those soldiers were on their radios. It�s going to be a zoo here soon. They�ll be coming up every road, filling the skies��
�So what do we do?� Eddie asked.
�There�s only one other way down.� Blake looked at Danny, and my brother nodded�he already knew that. �We have to follow this stream over the cliff and down the valley. There won�t be anywhere to hide. A hundred naked people standing on the roof of the Astrodome wouldn�t be more exposed than we�ll be.� He let that analogy sink in. �On the other hand, the river is cold, and staying next to it could be our best defense against their THIRST thermal detectors.�
�So we don�t have a choice?�
�No, Eddie.� Danny shook his head. �Not if we have any hope of getting back to Hawaii before they shut down the Shield and blow the islands away.�
�Can�t you message them? You have that tablet, don�t��
He didn�t let me finish. �I don�t have it anymore.�
�But, how did you��
�Hayley, you have to just accept it, okay? I don�t have it. Doesn�t matter how, why, or anything. It�s the way it is.�
�Danny, what�� I stopped talking as he turned away from me and walked back toward Ava.
Blake grabbed my arm, keeping me from following him. �Let him go. He has a lot on his mind. Even though it feels personal, just let him get through this. He�s as pissed off as I�ve ever seen him right now. That�s probably to our advantage. Let him be.�
I nodded. I understood, even if I didn�t like it. �But he lost the tablet?�
Eddie suddenly spoke up. �I buried it with Cera. Danny asked me to turn it on and leave it with her.�
�Remember how he told us the GPS wasn�t working on it?� Blake asked me and I nodded. �Well, he�s not so sure about that now.�
That would explain how the soldiers found us so quickly. I suddenly felt terrible. I should have just trusted Danny.
�Did he message Hawaii then?�
�No.� Blake zipped up his pack. �It was smashed, but if the GPS was working on it, he didn�t want anyone following us anymore.� He slung the pack over his shoulder. �We should get going.�

According to Blake, we were a couple miles south of Keller Peak in the San Bernardino Mountains, not far from Breakneck Creek�which descended from Big Bear Lake into the town of Redlands.
�There�s usually not a lot of water between Big Bear Lake and Redlands,� Blake said. He showed us on the map where Bear Creek ran all the way down the mountain from just beyond our location to the city of Redlands. �But this is the greenest I�ve ever seen this place in summer,� he continued. �There was such a terrible drought last time I was here. Has to be a strong El Nino year.�
The El Nino reference meant little or nothing to the rest of us. It looked and felt like we were still in Colorado. Guess I really take green for granted. Blake told us the government had built a dam at the base of the San Bernardino Mountains, a few miles northeast of Riverside. That�s where all the streams and roads intersected coming out of the mountains�and where he expected the most troops to be waiting. That�s where we were heading.
I wasn�t sure how we�d get to Disneyland from Redlands, or if we even could, but I knew I had to take this one step at a time�all six of us did. Danny repacked his first-aid kit and stood, helping Ava to her feet. �Ready?� he asked me.
�Yes.� I nodded and helped Flynn up. �Danny, I�m sorry for��
�Forget about it.�
I nodded and remembered Blake�s advice. Just let him go.
Blake took point�leading the way carefully down the rocky stream. Danny�s last words before we followed Blake were ominous ones. �Remember, guys�they�re still looking for us.�

FIFTY-EIGHT � Six Feet Under

Shortly After 10:00 p.m.
---------- (Wednesday. August 10, 2022.) ----------
The mud and rubble covering the ground floor of the pink house was deep. It was heavy. It was not moving. The four members of the Pack struggled to clear out an area they could dig in. They were trying to break through the concrete to reach the cell below, but they were having little luck. Deacon and Royce kept sweeping mud and water away, while Trigger and Twix pounded at the floor with rocks as hammers and steel rods as chisels. They chipped away an inch or so every five minutes. It wasn�t enough.
Trigger dropped the large rock he was holding. �Guys, we�ve got less than a half-hour until they�re out of oxygen in there. We�re going to have to blow this damn thing.�
�That�s a stupid idea,� Royce disagreed. �We�ll kill them all.�
�Or make them all permanently deaf,� Deacon added.
�What choice do we have?� Trigger asked. �We�re not going to get through another foot, two, or three and probably rebar with just these stupid rocks. That�s not happening.�
�Say we blow it,� Twix chimed in as he continued to pound at the floor. �How do you see this going, Trigger?�
�Best-case scenario? We find a corner of the floor as far away from where they are as possible and blow it open. We dig out that area to get the water to flow out and create some breathing room in there. That buys us time.�
�What if it caves the whole roof in?� Royce was unconvinced. �That�s what might happen.�
�It could happen,� Trigger admitted. �I�m no explosives expert.�
�But maybe just part of it caves in,� Twix offered. �Maybe it gets us in there.�
Trigger held up the TNT he�d brought along. �We�ve only got one shot, y�all. It doesn�t work�or it works too well and��
�I don�t like it.� Deacon shook his head, but anticipating the response of the others, he held up his hand. �But� I don�t see a better option.�

They set about finding a corner of the house as far from the cell as they could get and began furiously digging. They needed to get deep enough and chip into the floor enough to plant the explosive so it would at least rip that corner out. With only minutes to spare, they had dug about five inches down into the floor and set up the explosives. There was a chance the girls or Sam could already be out of air.
Trigger decided he needed to swim down the tunnel and into the basement. He needed to be underwater when it exploded to be able to help immediately from underneath if he could. It was another element of the plan the others hated, but it could actually be the lifesaver for everyone trapped down there.
�When I dive under, wait forty seconds, then light that fuse. It should only be a ten- to fifteen-second fuse. I need to try to reach them to get them to plug their ears. You guys need to clear out, then get to this corner as quick as you can to make sure that water drains out.�
Everyone confirmed they were on the same page. They traded quick hugs and fist bumps and then Trigger was in the water. When he disappeared, Twix started his watch. At forty seconds, he tried to light the fuse, but it was wet�it wouldn�t light.
Twix didn�t panic, but he knew he was losing valuable time, and Trigger was down there holding his breath. His watch passed the minute mark.

Underwater, Trigger had reached the cell bars. He grabbed Reagan and pulled her right up next to his face. He couldn�t see her clearly through the murky water, but he hoped she could see him. He gestured for her to plug her ears and get to the far corner of the cell. She swam away�pulling Sam and the girls with her. Trigger grabbed on to the cell bars, bracing himself for the explosion he was expecting any second.
It didn�t come when it should have though, and with each passing second he feared it might not come at all. He was going to have to make a choice to swim away from the bars�toward the dynamite�to get back out the tunnel, or hold on until he ran out of air. If he swam toward the tunnel and it exploded, he was likely dead. If he held on and the explosion never came, he�d die down here with the others. He decided he was staying. It was up to Twix to detonate the explosives.

Twix ran for his pack and ripped it open, pulling out a flare. He fired it up and sprinted back to the explosive device, tipping the flare down toward the wick. It lit immediately, but halfway down the wick. Twix stood to run away, but he only made it three steps before the dynamite exploded. It launched him through the air and ripped a huge hole in the corner of the building. Water exploded out of that corner like the spout of a whale, and Deacon and Royce ran to dig it out more. They hadn�t seen Twix after the explosion but couldn�t afford to look for him yet. They cleared a three-by-three foot hole and the water level dropped enough to create a foot of air space in the basement, but Trigger hadn�t emerged yet.
Deacon yelled at Royce, �I�m going in. Find Twix.�
Deacon dropped into the water and swam toward the cell. Once there, he felt his way along the bars until he found Trigger�s limp body. Somehow Trigger�s head was safely above water. It only took a second to discover how. Sam was holding him up.
After the explosion, Sam had swum from the back wall to the bars, hoping to find a way through. Finding none, he�d nonetheless found Trigger unconscious and lifted him up to the air space above the water. �Get him out of here,� Sam yelled, clearly unable to hear himself�his ears likely ringing from the explosion. Deacon gave him a thumbs-up and pulled Trigger toward the opening. He made it to the corner and called out for Royce.

Royce had found Twix, also unconscious and bleeding profusely from the head. Royce tore a sleeve off his shirt and wrapped Twix�s head with that, checking him for any other wounds. He heard Deacon yelling for him and checked once more to make sure Twix was breathing before hurrying back to the corner. He helped lift Trigger out of the water as Trigger coughed and came to. He lay on his side in the mud, spitting up water as Royce held him up.
�Did it work?� Trigger finally gasped.
�I think so.� Royce looked down at Deacon. �This rain isn�t helping, but it�s still coming out faster than it�s going in.�
�Twix?� Trigger asked.
�Over there.� Royce pointed. �He got knocked out, but he should be fine too. All good down there?�
�No clue.� Trigger shook his head and slowly sat up.

Deacon swam back over to the bars. �Everyone okay?�
�What?� Sam yelled back.
It was a little lighter in the room now, thanks to the hole in the corner, but still not enough to where Sam could make out the words Deacon was mouthing to him. Finally Deacon heard a female voice. �We�re okay.� Reagan pulled herself up beside them. �I�ve got both girls with me. Neither of them can hear anything either though. That explosion really rattled our heads. I was the only one still plugging my ears when it went off, and my ears are still ringing.�
�You�re lucky.� Deacon smiled at her.
�Speaking of luck, how did this happen?� Reagan splashed the water with her hand. �What�s all this water? What happened to the soldiers?�
�Tsunami. It wiped everything out, flooded the whole place. Your captors never had a chance or warning with all the defense systems down.�
�Holy crap��
�We�re not out of this yet, Reagan. But as long as you guys can hold yourselves above water, we�ll eventually pop the lid off this thing.�
�We�re good.� Reagan reached out and took Deacon�s hand. �I can see the light at the end of the tunnel.�
�Yes, ma�am.� Deacon laughed. �We�re almost there.�

Two hours later, they had dug their way through the original hole in the roof�directly over the cell�creating a gap big enough to lift the four of them out. The girls were lifted out first, and they shrieked and clapped like they�d won Survivor. Reagan was lifted out next, and she wrapped her arms tightly around each member of the Pack, planting a huge kiss on each of them, followed by the most sincere and emotional �thank you.� Sam was pulled up last, and finally they could ask him how he�d survived�though it took them multiple tries before he could read their lips correctly.
�When Lazzo brought the girls here, he told the men where I�d fallen from the boat,� Sam shouted. Reagan got him to lower his voice a little, and he continued. �I was swimming back towards Redemption when they found me. Lazzo told them the entire mission would be blown if they didn�t bring me in. I don�t know for sure that Lazzo told them to keep me alive, but I suspect as much�or why wouldn�t they have killed me? I think if Lazzo had wanted to kill me with his shot, he easily could have. He was only eight feet away. Bullet went straight through.� Sam showed everyone the scar just below his right collarbone. �I think he hoped I�d live.�
The Pack members listened and looked at each other. Lazzo had been a trained military operative in Libya. That was possible.
�Do we know anything about Hayley?� Sam asked. He sat down on a pile of bricks, his eyes moving from face to face�anxious for anyone to mouth a reply or nod their head. He looked like he was anticipating bad news.
Deacon knelt beside him. �No one knows where they are. Last Damien heard from Danny, they were still in Colorado.�
�But Hayley was still alive?� Sam was shouting again.
Royce nodded. �Yes.�
Sam breathed a deep sigh of relief. That was all he could ask for right now.
�What about my mom?� Everyone turned to look at Emily.
This time Reagan was the one to speak. �That was the first thing I asked them, honey. They haven�t heard from her in a while.� She was careful to mask her concerns regarding the devastating storm surge. �But we�re going to go find out as soon as we can.�

The Pack had left their tablets and dog tags in a duffel bag off the property before they�d breached it. There was no telling where that bag was now. Deacon and Royce set off to try to find a way to message Damien for a pick-up. The rain continued to pummel Kauai, but the rest of them had found enough debris to at least create a small shelter.
Deacon and Royce rejoined the group two hours later. �Damien says ninety minutes.� Deacon flashed them a thumbs up. �Before 4:00 a.m. They�ll pick us up and we�ll all go to Redemption.�
�What did they say about my mom?� Emily asked.
�Nothing. Sorry. We forgot to ask.� Royce replied.
�Storm should be mostly gone by then.� Deacon added, glancing up at the rain. �Everything we saw looks like this.� He gestured at the mess surrounding us. �Like the aftermath of an EF4 tornado back home in Oklahoma� That�s an insane storm surge.�
The devastation was hard to believe, but Deacon knew�all of us did�that without the wave the girls and Sam would probably have been dead soon. Circumstances in Colorado had gotten so bad so fast, it was only a matter of time until the Libyan commander had called in the order to finish them off. But the good fortune here would mean little with bad fortune elsewhere.
Reagan knew Royce had lied to Emily about her mother�she�d seen it written all over Deacon�s face when he�d let Royce answer. That meant they had bad news, but Reagan couldn�t ask them about it now�not in front of Emily.
She waited for the opportunity to pull him aside and when she finally got it she was blunt with Deacon. �Don�t BS me�what do you know about Redemption?�
He turned away from the girls and leaned in towards Reagan. �It�s not good.�

FIFTY-NINE � Happy Place (Tara)

Early Morning Hours
---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
Redemption Island
In the movie Happy Gilmore, when everything is going wrong for the namesake protagonist, he is urged to find his �happy place.� That location is not geographical but imaginative, and while ludicrous in Gilmore�s case, Ryan, being the dork he was, always used to urge me�when I was sad or moody�to find my own �happy place.�
The problem was Ryan was my �happy place.� When I was sick, or missing my parents, or struggling with anything else, he was the one who lifted me up. He physically and emotionally lifted me up. He had his corny jokes, his incessant flirting, his inappropriate pinching, and his impeccable terrible timing. He had everything that made me smile when I needed it. I knew that. I always knew that, yet when I lost Emily, I placed all the blame on Ryan. He knew that. I know he knew that.
Ryan had apologized a dozen times. He couldn�t have meant it more than he clearly did, but I never let him off the hook. I never openly accepted his apology. I was always afraid Emily was gone for good. Now they both might be.
Tears welled up in my eyes. I shook my head and looked down at Ollie, who had finally fallen asleep. Kate was also asleep, curled up in a ball, holding her stomach. She was weak, had lost a lot of blood, and was shivering like crazy, but keeping her out of the rain was all I could do for her. There were no blankets, towels, or anything dry of any sort for me to cover her up with. Kate just had to survive.
From time to time, I would poke her to force a grunt or groan, my only assurance Kate was still conscious enough to know what was going on around her. Every ten minutes or so, I reminded Kate that someone had to be coming for us. Someone had to know the island had been hit by the tsunami. Kate would mumble something back but never anything intelligible. I was starting to worry that if or when someone did arrive, it would be too late for Kate.
I drifted in and out of my memories. I remembered the last night Ryan had come into our room. He was frisky as usual, but I had pushed him away, over and over again. He finally gave up and left. I had shut the light off and rolled over�facing away from the door toward the mirror on the wall. A few minutes later, I saw Ryan appear in the doorway, and he stood there for at least twenty minutes�silently watching me. He was still there when I fell asleep. He didn�t know what to say or do. He only wanted me to let him in to whatever I was feeling, but I just left him standing there. I completely shut him out.
When the storm hit, he had been there with his arms wrapped around me, whispering in my ear, telling me he loved me, and telling me everything would be okay. He was right, and he was wrong. This was not okay. Everything was not okay.
As much as I knew I loved Ryan, I had not said it back to him once tonight. I hadn�t given him any indication that I�d forgiven him for something that wasn�t even his fault. I hadn�t done what I should have done for the only man I�d ever loved. It was too late now. Ryan was gone. The ache in my heart made me want to scream. I thumped my head back against the tree trunk behind me, bit my trembling lip, and screamed inwardly. Damn it, Tara. Damn it. I shook my head and thumped it against the tree trunk once more. You�re such an idiot. You stupid, selfish, stupid woman.

At some point I must have drifted off, because something suddenly jolted me wide-awake. The rain had almost completely died down�we had to be at the edge of the hurricane�and I swore I could hear a motor. Or a boat. I tried to stand and realized I was holding something�Ollie. Wow, snap out of it.
I reached over and poked Kate. There was no grunt or groan this time. Shit. �Kate.� I poked her again. �Kate.� I shoved her. �Kate.�
Finally there was a low moan and a little movement. �They�re coming,� I said, though I wasn�t yet certain of that, or of what it was I�d heard. �Someone is coming.� No reply from Kate. This is not good. Hold on girl. Just hold on.

And then there was a light in the sky. Or was it two? They were distant and looked at first like parallel shooting stars, but they were coming right at us�getting bigger. And louder. The lights were approaching from Kauai. Within minutes, the sound accompanying the lights was unmistakable. Helicopters. I wanted to stand up and scream, �Help,� but moving hurt way too much. I raised one arm in the air and waved it weakly, even though I was certain they couldn�t yet see me. �We�re right here.� Did I say that out loud or just think it?
I reached out and poked Kate again. �They�re here.� I kissed the top of Ollie�s head. �They�re here, baby.�
A couple minutes later, the helicopters were circling overhead, with several spotlights searching the ground for life. I continued to wave my arm, and finally the light settled on our makeshift shack. Finally the light focused in on us. The helicopter moved off a few hundred yards, the light disappearing, but I knew they�d seen us. I knew someone was coming.
The next few minutes of darkness felt like an eternity, and the voice I heard next couldn�t have been real. It had to be an angel.
�Mommy, Mom, I�m here,� it said. It sounded like she was shouting.
I heard myself say, �You don�t have to shout.� And then someone took Ollie from my arms. Then I too was being lifted up. That was when I passed out.

SIXTY � Blaze of Glory (Hayley)

---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
9:00 a.m. Near Big Bear Lake. California.
One minute Blake was telling us how crazy it was that there was this much water in Bear Creek��This was dried up a decade ago. They have to have blown the dam up top.�
The next minute he was pulling us to a stop and hushing us.
�What?� I asked.
�I know that sound.�
All I could hear was the river beside us. Danny and Eddie were looking around. The rest of us were staring at Blake. Then we heard a strange crackling and popping sound�like God was eating a bowl of Rice Krispies. Blake nodded. �Yep.�
We could smell the smoke well before we could see the fire. And then flames were everywhere, converging on us from every direction.
On the map we were just west of where Keller Creek joined Bear Creek. We had been descending quickly through the rocks beside the river for the past two hours, somehow avoiding detection from the dozens of choppers and planes that had passed overhead, and the occasional truck of troops that rolled by on the Santa Ana Trail alongside the river.
They had to think we were hiding�couldn�t be thinking we were on the move�thus the reason for the fire� for all the fires. The hills around us were ablaze. It was smart, and it was stupid. On the one hand, if we were hiding, we�d probably be dead soon�either from the smoke or the fire. But they could also be funneling us toward water, toward one of the seven or eight creeks that came down out of the mountains where we�d last been seen. They could be trying to narrow their search avenues.
The heat made it a stupid move. If they were tracking us with thermal imaging�with THIRST systems�the fires would make that method useless. They�d have to track us visually now. Which meant they�d either have choppers hovering over the rivers, or�
They�d have snipers in position to catch us fleeing.
Blake saw the first snipers before they saw us. He waved us down and indicated there were four of them ahead�set up at the next bend in the river. They were close to where Alder Creek and Hemlock Creek met up with Bear Creek and Breakneck Creek. �There�s a steep drop a short ways around that bend,� Blake pointed at the wall of rocks south of the river. With this much water there�s going to be a few small waterfalls there. It�s the perfect place for an ambush.�
He motioned that there were two snipers high and two low. I could see all four of them. They definitely didn�t know we were coming. Yet. The loud popping of the approaching flames masked the approaching choppers so we didn�t know they were near until they passed directly overhead. I don�t know how they didn�t see us�or maybe they did�but they moved on down the valley and we remained frozen, waiting for Danny to give us instructions.
Danny moved over to Eddie and pointed to a large rock hanging over part of the river. I saw Eddie reach his hand out for Ava�s, and she took it, following him out of sight. Danny then turned to Flynn and told her to go with them. She looked at me, and I nodded. Best to do what he asks.
Then he turned to me and told me to go with them. No way. I shook my head. �Forget it,� I told him. �You and Blake can�t do this on your own.�
�Hayley, I can�t trust you to��
�Damn it, Danny, yes you can.� I slapped the water. Maybe I shouldn�t have done that. �I made one mistake. It won�t happen again. You need me out there.�
He paused, and I could see in his eyes I wasn�t wrong. He did think he needed someone else�s help. He just wasn�t sure yet if that person was me. �Fine. You want to help, you do exactly what I say.�
�Okay.�
�Hayley, I mean it. Exactly.�
�Okay.� I get it.

It would be hard to approach the snipers without being seen. Those guys were specifically watching this river for any movement. I watched Danny slip into the water, submerge to eye level, and start drifting downstream toward the four identified snipers. Danny�s rifle was wrapped in a black plastic bag and he held it just above the water�as he searched for a spot to set up.
He was headed directly for a large log in the river, and he swam up behind it--apparently unseen. He was about three hundred yards from the snipers now. He turned and motioned for Blake to follow him, and Blake slipped into the water beside me. Blake moved smoothly and quickly away from me�toward Danny�and a couple minutes later they were side by side behind the log.
Danny and I had always used decoys when duck hunting back in Minnesota. I didn�t like shooting ducks, but they were great bow practice, so I always went along and typically hit my fair share. But using decoys and being a decoy are two very different things. I knew what Danny wanted me to do, and my racing heart clearly understood the implications, but I had volunteered. He knows what he�s doing. It just feels stupid.
When I saw him gesture at me, I took a deep breath. Twenty feet to that rock. Scream, thrash, and dive deep. I took one more deep breath and moved to the middle of the river. I stood up and screamed�twice even for good measure�and then I darted back and forth in the water like I was insane for about five seconds. Finally, I dove underwater and swam straight for the rock in the middle of the river. I had no way of knowing if my scene had been seen�if I�d done enough. I did, however, know I hadn�t been shot, so�if nothing else�I was at least alive enough to try it again.
I waited two minutes as instructed and peeked around the corner of the rock toward the log where Danny and Blake had been. They weren�t there anymore. I looked back at the rock where I�d come from, and Eddie, Flynn, and Ava were all staring at me. I shrugged. I still didn�t know if the plan had worked.
-------------------
The snipers saw Hayley. Immediately. But her antics were bewildering enough to get them to leave their cover for a closer look. As one of them set up to take a shot, he was taken out instead. By the time the guys on higher ground realized they�d been duped, they were too exposed to escape. Blake took one down, and Danny shot the other. But the fourth sniper was on the run.
He disappeared around the bend. Danny wrapped his gun back in the bag as Blake sprinted out of the water. Blake ran along the edge of the river toward the cliffs, and climbed for higher ground, where one of the snipers had been stationed earlier. Danny meanwhile was swimming quickly down the river. He swam past the three fallen snipers and was rapidly approaching a small waterfall. He could see the last sniper still fleeing in the distance. As he closed on the waterfall, he found his footing, stepped up out of the water, and leaped off the falls. He fell through the air and back into the deep water at the base of the falls�managing for the most part to keep the bagged rifle up. He heard two shots behind him and saw the fleeing man fall. But then he saw him get back up. He heard two more shots, but they must have both missed�they didn�t further affect the fleeing soldier. Blake only had one more round in that rifle. Danny knew he wouldn�t use it. It was up to Danny now.
Danny continued to paddle furiously through the water. He was gaining ground on the injured man, who appeared to be dragging his right leg. Danny was approaching another waterfall now, this one considerably taller than the last. He watched the sniper disappear out of sight, climbing down the falls on the left. A large tree was hanging out over the falls, and as far as Danny could tell, it wasn�t going anywhere, no matter what hit it. As Danny crested the waterfall, he reached out for a sturdy branch and caught on to it, pulling himself up. He saw the sniper set up behind a rock seconds before he felt a bullet tear through his left arm. The swaying tree had prevented a kill shot.
Danny knew he wouldn�t be able to set up his own rifle shot hanging from this branch, so he followed his instincts and tossed the rifle. He knew the sniper would see it fall. But he also knew the sniper was trying to guarantee his next shot was fatal. He�d let the gun go. Danny looked below him at the churning water, took a deep breath, and dropped the eight to ten feet from the branch toward the deepest part of the pool.
He hit the water and dove to the bottom, anchoring himself to a large boulder. His left arm burned, but he clenched his teeth and quickly drew his Springfield from its holster. He held his position underwater as long as he could, waiting for any sign of the sniper. He couldn�t hold out much longer�his lungs were on fire now. Fortunately, the man finally gave himself away�about forty seconds later�anxious to exact revenge for his own injury. Danny saw a shadow loom over the edge of the churning pool and knew he was there�waiting for that last shot, if it was even necessary. Maybe he thought Danny was already dead.
Danny pulled his cap out of the pocket on his cargo pants and let it float up. As it breached the surface, Danny saw the familiar trace of a bullet fired through water�not unlike a jet stream racing across the sky. The guy was trigger-happy�nervous. Danny knew he had two or three seconds before the sniper was ready for him again. He couldn�t let that happen. Danny shoved toward the surface, swinging his Springfield up as he broke through the water and emptied the magazine into the man standing at the edge of the pool�four, five, six, seven shots. The man staggered back and fell�clearly dead�and Danny gasped for air. His arm was aching and bleeding�the bullet had torn straight through his left triceps.
Danny clutched at his own arm and stepped out of the water, climbing up beside the dead sniper. He tore off a strip of the soldier�s uniform and used it to wrap his arm. Then he untucked and unbuttoned the sniper�s shirt and placed a large rock on top of his chest. He buttoned the man�s shirt back up as far as he could, dragged him into the water, and shoved him into the deepest part of the pool. Danny watched him sink and then climbed back up toward Blake. They needed to hide the other bodies to hopefully prevent Qi Jia from narrowing their search to this one river�if they hadn�t already.

SIXTY-ONE � Mountain Ghosts (Hayley)

---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
Danny was angry now� perhaps more than he�d ever been. More than I�ve ever seen him anyway. Blake had followed Danny after the escaping sniper and was now helping him come back up the mountain to us. When I saw Danny�s arm bandaged up, I panicked, but he glared at me and waved off my concern. �I�m fine.�
You don�t look fine. Ava wrapped her arms around him, but he even brushed her off. �Let�s bury these assholes.� He stepped away from Ava.
Eddie, Blake, and I hurriedly helped him bury the bodies of the other soldiers. Flynn and Ava were on lookout, watching and listening for any approaching danger. Satisfied the bodies wouldn�t be found, we grabbed all our gear and nearly ran down into the valley. Danny wouldn�t tell us what had happened with the last sniper�or even why we were in such an obvious hurry now�except to say we didn�t have to worry about him. I figured Danny knew they were on to us and didn�t want to say it. They are coming.
We moved steadily downhill for almost an hour before coming to a sudden stop. �Damn,� I heard Blake say.
I was right behind him. �What?�
He pointed ahead of us at a large rock and clay wall in the middle of the river.
�You�re hilarious,� I whispered.
�It�s a non-sexual double entendre,� he replied. �A dam with a damn big hole in it. Someone blew it up.�
He appeared to be right. We moved up the north side of the river to the clay wall and looked down the steep waterfall that now split the two sides of the dam�likely the result of a Qi Jia drone strike some time ago. It was a long way down to the river valley below�couldn�t even see the actual base of the falls. �I�ve been here a few times before and never seen more than a controlled stream below this dam. That���He pointed at the wide river below. ��looks more like the Mississippi.�
Flynn, Eddie and Ava had already joined us and Danny was approaching now. �Have you guys gone up there yet?� He pointed at the rock platform above us.
�No, we were just checking out the damage�looking down the falls,� Blake replied, a slight grin on his face.
�Would you stop it already?� I elbowed him.
�How far down is that?� Flynn asked.
Blake shrugged. �Four hundred, five hundred feet� who knows? A lot higher than Niagara Falls if that gives you a better idea.�
�So you�d die if you fell down it?�
Blake smiled at her and nodded. �Twice.�
�Was that Redlands we saw down there?� I pointed southwest of our location.
�Yep.� Blake nodded. �Should we check it out, Danny?� Blake, suddenly serious again, pointed at the ledge above us.
Blake and Danny crawled up to the rock ledge and looked down into the valley. They came back to us a few minutes later. I didn�t like the look on either of their faces. �What?� I asked.
�Go look for yourself,� Blake nodded toward the ledge. Eddie, Flynn, and I scooted up the slope and peered over the dam�s edge at a mass of soldiers gathered around a bridge below us. The bridge was about three-quarters of a mile west of our perch, with vehicles on both sides and constantly crossing over it�all loaded with soldiers. Some trucks were heading up into the mountains�another hint they didn�t yet know for certain where we were. I noticed they were only going up the north side though. Whoever had blown out the middle of this dam was stupid. There was no road up the south side of the dam anymore. However, there were two helicopters in a large parking lot below the dam�s control tower�three-quarters of the way up the south side. No doubt troops there were watching over the valley. We were in a funnel, and the end was a dead one.

This roadblock was not at all unexpected�it did cover four of the roads into Redlands and Riverside beyond it. But there didn�t seem to be any way we could descend from the dam without being seen. And even if we could� there didn�t appear to be any way around the soldiers.
Eddie, Flynn, and I slid back down to Ava, Danny and Blake. �What do we do?� I asked Danny.
�Nothing we can do. We have to wait for dark.�
�But��
�I know, Hayley�we might not have time for that. If they get Keena to launch the missiles and shut down the Shield before then, we�ll be too late. It won�t even matter then. But honestly, they could fire the missiles whenever�any minute now even. They�re not waiting for our permission.� He seemed defeated.
What happened to the angry Danny from an hour ago? �We can�t give up.� I looked to Blake and Eddie for support. �And we can�t just sit here for another six hours.�
�What do you want me to do?� Danny snapped. �What do you propose we do?�
�Easy, Dan.� Blake gently placed his hand on my brother�s arm. �She just wants to know if there are any alternatives.� Danny relaxed a little and Blake continued. �Can you think of anything? What would you do if it were dark now?�
Danny took a while before answering. �I don�t know.� He leaned his head back against the rock wall and closed his eyes. �We could steal a helicopter if we had a pilot. No offense, Blake, but you�re just learning how to fly a plane.�
�None taken.�
�With a hundred or so guys down there,� Danny continued, �we can�t just go down the face of this dam in broad daylight and walk�or swim�past them. It�s just so exposed�almost no cover�� He paused. �If it were dark it�d be no problem�we�d just climb down around it.�
�So let�s do that.�
�Now?� He opened one eye, watched me nod, then closed it again. �Come on Hayley. Didn�t you see the helicopters? They�re watching from above too.�
�I know�but why not?�
�I just explained it. It�s ridiculous. You don�t think there are guys on that bridge assigned to just watch this canyon?�
�But what if we didn�t stand out?�
Danny still hadn�t opened his eyes. �But we would.�
�You can be staring at a mountain goat in the Rockies and not see it.� I probably could have explained myself better but I could see Blake nodding.
�Do I even have to say it?� Danny asked. �We are not��
�Actually, Danny, she has a point.� Blake agreed with me.
Danny opened his eyes and sat up. �Dress up like mountain goats?�
�No.� Blake shook his head. �But we put three of us in our ghost suits and cover them with dirt, leaves, branches, etc.��
�Three suits?� I asked.
�I�ve got Axel�s too.� Blake patted his backpack.
I turned to look at Danny. He was actually nodding now. �Okay, maybe. So�we try to sneak down the sides of the dam. Then what?�
�We blow that bridge,� Eddie cut in. �You still have the C-4 in your pack right?�
I looked at Eddie in surprise. He�d remained incredibly quiet for the man I knew him to be. I expected Danny to shut that idea down, but he didn�t. Instead he turned to Blake, who nodded.
�Yes, we still have the explosives.� Danny looked at Eddie. �We�d still have to swim from the base of the falls to the bridge though�right under their noses.�
�Okay.� Eddie nodded. �But if you could do it, then maybe we get all the soldiers on one side of the river somehow and blow the bridge,� Eddie continued. �It cuts off their speed�levels the field.�
Danny was nodding now. �But how would we��
Eddie pulled something out of his backpack. A radio. �With this,� he replied. �I took two off the dead snipers.�
Danny was hearing him out but clearly remained unconvinced. �We�d need an officer to get them to move all those troops, and we�d need to know where to send them.� Danny was shaking his head now. �We wouldn�t know where to start.�
�What if I went down there alone? If I didn�t speak English maybe they�d know I wasn�t American. Maybe I could tell them you�d tried to kill me and direct them to where you supposedly are.�
�No way, Eddie,� Blake objected immediately. �They�d see through it and kill you.�
�I agree with Blake. I can�t let you do that.�
�You don�t trust me?� Eddie looked at my brother with a sudden twinge of anger in his voice.
�No, Eddie. This is not about trust.�
�Explain then.� Eddie was staring coolly at him.
�You are too valuable. I know you lost your brother, your wife, Cera�pretty much everything. I know you�re angry, and you want to get these guys back. But you�re too valuable. I have big plans for you back in Hawaii. You are critical to our future, the kind of man America needs�that the world needs. We can�t jeopardize that if we don�t have to. And�� Danny put his hand on Eddie�s shoulder. �There�s Isabelle. What if she�s still alive?�
Danny�s words gave me a glimpse into the depth of his mind, and the forethought he was putting into all of his�all of our�actions. You need to listen to yourself, Danny. I watched Eddie nod as he accepted his role in the bigger picture and the possibility Isabelle was still out there.
�So what other option is there?� Eddie asked.
�I don�t know that there is one,� Danny muttered, glancing back over the ledge at the soldiers below.
�Isn�t it at least worth a shot?� Blake asked him.
I was waiting for him to say no. Instead Danny shrugged. �Why not?�
I saw Blake open his mouth to say something, but he closed it when Danny answered. By the look on his face Blake hadn�t been expecting that response either.
Danny shared his plan. �I think I�ll take Blake, Hayley, and the radios with me. I�d like to move us all down to the base of the dam, but even if they�re not using thermal up here with the fires, I�m sure they are down there�where there�s nothing. We�re only safe in the ghost suits.� He looked around to see if anyone had any objections and�seeing none�he went on. �We�ll sneak down the north cliff and put Blake in position on this side of the bridge, in case we have to fall back or need cover fire. I think we can get him a good spot about five or six hundred yards from the bridge, swim past these guys, and blow the bridge. We�ll draw their attention and get them to come after us. Blake, you and Eddie use that distraction to get transportation�however you can�and you get Flynn and Ava to Disneyland. Ava says the bunker there is somewhere near a lagoon, and it�s been there forever, so it�s not at the California Adventure park. That narrows it down to Tom Sawyer�s Island or Pirates of the Caribbean.�
I saw Ava nodding, although it was also obvious she didn�t like the idea of being away from Danny. Danny, for his part, wasn�t even looking at her. Whether something had happened between them or he was just intensely focused, I couldn�t be sure, but I did find it curious he wanted me with him instead of her.
Danny pulled Blake and Eddie away from us for a few minutes, and I took that time to do the same with Flynn. �You okay?�
She nodded. �Yes.�
�You stay by Blake, okay?�
�I will.�
�Blake is a great guy. In my family, we don�t make promises when we can�t control the outcome, so I won�t guarantee anything.� I took her hand. �But Blake would give up his own life before he�d let anything happen to you�that I promise.�
The reassurance worked. �And Flynn, try to get a gun if you can. Keep yourself alive.� Flynn squeezed my hand. �And her too,� I added, nodding at Ava.
Flynn smiled. �Are you sure?�
I smiled back. �Yeah.�
�You might regret that later.�
�You�re probably right.� We watched Danny, Blake, and Eddie crawl back toward us. �Flynn,� I whispered, pulling her head against mine.
�Yo.�
�You probably haven�t heard this a lot recently.� I kissed her cheek. �But I love you.�
She turned toward me with a smile. �Thank you, Hayley.� Her eyes teared up. �I love you too.�
I playfully nudged her. �You ever been to Disneyland?�
�No.� She shook her head. �But I heard it�s the happiest place on Earth.�
�Yeah.� I couldn�t help but smile. �Something like that.�

SIXTY-TWO � Plan B (Hayley)

---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
I slipped into Blake�s �ghost suit� and tightened the straps to make it fit me as snugly as it could. It was still big, but it would have to work. Danny and Blake set to covering me with branches, leaves, and a variety of earthly debris�sticking the natural camouflage to the little Velcro straps that covered the suit. Blake switched packs with Danny since Blake�s only had the explosives, some ammo and a cold weather compact sleeping bag. The explosives were sealed in a waterproof pouch, but Danny took it a step further sliding the pack inside his ghost suit. Then we covered him up as they�d done to me.
We said our �goodbyes� and �good lucks,� split off from the group, and slowly inched our way down the side of the hill�around the waterfall�our eyes never leaving the soldiers. We edged our way back over to the river and slid into the water. So far, so good.
Blake�s ghost suit wasn�t quite tight enough on me to keep the water out so�as we entered the pool below the falls�the freezing mountain drainage chilled my skin. I�d have to live with it. Danny carefully helped me remove all the leaves and brush from the suit replacing them with floating sticks and branches we found at the base of the falls. The goal�if anyone saw the debris attached to us�was to look like we belonged in the river.
He placed one end of a long, clear, narrow tube in my mouth and wove it through the sticks connected to my hood. �Breathing tube,� he whispered. �Keep your face in the water, your mouth shut, and breathe normally. If you get water in it don�t blow it out forcefully, okay? And lift your eyes up as little as possible.�
Sure, no problem. Shit! �Okay.� I nodded.
We were about 350 yards from the bridge now, and once we kicked off there�d be no stopping until we were underneath it�if we made it that far. I could feel my heart pulsating through the water, and I couldn�t stop my teeth from chattering�both from the cold and the nerves�but I took one look at Danny and nodded when he did. Here we go.
We pushed off and slowly drifted a hundred yards apart�like two piles of sticks�down the middle of the river. I clutched my bow and arrows beneath me, careful to keep them from getting hooked on anything. As the river approached the bridge, the current picked up and so did the number of rocks in the increasingly shallow water. The sharp stones were abusing my shoulders, ribs, and chest, and with each direct blow, it took all I had to not lift my head and cry out. I cursed into my breathing tube instead.
Suddenly I felt a strong hand grab my arm and pull me toward the side. I knew it was Danny, but I kept my head down just in case. He tapped my head, and I lifted my eyes above the water. We were under the bridge. Thank God! I glanced up at Danny, and he was looking up at the bridge crossbeams above us. He then looked down at me and motioned for me to climb out of the water with him. Danny reached inside the front of his suit and pulled out a small box�about the size of a Rubik�s Cube�wrapped in a plastic bag. He unwrapped it and tied it securely to one end of a thin rope, connecting the other end to a large hook. He whispered in my ear, �I need you to climb up there.� He pointed up at the middle arch of the bridge�s underside. �I need you to hook this dynamite up there so it�s hanging about three feet below the bridge.�
No fricking way! �Are you serious?� I knew he was. �How��
�Hayles.� Danny cut me off, using my old nickname. �I brought you along because I know you can do this. With my arm, I can�t. It was you or Blake, and he has several broken ribs.�
Seriously? Flynn was right. He was hurt worse than he�d let on.
Danny looked back up at the beam and then back at me. �You can do this.�
I looked up at the steel arch and followed it down to the concrete base where we were. �Danny, if I fall��
�You won�t.�
Wish I were that confident. �If I drop the��
�Hayley.� He took my arm. �You won�t.�
Seriously. Lend me a little of that confidence. �Okay,� I whispered, shaking my head in disbelief that I was even saying this. �I�ll try.�
I stripped to my underwear�to free myself from the weight of my soaked clothes�and started to climb the base of the bridge. Danny initially helped me keep my footing on the slippery wall, until I was able to grasp the arched beams overhead. I had the dynamite cube looped around my neck, and I glanced nervously out toward the middle of the bridge. I somehow had to monkey-bar sixty yards or so out to the middle of the bridge, hang the dynamite, and then come all the way back. Right!
This was a Hail Mary if there ever was one, but Danny was right�I was our only shot. Everyone was counting on me. It was time to make up for my earlier mistake. This is for Cera and Axel.

I moved quickly, knowing my muscles would require that. I flew past the first thirty yards, then forty, and was approaching fifty when the burn began. I clenched my teeth and pushed on toward the middle, arriving at the beam Danny had indicated just as my arms were about to give out. I threw my leg over the bar connecting the two beams and allowed my entire body to balance�and rest�on the thin ledge for a minute. I looked back at Danny, who was watching me carefully, and gave him a thumbs-up. He returned the gesture, and I carefully unhooked the dynamite cube from around my neck. I attached it to where the beam met the bar I was lying on, and I slowly let it hang down to where Danny signaled he wanted it.
Now I just had to get back. I swung down and headed back the way I�d come. I had made it almost twenty yards when motion in my periphery brought me to a sudden halt. Two soldiers had come down to the water�s edge�under the bridge�apparently to relieve themselves. I looked down toward where Danny had been a minute earlier, but he wasn�t there anymore. I glanced around frantically as my arm muscles screamed at me. I knew I couldn�t move, but in a minute I�d be falling. In a minute I�d be dead. I closed my eyes. A sudden swooshing in the water prompted me to reopen my eyes, and I glanced behind me toward the soldiers. I watched Danny rise out of the water with my bow in hand. From about five feet away, he put an arrow through one soldier�s throat. That soldier staggered back against the bridge base, clutching at his neck. The other soldier heard the commotion behind him and turned�mid leak�to see Danny flying at him. Too startled to yell and too off guard to defend himself, the man didn�t put up much resistance as Danny covered his mouth and slammed his head against the bridge wall once, twice, and then pulled him into the river. Convinced he was dead, Danny quickly glanced around to see if anyone else was coming, and then he looked up at me, waving for me to continue.
I tried to move, but I couldn�t. My arms had no strength left. I looked down at Danny in a panic, and he seemed to read my thoughts immediately. He knew I was going to fall�there�d be a hundred soldiers under here soon.
Tears stung my eyes as the failure overwhelmed me. I tried to push on, but it was no use. I made it about ten more feet before my arms couldn�t take it anymore. I looked below me at the water and knew it was only a couple of feet deep. If I went in horizontally a hundred soldiers would investigate the gigantic splash. If I went in straight up and down�feet first�I�d break my legs or spine. It was a coin toss decision with both sides meaning death.
As I was about to let go, I heard a gunshot echo off the bridge walls. I closed my eyes and released my grip, convinced someone was shooting at me�convinced I was going to die. But a split second before I hit the water, I heard an explosion and knew that wasn�t the bridge. Something else had blown up.
I tucked my legs at the last second as I entered the river, shielding myself from some of the impact. Danny saved me from the rest. His arms were around me as I hit the water, before even my feet struck the rocks. He pulled me under with him, as soldiers scurried beneath the bridge�seeking cover. He put a breathing tube in my mouth and covered me with my ghost suit. He slipped underneath me�with his arms wrapped around me�and kicked us both away from the bridge. The current did the rest�carrying us quickly downstream. About eighty yards from the bridge, we finally surfaced next to a small dam of debris from the Seven Oaks Dam�chunks of the middle section Qi Jia had destroyed.
�That was so smooth.� I couldn�t contain my amazement.
�My Princess Bride moment.�
�What?� Princess Bride?
�Never mind. You�re welcome.�
We rolled over the top of the rocks and into the pool of water at the base of the dam. We were finally able to stand�which felt amazing! �So, what happened?� I asked.
�Blake blew up one of the trucks,� Danny replied, leading me back into the water.
�Why? How did he��
�I told him to.� Danny held up the radio. �We needed a diversion to draw the soldiers away from your fall,� he answered, pointing across the bridge. �They�re going to be looking around for who fired that shot though. We don�t have a lot of time.�
�What do you need from me?�
�Do you think you can hit that dynamite cube from here?�
�What?� I looked back at the bridge and the tiny box hanging from the middle beam. Are you serious?
�Do you think you can hit that dynamite cube from here?�
�Danny, that�s like ninety yards.� I shook my head. No freaking way. That�s like hitting a quarter from forty yards away. �I won�t be able to stand upright without being seen. I�d have to shoot from a pretty awkward stance. What about the rifle?�
Danny was shaking his head now. �It�s not an option. I left it with Blake, but his shot got everyone�s attention. He can�t move now. That shot��
He didn�t have to say more. In the original plan, Blake was going to shoot the dynamite. But Blake had needed to use his shot to save me. I�m plan B. �Danny, I�ve only got three arrows.�
�I know.� He smiled weakly. �But you only need one, right?�
From ninety yards? �If I�m really really lucky.�
�Luck has nothing to do with it, Hayley. This is for all those hours shooting at cans and bottle caps. For all the times Dad told you archery wasn�t going to get you anywhere�for every date you took with your bow instead of a boy.� He was trying to build my confidence, but it wasn�t working. �You love trick shots. I just need you to hit this one.�
Shit. �Okay.� No pressure. �I�ll try.�
�You�ve got to do more than��
�Danny� I know.�
Everyone in Hawaii is counting on you, Hayley. Let�s do this.

SIXTY-THREE � Tequila Sunrise (Tara)

---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
At the Hexagon Clinic on Oahu. Hawaii.
When I woke up, the clock beside my bed read 10:28. By the sun streaming in the windows I knew it was morning�finally�and no longer the world�s longest night. I slowly rolled my head to the left, uncertain where I was. The bright smile that greeted me jolted me back to life, and all of a sudden I could see, hear, and feel everything. Every inch of my body hurt�most of all my heart. My head was pounding like I�d chugged a fifth of Jose Cuervo and then beat myself with it. The tears began to flow. �Baby.� Even whispering hurt. I winced. Dear God�
�Hi, Mommy. You�re awake!�
Is she yelling? �Shhh�yes. Hi baby.� My throat was so incredibly dry. I tried to move my arms, but I quickly realized they were strapped to the bed and I was loaded up with tubes. Emily laid her head on my chest in a gentle hug and I closed my eyes. I needed something for the pain. �Is there a nurse around, Em?�
�I�ll get one, Mom.�
Still yelling.
�Don�t move, Mom.�
Don�t worry. I won�t. �Okay.�
Emily ran out of the room. My head was pounding, and the light was making it much worse, but I forced myself to open my eyes again and take in the rest of the room. Another person was sleeping in the bed next to me, also with IV tubes in her arms. �Kate?� She didn�t reply. �Kate.� I tried again.
�She�s out,� a female voice said, and I saw a nurse approach.
�Is she okay?� I was tearing up again.
�She will be. She made it through surgery. She lost a lot of blood. She�s fighting off pneumonia. She�s��
�She�s going to be okay?�
�We think so.� She unstrapped my left arm and began checking my vitals.
There were a dozen bands on my left arm. I had to be on a lot of crap. Another thought hit me, as I vaguely remembered the helicopter coming in and picking us up. I reached up and grabbed her hand. �Ryan?�
The nurse looked confused. �I�m sorry. I don�t know who that is.�
�My husband. It�s my husband. He was on the island with me. Did they find him?�
The nurse looked out into the hallway. I tried to see around her, but I couldn�t see who or what she was looking at. �I�� She was clearly uncomfortable. �I�give me a minute.� She walked briskly out the door.
A minute later, another familiar face appeared in the doorway. �Oh my God. Reagan.�
She stepped into the room, glancing at Kate before hurrying to my side. �It�s so good to see you.� Reagan took my hand.
More tears. Suddenly panic overtook my chest, as I realized Emily hadn�t come back in. Had I been imagining her? And where was Ollie? �Is Emily�� Owww! �Ollie?�
�They�re in the hall with everyone else. You just saw Emily, and Ollie is fine.�
Everyone? �Everyone�s out there? Ryan?�
Reagan paused, but I read her face clearly. �No, honey.� Another pause. �I�m sorry.�
My lower lip quivered uncontrollably, and a deep sob forced its way up through my chest. No! Reagan bent over, gently leaning her head against mine, and I felt her tears mix with mine. �I�m sorry, Tara. We haven�t found him.�
I sobbed as Reagan held me for a few more minutes, and then she pulled away and I collected myself enough to ask more about Ollie.
�He�s fine,� Reagan assured me. �I�m taking care of him�don�t worry. He was pretty dehydrated and scraped up but he�s in much better shape than you two.� When I didn�t laugh she continued. �Anyway, he�s with Emily and Abbey now.�
�Abbey�s okay too?�
�Yes. And Sam, Trigger, Twix, Deacon, and Royce. They�re all out there.�
I heard her say Sam but thought she�d misspoken and my head hurt too much to call her on it now. Did that nurse give me anything for the pain? I don�t think she did! �Reagan, they can come in.�
�Uh, Tara.� Reagan glanced at my body, and I looked down. Holy shit. I was pretty much naked but covered in a hundred bandages. �They took an awful lot of glass out of you. You were really cut up.�
�I guess they can stay out there.� I laughed briefly, but that really hurt. There were other people Reagan hadn�t mentioned.
�Is Grandpa Dan��
�No.� Reagan shook her head. �Haven�t found him. Kaci�� She continued to shake her head.
�Jenna?�
�We found her, but�� Reagan�s voice trailed off.
�But?� I knew she was dead but for some reason I needed to hear it.
�It�s honestly best you don�t see her. You wouldn�t�� Her facial expression and quivering voice completed the sentence for me.
I wouldn�t recognize her. I reached out for Reagan�s hand again, and she interlaced her fingers with mine. �Have we heard anything from Danny?�
Another head shake. �No.�
Dang it. �Reagan, I really really need something for this pain. Please.� I squeezed her hand tightly as a nauseating wave washed over me. I closed my eyes until it passed and then opened them, releasing Reagan�s hand.
�Let me grab the nurse again.� Reagan stood.
�Do we even know if they�re alive?� I knew that was a rhetorical question. She�d have told me if they did.
�We know they made it to Cheyenne Mountain�that�s it. None of the guys have heard anything since.�
There was a sudden commotion in the hallway. Reagan stood and looked out the door. �What is it?� I tried to sit up and see but couldn�t.
�Shit,� Reagan muttered. �It�s the governor.�
I heard a stream of curses. �What�s he so angry about?�
�He must have just found out about his wife.�
�His wife?�
�Yes. She was being held with us at the pink house.�
�Where is she now?�
Reagan paused and glanced back down the hall. �She�s dead.�
�Dead?�
�She killed herself. We only had four air tanks when the basement flooded. One of us wasn�t going to make it out. She made the decision for us.�
�And he�s just finding out now?�
Reagan didn�t answer the question. �Get some rest, Tara. Kate should be awake in a couple hours. She�s really going to need you. Her baby didn�t make it.�
Damn it! I knew it. My head hurt so much, and my eyes were so heavy I knew I needed the sleep. I just didn�t want it. �Hey, take care of my��
�I will,� Reagan assured me as the nurse came back in. �I�ll be right out here if you need me.�
�Thank you,� I addressed Reagan first then focused on the nurse. �Thank God. Please tell me you can help with this pain.�
The nurse smiled. �I will. I�ll take care of it.�
I closed my eyes again as she played around with the machines next to me. �Oh, hey��
�Yes?�
The nurse�s voice sounded really far away. �I was reading all these bracelets on my arm�and I think�� My speech sounds really slow�almost slurred. �I think you messed up. You messed up.� Am I drunk?
�There, that�ll help,� the nurse said. �The meds will kick in quick. So how did we mess up?�
�I think�I think you got me confused whiff�whiff her.� I tried to point at Kate but couldn�t even feel my fingers.
�How so?�
�There�s a�� Wow, I feel really weird. �There�s a pink band on my arm says �pregnant-five weeks.�� Did I just say five wheats? �That band should have been hersh� hersh� Kayshtes� and ish sood have said eight� eight wheats.� I did say wheats! �But isssshh okay. You can dust trow it away sho see no she it. She�it.� Shit!
I could barely understand myself. The medicine had taken over. But I still heard the last thing the nurse said.
�It wasn�t a mistake.�

SIXTY-FOUR � Three Strikes (Hayley)

---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
Just east of Riverside, California.
The first arrow missed the C-4 cube by a couple inches. I don�t know if it was nerves or wind, or if I simply wasn�t strong enough to keep the bow still as the swirling water around me pulled at my legs. In any case it was close, but not close enough.
The second shot missed by a few more inches. Now I was sweating it. That time I was sure it was the wind. I tried to ignore Danny putting his head down, but it conveyed what he was thinking. He was starting to doubt I could do this. Heck, I was starting to doubt I could do this. �Come on, Hayley, you�ve hit harder targets than this before,� I whispered. Maybe not in three shots with lives on the line. My body was aching and the current around my feet was so powerful. Block it out� come on. The wind under the bridge had to be different than the wind around it. This was almost pure luck. No, it�s not. Luck has nothing to do with it. This is pure skill. You�ve got this.
I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, trying to envision the arrow striking its target. Come on. Come on. One more deep breath and I opened my eyes. I glanced at the arrow as I loaded it into the bow. I was careful to make sure the vanes were perfectly aligned. One more deep breath and I let the third arrow fly. It seemed to travel in slow motion as it twirled toward the target. It looked perfect, and then I felt the wind kick up something fierce�then I heard Danny curse. He felt it too. The wind distinctly pushed the arrow a full foot to the right, almost the exact distance it missed the target by. I know I would have hit the cube indoors with that shot. But I didn�t hit it out here. Three shots. Three misses. So much for all those accuracy awards and records in Minnesota. When it counted, I had failed.
I sank down into the water with tears in my eyes and glanced over at Danny. He was looking back at me, but he wasn�t angry. He didn�t look upset at all. A little disappointed�maybe�but he actually had a small smile curving the corners of his lips. �I swear that last one was perfect.�
I sighed. �I know.�
�If you had one more arrow��
�I�d have missed four times.�
�That�s not what I was��
�I know.� I slapped the water. �I�m just disappointed.�
�This isn�t over.�
�What are you going to do?� I could see the wheels spinning in his head.
�There�s another dam-slash-waterfall about five hundred yards downstream. I want you to get on the other side of it, reverse the ghost suit to the all black, and get painted up. Ditch the bow and make sure your Springfield is loaded. When I get to you, we�re going to need to run. If I don�t make it to you in fifteen minutes, you�re going to have to run. There�s a map in your pack. You get your ass to Disneyland, with or without me. Understood?� He splashed water in my face and shoved my arm. �Hey.�
�Yeah.� I nodded, a million thoughts racing through my mind. �I understand. But you�d better be there.�
�I plan to be.�
�Fifteen minutes?�
�Not a second more.� He pulled me to him and kissed my forehead. �Now get going.�
�Danny.�
�Yeah?�
�I love you. You know that, right?�
He nodded. �I do.�
�All that stuff with Ava��
�Water under the bridge.� He smiled. �You were doing what you�re supposed to do.�
I didn�t know what else to say. I sank completely down into the water. �Fifteen minutes?�
He nodded. �Not a second more.�

I pushed away and began floating down the river again. I lost sight of Danny after he climbed over the small dam wall. He was heading back to the bridge.
I reached the other small waterfall or dam�five hundred yards downstream�about seven minutes later. There was a gap in the middle of it where water was rushing through, but it was also coming around the sides of the debris pile. I slipped over the gap in the middle and quickly inverted the ghost suit from the desert pattern to the all-black. I opened my pack, loaded the Springfield XDM-9 I�d taken from the plane, and applied black hunting paint to my face to match the ghost suit. I had barely snapped the cap shut on the face paint when I heard several quick gunshots and a gigantic explosion.
I could see smoke billowing in the air and could hear screams, engines, and gunshots galore immediately after the explosion. Danny did it! He blew up the bridge. A five-foot wall of water�caused by the explosion and falling bridge�rushed downstream toward me, and I moved quickly away from the river as it surged over the falls. If Danny had triggered that explosion with those three initial gunshots, he must have been close to the bridge�close to the impact zone. He only had a handgun. How close could you be to such a blast and still survive? I waited frantically for any sign of him, but I saw nothing. Still, a steady stream of gunshots told me someone was shooting at someone. So the soldiers could see someone. But who? Danny? Blake?
Suddenly there was an explosion up the south side of the dam. What the hell? A minute later I saw a helicopter lift off from the general area of the last explosion. It was coming down the valley towards us. Shit!
I glanced at my watch. I had exactly one minute until Danny was supposed to meet me. I knew he wouldn�t be there. But I also knew I wasn�t going anywhere until I found him. The helicopter was hovering over the destroyed bridge. Probably looking for Danny too. Six minutes later, I saw a pile of sticks float up against the falls, and then a body tumbled over the rocks in the gap I�d come through. Danny!
I ran down to the water and flipped him over. He was breathing, but barely. He must have been floating face up most of the time. How did the helicopter not see him? He had been shot at least two times. I pulled him out of the water and tried to get him to talk to me. I could see his mouth moving but couldn�t make out what he was saying. �What?� I put my ear down next to his mouth.
�You should be gone,� he whispered.
�Screw that. No way I was leaving you.�
He mouthed something else, but I didn�t listen this time. Another large explosion up by the former bridge had caught my attention. I stood up and peered over the wall of debris. I could see a half dozen soldiers coming down the river fully armed and carefully searching the water. They�d be here in a minute. I had to move Danny, but I couldn�t pull him out of the water without being seen. There was only one option. I glanced at the waterfall pouring over the gap in the dam, and I dragged Danny under that waterfall with me. I lowered him as deep as I could into the water to where his face was still above the surface, flattening myself against the rock wall�underwater�as recessed as I could. With my left arm I held the Springfield�safety off�ready to fire if needed.
I watched through a tiny gap in the waterfall as two men passed by on my left. I couldn�t afford to turn my head to the right, but I assumed a couple more were on that side. I could hear the soldiers talking to each other across the river�confirming my assumption�but I didn�t understand a word. I heard another voice coming from above the falls. My body ached, and Danny was shaking terribly, but I fought to stay still. �Come on, Danny,� I whispered in his ear. �Keep fighting, but stay calm. Please.�
Suddenly there was a gunshot and a giant splash in front of us as a man fell off the dam into the water. He pretty much landed directly in Danny�s lap. Another gunshot followed immediately, and there was another large splash to my right. I tried to get a glimpse of what was going on but could only tell that someone was firing at these Qi Jia soldiers.
The two men to my left were now crouching down a few feet from me, peering over the wall of debris toward the gunfire. Surely the two men to my right were doing the same. Another gunshot was followed by a scream to my right. One of the men to my right fired several shots back this time. As did the men on my left. I wanted to help whoever was attacking these men. I wanted to take out the guys I could see on my left, but I knew a single shot from me would draw fire from my blind spot on the right. That would be certain death for us. I had to stay patient. I squeezed Danny tightly and waited.
A couple more minutes passed, and I slowly rotated my head to the right. There was still a man there, and my slight movement caught his attention. I saw him peer closer into the water and then start to swing his gun as he realized what he was seeing. I let go of Danny and switched the gun from my left to right hand in one motion, squeezing three shots off into the man�s head before he even pointed his rifle at me. I then shoved off from the wall of debris, spinning around toward the two men on my left, firing the rest of my clip in their direction. I knew for certain I hit one of the men in the back with two of my shots, but the other man fell as the result of a gunshot from a large figure hidden behind a tree to my right. Eddie. How the hell did he get down here so fast?
Then Eddie was in the water, picking Danny up and carrying him up the hill toward the road. I raced up after them and found Flynn and Blake in a gunfight beside the road with a handful of soldiers on the other side of the river. Ava was huddled beside Blake. She had a gun but wasn�t using it. She sure had changed a lot since the bunker.
�We must go,� Eddie shouted at Blake.
�We can�t,� Blake hollered back. �There�s still three or four guys over there keeping us from the truck.�
�Reload, now,� Eddie ordered. �Then when I say go, you start shooting. You cover me, and I�ll get Danny to the truck. I�ll move the truck away from gunfire and you come to me.�
�Okay,� Blake agreed.
�Ready?�
�Yes,� Flynn replied, and Blake nodded.
�Go,� Eddie shouted.
Blake and Flynn alternated rounds, buying Eddie the ten or so seconds he needed to scamper up the ditch and toss Danny into the back seat of a Humvee. I scurried in with Danny as Eddie slid behind the wheel. He jammed the truck in reverse and spun us through the dirt out of the line of fire. A minute later, Blake was running toward us with Ava holding his hand and Flynn a few steps behind him. Eddie spun the Humvee around, and I threw open the door. Blake scrambled in and climbed up the turret, cocking the big gun in case we needed it. Flynn hopped into the passenger seat beside Eddie, and Ava slid in beside Danny, lifting his head onto her lap.
�Find his gunshots,� Eddie hollered back at us as he drove.
�How did you know he was shot?� I yelled back.
�We watched him get shot,� Flynn replied. �Craziest thing I�ve ever seen.�
�What do you mean?�
�After the third arrow missed, Blake was trying to get in a position to take a shot at the dynamite himself, but there wasn�t anywhere he could find where he wouldn�t be seen.�
I glanced at Ava to see if she�d give me any kind of look for missing those shots. She didn�t. �So?� I asked Flynn, who had stopped her story.
�Well, Eddie decided he needed to do something so he told us to follow him to the parking lot on the south side of the dam. We had to take out six guys, and Eddie blew up the one helicopter, but he got the other pilot to fly us down.�
�That was you two?� That�s how they got down so quickly.
�Us three.� Flynn nodded towards Ava. �She saved my life. There was a guy about to shoot me and she killed him.�
Ah. Now it made sense. She�s never killed anyone before. I remembered exactly how that first time felt�during the chemical attacks�the day I met Sam. I remember throwing up. Twice. �Really?�
Flynn nodded. �Anyway, when those last three trucks crossed the bridge, Blake figured he had to move, and he was about to, and then Danny stands up out of the water on the other side of the bridge and blew the thing from about fifty feet away. The explosion slammed him into the river so hard, and then the soldiers that were around started shooting at him.�
Eddie yelled, �Hold on� as he swerved suddenly and turned onto a gravel road.
Flynn glanced out the window and then continued. �So� Eddie, Blake, and I tried to pick them off with the sniper rifles we�d picked up, but there were too many soldiers and too many people firing at him. We knew they had to have hit him.�
The big gun above us suddenly boomed. Thwump, thwump, thwump, thwump. Hot shell cartridges dropped onto the floor beside us, still smoking. We winced and covered our ears as Blake continued to fire at something behind us. When the shooting stopped for a second, I hollered up at him. �We being followed?�
�Negative,� Blake yelled back. �Not anymore.�
Ava was searching Danny for gunshots. �Including his arm from earlier, I�ve found four entry wounds.�
�Four?� Eddie glanced back at Ava.
�Yes, four.�
�Holes both sides?�
�Both sides?�
�Exit wounds,� I translated.
�One second,� Ava answered. She rolled Danny to his side and looked at his back. �Yes, on his stomach. No on the left thigh and no on the second in his left arm.�
�That�s good,� Eddie replied, making another sharp turn.
�That�s good?� Ava asked in bewilderment.
�Yes. Very good. Could be much worse.�
We had to take Eddie�s word for that.

SIXTY-FIVE � Quiet at the Mouse (Hayley)

---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
We managed to make our way around the outskirts of Redlands and Riverside without drawing any unwanted attention, and we snuck up to Disneyland�s back door. It was weird being in Anaheim without traffic�without unlicensed tourists almost killing you as they cut across five lanes to get to the carpool lane. I remembered how much that used to drive my dad nuts. �Every single time,� he�d say. I smiled at the memory. I couldn�t wait to see him again.
We parked in what used to be Downtown Disney, and Eddie kicked in a door that read �Emergency Services.� He found a table in there to lay Danny on, as well as some rubbing alcohol, scalpels, and bandages. Blake and I held Danny down as Eddie extracted the bullets from his arm and leg. Danny was too weak to scream, but it was clear he was in pain. Still, Eddie insisted we couldn�t dull the pain without risking losing him altogether. Danny passed out during the second extraction, but that one went much easier. It was almost six o�clock now. Eddie wrapped Danny up and gave him a few shots for the pain. Then he picked him up, and we made our way toward the Disneyland fence.
Blake cut the fence with bolt cutters, and we slid through, careful not to hurt Danny any more in the process. We were behind the Swiss Family style tree house, adjacent the Pirates of the Caribbean ride. We intended to check Pirates out first. To be safe, Blake decided he should climb the tree house and get a look around. I volunteered to go with him, and we hurried to the top.
It was quite a sight to behold. I�d never seen such a big city�or metro area�so absolutely dead silent. The buildings looked straight out of that Will Smith I Am Legend movie�old, crumbled from drone strikes, vines growing everywhere. Stray dogs roamed with coyotes. I glanced at Blake as chills coursed through my body.
�Freaky.� He said it for me.
Disneyland, for its part, was absolutely silent�exactly what we were hoping for. On the other hand, it barely looked like Disneyland at all. Sleeping Beauty�s Castle was a pile of rubble�someone must not have had a daughter. Matterhorn Mountain was also gone. I shook my head and was about to tell Blake I was heading back down when a movement below caught my eye.
There was a person�one single person�walking through Adventureland past the old Jungle Cruise ride. I couldn�t tell from here if it was a man or woman, but he or she hadn�t seen us yet. I grabbed Blake and pulled him down, pointing at the pedestrian through the slots in the railing.
The person was wearing a hoodie and jeans, clearly not standard Qi Jia attire. American? �What do we do?�
�Don�t frickin� move,� Blake whispered back.
The person passed almost directly beneath us, almost certainly gaining the attention of Eddie, Flynn, and Ava in the process. Blake slowly tiptoed down the steps as the person moved away from us. As he or she turned left around the corner, Blake picked up his pace�a little too quickly. He stepped on a loose board that snapped, and there was a large crash as he fell through to the platform below it and then through that platform as well. I jumped up and watched the corner where the person had disappeared a minute earlier. Sure enough, he or she came back, looking for the source of the sound. Blake was lying in the open, and a dust cloud had risen where he�d fallen through the boards. I could see he was okay, but I also knew the person had seen him too. In a second, he or she was gone.
I took off in pursuit. By the time I reached the bottom and scampered around the corner, the person was long gone. But I�d also seen Flynn chasing the individual, and she was hurrying back toward me now. She ran up to me, breathing heavily.
�She went into Pirates.�
�Seriously? You know it was a she?� I thought so. �Did you get a look at her face?�
�Yes.� Flynn nodded.
�American?�
�Don�t know for certain, but I think so. White face, dark hair.�
�Did you see anyone else? Any signs of anyone else?�
�No.� Flynn shook her head. �But she can�t be alone.�
Blake had joined us now. �American?�
�Yep. We think.� It was my turn to nod. �She went into Pirates.�
�Small world.� Blake smiled and elbowed me.
I got it, idiot. I can play this game too. �No, Pirates.�
�I know. I was��
�I know what you were doing. You�re hilarious.� I elbowed him back. It was weird to be here and not hear that song though. �Guess Ava was right.�
�I was right?� Ava walked up behind us with Eddie, who was still carrying Danny.
�Seems that way,� I replied. �Flynn followed her to Pirates of the Caribbean.�
�Yeah,� Ava nodded. �She ran right past us after she looped around the building. Think she was trying to throw you guys off.�
�Do you know if she was American?� Eddie asked us. �We couldn�t tell.�
�Yes,� Blake answered, and Flynn and I laughed.
�What?� Eddie turned to us.
�Nothing.� You had to be there.

We slowly made our way back through Adventureland towards the Pirates of the Caribbean ride. When we were close enough to see the entrance we stepped inside an old BBQ place to lay Danny down.
If there was more than one person inside the Pirates of the Caribbean building, they were probably watching for us. They could be armed and extremely jumpy, given they also probably hadn�t seen humans�especially Americans�around here in a while. We couldn�t take any chances.
We also knew�if they were Americans�and if they were from the bunker, we had to get in there too. We had to let Hawaii know missiles were coming before it was too late. We had to let them know Baker was forcing Keena to drop the Shield. As darkness fell on Southern California, we knew we didn�t have much time.
I watched Flynn slink up to the front door of the ride. She motioned at me to follow her, but as I started to move toward her she suddenly waved for me to stop. I froze and watched her as she looked above her head. Flynn pointed directly above her with one finger and then tapped her eye. A camera? I made a picture-taking motion back to her, and she nodded. They had to already know we were here. Confirming my suspicion, I suddenly saw three red dots appear on Flynn�s chest. �No!� I screamed and ran across the courtyard toward her. �Don�t shoot! Don�t shoot! We�re Americans�don�t shoot!�
I stepped in front of Flynn, and the three red dots were now front and center on my chest. I waved my arms as I continued to plead to whoever it was that had us in their sights. �We�re not here to hurt you. We�re from Hawaii. We�re just trying to get a message to them. The enemy has the bunker in Colorado. We need to get that message to Hawaii. Please��
There was no response. I had no way of knowing if my message had made it through. The red dots remained on my chest. Please, please, please. �Look, I understand if you don�t believe me, but you have a red phone in that bunker. Call the governor of Hawaii and ask him if he knows Captain Danny Miner. Please.�
More silence followed, and the red dots didn�t move. Finally a voice spoke from a speaker directly above our heads. �How many of you are there?�
�Six.� My voice cracked. �Sorry, six,� I repeated louder.
�All Americans?� the voice replied.
I thought about saying yes, but I knew I had to be honest. �No, we have an African major with us.�
�Prisoner?�
�No, sir.�
�Names?�
�Our names?� I asked.
�No, the names of the chipmunks.�
Chip and Dale? Or Alvin, Simon, and Theodore? �Sorry,� I yelled back, dismissing the sarcastic reply on my mind. �I�m Hayley, this is Flynn, and we have Blake, Ava, Danny, and Eddie.�
�Don�t move,� the voice said sternly.
Don�t worry.

Ten minutes passed, and the voice hadn�t yet returned. What could be taking so long? Another ten minutes passed, and there was still nothing. Suddenly a female voice next to me spoke up. �Follow me.� I jumped. It was the girl from before, but this time she had a rifle. She was a little shorter than me�five-six or five-seven�with long, curly dark hair, and I detected a slight accent. UK or Australian? I asked for her name and age�I was guessing fifteen or sixteen�but she wouldn�t tell me.
Flynn and I followed her into the darkness. I was aware of several other people moving in behind us. We were escorted through several hallways to a staircase leading down into a basement below the ride. As Flynn and I stepped through the doorway, floodlights came on and we squinted against their glare, struggling to see. Eventually, we could make out the silhouettes of twenty or so armed men and women, all with their guns pointed at us. A voice spoke from behind the spotlight directly in our face. It was the male from the loudspeaker outside.
�We have confirmed your story.�
�You called Hawaii?�
�We did.�
�And?�
�They are thrilled you are alive, but they don�t know of an Eddie. I�m afraid you will have to make a choice. We can let you in without him, or you must all stay out.�
�You don�t understand��
�Perhaps it is you that does not understand.� The man cut me off. �This is not up for debate. You are guests here, if indeed you choose to be�but your African friend is not. He is not welcome.�
I bit my lower lip and shook my head. �Can I discuss this with my brother?�
�If you must.�
�I must,� I answered, with perhaps a little too much sarcasm.
�You have one hour.�
�Maybe,� I muttered. That was up to Keena.
Flynn and I were escorted back to the front door. As we walked across the courtyard back toward Blake and the others, there were no red dots on us this time. Danny wasn�t going to be alert enough to answer the question�I knew that. I was going back to ask Eddie. This was all going to be up to Eddie.

SIXTY-SIX � The Hole Truth (Hayley)

---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
Blake was squatting beside Danny when Flynn and I rejoined them. Blake quickly jumped up and gave me a hug. �Are you okay?�
I nodded. �Is Danny talking?�
�A little,� Eddie replied.
�Has he thanked you yet?� I asked with a smile, hiding the sickness in my stomach at what I was going to have to ask him to do.
�Not necessary.� Eddie shook his head. �He�d have done the same for me.�
�My friend.� I put my hand on his massive forearm. �The five of us couldn�t have carried you.�
Eddie laughed but said without hesitation, �He would have found a way.�
Eddie was right. Danny would have found a way. Danny would have found a way to get Eddie in that bunker too. �What has he said?�
�He asked where we are.� Blake knelt back down beside him.
Concern flooded my voice. �He didn�t know?�
Blake laughed. �No, no, no�he knew�he meant specifically. He wanted to know why we were hiding and not searching for the bunker.�
�And you told him about the girl�about the people?�
Blake nodded. �I did.�
�What did he say?�
�Nothing yet.�
�Eddie.� I turned to the African major. �We have a problem.�
�They won�t let us in the bunker, will they?�
I didn�t know exactly how to reply. �Yes and no. They won�t let you in.�
I heard Danny cough then and clearly say, �Bullshit.�
�Danny just said��
�I heard him.� I moved over to my brother. �Danny, they said either we leave him out or we all stay out.�
�Then we all stay out,� he whispered back weakly.
�No,� Eddie replied behind us. �I will not accept that.�
�By tomorrow I�ll be strong enough��
�There will be no tomorrow,� Eddie interrupted Danny. �You said as much yourself.�
�Maybe I was wrong.�
Eddie scoffed. �Doubtful.�

Suddenly there was a commotion in the courtyard.
�Someone�s coming,� Ava whispered. �It looks like that girl.�
I stood and stepped out into the courtyard. It was the girl, and she was running, clearly in a panic. �They�re coming,� she yelled.
I looked behind her but didn�t see anyone else. �Who?�
She ran up to me. �The enemy.� She was out of breath. �Somehow they found us. Every truck, helicopter, everything�everything is coming this way.�
�How did they��
�The Humvee,� Blake offered behind me. �Danny says it must have had a GPS tracker.�
Of course it did. That�s why there was almost no pursuit coming from the Seven Oaks Dam. Qi Jia wanted us to go where we felt safe, saw us stop here, got everyone together, and followed the signal. We�d made it easy. �How much time do we have?�
�Seconds, minutes�� Eddie spoke, stepping out with Danny in his arms. �Who knows?�
The girl took one look at Eddie�s massive build and retreated a few paces.
�Don�t worry.� I put my hand on her arm. �He won�t hurt you.� She didn�t look convinced. �He just wants to keep my brother safe.�
She told us to follow her, introducing herself on the way as Mackenzie�insisting we call her Mack.
We hurried behind her to the entrance of the Pirates ride. There we were met by six armed guards�five men and a woman. �We�ll take him from here,� the one man said to Eddie.
Eddie handed Danny to two of the men, and they hurried into the building with him. Ava followed them in. Blake grabbed my arm. �Come on, Hayley.�
�No.� I stared at the man who had his gun pointed at Eddie. �You don�t let him in, I don�t go in.�
�Hayley, go,� Eddie growled.
�No. This is bullshit. Two times you�ve saved my brother. Twice you�ve saved me. I�m not leaving you.�
�I�m not either then.� Flynn stood beside me.
Blake sighed and rolled his eyes. �Okay then, I�m with you. You guys go back inside.�
The two remaining men looked at the other man, who seemed to be the leader. He was finally starting to look conflicted. The whirring blades of approaching helicopters almost swayed him enough�but not quite. He maintained his position�or his orders. �Have it your way.� He waved for the other two to follow him inside.
�Hayley.� Eddie was angry. �This is not your decision to make.�
�It is, in fact.� I stared him down. �It is no one else�s decision.�
Two helicopters roared overhead, and we stepped under the entrance of the ride�hiding behind a few pillars. They obviously would have picked up our heat signals. They knew where we were now.
I had taken my eyes off Blake for just a few seconds. As I turned to tell him he needed to go with Danny, I caught a brief glimpse of an object coming at my head. Before I could duck, it struck me and I blacked out.

I didn�t hear Blake say he was sorry for knocking me out.
I didn�t hear the gunfire start.
I didn�t feel Eddie pick me up.
And I didn�t hear the voice that said, �Okay, let him in.�

SIXTY-SEVEN � Fail Safe (Hayley)

---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
Anaheim Safe House. California.
When I came to, I was in a dark room with only a dim lamp in the corner. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I saw another person sitting in a chair by an open door. �What�s going on?� I sat up suddenly and winced at the searing pain that shot through my head. �What happened?� I picked up the bag of ice that had fallen on the floor. �Did Blake knock me out?� I had a sudden flashback of something coming at my head.
Flynn stood up from the chair, nodded, and stepped over to me. �The point is you�re okay�we�re okay. They let us in�all of us.�
�Eddie too? Really? Did they knock him out too?�
�No, just you.� She shook her head. �But yes, Eddie�s in here.�
�How?�
�Your brother.�
What did he do now? �Seriously?�
�While you and I were off exploring earlier Danny had Eddie wrap his arm and hide the other C-4 block under the wrap. When they brought him in, he took the C-4 cube out and stole a gun from one of the guys carrying him. He threatened to blow the bunker up from the inside if they didn�t let Eddie in. Somehow he convinced them he was serious�they didn�t have a choice.�
�They could have killed him.� I couldn�t hide the concern in my voice.
�I�m sure he knew that. But he also knew if they�d called Hawaii, they�d know they couldn�t afford to shoot an active American captain, and�as the governor called him�a living hero.�
�I didn�t think he was strong enough��
�I think Danny was counting on them thinking that too.�
That son of a�
�In any case, it worked�we�re all in here safe.�
�And Qi Jia?�
�That�s the interesting thing. They�ve been blowing the crap out of the Pirates of the Caribbean ride. But there�s a tunnel running from that basement room we were in over to Tom Sawyer�s Island. We�re actually under that island, watching them demolish the place. Look.� She pointed to a screen above my head.
I glanced up at the security feed and watched as nearly a thousand men ripped apart the Pirates of the Caribbean ride. �They�re definitely looking for us. What if they find the tunnel?�
�That�s the best part.� Flynn was amazingly calm about all of this. �The Army Corps of Engineers outdid themselves here. That room we were in earlier had a false-floor panel that opened into a three-story staircase. At the bottom of the staircase there was another door leading to an airtight sub-like tunnel over to the island. Once we were inside the sub tunnel, it turned like a drawbridge under the water, swinging us all the way around to the island. It�s airtight and waterproof once the doors are sealed. We just walked right over here. Tom Sawyer�s entire island is one giant bunker.�
�So couldn�t they find that tunnel too? If they found the floor panel and blew the door open?�
�No.� Flynn was laughing now. �We�re good. If they do find the door that led to the tunnel on the other side, and even if they do manage to open it, the whole place will flood. It�s rigged to self-destruct�or they can blow it from here as a failsafe. There�s no way anyone ever figures out there�s any passage at all over to this island. Thirty feet below the surface of water that�s only fifteen feet deep. We�re safe, Hayley.�
I tried to stand, and Flynn quickly helped me up. �Where is everyone else?�
�Everyone but Eddie is in the control room,� she replied.
�Where�s Eddie?� My alarm must have been visible.
�Don�t worry. He�s in a cell, but he�s fine.�
�I need to see him.�
Flynn nodded. �Okay.�
She led me to the cell where he was being held. He stood as soon as he saw me. �Hayley, I�m so sorry. We didn�t have another choice.�
�Forget it.� I waved him off. �That was stupid. You two should never have done that. But I�m guessing knocking me out was Danny�s idea.�
�It was my idea.� Blake�s voice behind me made me jump.
I turned around and slugged him in the chest. �It was a stupid idea, you moron. You don�t get to decide what I do with my life.�
�Easy princess.� Blake laughed, even though I was anything but smiling. �Your brother gave me pretty clear instructions about you. I was not, under any circumstance, to let you give your life for this guy.� He wagged his thumb toward Eddie. �Would you have gone quietly if I�d have asked in a nicer way?�
He knew the answer to that question. �What do you mean he gave you instructions? When?�
�When he was whispering sweet nothings in my ear out there�some of them were actually sweet somethings.� He was still smiling.
�Wait. Why is everyone so calm about this? Danny told you to knock me out?�
�Not exactly. But he knew they weren�t going to simply let Eddie walk in here, and you weren�t going to let Eddie stay out there. There�s got to be a mule somewhere on your family tree.�
I swung at him again, but he blocked me this time. �You�re the ass, Blake.�
�Hayley, Danny had his plan, but he still wanted me to make sure we got you in. I did what I had to do and now everyone is safe.�
�Aaargh�fine�thank you for saving my life. Now, will you shut up and tell me what�s going on with Hawaii?�
Blake pursed his lips, trying hard to prevent another smile. �Which one, princess, shut up or tell you what�s going on?�
�Damn it, Blake, if you call me princess one more time�� I took a step toward him with my fist raised.
A voice in the hall interrupted us. �You guys need to come right now.� It was Mackenzie. With Blake momentarily distracted I took one more shot at his chest�successfully landing that punch. I gave him a fake smile as he took a step back�covering his chest�and I followed Mackenzie down the hall. �What is it, Mack?�
�They just fired the missiles.�
�What?� Blake almost yelled right behind me.
�NORAD launched the missiles,� Mackenzie repeated.
�How many did��
�All of them,� she said.
I froze in my tracks. We�re too late.

SIXTY-EIGHT � Anything is Possible

---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
At the Hexagon on Oahu, Hawaii.
By the time the missile warning alarms sounded at the Hexagon, it was already too late. Damien knew the Shield was going down. He�d received a call from Danny�in the Anaheim Safe House�that missiles would probably be on the way tonight. Danny had hoped they�d have several more hours�giving Damien enough time to get someone up to the Shield transmitter. They didn�t even get an hour.
It wouldn�t have mattered anyway. Keena wouldn�t drop the Shield until the missiles were already well on their way, until just before they started hitting Hawaii. That�s how Baker would have it set up. That�s how the Libyan commander would have wanted it.
Danny figured Keena had programmed them all�probably even individually�at gunpoint. She�d hold out on the launch codes as long as possible, but eventually she�d break. Anyone would have. Danny told Damien about the Qi Jia forces following them to the bunker at Disneyland�certain word of their escape had made it back to Colorado. Commander Boli would know time was of the essence to launch those missiles and would do what was necessary to break Keena immediately.
Damien had awakened Stacy and Dewey fifteen minutes ago. They were currently sprinting up the Stairway to Heaven to power the Shield back up manually�when it did go down. He sent them up there just in case they had enough time, but he was relatively certain they wouldn�t. Captain Baker would have taken their every measure into account. If Keena had done it �right,� they�d have a one-minute window at best between the Shield going down and the missiles striking�and Damien knew she�d have had supervision the entire time. She�d have done it right.
Sure enough, a few minutes later, Damien watched as the codes from NORAD flashed across his screen�almost a hundred nuclear missiles launching from silos all over the country. It seemed excessive for a few small islands, but they clearly weren�t taking any chances. At 15,000 miles per hour, the first ones would get here in five to ten minutes. Damien knew he could try to stop some of them�to essentially play a real-life game of Space Invaders�but he wouldn�t have time to do enough. The missiles were already screaming their way.
It was a little odd that Keena had programmed some from the East Coast too, given their maximum projected range was 3,500 miles or so�barely two-thirds of the way here�but Damien figured Baker had merely ordered them all launched. It wasn�t going to matter. The Shield would go down any minute now. Damien had to bunker them in.
It was Damien�s task to lock down Area 52 and seal it off�to take them deep and save as many lives as he could. He�d given Nicole exactly sixty seconds to get as many people as possible into this bunker before he had to close it off.
Nicole ran down the hall to the medical wing, screaming for Trigger and Twix to get everyone into the bunker immediately. Trigger picked up Tara while Twix and Deacon pushed Kate�s bed down the hall. Everyone made it in except the governor. No one knew where he was. Damien shouted that he had to close it and, despite a few objections, he sealed every door�and Area 52 slid down into its airtight nuke-prooof bubble.
Two minutes later, it was locked in place, safe from even the most direct of nuclear strikes. The thirteen of them huddled together in the control room�with two surgeons, three nurses and two security guards�watching the screens, waiting for them to go black, for the missiles to wipe out Hawaii�for the last American state to fall.

The missiles�as expected�decimated every city they hit. New York City, Miami, Dallas, Chicago, Anchorage, Toronto, Seattle, San Diego, Denver and Colorado Springs�the headquarters for each Qi Jia region and NORAD. Not a single missile made it to Hawaii. The Shield never went down. Inside the Area 52 bunker, the group watched in shock as missile after missile disappeared from the screen until there were none remaining. The ones that did head out over the Pacific fell well short of the islands. Something had gone wrong�terribly wrong. Or�rather�something had gone right�awesomely right.

As it sank in exactly what was happening, Damien frantically began hammering at his keyboard. He pulled up the screen of launch codes, trying to decipher the coordinates tagged in each. Nicole stood over his shoulder and searched the same numbers and letters, but even she couldn�t see it.
�I don�t know how she did it,� Nicole muttered.
�She?� Reagan asked. �Who did what?�
�Keena did this,� Damien replied. �I�m sure of it. Somewhere in here is an intentional programmer glitch�a routing �malfunction� with a trigger that would default all missiles to the targets she preset. What they see wouldn�t be what they hit. Without the book she would have had to memorize a specific code and program a �mask� and override on every serial entry. But��
�Whoa, whoa, whoa�� Tara raised her arm. �Slow way the heck down! You two are the only two who understand you two. In English� please.�
Nicole turned, nodding. �What he means is we think Keena somehow pre-programmed a majority of these missiles to strike certain cities�but she set it up before today. She would have only needed one code from Danny�s book�just one�some uniform sequence to put in every missile launch code� which was most likely the sequence she held out on until now. She could have gotten that code from Danny at any point in time.�
Reagan cleared her throat. �Uh� why would he give that to her?�
�He didn�t keep anything from them.� Damien gestured towards the Pack members. �She would�ve only needed to remember one code.�
�But how do you know she set it up before today?� Deacon asked.
�That was the �mask� Damien referred to,� Nicole explained. �Keena would�ve had to bury the code of her intended target�say San Diego�somewhere in the sequence of the missile launch code for Qi Jia�s target�say� Honolulu�the place that they�d think the missile was going. On their screens they�d watch the missile close in on their target, while in actuality each missile would go to Keena�s preset target.�
�So they�d see it going to Honolulu and hitting Honolulu, but the missile would actually be hitting San Diego or something�wherever Keena set it to hit?� Tara tried to clarify Damien�s point.
�Exactly.� Damien nodded. �But she would have had to do it on every� single� missile. With her skills it might�ve taken only a few minutes per missile�but a hundred missiles times three or four minutes, that�s what�?�
�Five to seven hours,� Trigger answered immediately and everyone looked at him in surprise. �What? I like math.�
�That�s the problem,� Damien continued. �Where would she have gotten five to seven hours? She didn�t even get a half hour in there with Danny, and she couldn�t have done it around Baker. I could show you what I mean if I had a launch code. You can�t hide or skip any steps�every alteration would be obvious�and they would never have left her alone with the computer. Trust me� Baker would have seen what she was doing. Unless��
�Unless what?� Reagan watched his face blanch suddenly.
�Holy shit!� Damien said, reaching out and putting his hand on Nicole�s shoulder beside him.
�What?� Trigger asked.
�Holy shit!� Damien said again, jumping up.
Emily and Abbey had heard plenty of cursing the past couple days but Tara still glared at Damien. �Come on.� She mouthed at him, nodding towards her daughter. She pointed at the members of the Pack. �These four are going to beat the holy mess out of you if you don�t��
�Baker was in on it,� Damien blurted out.
�There�s no way�� Reagan snapped immediately.
�Think about it.� Damien was animated. �He had to be. He knew what she was doing. Or they were working together. That�s it. He was torturing her as much as necessary but keeping her alive. He didn�t need what she was holding out�or she wasn�t even holding out�but he�like it or not, he was a part of this.�
�I don�t believe it.� Tara was just as incredulous. �The guy you told us killed his own son and sold out his team. Sorry, I�m with Reagan on this.�
Reagan turned to address Trigger and Twix. �You guys know Baker better than anyone here. That sound reasonable to either of you?�
They looked at each other. �Well.� Twix shrugged. �If you�re asking if it�s possible that a SEAL captain sold out his team to save his own life, felt terrible about it, and found out he could redeem himself by protecting someone who could do what he couldn�t�sure�I guess that�s possible.�
There was silence in the room as everyone considered what Twix had just said.
�I�d like Danny�s perspective on it, of course,� he added.
Tara shook her head and said what everyone else was thinking. �Is it really possible one of the world�s biggest a-holes could be one of its greatest heroes?�
�There�s only one way to find out.� Kate�s raspy voice startled all of us. Those were the first words she had said since Redemption.
�Kate,� Tara almost squealed. �How are you feeling?�
�Call Cheyenne Mountain.� She pointed at the red phone.
�Honey.� Reagan took her hand. �They�re all dead. They launched the missiles while you were out. They hit Colorado Springs too.�
�It�s a nuclear bunker, isn�t it?� Kate asked.
There were several nods, and Damien replied, �Yes.�
�Then call them,� Kate repeated.
Damien picked up the receiver on the red phone and dialed the Cheyenne Mountain Bunker. Everyone in Area 52 silently watched and listened as he hit the speakerphone button and set the receiver down.
They heard it start to ring. On the eighth ring Damien shook his head and reached down for the handset. And then there was a click. Then there was a voice on the other end.

SIXTY-NINE � Celebration (Hayley)

---------- (Thursday. August 11, 2022.) ----------
Anaheim Safe House. California.
Thirty minutes after the missiles annihilated the Qi Jia capitals across North America we got a phone call from Area 52. We�d been trying to reach them for the past twenty minutes but had repeatedly gotten a busy signal. Many of us didn�t even know that was possible�a phone that didn�t go straight to voicemail. How lame was that?
But where digital communication had failed us, that hard line kept us connected. When the phone rang we almost didn�t hear it. A celebration was in full swing in the Disneyland bunker. All of our new friends were as giddy as we were, well aware by now that we were exactly who we said we were. Danny holding them hostage had quickly been forgiven, and we had watched the missiles launch and hit their targets�none of which were in Hawaii.
We had been just as panicked as they were in Hawaii when the missiles launched�and just as shocked at the results. According to the Anaheim bunker�s top tech guy the three nuclear missiles that hit San Diego would have registered at a 5 to 5.5 on the Richter Scale. At almost a hundred miles from the impact zone we didn�t physically feel a thing. But emotionally, we were as high as you could get�without drugs�at this low of an elevation. Jubilant, giddy, euphoric�pick an adjective to describe insane happiness and this group was definitely that.
Everyone immediately looked to Danny for an explanation. Obviously the altered strikes had been intentionally programmed. �Had to be Keena,� he said. Danny assumed that after she hadn�t been able to close the door on the Cheyenne Mountain bunker, she�d set to work on the �next best thing.� She wanted to make absolutely certain that any missile launched from Cheyenne Mountain would never hit Hawaii. What didn�t make sense was how she�d had enough time to pull it off. I heard him say that to Blake and Blake�s reaction made it clear that he agreed. Keena had succeeded, yes�fantastic�but how? It didn�t really matter�not to anyone else in here at least�but I was carefully watching Danny and then I heard someone yelling at him.
�Danny,� a man yelled across the din. �Phone call.�
Danny limped over to the phone and waved at everyone to quiet down. Most of them just left the room�including Ava. Blake, Flynn, Eddie and I gathered around Danny as he picked up the phone.
At first it was Damien on the other end. Apparently everyone in Area 52 had been wondering the same thing as Danny. How did Keena program a hundred nuclear missiles in twenty minutes? No one thought she could have. Danny was doing more listening than talking which was bothering me because I couldn�t hear what was being said. And then I saw the expression change on Danny�s face, along with the tone of his voice.
�No way,� he said, shaking his head.
No way, what?
A minute later his position on the mystery topic had changed. �I guess it�s possible. That would certainly explain a few things.�
And then he was asking us for a little privacy. We backed away as his voice changed completely. �Hey,� he said softly. Now he was on the phone with Kate.
I watched his face from a distance, straining to listen to his side of the conversation. He was calm for the most part. He said �sorry� a few times. He wiped his eyes a few times. I saw Danny take some bad news, and say, �Oh my� Seriously?� But it was his glance at me that made my heart both drop and accelerate simultaneously. �Quiet, everyone,� I pleaded, trying to catch every word, but Danny wasn�t saying anything now. �What?� I asked, walking towards him. Blake, Flynn, and Eddie followed me over.
�It�s Dad.� Danny lowered the phone and shook his head. I could see his hand shaking. �The hurricane hit Redemption hard. He didn�t make it, Hayley.�
Tears filled my eyes, and Flynn was quickly beside me. �No�� I whispered.
Danny continued to shake his head. �Dad, Grandpa, Jenna, and�� Now Danny glanced at Blake.
�Kaci?� Blake asked quietly. Danny nodded.
I could barely feel anything, but my eyes were drawn to Blake. He was nodding, his eyes glazed over, and I watched him wipe his face. �How?� he asked Danny.
�Something called a meteotsunami hit Redemption in the eye of the hurricane�storm surge basically. Ramped right off Ni�ihau and wiped Redemption clean. There�s nothing left out there.�
A stunned silence dropped over the five of us. Blake shook his head and left the room. �Yeah, I�m still here.� Danny spoke into the headset. His eyes were back on me. �There�s more.�
I didn�t know if I could take any more. I was tempted to follow Blake. What else? �Okay��
�Someone wants to talk to you.� Danny held the receiver out to me.
I took it from him, and the voice on the other end made me drop it. I could hear the words coming from the handset. �Hello�Hayley�hello.� I fell to my knees, my hands shaking like crazy now, and picked the phone back up. �S-s�Sam?�
�Yes, it�s me,� he answered with his deep warm voice.
�How�� I didn�t know what else to say.
�I�ll tell you all about it soon, okay? I promise.�
I cringed instinctively at those words but nodded�even though he couldn�t see me. �Okay.�
�I need to give the phone back to Kate, but I wanted to tell you I�m here, I�m safe, and I love you.�
It was my turn to wipe the tears away now. �I love you too.� I handed the phone back to my brother. �Kate wants to talk to you again.�
I didn�t even think about why, until I saw Danny hang up the phone, sit down, and bury his head in his lap. �Danny?� I knelt beside him.
He was trying unsuccessfully to hold the sobs in. �She lost��
She lost the baby! He didn�t have to say a word. I brought the wheelchair he occasionally used over to him and wheeled him down the hall. He kept his head down past all the partying people�many of whom cheered him as he rolled by�all the way to his room. Ava met me in the hall just outside his door. �I�ll take him from here.�
I wanted to object, but Danny grabbed my arm firmly. I knelt down beside him. �Hayley, please, just this once, don�t say anything. Just let it go.�
Let it go. I nodded, stood, and backed away. I stared Ava down as she wheeled him into his room and closed the door.
Let it go.
I felt a cold hand on my arm and turned to see Flynn standing beside me. �Come on.� She pulled me toward our room.
I took one last look at Danny�s door. I knew I�d lost now. Ava was going to get what she wanted. I�d lost. Kate had lost. Damn it, Danny.

Dinner was a mixed bag of tears and laughter later that night. The group of soldiers outside had dispersed, clearly fearful of the encroaching radiation from the missiles that had struck the San Diego/Tijuana hub. It would be several months before we�d even be able to safely leave this bunker, but we�d find a way to survive in here until then. I looked around the tables at the twenty-six men and women who had been living here at Disneyland for the past two years. I watched them interact with Blake, Flynn, and even Eddie�who had been released from his cell hours ago. Danny had asked to be excused from dinner tonight�he wanted one night to himself. Well, with Ava, of course. I was inclined to give it to him, but I had a few things on my mind that couldn�t wait. Turns out so did Blake.
I let Blake go talk to him first. When he returned, I stepped away from my seat at the table and walked down the hallway toward Danny�s room. I knocked on his door. Ava opened it a crack.
�I need ten minutes.� I didn�t even want to look at her, but I couldn�t help but take in what she was�or wasn�t�wearing.
She turned to look back into the room. �Should I let your sister��
I shoved the door open then. �Ava.� I stepped up to her, face to face. �I don�t need your permission to talk to my brother. So move your T&A out of my way.�
�Hayley!� Danny snapped at me, then looked at Ava. �It�s fine. Could we have ten minutes?�
Ava glared at me but stepped out, in a transparent enough T-shirt�just a T-shirt.
I sat down opposite Danny, staring at him. Finally he raised his head and looked at me. �Nothing happened,� he said bluntly.
�She�s practically naked.�
�Hayley�nothing happened.�
�Today?� I don�t believe you.
�Ever.�
�And by nothing you mean�� Still don�t believe you.
�I mean nothing.�
�You haven�t even kissed her?�
�I haven�t.�
�And I�m supposed to believe that?�
�I don�t care what you believe.�
�So why let her sleep in here with you? Why let her dress like that?�
�She�s lonely.�
�Oh, bullshit.�
�Did you come in here just to yell at me? Cause if so, your ten minutes are up.�
I did want to keep yelling at him, and I still wasn�t convinced he was telling the truth, but I hadn�t come in here to make him feel worse. I took a deep breath and hit reset on my emotions. �I�m sorry about Kate.�
Danny�s shoulders sagged as he accepted my apology. He nodded. �I really wanted to be a dad.� The pain was thick in his voice. �That was really driving me��
�You still can be.�
He bit his lip and shook his head. �She can�t��
I knew what he was saying. Kate had been seriously injured�in the same storm that had killed Dad. �You know that for a fact?�
Danny nodded. �Yes.�
�That has to be terrible for her,� I said, then quickly added, �For both of you.� I placed my hand on his knee. �Is she okay otherwise?�
�I don�t know.�
�You don�t��
�I don�t want to talk about it, okay? Especially not with you.�
Whoa! Wait a minute! �What�s that supposed to mean?�
�Nothing, Hayley. You should leave.�
�Uh, no, that�s not happening now. You�re going to tell me what you meant by that.�
�What�s the point?� There was plenty of anger in his voice. �Huh, Hayley? What�s the point in all of this?�
�All this?�
�Yeah�everything we lost. For what?�
�You mean why did you come after me?� I asked and he didn�t answer right away. Awesome!
�No, that�s not what I mean.�
By the way he said it, I almost believed him. �Okay. So what then?�
�Hayley, when you were little, when Mom and Dad fought all the time, I told you I would always protect you, that I would never let anything happen to you�that you would always be my number one.� He paused and stared at me until my eyes locked with his. �You may piss me off now and again�especially now�and your integrity may get on my nerves at the worst damn times, but if I�d have lost everyone else and only saved you, it would honestly have been worth it to me. But not vice versa.�
�Danny��
He held up a hand. �I�m saying you�re still my number one. I was always going to�and would always�come for you. But that doesn�t mean I�m okay with everything that happened. That doesn�t mean this isn�t absolutely killing me right now. I really, really wanted to be a dad. That�s pretty much what kept me and Ava from�� He stopped his own sentence�the implication plenty clear. �That�s what kept me in this. Does that make sense?�
It would have felt wrong not to nod, so I did, even though I didn�t totally understand.
�There�s nothing for me to go back to now.�
�Danny, that�s not true at all. Kate is dying for you to come back.� Wow! Terrible choice of words!
�It is Hayley. It is. I can�t take this anymore. None of it. I don�t even want to go back to Hawaii now.�
�Danny, come on. There are so many people who love you and respect you and can�t wait to��
�I just need a break, Hayley. I need a damn break. Everyone always expects me to be perfect, to carry the load, to figure everything out. I need that to end.�
�Danny, we don�t��
�But you do.� He stood up now, his voice getting louder. �If I don�t come get you, you�re dead. I did, and now all these other people are dead. I�m not saying it�s your fault, but what was I supposed to do? How do I ever win?�
�Danny��
�Hayley, damn it, enough.� He spun to me with fire in his eyes, but I hadn�t said his name this time. I pointed at the door, where Ava was standing. Please put some clothes on!
�Sorry,� he apologized to her. �What?�
�You guys need to see this,� Ava said quietly.
�You should get dressed,� Danny said.
Thank you!
Ava put pants and underwear on and we followed her down the hall to the main room. She drew stares from a dozen men along the way. They were probably rather disappointed in her new look.
She led us over to the main computer. �Damien sent this over from Hawaii.� She pointed at a few lines on the screen. �When he lined all the missile codes up in sequence, there was a letter or symbol tagged to the end of each launch code�a hundred missiles, a hundred characters. He�s pretty sure it�s a message from Keena.�
I read the two sentences over Danny�s shoulder.
**If everything went as planned we are still here.**
**If not, I hope we did enough. This land is our land. Take it back.**


EPILOGUE

(Hayley)
Four months later.
---------- (Tuesday. December 20, 2022.) ----------
Leaving California.
I don�t know what news Flynn took worse�that her dad was still alive or that he was being heralded as one of the two heroes in all of this. When Blake explained what had happened in the Cheyenne Mountain Bunker�from what he�d gathered from Danny and Damien�I don�t think there were words to describe our astonishment� or Flynn�s anger.
It turned out Keena somehow convinced Captain Baker to help her. He, of course, claimed the scheme was all his idea�his plan B when the original plan disintegrated. He saved Hawaii by weaseling his way into Commander Boli�s good graces, got him into the bunker to gain his trust, only so he could find out what Qi Jia�s plan was�and blow them all away. I�m not sure any of us believed that�I absolutely didn�t�particularly since it had cost thirty people in that bunker their lives. Captain Baker was no hero. Flynn and I�at least�were convinced he�d have said and done anything to save his own life. It was only when Keena told him how he could survive and be free of Qi Jia�s control that he committed to her plan�the one they carried out.
Captain Baker tortured Keena�severely. If any credit is due him at all, he was at least convincing in that role. He somehow got Boli to believe that she was holding on to a critical piece of information that would keep the destruction of Hawaii from being successful. They needed her alive to pull it off. He saved her life by almost killing her. Boli bought it�at least enough to leave the two of them alone at a computer for lengthy periods of time. It was during those times that Keena manipulated the launch codes and put the entire plan in place.
She convinced Baker to drag out the torture for three days�to do enough to make it believable and delay Boli from launching until the third night�hoping that would give Danny enough time to get to safety and get a message to Hawaii in case their plan didn�t work.
But it did work. When Keena entered in the final code to launch all the missiles, Baker convinced Boli�s men to go outside and watch the missiles pass overhead. He and his two SEALs got the door down on the bunker, took Commander Boli prisoner, and killed the few Qi Jia soldiers who had stayed inside. Six survivors remained inside the nuke-proof bunker: Keena, Boli, Baker, and his two SEALs� and Isabelle. Isabelle was still alive.
There was no way Captain Baker came up with that plan. But Keena was too modest�and Baker too arrogant�for any other version to surface.
She was still in Cheyenne Mountain with Commander Boli, Captain Baker, and his two surviving SEALs. There was far too much radiation in the Denver/Colorado Springs area to come out yet. But we hoped to retrieve them in a few more months. We couldn�t wait to see Keena. As for Captain Baker�the �hero� who had his own son killed and sacrificed his team to save himself�well�seeing him again ever would be far too soon.
We stayed in the Disney bunker a month longer than we�d originally planned. I can�t say they were a great four months. In fact, for me they were pretty much the opposite. Flynn was terribly sick the entire month of October�some form of pneumonia the bunker doctor guessed. Mackenzie and I stayed with her and took care of her but it was scary to watch her wither up and almost die. Somehow she pulled through, but her illness and the cold darkness of the bunker ate at me.
Mack and I quickly became good friends�turned out she was only a month and a half younger than me. She just seemed really young�compared to how old I felt. She was so cheery, so fun�so innocent and pretty.
I didn�t like what I saw in my mirror�pale, sickly, and tired. I needed a tan, a couple straight months of sleep, and my bow and arrows for stress relief. I needed to get away and be alone, like I couldn�t be in here. I guess you could say I understood how Danny felt about wanting to escape from everything related to this mess. He didn�t feel like celebrating. I didn�t either.
Of course I was relieved that Reagan, Sam, and the girls had survived�but I carried the burden of Danny�s words from that first night in Anaheim�and of the things I assumed he meant by what he didn�t say.
On the one hand, I couldn�t wait to see how much my baby brother had grown. Ollie might even be walking. And Tara was pregnant�I was going to have another brother or sister in a few months, and I was certainly excited about that. I missed the girls�Emily and Abbey�and Kate, of course, who had pretty much always been my big sister.
On the other hand I missed Dad more than anyone�probably because I knew he was gone forever. I thought about him the most and ached from the stunning reality that I was never going to see him or Grandpa again. Jenna and Kaci were also dead. Governor Barnes had killed himself the day he found out his wife was also dead. In that sense I didn�t want to go back�in that way I could understand why Danny didn�t either. It wasn�t ever going to be the same. That�s where the guilt ate at me. No matter how much Blake, Flynn, Mackenzie and Eddie tried to convince me otherwise�that this was all on Lazzo�I felt responsible for those lives�those deaths.
I also missed Mom. I hadn�t felt that longing for her in years. I really missed her now. It was weird to think that at some point I�d moved on from her death�that it was even possible I could do the same with these�but I guessed that�s how life was. I guessed maybe I�d get over this too.
The person I�d always loved the most in life was Danny. I had him right here with me in the bunker but we weren�t exactly on speaking terms. In fact, he�d kind of shut himself off from everyone else the past few months. He�d come out of their room�his and Ava�s�every now and then to talk strategy with a few of the Anaheim bunker leaders�and then head back in to her. Man, I hate her.
It was hard listening to people talk about Danny like he was just another soldier�and even harder to listen to people criticize him. Even if they were right. Danny�perhaps second to only Keena�was responsible for the opportunity we all were seemingly going to have to rebuild America. Everyone here owed him something. Gratitude�if nothing else. But Danny wasn�t doing himself any favors, locking himself in his room with that skank. I was embarrassed that Eddie saw him this way. Blake didn�t like it, but he understood. Eddie didn�t like it or understand. Eddie had lost his wife, daughters, brother, brother�s family, friends, home�everything. Eddie didn�t have a choice in the matter. Danny was choosing to ignore me, his closest friend�Blake�and his wife�who had just miscarried and lost her lifelong best friend. Considering all of that, no matter how much Blake and I stood up for him Eddie wasn�t buying it.
Eventually we stopped defending him. There were some things I couldn�t explain away. Danny had become cold, brooding�bitter. He didn�t seem to care what anyone else thought�except Ava. Frickin� general�s daughter. He definitely didn�t want to hear about Kate. Twice I�d caught him at the dinner table and asked if he�d talked to Kate recently. Both times he got up and walked away before I could finish my sentence and I was left standing there�in a war of glares�with Ava. I really couldn�t fathom what Danny saw in her. Beyond her looks, if he honestly wasn�t getting any, I don�t know what her purpose was.
Or maybe he was actually with her now. Maybe that blow-up doll had replaced Kate. What guy lying next to that every night wouldn�t give himself a pass and roll with the hormones? It made me sick thinking about it. My heart went out to Kate, waiting for him in Hawaii. She couldn�t wait to have him back, but she wasn�t getting the same Danny back. This one would have never come to save me. This Danny wouldn�t even try to save himself.
We�d found out a little about the missile damage. Keena had effectively wiped out all the Qi Jia capital cities�their headquarters�in America. Best as anyone could tell, she leveled the playing field�perhaps taking out as much as ninety percent of their entire forces. Damien had sent word to Australia, England, France�anywhere he thought we might have survivors and let them know what had happened. His hope�our hope�was to get everyone together in Hawaii and come up with a plan to take our country back.
I felt guilty about a lot of what we�d lost since the beginning of August�I�m not going to lie�but I also knew the other truth. If I hadn�t gone with Lazzo and Danny hadn�t come for me�if we hadn�t ended up in Cheyenne Mountain�Qi Jia would have had control of those missiles. Not Keena. One day Qi Jia would have figured out how to do essentially the same thing she did with them. But when they launched the missiles, they�d all have hit Hawaii�they�d have wiped us completely out.
We definitely wouldn�t be getting on this plane�talking, laughing and looking forward to landing in Hawaii�looking forward to the future.
There wouldn�t be a future to talk about.
As we boarded the plane for Hawaii and lifted off into a stormy sky, I looked around at the passengers. Everyone else seemed happy. Everyone else seemed worry-free. I glanced at my brother, sitting across from me with his arm around Ava. She smiled at me, and I resisted the urge to flip her off. I turned to Blake instead. �Do you think anyone would mind if I threw her off the plane.�
Blake smiled, nodding slowly. �Unfortunately, Hayley�� He sighed. �Unfortunately I do.�
He twisted the top off a bottle of beer, lifted it up and took a long drink. �Aaaahhh�� he sighed.
�Good?� I asked.
�Terrible.� He shuddered. �So awful.� He held another bottle out to me. �Want one?�
I laughed and took it from him. �Why not?� I popped the top on mine and took a swig. I nearly gagged. �Whoa!�
�Right?� Blake laughed. He held his bottle out toward mine. �Toast.�
I clinked mine against his.
�To the future,� he said.
�To the past,� I added.
Blake raised his bottle again. �And to pillows.� He smiled and began to take another drink.
I punched him in the shoulder, as he laughed and feigned injury.
�Forget that!� I shook my head and glared at Ava again.
Forget that.
---------- The End ----------
*****
Thank You
For
Reading
REDEMPTION
*****
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