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      A wave of utter uselessness scraped through Gunner’s veins as he snapped his gaze from the tiny island beyond the breaking waves, to the expressions of hope plastered on the faces of the remaining survivors sharing the life raft with him. Sykes and a bunch of able-bodied men were frantically trying to untie the ropes that connected the four pods together, two with supplies and equipment, two crammed full of survivors.

      He’d be right there helping the men if his hand hadn’t been reduced to a mangled bunch of barbaric stitches at the end of his arm. Instead, as he oversaw the raft preparation, riding yet another wave of nausea, he had to listen to the excited ramblings of the people sharing the pod with him. They weren’t even on dry soil yet and they were already planning long showers and hot meals and sleeping in a real bed.

      The first thing he’d do would be to call his wife. But thinking of her and his daughter was both a blessing and a curse. His heart ached for them. Hell, everything ached for them. His mind shattered into a million pieces as he tried to picture how they were coping after those twin EMP attacks. They weren’t prepared for an event like that. Far from it. They didn’t stockpile food, or hide spare equipment in secure places. They didn’t even have a water tank. Adelle was strong. And capable. And incredibly smart. But she had Bella to think of. Their seven-year-old daughter had inherited her mother’s stubborn streak and she could be a handful, especially when she was hungry or tired.

      Gunner needed to get home to them. He’d already been away too long.

      He studied the island again, desperate to prove his gut instinct wrong.

      But his despair sank even deeper. There was absolutely nothing to indicate the island was inhabited. They were likely still thousands of miles from home.

      The sun was their enemy, swiftly sinking into the western horizon and stealing light with every second. Minutes were bleeding away.

      Finally, they’d untied the ropes. But now they had the greatest challenge of all.

      Eight of their strongest survivors—Sykes, Sterling, Ken, Col, Zon, Willis, Quinn, and Jackson—had to row the four pods and their precious cargo of survivors and supplies to that island. It tore him to shreds that he wasn’t one of them.

      It’d be damn tough. These things were like floating bricks, built for safety not maneuverability. Especially not over a wave break like the one ahead of them. They did have one stroke of luck though—the incoming tide was on their side. But they had to act fast. Once it turned, they’d have no hope of getting these rafts to shore.

      While the people behind him babbled on about T-bone steak with hot chips and a mountain of gravy, he scanned the island through the binoculars, hoping beyond all hope that the dread in his gut was unfounded.

      They’d already been through enough.

      For fifteen days, while he’d been drifting in and out of consciousness, the rest of them had spent hour after hour cramped in the confined rafts, rationing food and water, nursing seasickness and injuries, and desperately hoping for rescue. Or praying to find dry land.

      Now that they had, Gunner was certain their situation wasn’t any better.

      He wouldn’t voice it though. He could be wrong.

      Hell, he’d been wrong on so many counts it was impossible to trust anything was right. The insecurities that’d plagued him since he was a child were as brutal as ever, slamming ‘what-ifs’ through his brain like a wrecking ball.

      What if he’d abandoned ship earlier?

      What if they’d successfully pushed Rose of the Sea off that container ship?

      What if someone else was in charge?

      “Captain. Gunner.”

      He turned to the voice. It was Quinn, standing out of the hatch of the nearest pod with a rope looped around his fist.

      “Sir, can you catch this?”

      Gunner lowered the binoculars to a seat. “Toss it over.”

      The rope flew through the air and he caught it first go.

      “Great, now tie it on.”

      Gunner shoved the rope through a cleat and tugged it tight. Shit. I can’t tie it. I need two hands for that. His gaze snagged on the bloody bandage at the end of his wrist and the urge to scream, ‘I can’t tie the fucking rope,’ burned in his throat. But he bit it back. For the sake of the people sharing his raft he kept it together.

      That’s what he’d been doing ever since he’d plunged that knife into his father’s belly all those years ago—keeping it together.

      “Hold it there, sir. I’m coming over.”

      Gunner wrapped his only hand around the rope, and as he clutched it and Quinn pulled his life raft over, Gunner’s thoughts tumbled back to his mother. She was serving twenty-five years in jail for a crime he’d committed.

      But she’d made Gunner promise to never admit that he’d been the one who’d stabbed his father. It was the only promise Gunner wished he’d never kept. She’d begged him to let her take the blame. She’d done it to save him.

      She was still wasting away in LA’s Century Regional Detention Facility, and with the power out, it would be pure hell. Who would save her?

      She’ll die in there if I don’t get home soon. A blaze of acid raced through his stomach.

      Maybe she already had.

      “How you doing, Captain?” Quinn slapped him on the shoulder, launching Gunner back from the brutal rabbit hole he’d tumbled into.

      Gunner attempted a smile. “I’m okay.”

      “Of course you are. Come sunset we’ll be drinking cocktails and stuffing food down our throats till our bellies burst.” Quinn’s beaming smile was completely out of sync with Gunner’s crippling thoughts.

      His reference to a bursting belly had Gunner’s memory slamming right back to his father’s bloody body with the knife buried in his gut. The kitchen knife had gone in so easily. Pure rage had powered Gunner’s thrust. A rage that he’d never experienced before, nor after that attack. But as he glanced again at the tiny island, and realized that he was no closer to his family, that simmering rage ramped up to boiling.

      “Afternoon, sir.” Cloe popped up next to Quinn. Her face was a replica of nearly everyone in the rafts—gaunt, grubby, and grim. But also, touched with a hint of excitement.

      “Hello, Cloe. How are you?”

      “I’m great now. Can’t wait to get my feet on dry land.”

      He nodded. It sure would be nice. The last time they’d walked on land was when they’d docked in Hawaii. That already seemed like months ago.

      “Permission to come on board, sir. I’ve got the job of rowing your raft into shore.”

      “Permission granted.” Gunner eased back so Quinn could climb into his raft.

      Quinn bobbed down to view the passengers. “How you all doing?”

      The upbeat answers confirmed everyone’s excitement.

      “Right. Sit back and hang on. It could get a bit rough. But don’t worry. We’ll be strolling along dry sand in no time.”

      Quinn returned to Gunner’s side. “Captain, I’m sorry, but I have to ask you to take your seat.” He lowered his eyes, clearly embarrassed to be giving Gunner orders.

      Nodding, Gunner squatted and shuffled backward onto his delegated seat. Opposite him was Madeline. The tiny acrobatic dancer and Sterling had gone through hell on the ship. Gunner’s guilt over that was yet another brick in his belly. He’d been told people were trapped in the elevator, yet he’d done nothing to save them. He’d let them down. He’d let hundreds of people down. Madeline, Sterling, and Sally’s rescue at the very end had been nothing short of a miracle.

      They needed another miracle now.

      A second man joined Quinn at the hatch and ducked down to peer into the raft. It was one of the twins. Gunner still couldn’t tell Col and Ken apart. He glanced at Gunner and then scanned the other sixteen people spaced out evenly on the raft’s seats. “You guys ready?”

      Gunner nodded along with everyone else.

      The twin stood again and positioned himself opposite Quinn so both of them could lean out the hatch to row.

      “Hey, Sykes, ready when you are.”

      “Roger that.” Sykes’ voice was loaded with confidence.

      Gunner was lucky to have a man like Sykes in his crew. Sykes was assertive, intelligent, creative, and loyal. They were all lucky to have him. Sykes was a born leader. Gunner worked damn hard, but he never deserved to be in charge.

      Through the porthole, Gunner had a clear view of Sykes in action. His orders were firm—he was in control. “Jackson and I will go first,” Sykes called out. “Watch what we do. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” Quinn hollered. “Good luck.”

      This was it.

      They’d already lost too many lives to the ocean.

      Gunner closed his eyes and prayed they weren’t about to add any more.
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      “Row! Quickly, or we’ll fuckin’ miss it.” Zon dug the paddle into the water and pulled long and hard.

      Willis was on the other side of the hatch, doing the same.

      Zon couldn’t believe Sykes had paired him with the fat security guard. Last time he’d spoken to him, Zon had wanted to kill the fucker. Now they was tryin’ to work together to save everyone’s asses.

      “Pull! Harder!”

      The life raft curled up the wave. And up. But they were too slow. At the top of the swell, it tumbled backward. Everythin’ went flying—everyone inside the raft . . . their supplies.

      Equipment clanged. Chicks screamed.

      “Fuckin’ hell,” Zon yelled. “We missed it again.”

      Zon tried to ignore the sounds of stuff tossing about. It had better not be his stash, especially his grog. That shit was expensive.

      Each time they tried to catch a wave into shore, the fuckin’ ocean would suck ’em right back out again. The other rafts had done no better. Zon was thinkin’ they were fucked. There was barely any sunlight left and he was getting sick of this shit. If it wasn’t for all his cash, poker chips, and other stuff in the raft, he woulda swam to shore and saved his-self.

      “Okay, this is it,” Sykes yelled across to them and all the other men standing in the rafts. “This is the one.”

      Zon glanced over his shoulder. A wave curled toward ’em. It was bigger than the last twenty or so. Sykes was right—if this one didn’t get ’em onto that beach, then they really were fucked.

      “Now! Go!” Sykes bellowed.

      Zon and Willis drove their paddles into the water. Over and over, Zon pulled the weight of the raft toward the shore. The wave curled up beneath ’em. They caught the swell. But this time, instead a tippin’ over the top, the fuckin’ raft rode the wave like a hippo in a surfin’ competition.

      It slammed onto the sand, just ’bout tossing him overboard, and he jumped off. Willis kinda fell out and belly-flopped onto the sand.

      They grabbed the ropes, holding it in position. “Get out. Get out,” Willis yelled.

      People scrambled from the raft, takin’ their sweet time too.

      “Can you hold the raft, Zon?” Willis’ left eye was bright red and looked like it was bleedin’. He musta copped a whack in the head. Hopefully it hurt.

      “Yeah, I got this.”

      “Okay good. I’ll go help the others.” Willis waddled off, racing into the knee-deep water to the next raft that’d reached the shore about twenty feet away.

      As the men sprinted from one raft to the next, dragging ’em onto the sand, savin’ everyone, Zon stayed right where he was. Actin’ all cool and calm as he helped people outta the raft. But really, he just wanted ’em out, so he could check on his stuff.

      When Jessie popped her head through the hatch, his heart did some kinda weird burp. When she reached for his hand and their palms connected, he just about fell over.

      “We made it, Zon.” She squeezed her fingers around his and curled her tongue over her lips, real slow-like.

      Fuck me. She wants me to kiss her.

      He leaned in. Everything around him disappeared—the cheering people. The crashing waves. The kid with the afro running up the beach like a dickhead. It was just him and Jessie, sharing a moment. Her lips were right there. Her eyes latched onto his.

      “Thank Christ! It’s a miracle.” Her fat dad clutched her shoulders. “Land. Glorious land.”

      Jessie turned to her father, giggling. “Very funny, Dad.”

      Zon didn’t think it was funny.

      Albert placed his hand on Zon’s back. “We’d never be here if it weren’t for you, Zon. You’re a real hero. You know that, don’t you?”

      I’m forgiven? Zon had no idea what to say. All of ’em had been calling him a hero since he saved Captain Dickhead.

      Go figure. Chop off someone’s hand and they think you’re king shit.

      As soon as all four rafts had been hauled onto the beach and tied to the nearest palm trees, people started racing around doin’ stuff.

      The lot of ‘em were freakin’ out ’cause the sun was going down. Like that was different. They’d been pretty much in the dark since the shit hit the fan on the cruise ship.

      First thing they did was get a fire going. Nearly everyone started runnin’ into the bushes and dragging logs and stuff down to the beach. Zon liked the idea of a bonfire so he joined in. Each time he came near Jessie she smiled at him. The fourth time, she even giggled. Maybe she had the same idea he did. ’Cause if she did, then the two of ’em would be sitting around that fire later, watchin’ the flames ’til the sun came up.

      Or even better, once everyone else fell asleep, they could sneak into the bushes and he could show her what a real hero he was.

      Once the fire was the size of his pickup truck back home, people started makin’ their own areas to get through the night. The banana-shaped moon popped up, givin’ ’em extra light. That was when Gunner and Sykes went for a walk along the beach.

      They were gone for a while, but when they returned, they took off again in the other direction. Zon had no idea what they was looking for. Nor did he care. His first priority was getting his stuff outta the raft and stashin’ it in the bushes somewhere.

      After Sykes and a few of the other crew handed out their nightly rations, people started drifting off to sleep. Soon there was just nine of ’em left sitting around the bonfire. Jessie was one of ’em.

      Zon was trying to figure out how he could get in beside her when she stood, dusted off her pants, and walked right at him.

      “Heya.” She flopped next to him on the log he’d pulled to the fire to sit on. “How’s the big hero going?” She swayed toward him and crossed her legs so her knee touched his thigh.

      Zon just about burst into pieces. A pulse of heat shot through his body and his groin throbbed to life.

      The glow from the fire made it feel like them two was the only ones on the whole fuckin’ beach. He turned to Jessie and the flames flickered in her dark eyes when she smiled at him. Maybe she was thinkin’ what he was thinkin’.

      That wasn’t really possible. ’Cause he was thinkin’ that he’d wanna take Jessie into his raft and get stuck into some of his fancy grog. But she didn’t know about his stash. What’d be even better than that though, would be once he’d showed her all his stuff and they were all pissy, he’d like to get stuck into her.

      Zon had been pretty lucky lately. But maybe being shipwrecked on an island could turn out to be the luckiest moment of his life.
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      Gabby had honestly thought the new day would bring a miracle with it. But from the moment she’d opened her eyes and rolled toward her daughter, her hope had been obliterated.

      Sally was still unconscious. She hadn’t moved all night.

      For the first time in years, she was truly grateful for Max’s medical experience. However, it didn’t help. Not when medicinal supplies were limited and her daughter was critically injured. As was Max, for that matter. His fingers were broken and mangled and yet he still refused to keep his hand in the sling Gladys had insisted he wear.

      After they’d vacated the raft yesterday, Max had carried Sally across the sand, well away from the excited bedlam of the other survivors. Gabby and Adam had made an impromptu bed of palm fronds, and when Max had lowered Sally down, their daughter hadn’t even fluttered her eyelids.

      Gabby hadn’t shared the same elation as the other survivors. While they’d cheered and carried on like they were saved and built a bonfire of mammoth proportions, Gabby had scanned the beach and the wild bush behind them.

      It hadn’t exactly been the welcoming party she’d hoped for.

      Maybe they’d just landed on the wrong side of the island. There could be a five-star resort, five miles away. They just needed to find it.

      But as the sun sank into the distant skyline and the moon had slithered up in the opposite direction, Gabby had a paralyzing premonition that their horror wasn’t over.

      Dread had oozed into her veins and inked into her every thought. The moon had been high in the sky before she’d finally succumbed to exhaustion and drifted off to sleep.

      Yet in the subtle morning glow, as her daughter’s comatose state remained, that dread developed, growing darker, heavier, and smothering her heart with a cloak of doom that she couldn’t shake.

      Max had diagnosed Sally with at least two broken ribs, severe bruising, and concussion. They couldn’t do anything for her ribs or bruises except make her as comfortable as possible. Her comatose state was forcing her to do what was needed . . . rest. But it wasn’t enough. Far from it.

      But he’d prattled on in his usual positive manner, stating that whilst Sally’s injuries would be extremely painful, they were not usually life-threatening. The fact that she’d survived this long was a good sign. The fact that she was drinking water on her own was practically proof she was going to live.

      When she’d first woken up, Gabby had seen Captain McCrae, Sykes, Pauline, Jae-Ellen, Quinn, and Cloe striding along the beach, heading away from them. They’d each had packs on their backs and she’d assumed they were going in search of help.

      She scanned in the direction they’d headed. It was nothing but white sand, rolling waves, and curved palm trees. In any other situation, it would’ve been a magnificent vista worthy of a contented sigh.

      Hopefully they’d return very soon . . . with an enormous rescue party. And helicopters.

      Maybe, come lunchtime, Sally and Max would be receiving the medical treatment they desperately needed. And Adam could have a decent meal that didn’t involve raw fish and powdered baby formula. Gabby could have a hot shower and wash her hair. Never again would she take a cake of soap for granted. And Max . . . what would Max want? He’d want a cold beer. He loved the simple things in life. It was a lesson she planned to pay more attention to once they were safely home again.

      Gabby brushed a slip of hair away from Sally’s cheek. She’d do anything to see her daughter’s beautiful chocolate irises. The last time she’d looked into Sally’s eyes, the two of them had been fighting. It’d been so stupid. Trivial. Never again would she argue with Sally over her hairstyle. Or her clothes. Or her slouched shoulders.

      None of that mattered. What mattered was her being alive and well.

      Gabby squeezed her daughter’s tiny hand in her own, leaned in, and whispered, “Hey, Sally, it’s Mom here. I love you, baby. We’re on land now. Rescuers will come very soon. You just keep resting and Dad and I will be here when you wake up.”

      Her daughter gave absolutely no indication that she’d heard her. Gabby sighed.

      Jennifer sat cross-legged a couple of feet away. She was clutching handfuls of sand and draining it through her tiny fingers. Gabby wrestled her weary body upright, strolled over to Jennifer, and sat beside her. Jennifer looked even smaller in Sally’s yellow dress. Thankfully though, they’d managed to find her a suitable pair of shoes before they’d abandoned ship.

      Unlike Gabby—she’d never seen her bare feet look so disgusting.

      “Hey.” Gabby rubbed Jennifer’s back. “What’re you doing?”

      The little girl shrugged and glanced up, and her eyes were bright and intensely blue. Just like the morning sky above where the sun was about to do its grand reveal. Maybe being on dry land had been all Jennifer needed to trigger a little spark of life.

      The poor thing had been shrouded in sorrow since the moment Gabby had first clutched her hand on the crippled cruise ship. It was impossible to know what was going through her mind. Or even if she comprehended that she’d never see her family again. Gabby blinked at Jennifer. She didn’t know if the little girl had any other family. She didn’t even know her full name.

      “Hey Jennifer. . . do you have a surname?”

      The little girl cocked her head and shrugged again.

      “You know, like my name is Gabrielle Kinsella. Do you have a second name?”

      “Oh yes.” Jennifer’s eyelashes fluttered. “Daddy calls me Jennifer Cheekybottom.”

      As Jennifer burst into a delightful giggle, Gabby’s heart clenched. Her laugh was so sweet. Pure and innocent. Gabby wrapped her arms around the little girl, rested her hand on Jennifer’s blonde curls, and tugged her to her chest. Gabby had been so caught up in her own chaos that she hadn’t even stopped to consider this poor little orphan.

      A thought blazed through Gabby’s mind. If Jennifer didn’t know her surname, she probably didn’t know where she lived. They may never find out her true identity.

      Gabby squeezed her again and when Jennifer reached over and wrapped her arms around Gabby’s waist, tears pooled in her eyes and a knot in her throat grew so big she couldn’t breathe. This little girl’s life had been irreversibly changed.

      Her gaze drifted to those on the beach . . . strolling toward the water to wash their hands and faces . . . tossing twigs onto the smoldering embers to get the fire going again . . . stretching and twisting in an attempt to release a knot or two in their backs or necks after a night sleeping on the sand. Every one of their lives had steered so far off course that they would never be the same again.

      But as she and Jennifer held their hug and the little girl nestled in deeper, Gabby was tempted to believe that maybe, just maybe they’d get their miracle after all.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t until the sun began to droop on the western horizon and Gabby had flopped next to Sally, utterly exhausted after hours of gathering firewood and helping Max build a rough shelter, that her sinking feeling of something terribly wrong took hold again. It had been at least twelve hours and yet Gunner and his crew still hadn’t returned. The reasons for their delay flew through her mind like disaster headlines:

      Captain and crew vanish forever.

      Rescue party killed by wild animals.

      Cruise-ship survivors suffer yet another catastrophic blow.

      A flock of seagulls squabbling overhead dragged her attention from her punishing thoughts.

      Despite the sun still hovering low in the ocean and providing enough light to see, someone had stoked the fire and added more logs. Within minutes the flames were as tall as her. After fifteen days in the life rafts, with nothing but moonlight to see them through each night, the bonfire was a welcome relief.

      It hit home that the only essentials in life were those necessary for survival.

      Prior to the EMP strike, the only commodity she’d thought she couldn’t live without was her stupid cellphone.

      Now it was the last thing she cared about. And she wouldn’t be the only one to have had a dramatic life change. If the effects of an EMP were as catastrophic as Albert and the other preppers she’d interviewed had depicted, then technology-dependent America had slipped back into the early nineteenth century within milliseconds of that attack.

      Life as they knew it would never be the same again.

      A commotion erupted on the beach. It was Zon and the twins, Col and Ken. The three of them were standing near one of the life rafts, facing off at each other. Gabby knew the signs—these three were on the verge of a physical fight, and either Zon didn’t care that it would be two against one or he was too stupid to comprehend the logistics.

      Zon’s face was flushed bright red like he’d been basking in the sun for hours. The brothers were apart from each other but their stances were identical—turned side-on, knees slightly bent, hands open with palms facing inward. They’ve both practiced some form of martial arts. If she was right, then this promised to be an interesting tussle.

      When Col yelled something Gabby couldn’t quite hear, Zon barged forward and shoved the twins’ shoulders. Col tumbled backward and hit the beach with a spray of sand that arced over the other two, but he was back on his feet in a flash, confirming Gabby’s assumption was correct.

      Max strode in their direction, no doubt intent on using his therapeutic voice to diffuse the situation. Gabby turned to her son. “Adam, you stay with Sally and Jennifer.”

      She was halfway toward the brawling threesome when Col was knocked over for a second time. He wasn’t on the ground long though, and without pause, he threw a punch at Zon. It landed square on the big man’s chin.

      But Zon just laughed and balled his fists.

      Gabby’s pulse throbbed in her neck; annoyance scraped through her veins.

      The last thing they wanted was people fighting.

      Not when seventy-two people needed rescuing. Four of whom required urgent medical attention—Sally, Max, Gunner, and Garcia, the man from the engine room who, thanks to Gladys, now had sixteen stitches in his head.

      “What’s going on?” Brandi, clad in fraying denim shorts and a tiny top that was dirty and torn, stepped between the threesome. Compared to her diminutive frame, the men looked like giants.

      “He’s stealing stuff,” Col blurted.

      Zon squared his shoulders and jutted his chin. “No, I’m not.”

      “Oh yeah? So what about the boxes you’re sneaking into the bushes?”

      Zon’s already red complexion turned a deeper shade of crimson. “You better not be touchin’ my stuff.”

      “I already did. He’s got poker chips and bundles of cash.”

      “That’s my fuckin’ stash. Don’t you dare—”

      Brandi burst out laughing. “Really? That’s what you’re fighting about? Lot of good those poker chips will do you out here.”

      “Yeah, genius.” Col puffed out his chest. “How about buying us some cocktails?”

      “Dickhead.” Ken stepped closer to his siblings. “In case you hadn’t noticed, it’s all worthless.”

      Zon was a volcano, about to explode.

      “Hey, come on, guys.” Max stepped forward with his good hand up in a peace gesture.

      “Max!” Gabby hissed. “What’re you doing?” She tried to grab his wrist, but he shushed her away.

      “Zon. Guys.” Ignoring Gabby’s pleas, Max shared his gaze between the three men. “Let’s just relax. Okay?”

      “If anybody touches my stuff, I’ll fuckin’ kill ’em.” Zon curled his hand behind his back. An evil smirk crawled across his lips.

      Max stepped closer to them, his palm out in an attempt to placate the seething rage emitting from all three men. “Okay. Okay. Nobody will touch your things. Where will you put them, so we don’t accidentally go near them?”

      Zon did a little head-shake. Clearly, he hadn’t planned that far ahead. He jabbed a fat finger at two palm trees that were crossed over like a giant X marking a spot. “Over there. And I mean it. Anybody goes near ’em is a dead man. Ya hear me?”

      “Yes. We all hear you. Don’t we?” Max nodded encouragement at the people surrounding them. Most nodded in return.

      Zon folded his arms over his chest and grunted.

      Gabby wanted to throttle the beefed-up redneck. And the twins. Their fight had been utterly pointless. Not only were the poker chips useless the moment he’d taken them from the cruise ship, but according to the preppers, cash would have become redundant within days of an EMP decimating the power grid. Bartering would become the essential means of trade. And the only items of value were the basic necessities—food, fresh water, and medication. Clothing and a means to keep warm, too, depending on what part of the country people resided in.

      But as Zon clamped his jaw and glared at his antagonists, Gabby conceded a lecture would be pointless. The big redhead would find out the hard way.

      As would every single person who’d been in the blast zone.

      Possibly the entire planet.

      “Hey, look. The Captain’s back,” somebody called out.

      Gabby scanned the beach where she’d last seen Gunner and his crew, but she couldn’t spot them.

      “There they are,” someone else shouted.

      Gabby spun around.

      Six people were approaching from the opposite direction. Just six people. Their people.

      Oh God. That can’t be good.

      The Captain and the others didn’t have a skip in their stride.

      Nor did they have additional help.

      Max grasped her hand, strangling her fingers in his, and together they rushed forward. The sinking feeling that’d plagued her all day became an anchor in her chest, weighing her down. Every trembling step had another layer of darkness shrouding her thoughts.

      Gunner and his crew stopped and leaned forward, hands on knees, gathering their breath. Their hair was scrambled in all directions. They were sweaty and grubby and had scratches on their arms and faces. Gunner fell to his knees. The three women joined him on the sand.

      Everyone assembled around them.

      It was a long moment before the Captain looked up with utter exhaustion etched on his face. The bloody bandage on the stump of his wrist was horrifying. But the look in his eyes was worse. Their nightmare wasn’t over.

      The Captain unclenched his jaw. He swallowed hard. “We walked right around.”

      Gunner slumped sideways. A grimace crawled across his face.

      He didn’t need to say the words—his strained expression was the noose that tied their fates together.

      Gabby covered her ears. She didn’t want to hear it. Her burgeoning dread coiled like a viper, waiting to strike.

      Gunner’s bloodshot eyes met hers. His enormous pupils drilled into her.

      He clawed his fingers through the sand. “The island is deserted,” he blurted out what she already knew.

      A weird strangling noise oozed from Gunner’s throat as he turned his gaze to the heavens.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Gunner shifted his gaze from a distant star punctuating the blackening sky to the bloody bandage at the end of his arm, and then to the disheartened mob around him. Seventy-two survivors. Seventy-two! The pitiful number was all that remained of more than eleven hundred souls who’d boarded his cruise ship a month ago.

      He’d thought abandoning ship to the life pods would save them.

      In essence it had. But he never thought they’d end up on a deserted island. 

      Yet here they were . . . stranded.

      A vise clamped his chest.

      How much more can we take? 

      He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t think. The pain blazing from his severed wrist dominated every second. The crowd closed in on him, firing questions Gunner couldn’t answer.

      “How long will we be here?” 

      “Should we have stayed on the ship?”

      “What’re we going to do?” Cindy’s shrill voice pierced his distressing thoughts. She clutched at her hair as an agonized wail tumbled from her throat. Dots of glitter still peppering her cheeks shimmered in the firelight. Before the dual EMP strikes had turned everything to shit, she’d been an effervescent crew member with an ever-present smile. Not anymore. Dark bags beneath her eyes and the gray tinge to her complexion had aged her ten years. And that smile . . . it was long gone. A pang of guilt stabbed Gunner’s heart as he recalled her distress over missing her own engagement party back home.

      “Oh God!” Gabby crumbled to the ground in front of him, sand flicking up behind her bare feet. The beautiful America Today anchorwoman no longer looked beautiful. The jagged scars dominating her legs were horrific. Her hair was a knotted mess and her clothing was tattered. Even her eyes, that’d once shone with confidence and charisma, had lost their brilliance.

      “We’ll die of starvation.” Albert’s glare drilled into Gunner like he was staring right through him, possibly seeing a vision of the remaining survivors starving to death on a beautiful sandy beach. Ironically, the chubby man in the floral shirt looked like he was meant to be on a tropical island. One that had an overflowing buffet and fancy cocktails though. Not this.

      “Are we going to die?” Brandi stepped forward, speaking the words that were no doubt on everyone’s lips.

      Dozens of panic-stricken eyes spiked his crumbling sanity.

      Fire blazed through his belly, snapping him from his indecisive stupor. “No!” The extent of the carnage was horrendous enough. Gunner would do everything possible to stem the tide on the body count. He pushed up from his knees, careful not to use his brutalized hand. “No,” he repeated. “Nobody is going to die. We’ve got this far.” 

      “But . . . but it’s deserted.” Brandi’s feeble appearance was the polar opposite to the brazen young woman he’d first encountered just after the plane had slammed into the ship.

      “Yeah. Good one, dickhead.” Zon’s voice boomed over the rest. “You’ve stranded us in the middle of fuckin’ nowhere.”

      “Hey,” Sykes bellowed, “watch your mouth!” 

      “Yeah.” Zon pushed through the crowd. “Or what?” His leering eyes glared at Sykes.

      First Officer Sykes didn’t back down. He did the opposite. He squared his shoulders toward Zon and stepped his feet apart, ready for action. Although Sykes was solid muscle, Zon was bigger. And from what Gunner had seen of Zon, the crazy gator-hunter was also a touch unstable.

      “Or I’ll make you.” Sykes angled his jaw, displaying a mean, defensive side Gunner hadn’t yet encountered.

      “Oh yeah?” Zon stepped toward Sykes, his balled fists rigid at his sides.

      Gunner didn't have the energy for this. He was exhausted, hungry, thirsty, nauseous, and in constant pain. He glared at Willis, but the security guard actually inched back, displaying zero intent on intervening.

      Gunner sighed. He had no choice. People depended on him. He was supposed to be the Captain. The man in charge. The man who knew what to do. His hypocrisy was appalling. He didn’t know what to do, and he was only Captain because of a rotten sequence of events. But none of that mattered right at this very minute. They needed him.

      A crowd gathered around, but still gave them space.

      After wrestling himself from the sand, Gunner stepped forward, and portraying false bravado, he formed a wedge between the two brutes. His bloody bandage was aimed at Zon. The big guy with the red beard dominated the crowd like a revered statue. One that had been dedicated to a hero. That’s what they were calling him: a hero. Gunner could never think of him like that. Not after he’d chopped off Gunner’s hand. 

      If the two of them did charge at each other, he’d have little chance of overruling them. “Hey, stop this. Let’s—”

      Zon stepped back. His gaze was intense. His jaw, clamped. He reached behind his back and when his hand whipped forward, a gun was clenched in his fist.

      “Son of a bitch.” Gunner jumped away.

      Zon aimed the weapon at Sykes. “Back off.”

      “Shit! He has a gun!” Brandi screamed, and clutching her brothers’ arms, she tried to drag them away.

      The crowd scrambled backward. Several people scurried into the bush, some squealing.

      Zon waved the pistol like it was a toy. Gunner hoped like hell it was.

      The big redhead was no longer bald and his wild hair made him look even more psychotic.

      “Where the hell did you get that?” Sykes demanded through clenched teeth.

      It was a damn good question. Weapons were strictly prohibited on the cruise ship. Except for the ones that’d been locked in the safe and were now likely at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean. If Zon had smuggled his weapon past security, Gunner would love to know how.

      Zon smirked at Sykes. It was the same creepy smile he’d shot at Gunner right before he chopped his hand off. “Makes no diff’ where I got it. The way I figure, now that we ain’t on a boat, we got no need for a Captain. ’Specially one who’s fucked everythin’ up.” He waved the weapon, aiming indiscriminately about the ragged crowd. A crowd who had already suffered immeasurably.

      Everyone stepped farther back; a few more ran away. Thankfully, Zon let them go.

      Gunner raised his arms. “Look, Zon, we don’t need—”

      “Shut up, dickhead! I reckon this makes me in charge.” 

      “Jesus Christ, Zon, you’re messed in the head if you think we’re taking orders from you.” Sykes glared at Zon like he had an ice pick in his eye.

      “Oh yeah?” Zon took a bold step toward Sykes, the gun at his side, his finger on the trigger.

      “Okay! Okay!” Gunner yelled. Acid churned in his gut. Sweat trickled down his temple. He flicked his gaze between them. It was like being trapped in a deadly tennis match, only the ball was a loaded weapon. They stood their ground, eyeballing each other with lethal intent.

      When Zon clenched his jaw, Sykes did the same. They’d reached tipping point. If Gunner didn’t do something, one of them would. The pressure to take control of the situation was overwhelming. But Gunner didn’t have it in him.

      The warm evening air prickled with heated anticipation.

      The crowd was hushed, a collective breath trapped in their throats.

      Every eye was on the two men, waiting for the anger to explode.

      Waiting for someone to diffuse the situation.

      Waiting for yet another person to die.

      Zon was right—Gunner was no longer the Captain of a ship.

      A decision cemented in his brain.

      It was time for someone else to take over. Zon was poles away from his top choice for the position, but he saw no other way around it. His only hope was that the brute would learn very quickly that being the leader didn’t always equate to glory. Gunner had certainly learned that the hard way. Under his leadership, more than a thousand people had died. He’d have to live with that horrific statistic for the rest of his life.

      How could anyone have faith in me and my decisions?

      Besides, Zon wouldn’t back down. Not now. He wasn’t the type to know when he’d gone too far. Being in charge came with colossal responsibility. Zon could only improve on Gunner’s royal fuck-up. Either that or he’d figure out mighty fast that he wasn’t cut out for the job and the right man could step in—Sykes. Maybe handing the reins over to Zon first would prove to be the right choice after all.

      “Okay.” Nodding, he cleared his throat. “I agree. It’s time for me to step down.”

      Many in the crowd groaned.

      Sykes, however, shot an evil glare at Gunner, a glare that questioned if Gunner had an ulterior motive. Or had lost his marbles. After a couple of seconds trying to silently convey to Sykes that he knew what he was doing, Gunner turned back to Zon. “So, Zon, put the gun away. And tell us what we should do now.” 

      Zon’s brows shot up. His eyes darted about the crowd and lingered just a fraction too long on Jessie. Albert’s daughter and Zon spent a lot of time together. Jessie was playing with one of the many earrings in her right ear, her dark eyes fixed on Zon. The quirky grin on her lips indicated she was enjoying the show.

      Zon cleared his throat and his nose whistled. “Righty-ho, now we’re talkin’.” When he shifted his stance, it was unclear if it was embarrassment, confusion, or a power trip coloring Zon’s cheeks red. Gunner hoped it wasn’t the latter—last thing they needed was a crazy dictator with a loaded weapon.

      “First up, you.” Clenching his jaw, Zon zeroed in on Sykes. “Back off.”

      Sykes’ lips drew to a thin line, and Gunner prayed his first officer didn’t lunge at Zon. Anticipation sizzled in the air. Gunner’s neck hairs bristled. The crowd remained still. After a few thumping heartbeats, Sykes held up his hands and stepped in line with the encircled onlookers.

      “Good. And you, ya asshole.” Zon aimed the weapon at Willis, though Gunner had no idea why. Willis looked closer to crumbling to the sand than taking on Zon.

      Gunner kept his eyes trained on Sykes, and it was a long moment before he was finally able to catch his gaze. When he did, Gunner prayed Sykes knew the real intention behind his decision. Sykes had been an absolute stalwart since Captain Nelson had died and Gunner had been thrust into the leadership position. He did not need, nor want, Sykes off side.

      Zon’s eyes bounced from one person to the next, and it was obvious he had no idea what to do. Gunner could almost hear the cogs in the thug’s head grinding. But he had no intention of saving him. And by the smirk on Sykes’ face, he was enjoying Zon’s awkwardness too. The crowd grew restless, shifting from side to side.

      Gabby and Max left the circle. As did Brandi and her brothers. Several more followed them. All were heading toward the campfire farther along the beach.

      Alongside the flickering flames was Gladys, sitting on the sand. His heart clenched at the sight of the poor woman. When they’d abandoned ship to the life rafts, Gunner had deliberately left her wheelchair behind. Space had been a premium. It was impossible to imagine what she was going through. Without her wheelchair, she’d be forced to rely on others for nearly every single thing she needed.

      “Right then.” Zon nodded as if an important piece of their survival puzzle had slotted into place in his brain. “We need food and water.” Zon scanned the remaining faces . . . “You.” He pointed at Cloe and her brows shot up. “And you.” He eyed Pauline and the scowl on her face confirmed she wouldn’t take any bullshit.

      It was one of the traits Gunner loved about her.

      “And you.” He singled out Madeline, the tiny dancer who had very nearly gone down with the ship. “You three and Jessie and I are gonna count all the stuff so we know what we got.”

      Gunner had been away from them all day, so he had no idea what the survivors had organized. But last thing he needed was to be scrambling around in the dark, trying to find a decent place to sleep. “Zon, may I make a suggestion?” Gunner kept his voice calm, pretending to be humble.

      Zon’s eyes shot to him, his glare was evil like he was planning to stride over and whack the gun across Gunner’s face. Instead, he unclenched his jaw and said, “What?”

      “It’s going to be completely dark soon, so if it hasn’t already been done yet, I suggest we set up sleeping arrangements for everyone first while we still have enough light. Then we can look at the supplies by the glow from the campfire.”

      Zon squinted at Gunner, maybe pondering if Gunner was setting him up.

      “We could sleep in the life rafts,” Gunner continued, “and spread ourselves amongst all four of them so we won’t be cramped.”

      “That’s a great idea,” Cloe said. “I didn’t sleep a wink out in the open last night.”

      Zon nodded. “Yeah all right.”

      “Good.” Gunner took a couple of tentative steps back, and when the crowd followed his move, the coil that’d been wound tight in his stomach began to unravel.

      Gunner’s stroll toward the fire coincided with his hand stinging like a bitch. But that was impossible. His hand was gone. Chopped off by a crazy asshole.

      The asshole he’d just put in charge.

      The blinding pain came and went, and it was impossible to ignore. Especially when he thought of his little daughter. Each time he pictured Bella and thought of how he’d never hold her face in his hands again, his amputation would sting like a thousand wasps . . . attacking . . . stabbing . . . jabbing razor-sharp needles into the scar over and over and over.

      Clenching his jaw, fighting against the agony, he scanned the beach they’d landed on.

      Ropes crisscrossed the sand from the four life rafts at the waterline, tethering them to the nearest coconut palms.

      The bedraggled crowd wandered around aimlessly. Doing everything. Doing nothing.

      The relentless creep of blackness leeched in from the distant horizon.

      And then there was little Jennifer doing cartwheels in the sand like everything was perfect.

      But nothing was perfect. Not one damn thing.
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      Zon couldn’t shake the feeling that Captain Dickhead and Sykes was settin’ him up. Nearly every step he took he was checkin’ over his shoulder, half expectin’ Sykes to come chargin’ at him.

      Then again, with his piece sittin’ snug in the back of his jeans, he didn’t think no one would give him no trouble. When he reached the fire, the crowd gathered around and they was all glarin’ at him. He was about to bark at ’em when he realized they was just lookin’ for instruction. From him. It was ’bout time he got some respect.

      “If ya want, you can sleep in them life rafts tonight. We can spread out and use all four of ’em. I’m gonna take that raft over there.” He pointed at the one farthest away. “You lot can sort out which ones ya want and get set up. When you done that, meet me back here and we’ll get the food rationing done.”

      Zon strode to his raft. It was a bit aways from the others. Just how he liked it.

      He climbed the ladder and at the top, he scanned the beach, watchin’ what everyone was doing. They was like rats, scurryin’ this way and that. Gettin’ stuff and taking it to one raft or another. Some were setting up on the beach, near the bushes.

      But no one came near him. Not one person. Not even Jessie. She was with her dad and them guys in the floral shirts. They stuck together, them lot. And they was always whisperin’ like there was some kinda conspiracy going on. On one hand, he didn’t want no one near him anyways. On the other, it made him feel like he had a disease or somethin’.

      “Fuck ’em all.” Mumbling to his-self, he climbed into the pod and with his head bowed, scrambled to the back. He unhooked the clips on the padded seat and raised it. His stuff was still there. He was gonna move the whole lot to them bushes. But now that them fuckers had seen him, it could stay put.

      He still couldn’t believe that had happened. They musta been watchin’ him or somethin’.

      The setting sun shone through the raft’s round windows like laser beams. But it’d be gone soon enough and he’d be in pitch black. All them nights when they’d been bobbing on the fuckin’ ocean, in total darkness, he’d wanted to get out one of them candles he’d nicked from the shop. But he couldn’t. Not without them seeing his stuff.

      He pulled a candle out of his supplies, a big fat one the size of his foot, and struck a match. It smelled like coconut, just like Jessie’s hair. When she got in real close, all he wanted to do was inhale nice and deep, but then he’d remember his fuckin’ nose whistled and had to stop his-self.

      He put the candle on the seat and peered at his gear. It’d been a fuckin’ miracle none of it smashed when the raft fell from the ship. Proved he was still ridin’ his lucky streak. That, too, was a miracle.

      “Hey, Zon.” Jessie’s voice was that of an angel.

      He snapped the seat shut and shuffled sideways. “Hey, Jessie.”

      “Can I come in?”

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      She climbed in feet first. Jessie was still wearin’ them tiny black shorts she’d had on when he first met her. He hadn’t been able to drag his eyes away from her fine white flesh then. But in the candlelight, her legs looked even better—silky smooth and pure as cream. He sure would like to have ’em wrapped around him one day.

      “Hey . . . you got a candle.” Her smile was more rewardin’ than a free barrel of beer.

      “Yeah, I forgot I had it.” He lied, and instantly hated himself for it. Somethin’ about Jessie made him go all weird.

      She sat on a padded seat a foot away from him. “What are you doing?”

      He shrugged. “Nothing.” He lied again.

      She gazed at him, like she knew he was lyin’. And he hated that too.

      “My dad.” She looked away, her shoulders sagging. “He wants me to stay with him, in another raft.” She waved her hand toward the round window. Outside he could only see the next life raft. The other two were hidden behind it.

      “That’s okay. I figured as much.”

      “Yeah. He doesn’t like that you have a gun.”

      “Oh.” Fuck. Zon hadn’t thought about how Jessie would react to the piece. Then again, she’d said her dad didn’t like it. Not her. “You wanna see it?”

      “Nah. But where’d you get it?”

      Normally when someone was stickin’ their nose in where it didn’t belong, he’d tell ’em to fuck off. But when Jessie’s dark eyes fell on him and she flicked her lashes in that way that had his dick bouncing to life, he had an unprecedented urge to tell her everything. So he did. He told her about that cargo ship and them rats in the kitchen, chewin’ on the bodies, and the gun sitting right there on the floor like he was destined to find it. And how he was wonderin’ if Zombie hadda shot ’em all.

      “Wow. That’s crazy.” She shuffled a seat over; next to him.

      “I know. I couldn’t believe it myself.”

      “You’re not going to hurt anyone with it though, right?” She cocked her head and the candlelight flickered in her eyes.

      “Nah. Just lettin’ ’em know who’s boss.”

      She grinned, and ran her tongue over her bottom lip. “So . . . Mr. Boss Man.” Her eyes were wide and so fuckin’ sexy as they scooted from his mouth to his eyes and back again. “Do you have any idea what you want us all to do next?”

      He blinked at her. The way she was studying him had all sortsa ideas bouncin’ around his brain.

      Why did I lie to her?

      I should kiss her.

      God damn she’s hot.

      She’s too fuckin’ good for me.

      Jessie was the sweetest thing he’d ever met. And decent and nice. And for some fuckin’ reason, she seemed to like him. An urge to please her drilled through him. He wanted to show her that he too could be decent.

      He cleared his throat and ran his hand over his head. It still felt weird havin’ hair. He’d been shavin’ his head since he was eighteen. He shoulda thought to nick a few razors back in them cabins. Too late now. “Well.” He stood, hunching over so he didn’t hit his head, and moved to the back of the raft. “I’m glad you asked.” He lifted the seat, and using his body to block out what he was doing, he shoved the grog aside and lifted out the Coke box.

      She looked into the box and her eyes bulged. “Where the hell did you get all that?”

      He shrugged. “I nicked it.”

      Her eyes bulged wider. “What?”

      “From the casino. Way back at the beginning, before that fuckin’ wave an’ all. I hid it in this life raft. I didn’t expect all that other shit to happen though. Certainly never thought we’d abandon ship.” He was rambling. “Want some?”

      She studied the selection and pulled out a pack of nuts. But then she dropped it like it was on fire or somethin’. “Maybe we should share them with everyone.”

      “That was my plan.” He lied again.

      But when she leaned forward and planted a kiss on his cheek, he just about keeled over. His luck was gettin’ better an’ better.

      “You’re pretty cool, Zon.”

      He grinned so big his nose whistled. A blaze of heat shot up his neck. But when she giggled, he chuckled with her and that had his nose whistlin’ even more.

      Zon couldn’t remember a time when he’d felt so good. His groin pulsed a throbbin’ beat and it took all his might not to lean over and plant his lips on hers. Somethin’ told him to hold back though. Like lettin’ her make all the moves was the right plan.

      Jessie sure was messin’ with him.

      He cleared his throat. “Wanna give me a hand?” He reached into the compartment and pulled out the other box of snacks.

      “Holy shit. How much do you have?”

      “Just this. Oh, and some grog too.” He leaned into the compartment and hid the bottle of gold label Cognac, then pulled out another box.

      “Oh, Zon. Everyone is gonna love you.” She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed tight.

      Fuck yeah. He was the luckiest man in the world.

      As everyone gathered around him at the campfire, Zon made a show of handing out his bar snacks. He gave the little kids, Adam and Jennifer, a packet of chips each. The crippled woman from the wheelchair got some nuts. As did that sexy barmaid with the glitter. He gave pork crackling to the weird dude with the afro, and the way he smiled it was like Zon had given him a wad of cash.

      Zon felt mighty good handin’ out all his stuff. Like he was a king or somethin’.

      He didn’t give nothin’ to Sykes or the asshole security guard. But when he gave a packet of corn chips to Captain Dickhead, the wanker shared it with ’em anyhow.

      When he showed ’em all the grog, Max and Gladys and even Dickhead made a big deal about how it was gonna be great for medicine. He couldn’t believe they wasn’t gonna drink it.

      But the way they clapped him on the back, and thanked him like he was a hero, he didn’t care what they did with the grog. Hell, they could pour it on the sand and he wouldn’t give a shit. Jessie’s eyes reflected the flames and the way she was lookin’ at him and lickin’ her lips, he figured she was gonna fuck his brains out soon.

      And that made givin’ all his stuff away so worth it.

      Zon was ten feet tall. Invincible.

      He sure did like bein’ in charge.
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      As soon as the sunshine began to soak up the darkness on the distant horizon, Madeline slinked out of the pod. She sat on a log by the sodden fire-pit and squeezed her temples as she admired the sun forcing its golden hue into the navy sky. But the thumping ache behind her eyes was going to take more than fresh air and applied pressure to eradicate.

      It was a long time before anyone else joined her on the beach. Bronwyn’s ankles cracked as she sat next to Madeline. They said hello to each other, but that was where the conversation ended. Bronwyn seemed to be lost in her own world. The elderly woman was stick-thin. Their limited calorie rations wouldn’t be helping, and the bags under her eyes were dark and heavy, no doubt matching her heart. The poor woman had become a widow on the cruise when her husband was killed by a giant chunk of concrete that’d crushed him while he’d lined up at the buffet for a serving of sticky date pudding.

      Nearly every single one of the survivors had a story like that. Her husband’s decision to get a second helping of dessert had been his demise. If only he’d stayed at the table with Bronwyn. If only they’d eaten ten minutes earlier. If only . . .

      During those dark days in the life rafts, they’d each shared their if only moments. Madeline had felt like a fraud being trapped in that pod with all the mourners. She hadn’t lost anyone. In fact, it was the opposite . . . she’d gained a lover.

      She’d wanted to tell them that soon their horror would settle into the backs of their minds and they’d be able to move forward. But as their days in the life rafts seemed to get longer and longer, and their hopes had dwindled with each passing hour, she hadn’t been sure that life would go on.

      Sitting on the beach with Bronwyn, whose deep-seated sorrow embedded a bleak palette to her aging skin, Madeline was lost for words. Nothing she could say would help. Not when their hopes of a rescue hadn’t improved even once they’d reached dry land.

      Sterling, along with about twenty other people, finally emerged from the rafts, and all were gathered around the extinguished fire when Gunner joined them. He looked a thousand times worse than he had yesterday, and the black bags under his eyes had doubled. It was a wonder the Captain was even standing. He took a moment to chat with Quinn, then he cleared his throat, and it sounded red raw. “Is anyone interested in searching the island with Quinn?”

      “Yes.” Madeline shot her hand up. She’d do anything to take her mind off her rumbling stomach and the headache that’d triggered in her brain during the night.

      “Yep. Me too.” Sterling was second.

      Madeline, Sterling, Quinn, his wife Cloe, and a group of five other survivors headed off, traipsing one after the other in a line. But the abundant bushes around her were lush and dense making it impossible to see all of them. Sterling was her only constant, and when he wasn’t shoving branches aside or helping her over toppled moss-covered trees, he was glancing over his shoulder, presumably to check she was still there.

      The cool morning breeze that they’d had on the beach vanished almost the second they stepped beyond the sand. Sweat trickled down her back and from under her arms. The dense vegetation acted as an oven, trapping the heat and moisture and ramping up the humidity.

      Every once in a while, she caught a whiff of her own foul body odor, reminding her that she hadn’t showered in weeks. She swam in the ocean every day, but without soap, the stench lingered and it wasn’t likely to get better anytime soon.

      Although the terrain was flat, making it fairly easy to walk, nearly every step required a plant or giant leaf or robust vine or massive cobweb to be shoved out of the way. Low-hanging branches were smothered in olive-green moss, convincing her that rain was likely to be a common occurrence on this island. She hoped so . . . they were yet to find a source of fresh water.

      She felt like they’d left the beach hours ago, although it was impossible to know for sure. The shifting sun was their only measure of time. But even that was pointless. It was either night or day. No other time mattered. It was a vast deviation from her normal life where every hour had been clocked in a tight schedule. Exercise. Dance practice. Yoga. Swimming. And then there had been her highly choreographed show, where every minute was crucial. She’d lived by the clock.

      Not anymore. Every day seemed to be twenty hours long. And the nights were even longer.

      A flock of brightly colored birds swooped ahead of her, plucking her from the tumbling thoughts. The quantity and variety of birds on this island were extraordinary. A veritable bird-watchers paradise. Their colors crossed every spectrum of the rainbow. Some were as small as her hand and some were as big as eagles. Some were eagles—she’d already seen dozens of them dive-bombing the ocean for a quick feed.

      Shoving a thorny branch away, she eased past a massive tree that had a bird perched on every available inch of bark. The creepy scene was straight out of an Alfred Hitchcock movie. Not that she’d ever watched one. Madeline had enough scary thoughts bouncing around her head without needing to experience anybody else’s.

      Pushing aside a leaf the size of her torso revealed a pair of tiny white birds snuggled together on a branch barely two feet away. Other than their yellow-rimmed eyes following Madeline as she kept walking, they didn’t move. The birds didn’t seem at all scared by the humans carving a track through the jungle. She was tempted to reach out and see if they’d jump onto her hand.

      But she didn’t.

      The nine of them had a job to do—search the island for food and water, and shelter, and of course, signs of civilization.

      So far, they’d seen none.

      Sterling glanced at her over his shoulder, and his attempted grin failed to mask the weariness in his eyes. “Do you think we could catch the birds?” His cheeks were flushed and his sweat-soaked hair clung to his forehead. Yet his haggard appearance only added to his ruggedly handsome looks. “It’d be great to have some meat in our diet.”

      “Awww, but they’re so cute.”

      “And nutritious.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Don’t be so mean.”

      “Mean? I’m starving, not mean.”

      “Believe me, we’re not even close to starving.” The second the words left her lips she wanted to retract them. His inquisitive look confirmed he hoped she’d elaborate. But so far, he’d resisted delving into her past.

      She loved that he didn’t pry. It was a refreshing change from most people. Being a victim wasn’t her choice, and she hated how much that moniker defined her. She’d spent her whole adult life fighting it, but inevitably, it always slithered to the surface and ruined everything.

      “They’re not frightened by us, are they?” She changed the subject.

      He huffed. “That’s probably because they’ve never seen humans before.”

      The group of nine had initially kept together, walking in a tight line, one behind the other. But as they were all moving at different paces, the farther they went, the more they’d spread out.

      The siblings, Brandi and her twin brothers, had skipped on ahead, and were viewed as just the occasional flash of clothing through the bushes.

      Then there was Cloe, Quinn, Lindsay, and Jackson.

      Madeline felt sorry for Jackson. He’d been on the cruise with his grandfather, who had bought the ticket for Jackson as an eighteenth birthday present. His grandfather had died in the life raft a couple of days after the insulin that he’d been dependent on had run out. Although Jackson had pretended to be brave, he was crying on the inside.

      Sterling turned to her and wrestled a vine as thick as his wrist out of her way. That simple move reminded her how lucky she was. She hadn’t been looking for love. In fact, she’d already decided that she’d never trust a man again. Men were callous. Evil. First her childhood kidnapper. Then her father. Then her fiancé—the first man she’d ever allowed to touch her intimately. That had been three years ago, and ever since she’d found him in bed with one of his dance partners, she’d sworn that she didn’t need, nor want a man in her life again.

      Sterling had changed that. He’d opened her heart and when he’d stepped in, he’d made it possible for her to trust again. It was a dangerous move though. If Sterling did break her heart, it would never be whole again. Ever.

      Madeline gazed to the trees around them. When they’d left the beach hours ago, she’d expected to find something of interest fairly quickly. After all, it’s a tropical island, where are all the tropical fruits? It was also strange that they hadn’t seen any animal tracks through the bushes. Not one.

      Fishing from the beach hadn’t been anywhere near as successful as when they’d been on the life rafts, and they were down to the last two tins of baby formula. The only edible items she’d seen so far were coconuts. And birds. Her stomach churned at the ghastly thought of eating those lovely creatures.

      Sterling pushed back a knot of branches that were bound together by a windswept spider’s web, and after what seemed like hours, they finally had a different view. It was a rectangular clearing about the size of an Olympic swimming pool. She should know—she’d spent hundreds of hours training in one before she’d landed the job on the cruise ship.

      The dense vegetation they’d been traipsing through all day was replaced with tall grass, topped with fluffy honey-colored fingers. Blue sky was a refreshing change too, except for the searing heat from the blazing sun. She missed her sunglasses. They were another luxury she would never take for granted again.

      Brandi and her brothers had already crossed the clearing to the other side and were about to disappear into more bush.

      To her right, at the far perimeter of the clearing, a straight line caught her eye. She squinted against the glare, unsure if she was seeing correctly. Her heart skipped a beat. A building! Yes . . . the island isn’t deserted. “Sterling, look!”

      He snapped his gaze in the direction she pointed to. “A building. Thank Christ.”

      Her opinion of the clearing being a nice change quickly evaporated the minute they began pushing toward the structure. The grass was as tall as her armpits and every blade was a knife slicing at her skin. No wonder Brandi and her brothers had chosen the shortest route across to the other side.

      Holding her hands above the grass, she took her mind to that place that blocked out pain and trudged on. Her initial excitement at seeing the structure, however, lasted about six seconds. The building wasn’t a building at all. It was ruins. The roof had folded in on itself and the walls were tilted at tragic angles. Dead vines crawled all over it like knotted veins, and by the size of the coconut palm growing up through the middle, the place probably hadn’t been used for forty years. “Why would someone build this here?”

      Sterling shook his head. “No idea. It’s in the middle of nowhere. And look, it had a tin roof, so whoever built it brought these materials with them.”

      For some weird reason, the building’s secluded position and decrepit state had the hairs on her neck bristling. The birds circling overhead didn’t help.

      “Hey, Brandi, guys. Come check this out,” Sterling hollered.

      A flock of birds shot skyward from the grass and Madeline just about jumped out of her skin.

      The entrance to the building was a gaping hole, like an empty eye socket. If there had been a door, it was long gone. They paused at the front and Sterling whistled. “Looks like it’s been deserted for decades.” He grabbed a sheet of corrugated roofing iron and tossed it onto the grass outside.

      Madeline stepped onto the floor and her sneaker went right through the decayed wood. “Shit!”

      “Oh jeez. Are you okay?” Sterling reached for her hand.

      A new graze on her ankle added to the dozens of tiny bleeding nicks from the grass. Shaking her head, she resisted wiping away the blood with her dirty fingers. “I’m okay.”

      “Careful. This place looks like it’ll keel over at any second.”

      The building was small, barely the size of the cabin she’d had on the cruise ship. There were two windows. One had a big crack through the middle of the glass like an etched lightning bolt. The other only had jagged teeth along the bottom.

      A small kitchenette with a rusty tap was against one wall, and the tree she’d seen from the distance, with a trunk as thick as her torso, had grown right through what was left of a dirty brown sofa.

      In the corner were a desk, one metal chair, and a filing cabinet with three drawers, one of which was open. After gingerly crossing the room, she peeked into the open drawer. Whatever had been in there had disintegrated into a concoction of rotting leaves and paper pulp.

      The doors on the kitchen cupboards were off-kilter as if they had exploded outward. Sterling tugged at a door and the screws that had been holding the hinge in place popped free, and it fell right off. “Whoops. Oh hey, look.” Inside were several cans with yellowed and peeling labels. “Spam. Of course it’s spam.” Sterling rolled his eyes. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’d be tempted to give it a go.”

      Madeline chuckled, and as Sterling reached for one of the tins, Brandi and her brothers arrived at the door.

      “Careful. The floor’s rotten.” Madeline saved Col just as he was about to step inside.

      Changing his mind, he held back and the seven of them formed a cramped semi-circle at the door.

      Blood on Cloe’s lower legs dribbled down to her socks. Either she didn’t notice the wounds from the bladed grass or she was doing a good job of ignoring it.

      “What is this place?” Brandi’s long tanned legs, however, didn’t show any of the damage both Cloe and Madeline had.

      “No idea, but look what we found.” Sterling tossed a can toward the group.

      Col caught it. “Spam. Great.” His eyes lit up.

      Sterling tossed a second tin to Jackson. “What’s Spam?”

      The twins cocked their heads at him. “Jesus, what’re they teaching you kids these days?”

      “It’s ham in a can.” Lindsay placed his hand on Jackson’s shoulder. “It was the staple diet for us soldiers during World War Two.”

      Quinn grinned. “It probably saved thousands of lives.”

      Jackson turned the can over. “Do you really think it’s safe to eat?”

      “You better believe it.” Lindsay reached for it. “That stuff doesn’t expire.”

      Jackson’s brows shot up. “You’re joking, right?”

      “Nope. It’ll probably look exactly like it did when it was canned.”

      “All the same, I think I’ll take a pass.” Jackson shook his head.

      “Yeah, me too,” Brandi said.

      “I’m hungry enough to try it.” A lopsided grin curled across Cloe’s lips.

      “Me too,” Madeline added. One of the side effects of nearly starving to death while being held captive was that when she was hungry, she could and would eat anything.

      While Sterling tossed the supply of tins across to the others, Madeline made her way over to the filing cabinet. She tugged on the top drawer but years of exposure to the elements had it rusted shut. Bracing against the top, she pulled as hard as she could. The drawer shot open, she tumbled backward and slammed into the desk that cracked apart as she hit the floor. “I’m okay.” She raised her hand, trying to slow Sterling’s dash across the dodgy floorboards.

      He helped her upright. “What were you doing?”

      She nodded at the filing cabinet. “Just trying to open it.”

      “I think you succeeded. You okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m fine.” Madeline bent over, dusting off her knees, and spied a small tin about the size of a lunch box that’d been wedged behind one of the desk drawers.

      She pulled the tin from the splintered wood. Inside were ledger cards, each one with columns filled with numbers and dates. She lifted one out and read the headings across the top.

      Her brows shot up. The word nuclear popped from the card like it’d been highlighted. She shuffled through more. Her heart slammed to a halt.

      “Oh my God. This was an observation post for nuclear testing.”
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      Gabby’s neck ached. Her back ached. And a couple of the deeper wounds on her legs throbbed and crawled like a million ants were scurrying across them and taking bites out of the chunky scabs that were yet to fully form.

      Jesus. Her unruly creative brain was her enemy.

      Their night in the raft had been no different from all the other nights they’d spent trapped in the pods—claustrophobic, cramped, and uncomfortable. Even with only half the amount of people occupying the space, there still wasn’t enough room for everyone to lie flat. And the inability to stretch out rendered sleep disjointed at best.

      In the predawn light, her daughter looked peaceful. With each passing day, Sally showed more signs of arousal . . . drinking more, occasionally moaning, her eyes fluttering. Max had assured Gabby dozens of times that Sally’s coma was the best thing for her. It was allowing her body to heal.

      It didn’t make waiting any easier.

      Jennifer was curled up with her back against Sally’s. The little six-year-old had barely spoken twenty words since she’d become an orphan. It was impossible to know if she had always been introverted or if she was still gripped with crippling shock after losing her entire family.

      Adam moaned, and when his eyes fluttered open, Gabby grinned at her son. He smiled back but it was a strained one that didn’t light his eyes. The poor boy had been through more than any thirteen-year-old should, yet he constantly impressed her with his resilience. He complained little and helped out a lot. Two traits that were a world away from the young boy she’d been accustomed to back home.

      Back home . . . it was impossible to even imagine returning to their old life now.

      “Morning, babe.” Max placed his hand on hers. “Did you sleep?”

      “Some.”

      He rolled his shoulders. “I know what you mean. It’d be nice to lie flat again.”

      Nodding, she pictured their king-sized bed with the three-thousand-dollar mattress she’d treated herself to last Christmas. Her back creaked as if reading her mind. “I think we should work on that shelter, and some beds for tonight?”

      “Sure . . . provided we’re not rescued today you mean.” Max gave her a lopsided grin. It was just like him to portray positivity. Even with the brutal wounds to his fingers that plagued him with looks of agony when she least expected it, he’d remained optimistic about their situation. It was equally infuriating and enlightening. Sometimes she wanted to poke his eyes out and other times she wanted to wrap her arms around him and absorb his abundant optimistic vibes.

      “How’s our baby girl?” Max leaned forward, touched his palm to Sally’s forehead and nodded. “She’s doing just fine.”

      Gabby wriggled off her seat, and hunching as she stood, she crept a couple of paces forward and stood in the hatch that was already open. Somebody must’ve woken before her and silently left the life raft. As she scanned the beach, she stretched her arms over her head and her back cracked. She missed her masseuse.

      Her mind flitted to Alexander; how he was coping after the EMP? Alexander was a delicate flower and even the slightest hiccup in his schedule would be claimed as a total disaster. He had absolutely no troubleshooting skills, and was always saying that without his phone he’d probably die. It wasn’t funny now though. Alexander was exactly the type of person who wouldn’t survive the aftermath of a devastating EMP. His idea of a home-cooked meal was a frozen dinner he’d shove into the microwave.

      If Albert was right, millions of helpless people would’ve died within days of the attack.

      A horrifying thought struck her from nowhere—were Max’s parents still alive? She hadn’t even thought of them. Both his parents were in a nursing home. A building full of elderly people, dependent on medication and staff, would be a death trap without power. Hydration and starvation would be major issues. Disease would run rife.

      But the implications of what was happening back home were pointless conjecture. There was nothing she could do about it anyway. She’d always prided herself on her ability to focus on the things she had control over. Now though, that was very little.

      The sun cast a ray of brilliant gold stripes through a billowing cloud on the horizon. Once again, the scene was postcard perfect. Pity their reality was so far from it.

      Swaying palm fronds near the edge of the beach caught her eye, and Zon stumbled from the bushes. The big brute was exactly the demographic she was accustomed to observing. Unfortunately, in her line of business, thugs like Zon often made headline news. And not for the right reasons.

      Zon had made a big deal out of sharing his stolen goods last night. But the stupid idiot only had bar snacks and alcohol. Nothing with any sustenance. Although Max had been overjoyed about the alcohol and its medicinal properties.

      She stepped down from the life raft, and confirming nobody was following her, she padded across the damp sand and delved into the bushes. Twigs and rocks stabbed into her instep and sharp branches scratched against her legs. She only went far enough to be hidden from the beach. When she pulled up her skirt to relieve herself, she tried to block out the reality of what her life had become by staring at a new leaf semi-emerged from robust bark. A headline bounced into her thoughts: New life emerges from the darkness.

      She huffed. Hopefully it was a sign that something good would come from their hell.

      Never again would she complain when the toilet roll wasn’t replaced, or about clothes scattered on the floor, or when the shower became cold, or when the kids tracked dirt across her highly polished floors.

      The extent of trivial things that had upset her were a dreadful waste of energy.

      Sighing, she stepped from the bushes and picking dirt out from beneath her chipped fingernails, she strolled to the water’s edge to wash her hands. The distant horizon consisted of deep blue ocean that stretched as far as she could see, and a dawn sky colored a full palette of citrus that fanned upward like a Chinese fan. Rolling waves crashed into shore with monotonous repetition, splashing over her ankles.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      She jumped at the voice and turned. Jae-Ellen was at her side. The bruising around her eye that’d been a hideous deep purple had faded to a faint tinge of yellow, but the bloodspot was still prominent near her pupil. It was possible she’d retain that blemish for the rest of her life. Not that Jae-Ellen would need a permanent reminder of the moment she had been inches away from death.

      None of them would.

      Gabby sighed and turned back to the sunrise. “Beauty can be deceiving.”

      “Especially in nature. The most beautiful animals are usually the ones that’ll kill you.”

      “Well, let’s hope we don’t run into any rainbow-colored sharks.” The second Gabby had made the ridiculous comment she wanted to retract it. The last time she’d seen sharks, they’d been devouring the bodies they’d been forced to commit to the ocean. She spun to the middle-aged crew member at her side. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t very—”

      “It’s okay.” Jae-Ellen touched her arm. “I know what you meant.”

      Gabby squeezed her eyes shut, trying to eradicate the images of half-eaten bloody cadavers bobbing on the ocean’s surface. The sounds of the tumbling waves were pierced with distant voices and she turned. Gunner and Sykes were walking along the beach toward them.

      The two men had slumped shoulders and their expressions were dark with despair.

      She could relate to their misery.

      As if they were magnetic, within minutes of Gunner and Sykes congregating at the still smoldering fire, people began emerging from the rafts. Within minutes of that, nearly everyone had gathered around. Max emerged with Sally in his arms, and she and Sykes raced over to help him get her down from the raft. Gabby waited for Adam and Jennifer to climb down, then clutching the little girl’s hand in her own, they followed the two men.

      Sykes carried Sally across the sand and placed her on the leaf bed they’d prepared for their daughter yesterday. Just like every other day since they’d rescued her from the ship, Sally didn’t stir.

      After making sure she was comfortable, Max wrapped his good hand around Gabby’s and leaned in to kiss her cheek. “I’m going to help Sykes lift Gladys out of the raft. Meet you at the fire.”

      “Okay.” The mention of Gladys jolted Gabby from the pitiful depression she’d slipped into. No matter how tough she thought things were, Gladys was experiencing events a thousand times worse. How on earth was the crippled woman going to the bathroom?

      She quickly slapped the question away. She did not want to know.

      Gabby stayed with her daughter as the men struggled with Gladys’s immense weight. It was a long and awkward sequence to juggle her from the raft to the sand near the fire. Once that was done, Gabby leaned forward and kissed her daughter’s forehead. She frowned. The heat that was usually emanating from Sally’s pale skin was no longer hot and clammy. She touched the back of her hand to Sally’s cheek. Yes! It was definitely cooler. It gave her hope. Maybe their daughter would wake from the coma soon.

      Adam and Jennifer stood at Sally’s side. The little girl was tiny next to her son, and she looked so frail that a gust of wind just might topple her over. They were comfortable together though. Like they’d always been siblings. It was a strange observation. Adam was just about always fighting with his sister. Maybe Jennifer was filling a void until Sally got better.

      Casting the pondering aside, Gabby pushed from the sand and smiled at the two of them. “Come on. Let’s see what’s going on.”

      When the pair shoved their hands into her palms, Gabby’s mind slipped back to the last time she’d held her mother’s hand. Her mother had been on her deathbed and her final words had obliterated everything Gabby thought she knew about her family. She’d begged her to say it was all lies. She hadn’t. Instead, her mother had stared at Gabby with pale yellow eyes, nodded, and said, “Stop being so naïve, Gabby. You already know it’s true.”

      Gabby had squeezed her mother’s fingers so hard; it was a wonder her frail hand hadn’t broken. That rotten confession was the reason Gabby had never wanted children.

      But as they strolled toward the bedraggled survivors, Gabby gently clutched the tiny palms to hers and acknowledged that she was grateful she’d had children. Originally, she’d agreed to have Max’s child, to prove how much she loved him. But now it was so much more. Her children meant everything to her. She’d die for them. Her mother didn’t deserve even a moment of reflection. Shoving that drug-induced, deathbed confession from her mind, Gabby forced her focus back to their brutal reality.

      Zon threw a few branches onto the smoldering ashes and within seconds, flames leaped into the air and sparks drifted upward like tiny fireflies.

      Gabby settled amongst the crowd seated on the sand around the fire and the kids nestled in beside her. With her arms around them, she scanned the faces staring into the flames. Everyone was filthy. Every single one of them looked beyond exhausted.

      But there was also something else. Their eyes had no glimmer. Their shoulders were slumped. A sense of utter helplessness seemed to have engulfed everyone.

      Most had their gazes fixed on the fire. Some, however, were looking at either Gunner or Zon, clearly waiting for direction.

      Gunner shifted his stance and when he blinked at the people around him, it seemed to dawn on him that the survivors were expecting him to take control. He cleared his throat. “So, Zon. What’s the plan?”

      “Oh right. Yeah.” Zon was a man of profound vocabulary. “Well, we gotta eat. So, we need to catch some fish. Right?”

      Zon eyeballed Gunner and the Captain nodded. “Yes, that’s a good idea. Hey, Albert, what else should we do?”

      The chubby man in the loud shirt jolted at the mention of his name, and his eyes darted from Gunner to Zon, clearly uncomfortable with being thrust into the limelight.

      “Why you askin’ him?” Zon shot his mutinous gaze at Albert.

      Gunner stepped forward. “Albert and his friends are experts at prepping.”

      “Oh no, no, no.” Albert’s eyes bulged and he scratched his balding scalp. “I wouldn’t say that we, ummm—”

      Gabby wanted to scream at them. Dumb and dumber were in charge and clearly no one had any idea what to do.

      “We should make a large help sign on the beach. And a signal fire.” Jessie saved her father. “We’ll need large logs and heaps of branches so it could be seen from a plane.”

      Zon nodded and grinned at Jessie like a giddy teenager.

      Zon is smitten with her. Gabby was annoyed that she hadn’t seen it earlier. Zon’s little crush could prove useful when they needed to sway their new leader in a certain direction.

      “Yeah, okay. We can do that. We gotta fish though.” Zon shifted his feet and blinked at Albert as if seeking help.

      “We can divide into teams. Hunters. Gatherers. We need wood for the fire, and to search for anything edible.” Albert must’ve got over his initial shock because he seemed to have kicked into gear. “We’ll also need shelter and fresh water.”

      “Okay. I’m fishin’,” Zon announced. No surprise there.

      Murmurs rumbled through the crowd. Each person nominated themselves for various roles.

      “We’ll get firewood.” Gabby spoke for her family. “That way we can stay near our daughter.”

      Max’s scowl confirmed he was annoyed with her decision. She had absolutely no idea why and scowled right back at him.

      As if some kind of starter horn had sounded, everybody peeled away, heading off in various directions.

      “Dad, I’m hungry.” Adam’s voice cracked, and Gabby couldn’t decide if it was anger or despair driving that emotion. Maybe both.

      Max lowered onto one knee. “I know, buddy. We’ll gather some wood first, then we’ll go help the others with the fishing. Or maybe we can find some bananas or other fruit trees. We’ll be eating very soon. I promise.”

      Damn it. So that’s why he glared. Getting food for their children was much more important than collecting firewood. Her heart dropped like a brick, heavy and solid at just how out of touch she was with their needs.

      As the sun crept over the ocean and drifted skyward, Gabby worked hard. Harder than she ever had. She chopped with the axe until a giant blister formed on her palm. She strode barefoot back and forward across the hot sand time and time again, lugging armfuls of branches. Her calf muscles burned, her arms ached, her feet stung, and nearly every muscle screamed at her to stop. But she wouldn’t. Not until Max declared they had enough wood.

      The hunting team only managed to catch four small fish. Between seventy-two people, the meal would equate to barely a teaspoon each. They only had two tins of baby formula left and without water, it was nearly impossible to eat. They’d tried. Their water rations were down to just twelve bottles between them.

      Nobody had mentioned what they were going to do when their water ran out.

      Nobody.
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      Madeline held the ledger card toward Sterling. “Look! They were testing nuclear weapons here back in 1962.”

      “Jesus! Really?” Brandi’s eyes bulged. “Do you think it’s safe?”

      Quinn reached out and Madeline handed him and Cloe a bunch of cards each.

      Quinn’s frown grew deeper as he studied the hand written details.

      “Well, even if it’s not safe”—Ken rolled his eyes—“it’s not like we’re getting out of here in any hurry.”

      “On that note.” Quinn shoved the index cards into his pocket. “Let’s keep moving. If we can’t find a way off this island, we at least need to find more food.”

      Cloe handed her cards to him and he added them to his pile. “And we need to head back before it gets dark. I for one don’t want to be stuck in this jungle at night.”

      They divided the eleven Spam cans between them. It was hardly enough for seventy-two survivors. Provided they were even edible, that is.

      Sterling picked up the chair. “I’ll take this back for Gladys. Poor thing has probably been sitting on wet sand all day.”

      Madeline’s heart swelled. She’d only known Sterling for a few weeks, and that had been under very extreme circumstances, yet it was already clear he was one of the good guys. Her thoughts skidded to Aiden. She’d thought exactly the same about her ex-fiancé.

      Madeline wanted to slap herself at her abysmal thoughts. But Aiden’s damage ran deep. Maybe that was what she was destined to be—eternally damaged.

      Silently praying that Sterling was not an ugly repeat of all the previous men in her life, she slipped into line with the others and followed Sterling through the long grass.

      Behind her, Col had lifted Brandi onto his shoulders. It explained how she hadn’t suffered cuts on her legs like everyone else. That family really looked out for each other. Madeline had never had that pleasure. Her father had preferred to forget she existed and her mother exploited every moment they were together.

      The clearing was surrounded by nothing but dense vegetation and there was no path to follow. Whoever lived in that little shack would probably have been just as lonely as she’d been when she’d been kidnapped.

      Was that person as messed up as I am?

      A distant rumbling punctuated her tumbling thoughts. “Hey, can anyone else hear that?”

      “Sure do. It’s the ocean.” Quinn pointed off to their right. “I think it’s coming from over there.”

      They stepped from the clearing and into the jungle. Madeline couldn’t decide what was better—the bladed grass or brutal bush with its whip-like vines that snapped across her chest and the sticky spider webs that clung to her arms and neck.

      The roar of the ocean got louder with each step. A few feet from the clearing, they stumbled upon remnants of an old track made with dozens of railways sleepers. The extent of the construction meant that at one time it had been used frequently.

      “Hey, look at that.” Jackson’s afro bounced ahead as he skipped through the green vegetation.

      A rusty old Jeep filled with leaves was parked in the middle of the track. The tires were nothing but splintered rubber, and a thick vine had crept through the floor, around the pedals and steering wheel, out the broken windshield, and joined up with an overhanging tree like an alien umbilical cord. Madeline shuddered at the creepy sight.

      “Damn.” Col chuckled. “Can’t see us salvaging this one.”

      “Nope.” His brother huffed. “She’s a gonner.”

      “Let’s go,” Quinn declared, taking the lead.

      Thirty or so yards later, the dense bush vanished. “Watch out,” Quinn yelled over the roar of the ocean.

      Madeline stepped onto a narrow cliff edge with him. A long way below, the waves crashed into the shore. Beyond the cliff there was nothing but dark blue ocean.

      No ships. No islands. No rescue. Nothing.

      “Jesus!” Cloe shook her head. “Where the hell are we?”

      “Somewhere in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.” Quinn’s shoulders sagged.

      Madeline turned to him. “What were the chances of us landing on a deserted island?”

      Quinn huffed out a sigh. “Unfortunately, quite high. There are thousands of deserted islands dotted about the Pacific.”

      Cloe cocked her head at him. “Okay then, what’s the chances of there being a shipping lane out there somewhere?”

      Quinn shielded his eyes from the sun with his hand and gazed seaward.

      “Jesus!” Brandi scraped her fingers through her hair. “We could die here and nobody would even know.”

      Col draped his arm over his sister’s shoulders and tugged her to his chest. “We’ve made it this far, sis.” He kissed her forehead.

      Madeline squeezed her eyes shut. Whilst being on a deserted island was a great way to avoid reality, it was also a great way to die. Starvation, dehydration, falling off a cliff. The list was endless. Snapping her eyes open, she stepped back.

      Many times in her life she’d wanted to die. Not now though. Sterling gave her something to live for. Something exciting and new.

      As if reading her mind, he reached for her hand and squeezed. It amazed her how often he did that just when she needed it. Maybe working with children all day had allowed him to hone his intuition skills. Or maybe he’d learned it from his mother. Although . . . he never spoke of his parents. Her heart sank. Despite everything they’d been through, they still knew very little about each other.

      “Hey, look.” Col’s excited tone snapped Madeline from her mental landslide. “I wonder if there are eggs in those nests.”

      Clinging to the rocky cliff beside them were dozens of roosting birds. Just as many were in the air, hovering above the nests like overprotective parents.

      “Only one way to find out.” Jackson scrambled along the cliff edge, clutching at the rocks with his fingers. The birds grew agitated, some launching to the air, all squawking. As he neared the nests, they went for him, darting at his hair and shoulders. Jackson ducked and weaved, dodging the attack by frantically waving.

      Madeline shoved her hands over her ears, blocking out the birds’ cries.

      Ken grabbed a stick and went to Jackson’s rescue, waving it about and shooing the birds away.

      With the birds airborne and the nests unprotected, everyone else moved in to help Jackson. Quinn took over waving the stick while they raided nest after nest. Madeline didn’t move. Her galloping heart took on a heavy beat as Jackson collected the tiny eggs with a greedy grin.

      The group passed the eggs toward her and as Madeline stacked them at the edge of the cliff, she counted how many little birds would never live to open their eyes. Five. Nine. Sixteen. How much was enough? And how many more?

      Humans were greedy. Selfish. And she hated that Sterling was out there with them, joining them in the plundering.

      “Please, don’t take all the eggs,” she shouted over the squawking.

      “Are you kidding?” Col scowled at her. “We’re starving.”

      “We are not starving.” The fury in her tone surprised her. “Please . . . leave a couple of eggs in each nest. Please! That’s enough,” she yelled. “We won’t be able to carry them all as it is.”

      “Madeline’s right.” Cloe nodded at her. “We can always come back.”

      As they all scrambled toward her, Madeline tried to block out both the cries of the birds and the excessive amount of eggs piling up.

      When she’d been held captive, despite being starving most of the time, she’d still shared her food with Peanut, the little mouse who’d miraculously joined her. That tiny sacrifice and the company he’d provided had saved her so many times. It was a stupid notion, but she had a terrible feeling that this island was going to inflict some cruel karma because of what they’d just done.

      She hoped she was wrong.

      As she’d predicted, between the Spam and the eggs, they had more than they could carry. Madeline clutched four tiny eggs in her hands and returned them to the nests. Sterling, Cloe, and Brandi helped her. She couldn’t look at Sterling, yet she felt his gaze on her.

      Loaded up with their supplies, Quinn led the way back through the bushes. Madeline carried six eggs. Six warm eggs. She just hoped that they were edible or the sacrifice those birds made would have been pointless.

      Madeline was surprised when they reached the clearing again. The distance seemed much shorter than the first time, but now the position of that shed made much more sense. The person who’d stayed there only had to walk for about ten minutes to reach the cliff. Yet the dense vegetation created a buffer from the ocean, protecting it from the elements.

      Sterling sidled in beside her, his eyes loaded with concern. “Hey, you okay?” He tried to adjust the chair on his shoulder by shrugging.

      “Yep.”

      His expression was a pleading one. If he didn’t have his hands full, he probably would have reached out to her. “Hey, come on. You know we’ll have to do drastic things to survive out here.”

      “I know. But we don’t have to be greedy.”

      Nodding, he sighed. “You’re right. I guess we just got a bit excited.”

      “Well, that’s fine. But we also need to be smart.”

      He didn’t reply and maybe sensing how angry she was, he silently slipped into line behind her as they left the clearing and charged into the rugged bush on the opposite side.

      A weird silence engulfed them. For some reason, none of them spoke. Maybe they too felt the same guilt Madeline did. Or maybe they had a similar feeling of impending doom. Even Brandi was quiet. The never-ending chirp of birds that’d accompanied them on the trek out had ceased. And the wind that’d whistled through the trees all day—it too had died.

      Maybe a storm was coming. But the sky was impossible to see through the dense canopy. Massive dark clouds could be looming above and only the birds knew about it.

      She glanced at the branches of a tree of Jurassic proportions and couldn’t recall seeing it on the way out. Hopefully Quinn knew where he was going or they could be spending the night in the middle of the jungle after all. With the amount of spider webs she’d seen, that didn’t appeal one bit.

      She studied the tree, looking for birds, but unlike the one she’d seen earlier, there were none.

      The blades of its roots were as tall as her waist and the enormous branches were as thick as a fridge. It looked like something from a prehistoric museum display. “Hey, guys,” she called to nobody in particular. “I can climb that tree. Maybe I’ll be able to see something from up there.”

      Quinn turned to her, his eyes lit up, then he scanned the tree. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, of course. Climbing is what I do for a living.” She placed the eggs onto a mound of damp leaves and turned to study the tree more closely. Compared to the elevator shaft they’d scrambled down when the boat was buckling around them, this was going to be easy.

      Sterling dropped the chair and clutched her hand. “I know I can't talk you out of this, but at least be careful.”

      “I will.” She and Sterling climbed over two exposed roots to reach the base of the tree. Once there, he cupped his hands, giving her a leg up. She hauled herself onto the lowest branch and straddled it. Standing, she reached for the next.

      The branches were evenly spaced which made the climb easy. Sterling called words of encouragement to her, just like she’d done for him in the elevator shaft.

      That already seemed like months ago. Maybe it was.

      The higher she went, the more the breeze teased the sweat on her neck and arms. Soon she was above all the other trees. The vista was spectacular, a field of green.

      Out of nowhere a tiny bird darted at her head. “Jesus.” Clinging to a branch by her legs, she tried to shoo it away. It jabbed the back of her head with its beak. “Ouch.”

      Wincing, she rubbed the spot. “Shit.” It’d drawn blood.

      With the word ‘karma’ bounding around her brain, she scrambled to get away.

      At the next branch, she searched for the bird. It was flapping over a small nest with three little babies inside. No wonder it had attacked.

      Karma.

      When she reached the highest point, she straddled a branch, and shielding her eyes from the sun, she scanned the horizon.

      But there was nothing. Not one damn thing to confirm there was anybody else sharing this world with them. No planes. No buildings. No civilization. It really was deserted.

      “What do you see?” Quinn called to her.

      “Nothing.”

      Despite her elevation, the groans from the others below reached her. Inhaling a calming breath, she started again, scanning the horizon in a slower, methodical manner.

      Out to her far right, something caught her eye. It was as if a genie had planted it there. Here you go, little girl. Your wish is granted. Squinting against the blazing sun, she eased upward on her branch. The blemish on the horizon was an island. If her wish truly had been granted, she would be in her own apartment curled up with a blanket and three cats, and Sterling, sharing the sofa with her. And most of all, she’d be free of her parasitic past that plagued her nearly every single day.

      No, this was not a wish that had been granted. This was another island.

      But as she studied it again, her heart deflated.

      The tiny island didn’t look any more promising than the one they were currently marooned on.

      But worse than that was the enormous black cloud swirling toward them.
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      Gabby’s cheeks burned with the blazing sun and sweat dribbled from her armpits. She shoved her fingers beneath a collection of sticks and the blister on her palm burst open. Gasping, she snapped her hand back. Clear liquid oozed down her dirty palm and the raw flesh beneath the flap of skin stung like a bull ant bite. Pushing the flap back into place, she tried but failed to ignore the dirt beneath her chipped nails. For decades, having meticulously manicured nails had been a priority, as were her fake eyelashes and fake tan.

      An anguished chuckle burst from her lips. “Stupid fool,” she muttered, shaking her head.

      How many hours and how much money have I wasted on that rubbish?

      Forcing herself through yet another painful affront to her body, she was struck by the irony of her situation.

      She was achingly hungry and utterly filthy. She only had one set of clothes, no shoes, and no personal products. Her cramping stomach dominated her thoughts. Prior to this, all those times she’d thought she was stressed. . . she wasn’t even close. She’d never experienced anywhere near the level of stress she’d suffered since that plane crashed into the ship.

      A fat drop of water hit her cheek. Wiping it away, she glanced upward. A gasp tumbled from her throat at the foreboding cloud billowing overhead. Its presence was the perfect representation of her mood. Without warning, millions of raindrops spewed from the sky. Putting her hands over her head, she ducked for cover. But it was futile. There was absolutely nowhere to go. People scurried for either the life rafts or their half-built shelters.

      She and Max both dashed to Sally’s side, but by the time they’d juggled their unconscious daughter into a life raft, along with Jennifer and Adam, they were all drenched through. As was every other survivor who’d climbed into the tiny capsule with them.

      “Catch the water. Catch the water!” someone screamed from the adjacent life raft.

      Max stood in the hatch. The rain pelted his head and bounced off his shoulders. “How? What’re you using?”

      “Anything you can.”

      “Someone find me a container.” Max unhooked his sling, and when he struggled to get his shirt off, Gabby stood beside him. “What’re you doing?”

      “Using my shirt to catch the water. Come on, help me. Quick before it stops.”

      Rain hit like buckshot pellets, stinging her skin, jabbing her eyes. Squinting against the onslaught and being careful not to touch his broken fingers, she helped Max wriggle out of his shirt. Her eyes were drawn to her husband’s sculpted abs. Abs that would make any swimsuit magazine editor swoon. When was the last time I ran my hands over his muscular torso? When did we last make love? The questions tumbled from nowhere. Was it one month . . . two? Twelve? She couldn’t even picture them naked together, let alone making love. It was a sad observation that proved just how far their marriage had disintegrated.

      Albert stood next to her, jolting her untimely melancholy away. She eased back as much as she could to give the big man room.

      “Help me hold the shirt open,” Max urged.

      The three of them crammed into the hatch opening, spread the shirt out so it was tight, and angled it so the runoff poured into the armhole and down the short sleeve. “Quick, someone catch the water.”

      Adam appeared below them with an empty baby formula tin.

      “Good work, buddy.”

      “It’s working,” Adam squealed.

      Gabby flicked her head, trying to get her wet hair from her eyes, and when Max grinned at her she was taken back to another time. A time when he smiled as he served her one of his healthy breakfast creations while she raced around getting ready for work. A time when he and the kids were all perfectly healthy. A time when food and water were a cupboard or fridge away. That already seemed like eons ago. And a dreadful pit opened in her stomach as she contemplated that they may never return to that safe existence again.

      Her arms were aching when Adam finally declared the tin full.

      Max lowered the shirt. “Let’s share that around, then we’ll fill it again. Go on, buddy, you first.”

      Adam raised the tin to his mouth, took a sip, and spat it out. “Oh yuck.”

      “What’s wrong?” Max squatted beside Adam.

      “You try.” Adam shoved the tin at his father.

      Max sipped and spat it out too. “Damn it! It’s salty. Must be from my shirt.”

      He snatched the shirt off Gabby and dipped it into the rainwater a few times. “Okay, hopefully that will do it. Let’s try again.”

      It was such a stupid thing, yet she was suddenly verging on tears, teetering on the brink of her endurance. She wasn’t sure how much more of this insanity she could take. Her chin quivered and a knot formed in her throat, making it impossible to breathe. She turned her face to the blinding rain, appealing to every wet slap to drown out her misery. Gritting her teeth, she told herself she was stronger than this. She was a fighter. A woman at the top of her game. A woman who could rival any man.

      Swallowing the emotional lump, she turned her gaze back to the tin—it was a quarter full. “Taste it now,” she commanded. “Make sure it’s drinkable before we waste any more.”

      Max let go of the shirt. “Good idea.” He lowered to Adam’s side.

      Adam drank, then smiled; showing off his yellowing teeth. “It’s good. It’s good. Here, you try.” Adam handed the tin to Jessie.

      Each of the people sharing the life pod with them took their turn sipping the water, and by the time it was handed to Gabby, she had to force herself through the unhygienic reality of sharing the same drinking vessel with sixteen people—thirteen of which were strangers. But when she swallowed, it was like her throat was thanking her. It was sweet and delicious and she couldn’t remember a time when a simple gulp of water had tasted so good.

      Once Max had swallowed the remaining dribble from the tin, they set about catching more rain.

      “How you guys doing?”

      Gabby turned to the voice. Gunner was standing beside their life raft. Sykes was with him. Neither man seemed perturbed by the drenching they were getting.

      “We’re good. Finally got some drinking water.” Max grinned like all their problems were solved.

      “Well, we’ve got some more good news.” Gunner squinted against the sleeting rain. “The group that went out searching today spotted another island not too far away.”

      Gabby’s heart leapt. “Are there people there?”

      “We don’t know. But come daylight, provided this storm stops, we’ll check it out.”

      “Great. Fingers crossed for sunshine and no wind in the morning.” Max’s statement was ironic given that his fingers were so swollen he couldn’t possibly cross them.

      “I agree. Sykes and I will work on a plan and grab you guys tomorrow. Try and get some sleep.”

      “We will. You too.”

      Gunner and Sykes skipped ahead to the next raft and Gabby, Max, and Albert went back to collecting more rain.

      “Do you think there’re people at the other island?” The moment the words had left her lips, she felt like a fool. It was a stupid question. One that they couldn’t possibly answer.

      Yet Max nodded. “I reckon there is. We’ll be sipping cocktails by lunchtime.”

      Albert’s chubby cheeks wobbled as he grinned and nodded to Max.

      Gabby, however, didn’t share the same optimism. As much as she wanted to believe they were nearing the end of their nightmare, she had a rotten feeling they were far from it. And her intuition was usually right on the money.

      Jessie and Adam found a bucket and two more formula tins to fill, and they repeated the process to fill them. But soon their elation over finally having fresh water abated as the rain went on.

      And on. And on.

      The sun failed to penetrate the clouds and a gloomy darkness settled over the island like a menacing omen. Not long after they stopped collecting water, and had huddled back into the life pod, Gabby began to shiver. As did her son and Jennifer. They cuddled up together, hoping to share some warmth, but the cold was coming from within. Deep and painful in her bones.

      It was impossible to tell the duration of their confinement in the pod. Three hours? Maybe four? When her legs tingled with pins and needles and her back ached from shivering, she couldn’t stand to sit there a moment longer.

      Max frowned at her but she refrained from commenting. Wriggling out from between Jennifer and Adam, who were miraculously sleeping and hunching over, she made her way to the hatch, pushed back the cover and grimaced as she stood. The sleeting rain hit her with the same intensity as it had when it’d first started. It was showing absolutely zero signs of subsiding.

      Pain nipped behind her eyelids and she wished she could get her hands on the bottle of Advil tablets that had been ever-present in her handbag.

      Shit! I haven’t had my epilepsy tablet for days.

      Or was it a week? Or more?

      When she’d originally packed for the fourteen-day cruise, she’d taken just one packet of medication. Although she’d lived with the condition for years, she’d always had the benefit of medication to manage it. Not now though. She could become a quivering mess at any moment and there was absolutely nothing she could do about it.

      Pushing that distressing fact aside, she scanned the sky, searching for a break in the clouds. When she didn’t find one, she turned her attention to the beach. It was deserted. Everybody had opted to hunker down in the life pods until the storm was over.

      As her hunger pains twisted her stomach into painful knots, she recalled last night’s pathetic meal. Thanks to Zon sharing his collection of stolen goods, she had been allocated six peanuts and two cashews. She’d also had two scoops of dry baby powder and mixed it with about half a cup of coconut milk. Her ration of two mouthfuls of cooked fish had been drastically inadequate yet delicious . . . unlike the raw fish they’d had to endure while stranded in the life boats. She loved sushi. But eating raw fish straight from the ocean was wrong. So, so wrong.

      Movement in the bushes caught her eye, and she frowned as once again she caught Zon stumbling from the scraggy tree line. When he wiped his mouth and licked his fingers, her blood boiled. That lying bastard! Last night he’d made a huge show of sharing all his supplies. Clearly, he had more.

      She had no idea why that surprised her. She knew his kind. The kind that only looked out for one person: himself.

      Fury blazed through her like a lit stick of dynamite.

      Her children were starving. Adam had lost several pounds since the start of this mess and Sally was skin and bones. Yet Zon was still squirreling his stolen food.

      Clamping her jaw tight, she readied to climb down and give Zon a piece of her mind.

      “You fucking bastard,” a voice bellowed from over her shoulder.

      Sykes marched toward Zon. The force of his stride had wet sand flicking behind him.

      Even with the pouring rain, she saw the sick smirk on Zon’s face. She had a bizarre feeling that he’d been preparing for this very moment. Either that or he was hoping he’d get this opportunity to face up to Sykes.

      The brute must’ve assumed Sykes would stop, because he barely changed his stance.

      Sykes barged right at Zon and shoved the redhead in the chest.

      Zon stumbled backward and fell to one knee.

      Gabby flicked her wet hair from her eyes, and squinting through the driving rain, she kept one eye on the battling men as she scrambled down the ladder.

      With an animalistic growl, Zon shoved up from the sand and drove his shoulder at Sykes. He got him square in the stomach and the two of them careened backward.

      The men bellowed in unison and while Zon slammed punches into Sykes’ stomach, Sykes retaliated with blows to Zon’s back.

      Gabby strode across the cold sand in her bare feet, and although she was horrified by the raw brutality, she wanted to cheer Sykes on. Every punch the First Officer landed was justified. Every groan the redhead emitted was music to her ears.

      Other people joined her, circling the violent brawl. Max reached her side and pulled her back two steps.

      Zon picked up Sykes in a move she’d expect to see in one of those hideous wrestling matches that were choreographed for maximum crowd enjoyment. But this wasn’t pre-planned, and when Zon slammed Sykes onto the sand with bone-jarring brutality, the bellow that burst from Sykes’ mouth was every bit real.

      “Stop it! Stop it right now!” Gunner thrust between them; his brutalized arm clutched to his chest in an inadequate attempt to protect it.

      But the men didn’t stop. Sykes drove from the ground, dodging Gunner, and in a classic linebacker move, he charged into Zon’s stomach. They locked together. The groaning intensified. The yelling and abuse was loud and ferocious. They hit the ground in a tangle of arms and legs, and sand covered their wet bodies like they were crumbed sausages.

      They rolled over and over. Zon on top. Sykes on top.

      Knuckles connected with chins. Fists thumped into ribs.

      Sykes straddled Zon, wrapped his hands around the redhead’s neck and his fingers bulged white as he squeezed.

      “Stop!” Gunner yelled and clutched at Sykes’ shoulder.

      Zon’s eyes flared. His crimson cheeks blazed darker.

      An explosion boomed out of nowhere.

      Sykes barreled sideways. Blood splattered the sand.

      A split second later, Sykes screamed a bloodcurdling howl of agony.
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      Zon scrambled to his feet. The gun was in his hand. Smoke was escaping the end of the barrel.

      But he didn’t remember grabbing it.

      And he sure as shit weren’t rememberin’ pullin’ no trigger.

      Next second, he was tackled sideways. The gun went flyin’, landin’ in the sand to his left. “I didn’t mean it.” His cheek was shoved into the sand.

      “Shut up.” The fucker was behind him, makin’ it impossible to see who it was.

      “He started it,” Zon hissed through clenched teeth, and they yanked his arms behind his back. “Fuckin’ hell. It weren’t my fault.”

      “You asshole. You shot me.” Sykes clutched his leg below the knee. “You fucking shot me.” Rain mixed with the blood, getting the shit everywhere. On his hands. On his legs. On the sand. “You fucking shot me.”

      Zon spat sand from his mouth and tried to turn his head farther sideways to get a better look. Sykes was goin’ all red and the way he was cussin’, he was in a fuck-load of pain.

      Half the crowd was watchin’ Sykes, but just as many was eyeballing Zon. They was lookin’ at him like he was the devil. “It wasn’t my fault. He jumped me. You all saw it.” The asshole pinnin’ his face to the sand pushed harder and he thrashed beneath it. “Get off me!”

      “My leg.” Sykes rocked from side to side like a baby. “My leg.”

      Max and Gunner kneeled at Sykes’ side. Both were holding their banged-up hands outta the way. Max leaned over Sykes’ leg, but when he pulled back, he looked like he was gonna puke or somethin’.

      It wasn’t good.

      “We need to get him into a raft.” Max stood. “Quick. And I need Gladys’ help.”

      Gladys was the one who’d sewn up Gunner’s wrist after Zon chopped his hand off. Didn’t make no fuss about the blood gettin’ all over her neither. She was all right for a cripple.

      The rain got heavier and the wind cranked up. It was like Mother Nature was dead-set on eradicatin’ all that blood.

      When four men picked Sykes up, he shrieked. Didn’t stop him turnin’ and givin’ Zon the death stare though. “Fucking asshole.”

      Zon wanted to yell back. To tell Sykes he fuckin’ deserved it. But he didn’t get a chance. The fuckers holding him shoved his chin down so hard he was eatin’ sand. Blinkin’ back rain, he watched them carry Sykes to the second raft. It took ’em forever to get him up the ladder and a second after he disappeared, he howled. The stupid shits musta dropped him.

      The asshole pinnin’ Zon yanked his arm behind his back harder. Zon howled too. “Fuckin’ hell, what’s that for?”

      When his other arm was yanked backward, he thought about fightin’ it, but he was already fucked after wrestlin’ with Sykes. It wasn’t like him. Zon was always up for a fight. It was a kinda sport back home, ’specially at the bar on Friday nights. Wasn’t too many Fridays that someone didn’t get a black eye or fat lip. Or arrested. Now, though, he barely had enough energy to spit. He was starvin’. That was the problem. Give him a fat T-bone and a bourbon and he’d be all over the fuckers who’d tackled him.

      When they started wrappin’ a rope around his wrist, it had Zon wonderin’ where the hell they’d got it. It was way too convenient. Like they’d planned it all along . . . Sykes was step one . . . tackle Zon to the ground. Step two was the other assholes tying him up. The more he thought about it, the more he reckoned it had to be true.

      Someone grabbed his hair, yankin’ his head back, and he finally got a look at the assholes who’d tackled him. Ken and Col, the butt-ugly twins. “Let me go.”

      “You’re a genius, aren’t you?” One of ‘em said.

      “Fuckin’ hell. It was an accident! I didn’t mean to shoot him.”

      “Yeah, well, you did.”

      “What about me? I wasn’t doin’ nothin’. He jumped me. It was fuckin’ self-defense.”

      The other one glared at Zon, his bulgin’ eyes fulla red veins. “You better hope he lives.”

      When the two dipshits started draggin’ him backward, Zon didn’t bother strugglin’. He didn’t help ’em none either. If they wanted to move him, they’d have to do it themselves. They was both gruntin’ like fat boars by the time they got Zon to the nearest palm tree.

      They hauled him to it and started fiddlin’ with the rope again; tying him to the tree. He didn’t care. He’d had worse. His daddy had tied him to a fence post once. That hadn’t been so bad, until a billion ants had started feastin’ on him. He’d spent the whole night screamin’ for his mama. But she’d been doin’ her own screamin’. His daddy had been punishin’ her too. He never did figure out what his old man had done to her on account of her takin’ off. When she’d returned seven years later, he’d had a whole lotta other questions that needed answerin’.

      The stupid twins musta had no idea what they were fuckin’ doin’, and the whole time they was wrestlin’ with the rope, Zon was staring at a blood spot on his jeans. He got to wonderin’ why the rain don’t wash it away. Maybe it was some kinda sign. Like them dudes who get the tear tattoo when they top someone. This was Zon’s first time at shootin’ someone. He sure hadn’t meant it though. Not that anyone would believe him.

      When the twins finally came into eyesight, they glared at him like he was roadkill.

      “What?” he snapped.

      “Hope you’re comfy.”

      “Yeah. Actually, I am.” It was true. He’d spent many hours roughin’ it while gator hunting and in worse positions than this.

      The twins huffed and rolled their eyes at exactly the same time. Without another word, they turned and walked away. As they disappeared into the rain, Zon tried to make sense of what the hell happened.

      He had no idea why he’d let Sykes get the jump on him. It wasn’t like he hadn’t seen him comin’.

      And shootin’ the gun . . . why don’t I remember that?

      One of his favorite things was handlin’ a loaded weapon.

      The screams comin’ from the life raft were louder than anythin’ he’d ever heard from a grown man before. And he’d heard his share of screamin’. But when the screamin’ suddenly stopped, he got a shitty feelin’ Sykes mighta died.

      He hoped not or his fucked-up situation was about to get a whole lot worse.

      As the minutes rolled into hours, the rain ran out and the small amount of sunlight that got through the storm clouds stopped shinin’ altogether. Day plunged into night. They’d never even got a chance to light the fire and it was completely black.

      Zon was used to sittin’ in scrub in complete darkness. It was the only way to catch the gators. But this was different. He couldn’t see a single thing. No stars. No moon. No fires, candles, flashlights—not even the glow of a cigarette.

      Nothin’ but blackness all around.

      It was silent too. Except for the waves that crashed over and over.

      He shifted his ass, tryin’ to get a better position. The wet sand was gettin’ cold and the salty breeze coming off the ocean didn’t help. If he wasn’t careful, he was gonna start shiverin’. That was when the shit would get real. He tried to swallow but his mouth was dry. The last drink he’d had was a sip of Cognac earlier. There wasn’t much of it left. The only other grog he had was the Wild Turkey. He’d been savin’ that one to share with Jessie. But now that he was down to just one bottle, it had him wishin’ that he’d taken his time with all the others too.

      “Hey.” A voice came outta nowhere and it was the sweetest sound he’d ever heard.

      “Jessie?”

      “You really messed up, Zon.”

      “I know, I know. But it was an accident. I didn’t mean it.” He could feel her presence but couldn't see her. He pictured her dark eyes, her pale skin, her long black hair that reached the top of her tits as if drawing a line to them. He hoped he’d get a chance to hold her tits one day. Or, better yet, suck on ’em.

      Forcing his brain off her tits, he tried to focus. “Is Sykes okay?”

      “Gladys had to stitch him up. She says the bullet went straight through. He’s lost a lot of blood, but she says he’ll live. Provided he doesn’t get an infection.”

      “It was self-defense. I don’t even know why he jumped me.”

      She cleared her throat. “They’re saying that you still have some food.”

      “Bullshit!” He bolted upright and the ropes bit at his wrists. “I got nothing left. I gave it all out last night. Ungrateful bastards.”

      “But they saw you eating.”

      Zon blinked. Tryin’ to figure out what she was sayin’. “Who saw me? With what?”

      “Gabby said she saw you stepping from the bushes with food. Sykes said the same.”

      “She’s a fuckin’ liar. Him too. I ain’t eaten nothin’ since last night.”

      “But.” Jessie cleared her throat. “She said you were licking your fingers.”

      “For fuck’s sake. I spilt my grog. I was licking Cognac off my fingers.”

      When she didn’t answer, he pictured her tugging on one of her earrings. She did that when she was thinkin’. Zon sighed. “You can check if you want. I ain’t got no food left. Wish I’d fuckin’ kept it now. I’d share it with you.” For some reason, he felt all fuzzy saying shit like that.

      “Oh. Thanks.” She fell silent.

      What’s she thinking? He was about to say he was sorry again when she touched his leg and the words snapped clear away from his head.

      “Do you want some water?”

      He’d much prefer some of that Wild Turkey that was stashed just a few feet away. “You got some?”

      Her hand curled around his neck and he just about jumped outta his skin. Somethin’ cold touched his lips and he opened his mouth. Fresh, cool liquid poured onto his tongue and he gulped it down.

      When she placed her hand on his thigh, he was surprised at how warm it was. And how nice. And how close it was to his groin.

      “Sorry, but I better get back to my dad.”

      “Sure. Thanks anyways.”

      Her steps in the sand was soon swallowed up by the stupid waves.

      A bird somewhere in the bushes behind him made a strange sound, like it was crying. It was creepy. And Zon didn’t get the creeps.

      As the cold began settlin’ into his lower back and inchin’ up his spine, he tried to take his focus away from the ache and onto Jessie.

      She was the only friend he had. Only real friend anyway. The friends he had back home would just as likely share a drink with him as turn him into the cops for somethin’ he didn’t do.

      Jessie, though—he had a strong feelin’ she really liked him. If she did, it’d be a first. He’d never really had a girl before. Not a real one that meant anythin’ to him. The longest he’d ever been with a chick was ’bout six days. And Lynley didn’t count none. Turned out she’d just been usin’ him to get her hands on his weed. Stupid bitch had nearly smoked him outta his whole stash before he’d figured her out. He’d never really liked her anyway. Sex had been good though. When she wasn’t high, that was.

      It was different with Jessie though. He didn’t just want to fuck her. He wanted to be with her. It was weird. ’Specially as he’d only known her for a couple of weeks.

      Would she wanna hang out with him once they got rescued?

      He hoped so.

      Provided them assholes don’t hang him for somethin’ he hadn’t meant to do.
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      Daylight hadn’t come soon enough for Gunner. Everyone had been soaked through from that storm, and trying to sleep in wet clothes hadn’t been easy. Especially in the dead of night when the cool air had seeped into the life raft, into his bones, into the jagged scar at the end of his arm. And if that hadn’t been bad enough, although Sykes had been forced to drink a cup of alcohol in an attempt to numb his pain, it hadn’t stopped his agonized moans.

      And then there was Zon, who’d spent the night tied to the tree.

      Every time Gunner had become close to drifting off to sleep, Zon had roared some bullshit from the darkness, jolting him from slumber. Gunner had spent the final bleak hours staring out the porthole with alternating thoughts between willing the night to be over, and uncertainty over whether the new day would be any better.

      Especially with what they’d intended to do.

      Most of their morning had been consumed with removing the hard-plastic top off one of the life rafts with the axes. It had been necessary to enable the men to lean over the sides to paddle.

      Finally, they’d reached the moment of truth.

      Gunner swallowed the razor blades in his throat as he wrestled one-handed to tighten his life vest. “Are you all ready?”

      Mumbling affirmations confirmed they were not. But there was no turning back.

      When Willis shot a glance at Gunner, fear was written in the whites of his eyes. He may be strong, but the chubby security guard was better suited to wrestling drunkards to the ground than rowing a clunky raft over six-foot barrels of water. His life jacket was jammed up under his armpit like an inflated straitjacket.

      The others weren’t much better.

      Gunner’s heart thundered as he gripped onto the rim of the plastic with his good hand and split his gaze between the giant waves ahead, the six other men in the life raft with him, and the people standing back on the shore. Every single person needed this to succeed. They were all counting on him. Every one of them. Crippling doubts banged against his brain like a caged animal.

      Everything was against them.

      The life raft that was built for safety, not tackling waves.

      Giant waves that were so big that one alone could crush them all.

      Men who were already exhausted and famished.

      The chances of success were minimal. But they had no choice.

      Choosing who would paddle the raft had been limited to the strength of the survivors. With Sykes suffering that bullet wound, and Zon still tied to the tree, Col, Ken, Jackson, Willis, Sterling, and Quinn were the six fittest people amongst the remaining survivors.

      “Paddle!” Gunner clutched the rim of the raft and softened his knees, determined to keep his balance.

      Six men dug their paddles in, scooping the water, lurching the raft forward.

      The oncoming wave barreled in at frightening speed, aiming right for them.

      “Harder. Pull!”

      They hit the wave head-on. The raft elevated, lumbering up the front wall of water.

      “Keep going.”

      The wave hadn’t rolled yet. They were nearly there. Timing was everything.

      “Hang on!”

      By some miracle, the raft curled over the top of the swell, but then it dropped out beneath them on the other side. Falling nose first, it tumbled three feet before it hit the water again. Willis and Ken were thrown against the seats and when their heads clanged, they both howled.

      “Quick! Get ready. There’s another one.”

      Gunner’s pulse pounded at the size of the next wave. But it was the one after that, that had his heart jammed in his throat. God help us.

      “Pull. Pull!” He clutched the formed plastic rim of the raft, gripping for his life as the wall of water came at them like a demon—millions of gallons on a mission to crush everything in its path. He stared at the top, praying that the wave didn’t roll. Stay. Stay. He repeated the mantra as the water loomed.

      Two men screamed. The front of the raft rose higher and higher.

      “Hang on!” Gunner cried.

      The curling water started to their right, rolling over with the clash of nature that he usually loved. Not now though. Not when they were so inadequately equipped.

      The raft lurched over the top just as the water curled. It tilted sidelong and fell ten feet.

      Water poured in. Gunner lost his grip. He stumbled backward. Desperate to protect his arm, he twisted sideways and hit the deck just as everybody else did. Someone slammed into him and he howled at the agony. Bile shot to his throat. His world wobbled. But he fought it, desperate not to pass out. Not now. Not here.

      “Get up. Get up.” His bellow was barely a whisper against the thunderous roar around him. The next wave!

      “Quick!” He dragged himself upright and gasped. They were too late. “Shit. Hang on!”

      Terrified screams matched his own.

      The wave wasn’t just a wave—it was a freight train.

      It crashed into the raft. Gunner was scooped up, his feet swept out beneath him. The raft vanished in a swirl of blue, as did the men. Gunner hit the water in a full-body slam, his life jacket shot over his head and vanished in an instant. His eyes stung. His hand did too. He was trapped in a giant washing machine. There was no up or down, just a tsunami of seething water.

      His head hit the bottom, driving his nose into the coarse sand. An invisible force yanked his body backward. His thigh hit a chunk of coral, splitting open a new wound. He clawed for the surface. But he was all lopsided, powerless. The shocking reality hit him like a wrecking ball. I’m a cripple with only one hand. The brutal stigma crushed his sanity.

      I’m disabled. Permanently disfigured. Useless.

      His lungs burned. He needed air.

      His body was tossed left and right. Arms and legs were wrenched in opposite directions. His face hit the sand again and when he tried to push off, his good hand touched something that speared a thousand needles into his palm.

      Gunner screamed. Water shot down his throat, into his lungs.

      His hand blazed with fiery agony.

      He couldn’t do it anymore. He had nothing left. He stopped fighting.

      A powerful surge gripped him in an invisible claw rolling him over, lifting him up, and driving him forward. He gasped for air and swallowed more water. His lungs were set to explode.

      He squeezed his eyes shut and there was Adelle, his lovely wife. And his baby girl, Bella. Like beautiful angels, their hair floated in the current; creating halos. Their laughter drowned out the roar of the water. Adelle offered her hand and he reached for it. But she was too far away. Kicking off a clump of coral, he pushed upward, desperate to clutch her fingers.

      Suddenly, he was at the surface. He gasped for air, sucking in greedy mouthfuls. Blinking back the salty water, he scanned the ocean. A wave was coming right for him. After gulping in another lungful of air, he dove down. As the water rolled over him, he scanned below.

      His heart lurched to his throat.

      Willis was on the bottom. His mouth was open. His eyes were too. An enormous gash on his forehead had blood clouding the water dark crimson. His life jacket was nowhere to be seen. Gunner clawed toward the lifeless body. Come on, Willis. Come on. Don’t do this.

      His silent prayers drove him faster.

      The second Gunner’s feet touched the sand, he gripped Willis’ wrist and pulled him upright. Pushing off the bottom, Gunner aimed for the surface. The security guard was a dead weight dragging through the water. The surface twinkled as a thousand pretty lights above him, cruel with its beauty.

      Come on. Come on.

      A wave curled in. The surge knocked them sideways. Gunner lost his grip and tumbled over and over. He searched the water, desperate to see Willis. But he was gone, vanished in a sea of blue.

      Gunner spun in the water scouring left and right, up and down.

      His burning lungs screamed for oxygen. He couldn’t stand it a moment more. With the burden of guilt weighing him down, he swam to the surface. He punched through and gulped at the air.

      He bobbed on the swell, letting it lap at his neck and splash his face. His whole life he’d loved the water, lived for it. The ocean had invigorated him, made him feel alive. Not anymore.

      “Fuck!” Gunner punched the surface and screamed until his throat burned.

      A lone albatross flew overhead. It dipped its wing as if saluting Gunner. It was by itself. Just like him. A single creature in the middle of nowhere.

      His mind drifted to his wife and daughter again and his heart crumbled into a million pieces as he pictured them scared and alone.

      The ocean was keeping him from them.

      The ocean was his enemy. An enemy he was determined to fight.

      His brain snapped to the five other men who’d been in that boat. He’d already lost so many, but these men had put their lives on the line to save everyone. Losing Willis was crippling. Losing any more would kill him.

      “Hello! Can anyone hear me? Hello.”

      His cries were met with nothing but the roar of the water. He scanned the beach. It was a good hundred yards away. He hadn’t realized he’d been pushed that far out.

      Rolling to his stomach, he headed into the shore. Each time a wave forced him to dive under, he scoured the bottom with his heart in his throat, praying he wouldn’t find Jackson or the twins or any one of the men floating down there.

      After dodging the seventh wave, he caught movement near the shoreline. It was Quinn and Ken, and they were helping young Jackson from the water. Brandi ran along the beach and next second, Col popped up out of the water near her.

      Relief washed through Gunner as he counted the men.

      But there was one missing. Sterling. The school teacher.

      Madeline was on the beach, her arm raised as she scanned the ocean. The relief he’d experienced moments ago was yanked away. He cupped his hands around his mouth. “Sterling! Sterling!”

      Instead of diving through the waves, Gunner rode them, using the height to search the ocean. He did it again. And again. He glanced at the beach. Madeline was still there. Sterling was not.

      “Sterling!”

      A flash of color caught his attention. And with one eye on that direction, he waited for the next wave. The second it reached him, he kicked up, driving for maximum height. And there, a good fifty yards farther out to sea, was Sterling. He was perched knee-deep on something, waving his hands over his head.

      Forging through the stinging pain at the end of his wrist, Gunner put his head down and swam toward Sterling.

      With each breath he took, he confirmed Sterling was still in his sights. But as he neared, Gunner couldn’t take his eyes off what Sterling was standing on. It wasn’t a rocky outcrop like he’d assumed.

      It was a shipwreck.

      A navy ship, complete with a coral-studded army tank on top.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Zon had seen Captain Dickhead and his buddies try to row that stupid raft over the waves, and figured they was gonna fail. Nobody had listened to him but. And he’d wanted to say I told ya so. But he couldn’t on account of him not being able to tell nobody in the first place.

      When some of ’em had started cryin’, he couldn’t work out if it was ’cause someone got dead, or ’cause they’d lost the fuckin’ life raft. The whole time he’d watched it drift out to sea, he’d thought at least one of ’em would try to go after it. But nope. They’d just let it get away. The damn thing was probably halfway to fuckin’ America by now.

      Before everyone had disappeared into the three remaining boats for the night, Zon had tried to listen to what they was sayin’. But the fuckin’ waves had made it impossible to hear ’em.

      He was getting mighty pissed ’bout being tied to the tree, yet he’d spent all day fighting against the knotted rope behind his back. He couldn’t believe the butt-ugly twins had tied him up so good.

      His belly was groanin’ louder than his mama did after a night on the tequila. He hadn’t eaten nothin’ since Jessie snuck him some of that Spam shit they’d found. If it weren’t for her, the rest of ’em woulda let him starve to death.

      But Jessie hadn’t come to him durin’ the night and that had him ragin’. The butt-ugly brothers were probably tellin’ her all sortsa bullshit. When the wave had taken out the raft, Zon had been hopin’ the twins would get their asses kicked. No such luck.

      Maybe his lucky streak was over.

      He shoulda not been surprised. Zon never was lucky much.

      Zon musta dozed off ’cause next time he opened his eyes, the sun was a blazin’ fireball on the water and Captain Dickhead and a couple of his asshole buddies were walking toward him. He snapped his neck from side to side, trying to loosen the knots and preparin’ his-self. ’Cause if they was the posse coming to hang him, then Zon was gonna fight like a fuckin’ banshee.

      “Hey, Zon.” Captain Dickhead was lookin’ at him like they was old buddies or somethin’.

      “Yeah. What?” Zon’s nose whistled.

      “We need your help.”

      Well, that was a brain fart he hadn’t been expectin’. Nobody needed Zon’s help. Not for nothin’. But then he got to figurin’ it was some kinda trick. “Yeah. What the fuck for?”

      “Well, to be honest, we need your muscles.”

      Zon cocked his head. “Like I said. What the fuck for?”

      Gunner knelt on one knee to eyeball Zon. “If I untie you, will you behave?”

      “Look, asshole. I was minding my own fuckin’ business when Sykes jumped me. It was his own fuckin’ fault.”

      “I know.” Gunner nodded.

      “You do?” Zon bulged his eyes.

      “Yes, I do.”

      Zon blinked. “The gun . . . it was an accident.”

      Gunner nodded again. “I know that too. It doesn’t change the fact that you shot Sykes though.”

      “Yeah, well.” There was nothin’ more to say. Zon had told ’em it was an accident and he’d said sorry. He didn’t need to say no more.

      Gunner stood, and for a second Zon thought he was gonna stride away. But he didn’t. Instead he walked around to the back of the tree. “Quinn, can you give me a hand?”

      Zon tried not to chuckle. It was a funny question, on account of Gunner actually missin’ one.

      When the ties were released, Zon rubbed his wrists. The rope marks were red-raw.

      Gunner came back into Zon’s view and offered to help Zon up. Zon clutched Gunner’s hand and his entire body groaned as he stood. The muscles in his back twanged as he struggled his body upright.

      Zon squared off at Gunner, looking down at the man. “I’m guessin’ that whatever it is you want me to do, it could get me dead. Am I right?”

      “That depends. What’re your swimming skills like?”

      Zon huffed. “Don’t win me no gold medals. But I get by.”

      Gunner indicated for them to walk toward the beach, and as they did, Gunner spewed all the details ’bout the island in the distance and their failed attempt to reach it. Not that he needed to—Zon’d seen the cock-up with his own eyes yesterday.

      “We found a shipwreck out there. It’s lying about fifty yards perpendicular to those rocks. It’s a navy ship. A big one, and the water is shallow enough that you can stand on it.” Gunner pointed offshore and Zon squinted against the sun, trying to see this shipwreck, but he didn’t see nothin’.

      “So, here’s the plan.” Gunner tapped Zon on the shoulder, acting like they was all cozy. “If you could swim out to the shipwreck with one end of a rope, then when we swim out to it, you could help by pulling us along. We’ve got enough rope to be able to send it back and repeat the process. Once there are eight of us on that shipwreck, we can drag the life raft out to us. That’ll get it past the breakers. Then we can check out that other island and hopefully get rescued.”

      The whole time Zon was listenin’ to Gunner babble on, he was lookin’ for Jessie. But she didn’t show. When Gunner stopped talkin’ and looked at him, Zon figured they really was countin’ on him to save their asses. And that meant it was a prime opportunity to get some of what he deserved. He jutted his chin at Gunner. “You gonna tie me up when we get to the other island?”

      Gunner shook his head. “No. You’re a free man.”

      Zon’s nose whistled. He wasn’t expectin’ that. “Really? What’s Sykes say ’bout that?”

      Gunner kicked at a charred log from last night’s fire and sighed. “Sykes has enough to worry about.”

      Zon looked out at the waves. They sure as shit looked big. He’d never swum in the ocean before, but it couldn’t be too hard. It was just water. He caught movement near the shore, and when Jessie started comin’ outta the ocean, his jaw just ’bout hit the sand.

      She was wearing a T-shirt and it clung to her body like she weren’t wearing nothin’. Her perky tits were lookin’ mighty fine in that wet fabric. She glanced his way and when she smiled, his bones quivered like he was comin’ outta a bender. Jessie was lookin’ right at him. At him! Her sexy little show was for him. Hot damn. His mind flashed back to when he’d saved Zombie and Jessie had called him a hero. She’d kissed him too. Zon licked his lips, tasting her all over again.

      This was his chance to show her what he really could do.

      “All right then.” He nodded at Gunner. “But I’m gonna need a feed first.”

      “We thought you might say that.” He reached for a baby formula tin.

      Zon was about to scowl at Gunner but his jaw dropped instead. “Is that scrambled eggs?”

      Captain Dickhead smiled. “Sure is.”

      Zon didn’t wait for the go-ahead. He dug his fingers in and scooped a big wad into his mouth. His eyes rolled as he chewed on the first decent food he’d had in weeks. “Fuck yeah.”

      While he ate, Gunner rattled on ’bout the plans. They’d been busy putting ropes together and figuring out who was gonna go to the other island with him. All Zon had to do was help get ’em over the waves.

      Piss easy!

      “We’ll wait until the outgoing tide before we give it a go though, so why don’t you get some rest?”

      Rest? That was all he’d been doin’ since they tied him to the tree.

      Captain Dickhead touched his shoulder again and flashed a weird grin. “We’ll come and find you when it’s time.”

      Zon nodded and when he wandered away, he figured he’d try and find Jessie. But he needed to take a dump first. He strode into the same bushes he’d been starin’ at all day yesterday. Squattin’, he’d just finished when he spied a lizard on a nearby branch. Zon didn’t even think. He lashed out and snatched the fuckin’ thing right off the bark.

      Now that he had decent bait, he figured he’d do some fishin’ instead of searchin’ for Jessie. She’d turn up sooner or later. He hadn’t even got comfy on the sand before he caught his first fish. A big one too. Big enough to give at least five people a decent feed.

      The moment he landed that first fish, Jackson joined him, offerin’ to help. But the stupid bastard had no friggin’ idea what he was doin’. Zon gave him a few pointers and when Jackson landed a fish on his third cast, he shrieked like a girl. It had Zon grinnin’ though, and just seein’ Jackson’s excitement had him feeling mighty proud.

      Maybe it was Jackson’s squealin’ that caught her attention, ’cause Jessie finally appeared on the beach.

      “Hey.” She smiled as she walked toward him.

      Zon didn’t wanna seem like he was too excited to see her, but man if he couldn’t wipe the smile off his face. “Hey.”

      “Fishin’, huh?”

      “Yep. Already got one.”

      “I saw that. You’re good.”

      She’s been watchin’? His heart did a weird flip.

      “I hear you’re going to help them get the raft over the waves.”

      He shrugged his shoulders. “That’s the plan.”

      She nudged her shoulder to his side. “You’ll do it. I know you will.”

      He smiled down at her, and when their eyes met it was like some kinda magical current crossed between them. Zon felt all tingly, and damn, it was good.

      She settled in beside him on the sand and as he and Jackson carried on fishin’, the three of ’em chatted about all sortsa stuff—music, food, sport, movies. It was the most normal thing he’d done in, like, ever. For the first time in his whole life, Zon was part of somethin’. He had no idea what it was, but he liked it.

      He’d caught nine fish and Jackson had caught seven when Gunner finally came over. “Hey, Zon, it’s time to get going.”

      Zon was torn. He was both pissed off that he’d have to leave Jessie yet he was also excited to show her what he could do.

      The sun had dropped behind the palm trees, castin’ long, dark shadows across the beach that looked like jail bars. Zon knew that image well. He’d had a few nights in lockup, thanks to his so-called friends and their stupid drunken bar fights.

      Gunner led him toward a group of people who were gathered on the beach. He handed Zon one end of a rope and Zon tied it around his waist. “Is it long enough?”

      “We think so.” Gunner scrunched his face, confirmin’ his answer was bullshit.

      “Right. What do I do if it ain’t?”

      Gunner groaned. “You’ll have to come back and we’ll figure something else out.”

      Zon didn’t like the sounda that.

      Gunner patted him on his shoulder, and looking him in the eyes, he nodded. “Good luck.”

      Zon was thinking that luck had nothing to do with it when Jessie nudged his side with her hip. “Good luck.” She reached up and pulled his cheek to her lips. Her kiss had his skin tingling and his dick pulsing.

      Then she did that sexy thing where she curled her lip in through her teeth.

      His lucky streak was back.

      With nothin’ else to do, he started walkin’ into the water. It was kinda weird knowing that everyone was watchin’ him. Zon preferred to go unnoticed. Flying under the radar was what had got him through just ’bout everythin’. But with everyone watchin’, the pressure to get it right was like waiting for a prize gator to crawl into a trap. You only ever got one shot at that. So you had-ta get it right.

      The waves were hitting his chest when he finally dived in and started swimming. With his head down, he struck out, determined to get there as quick as he could. But he wasn’t countin’ on the fuckin’ waves tossing him about like a football. Every wave that crashed over him, shoved him back twenty feet or so.

      It was bullshit.

      Half the time he couldn’t decide if he was going forward or backward. Each time he looked up, it was like he’d gone fuckin’ nowhere.

      A giant wave hit him square in the head and Zon cartwheeled in the water. The force was so strong he went right to the bottom and just about buried his face in the sand.

      But when he turned his gaze upward and saw the wave rollin’ above him like an underwater tornado, he got an idea. He was gonna swim underneath them bastards. It worked like a charm. Each time he came up for air, he checked where he was going and assessed where the beach was. He was making progress.

      When he finally got his eyeballs on the shipwreck, he could barely believe what he was seein’. The fuckin’ thing was huge and it had a full-on army tank on top of it. It was just about the coolest thing he’d ever seen. Not as cool as Jessie’s tits in the wet T-shirt though. Nothing would beat that.

      Except seeing her fully naked. That’d blow his mind.

      He dragged his-self onto the shipwreck and when he stood outta the water and waved at the shore, he was pretty sure it was Jessie he heard cheering.

      It had him wonderin’ if there really was a rescue on that other island.

      ’Cause if there was, he wasn’t ready. He still had some unfinished business to get to.
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      When it was finally Gunner’s turn to be dragged out to the submerged shipwreck, he ran into the waves and hit the water with every intention of swimming as hard and fast as he could.

      He blocked out the sting at his mangled left wrist every time he drove his stub through the water.

      He blocked out the pressure of everyone counting on this to work.

      He blocked out the niggling thoughts telling him he was useless.

      But the crashing waves were brutal. And his swimming stroke was pathetic.

      Both Zon and Quinn, who’d gone ahead of him, were pulling on the rope around his waist, dragging him toward the submerged navy ship, yet he seemed to be getting nowhere.

      An enormous wave dumped gallons of water on top of him. He spun around like he was trapped on a bone-rattling rollercoaster, only this one was deadly. His body jolted left and right. Scrambling to the surface, he simultaneously gulped for air and searched the horizon for his target. He saw the two men, but they were still so far away.

      After ducking beneath a wave, he scoured the blue haze but the wreck was still not visible.

      His arms burned. His legs did too. His body felt like crap. His brain was mush.

      Stroke after stroke, he dragged his body forward, inching through the water. Finally, Zon and Quinn hauled his ass out of the water.

      He was utterly shattered.

      Unable to stand upright, he bent over his knees and sucked in long, hard breaths.

      Quinn clapped him on his back. “You right there, Captain?”

      Gunner cringed. The sound of that title made him nauseous. From the moment he’d been promoted to Captain, people had started dying. Under his command, more than a thousand people had lost their lives.

      He could never forgive himself.

      It was an eternity before he caught his breath, and even longer before he convinced his body to move in line and help the others haul the remaining five men over the waves.

      But each time he grabbed the rope with his single hand, another layer of uselessness thumped into place. Gunner used to be dependable, reliable, the one man who could be counted on to pitch in and help. Not anymore.

      Yesterday was a prime example of just how useless he’d become.

      If he’d had both hands, he would’ve saved Willis. Of that he was certain.

      As he scanned the rolling sea around him, searching for Willis’ body, his already overloaded guilt hit yet another level. He’d thought being off the ship would stem the tide of deaths. He’d been wrong. How many more people are going to die?

      Losing Willis was bad enough. But not saving his body so they could give him a proper burial was barbaric.

      By the time the seven men had dragged the raft out to the shipwreck, the sun was beginning to slip behind the trees. They were running out of time. There was no chance they’d get to the other island and return to the rest of the survivors today.

      His only hope was that their new destination wasn’t deserted and they could send a rescue party to them straight away. Any sign of civilization would be a step up from the island they’d been stuck on for five days.

      “Here we go, Captain.” Quinn helped Gunner into the life raft.

      Refusing to acknowledge Quinn’s respect, Gunner scrambled to a position at the back of the raft and clutched the side as the seven other men climbed in. Sterling, Col, Ken, Zon, Jackson, and Quinn each grabbed a paddle. Max was at the front. Gunner looked from Max’s smiling face to Max’s injured hand. It was still bandaged, yet the angles of his fingers were all wrong. Ironically, Gunner’s complete amputation had healed faster than Max’s broken fingers.

      When they’d lost the raft yesterday, the oars had vanished too. Just like Willis. Unlike Willis though, three oars had washed up on the beach overnight. Fortunately, timber was in abundance and using the axes, they’d managed to fashion three more paddles out of a coconut palm’s trunk.

      As the men drove their paddles through the water matching their movements with deep grunts and groans, Gunner stared at the grisly wound at his wrist that was stopping him from helping. Scalloped lumps marked the hasty stitching Gladys had performed to stem the blood flow. The scab had healed and the bruising was gone. Now that the swelling had abated, it looked exactly like what it was—skin covering bone. And completely useless.

      Was having my hand chopped off my punishment for losing so many lives?

      His punishment had been just like his father’s—swift and brutal.

      Oh my god! I’m just like him . . . useless.

      A vise clamped around his chest as he pictured his dad in his dirty overalls. Sweat-soaked hair stuck to his forehead. Boots kicked off to reveal holey socks. His foul body odor spoiling the air. The bloody knife sticking out of his belly. But it was the look on his father’s face that always dominated Gunner’s recollection of that moment. His expression should’ve been horror or pain. But it had been the opposite. His father had smiled. Like being stabbed had been a badge of honor.

      Honor! Gunner’s dad had known nothing about honor.

      All his life he’d been trying to prove he was nothing like his father. Yet here he was. A useless loser who would never work again. Just like him, Gunner was a failure.

      Losing his hand now made sense. The man who’d had a hand in thousands of deaths, lost a hand.

      It was his penance.

      His wife would never look at him the same again.

      With each smooth swell the men paddled over, his mind bounced over visions of how his wife would react when he reunited with her. There’d be shock. Anger over how long he’d been away. Disgust at his disfigurement. Utter disappointment over his disastrous handling of his captaincy. She’d be—

      “There it is,” Zon hollered, standing and pointing forward.

      Gunner snapped from his plummeting thoughts. The new island was barely a blip on the ocean. It looked small. Way too small. Each oar stroke brought them closer to land, but Gunner wasn’t sure they were getting closer to a rescue.

      They’d paddled out from the shadow of the island they’d left behind and the sun glistened off the water, blinding him with its brilliance. That simple visual had the waves of doubt that’d been crushing Gunner ebbing away. Nothing could ever save him. But he would do everything in his power to save the remaining seventy-one survivors.

      Gunner would see out that mission, no matter what it took.

      “There’s a building,” Colin yelled.

      “Yes. We’re saved,” Jackson squealed.

      The conversation that had been stifled by both exhaustion and exertion picked up and the men began talking about what they’d do the second they were rescued.

      Eat was at the top of the list.

      Gunner’s thoughts went straight to Adelle. He’d call her before he did anything.

      But as they approached the island, Gunner’s gut spiraled. Something wasn’t right. Even though buildings were visible through the foliage, there were no signs of life.

      “Look, there’s a jetty.” Quinn pointed at the center of a small horseshoe-shaped bay.

      Gunner’s sinking feeling sunk lower at the state of the pier. One corner was tilted so drastically that it touched the water, and of the two poles holding the jetty in position, only one was vertical.

      Quinn turned to Gunner. “That doesn’t look good, does it?”

      He shook his head. There were no words to describe the new low he’d hit.
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        * * *

      

      They entered the horseshoe bay and rather than risk using the ramshackle jetty, they rowed the raft toward the beach. His hopes of salvation sunk even lower at the amount of pollution floating about them. The bay was some kind of magnet for buoyant pollution; a veritable sea of plastic and bottles

      Zon jumped onto the sand and held the raft as the remaining men climbed out. They pulled the raft onto the beach and while the others took off through the bushes, Gunner stayed with Quinn while he tied the raft to a tree.

      “Don’t think I’ll be getting my T-bone steak tonight.” Quinn shrugged.

      “Unfortunately, I agree with you.”

      Gunner indicated for Quinn to go first and they followed a path leading from the beach that’d been made with rocks and crushed shells. The overgrown trees lining the path had to be swatted away with each step, confirming the track hadn’t been used in a very long time.

      Up ahead, the six men were calling out hello.

      But with no replies and no cheers—this was no rescue.

      Gunner pushed back an enormous leaf and discovered a weathered sign held up by rusted star pickets. The peeling paint was only just legible. It read:

      Welcome to Pelicia Island.

      Population: 4.

      It was dated October 2005.

      The minuscule amount of hope he’d been clinging to dropped like an anchor.

      The end of the path opened to an area devoid of trees which was home to three huts.

      One look was enough to know they were abandoned.

      Gunner climbed the three small steps of the middle hut. Tables and chairs were dotted around the room. Cobwebs dangled from every piece of furniture and the corners of the ceiling, and a big fat spider dangled from the single light bulb centered in the middle. Years of dirt and grime covered the four windows and the broken fly screens were flapping in the slight breeze.

      Gunner groaned. “This isn’t the rescue I imagined."

      “Nope.” Quinn stepped to Gunner’s side. “This place has been deserted for years. Look at the dust.” He ran his finger along a table, leaving a clean line in its wake.

      Remnants of clunky, old radios topped a row of tables at one side of the room and Col and Ken were fiddling with the knobs and buttons.

      Gunner strode over. “They look promising.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up.” Ken rolled his eyes. “They’re all dead.”

      Shaking his head, Gunner scanned the rest of the room. The walls were plastered with newspaper articles and charts. Flitting his gaze from one sheet to the next, the majority of the articles were about nature enthusiasts or HAM radio operators using the island. The most recent article he found was eleven years old.

      Why did people stop coming here?

      Should we be getting the hell off this island?

      Disturbing thoughts clanged through his brain as he forced his attention away from the wall of clippings and back to the radio equipment. If Albert and his friends were as serious about being preppers as they said they were, they’d be the best chance the survivors had at making these radios work again.

      Trouble was, it was hard enough getting their fittest men over the wave break. And they’d lost one man trying. How were they going to get the rest over here? Let alone the elderly, sick, or even Gladys? Shoving the impossible question aside, he tapped Ken’s shoulder. “Keep at it, guys.”

      Gunner did one more scan of the room before he retreated out the front door and headed toward the building on the left. The three stairs creaked as he climbed and the ratty screen door screeched as he opened it. Inside the hut were bunk beds—enough to sleep ten people. Just the thought of lying on a mattress had his back groaning.

      He left that building debating how they’d decide who out of the seventy-one survivors would have the honor of sleeping in a real bed. Between the first and the second building was a bulky piece of machinery beneath a rusted corrugated-iron roof.

      A generator.

      Striding over, he knelt on one knee and rubbed the grime off the fuel gauge. His heart skipped a beat. There wasn’t much, but it may be enough to fire up the radios. Curbing his excitement, he went to search the remaining building first.

      Nestled alongside the last hut was a water tank, but the crumpled-in side gave little hope that it would still store drinking water. Ignoring it, he entered the final building. It was a small communal type kitchen. Sterling, Jackson, and Zon were rummaging through the cupboards, but by the looks on their faces, it was pointless.

      Bypassing the kitchen, Gunner walked through another doorway. The back of the hut had bathroom facilities, complete with two toilets, a washbasin, and a shower. While the sound of a bed was good, the thought of a long, hot shower was heaven.

      But without water, it wasn’t even close to a reality.

      Aware of the darkness creeping into the buildings, Gunner gathered the men together.

      Once they were all seated in the communications building, their solemn expressions confirmed they were just as disappointed as he was. “Okay, I know you’re all frustrated.”

      “No shit, dickhead. Another fuckin’ deserted island.” Zon slapped his palm on the table and a cloud of dust bounced into the air.

      “Yeah, this’s bullshit.” Jackson’s eyes were red. If he was on the verge of tears, Gunner wouldn’t blame him. Poor kid had already been through enough.

      “We’ve only had a quick look around and who knows, maybe there’re people living a mile down the beach.” But even as he said it, Gunner was certain it wouldn’t be true. “We need to get ready to spend the night here.”

      “But what about the others?” Sterling asked.

      Gunner shook his head. “We’ll never get back to them before dark. Come morning, we’ll have a better look around here and get a plan.”

      “What do you want us to do?” Quinn was the first to offer help.

      “We need to get the supplies from the raft. Get a fire going. Shake out those beds and make sure there are no nasties in there. But first, does anyone know how to fix generators?”

      “Yeah me.” Zon’s response surprised Gunner. Zon was usually reluctant to divulge his skills.

      “Excellent. Zon and I will check out the generator, see if we can get it going.”

      “I’ll get the gear from the raft,” Quinn volunteered.

      “We’ll start the fire,” the twins said at exactly the same time.

      “Guess that leaves the beds for me,” Sterling said.

      Jackson twisted a chunk of his afro around his finger. “Want me to see if I can find some food?”

      “That’d be great.” Gunner nodded. Along with a few other bits and pieces, they’d only packed two coconuts on the raft. Yet it would probably be more than the survivors on the other island had. If they hadn’t caught any more fish after Zon left or found any fruit, then they’d be lucky to have a tablespoon of food each.

      Gunner had thought they’d have ample to eat by now.

      But just like everything else he’d planned, he was so, so wrong.

      “I’ll go with you, Jackson.” Max rolled his eyes to his mangled fingers. “I can’t climb a tree, but I can help look.”

      With the jobs allocated, Gunner strode outside, and as each of them set off in different directions, Gunner led Zon to the generator.

      “Fuck me. That thing’s gotta be a hundred years old.”

      Gunner huffed. “Do you think you can get it going?”

      “Dunno.” Zon squatted, and as he fiddled around with it, Gunner stayed back, giving Zon some space. “There’s a bit of fuel in here, but with this shit all buggered”—Zon thumped the battered tin that was meant to be covering the generator— “it’s probably got water in the lines.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Give it a crack. If it starts, we’re good. If not, we’re fucked.” Zon wasn’t one to mince his words.

      “Okay then. Start her up.”

      Zon gripped a handle, stood, and without any lead, up he pulled on the cord. It whipped out of the starter. The handle snapped off in Zon’s hand and as the engine whirred, the cord zipped right back into the machine and disappeared. Then it died. Zon held up the handle. “It ain’t gonna work now.”

      Gunner’s shoulders slumped as his hope for a night with power disappeared along with the rip cord. “Don’t suppose you saw candles in the cupboards inside?”

      “Yeah I did.” Zon nodded.

      “Good, that’s a start.”

      Gunner followed Zon into the kitchen and in a storage cupboard was a box full of candles, along with matches and six kerosene lanterns. Gunner lifted one of the lanterns and jiggled it. Only a small amount of liquid sloshed inside. “Hopefully we’ll find some fuel stored somewhere else.”

      Zon ignited a lantern wick with a lighter he’d kept concealed from Gunner until now. The additional light gave Zon’s red hair a fiery glow. His new mop had softened Zon’s appearance somewhat. When Gunner first met him, the big guy had been bald, and with his bushy red beard and mean scowl, he’d looked like he might rip someone’s head off if they glanced at him the wrong way.

      Gunner’s father had been like that. One spark and he’d ignite into rage. Gunner’s childhood had been a masterclass in avoiding conflict. Keeping quiet had been the preferred option. But sometimes that hadn’t been enough. His father’s rage had been what killed him. And the knife.

      “Look what I found.” Jackson strode into the room. His excitement over the four massive pawpaws in his arms was the catapult to lob Gunner back from his father’s murder.

      By the time the sun had vanished completely, they’d managed to get seven coconuts down from the lofty palm trees to add to Jackson’s tropical-fruit haul, and their feast was more than Gunner had eaten in days.

      With the food in their bellies, the roof over their heads, and the light from the lanterns, the men were in an upbeat mood and the conversation flowed. The limited fuel in the lanterns didn’t last long though and one by one they snuffed out. Thankfully fuel for the fire was in abundance.

      The prospect of a decent night’s rest in a proper bed had sleep beckoning and not long after he’d eaten, Gunner’s head began to bob. Retreating from the fire, he relieved himself in the bushes and said goodnight.

      He crawled onto the mattress on the lowest bunk and sighed. In the last month or so, his body had been pushed to its absolute limit. And as his backbone unraveled, his muscles throbbed to a steady beat. Within minutes, Quinn, Max, Sterling, Ken, and Col appeared. The twins took the opposite bunk, Sterling and Max went to the back, and Quinn settled into the bunk beside Gunner.

      “Now this is heaven,” Quinn said.

      “Heaven would be a hot shower,” Col said.

      “And barbecue rib eye with mash and gravy,” Ken added.

      “And cold beer,” Col replied.

      “Then a good night’s sleep,” they said together and laughed.

      Gunner chuckled and as his body groaned, he overheard murmurs from Zon and Jackson’s conversation outside. But, no longer able to keep his eyes open, he rolled onto his side.

      A bolt of light lit up the room and out the shattered window, jagged lightning forks carved through the blackness. Six seconds later, a boom of thunder thudded right through his bones.

      Gunner cursed. Now this damn island was determined to ruin his hopes for a peaceful night.
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      Gabby’s back was rigid as she prayed for the cyclonic wind slamming into the raft to stop. If it wasn’t a tornado battering the island, then it was damn close.

      The wind howled like the devil, ramming into them with tsunami strength.

      The violence was unnatural. Demonic.

      The raft tilted sideways. Everyone screamed.

      Adam was at her side. His arms squeezed around her. She clutched onto him with one hand, gripped the seat with the other, and with every flash of lightning, she glared at her daughter’s lifeless body on the floor.

      Another bolt of lightning hit with a massive boom of thunder. Everyone screamed again. Terror blazed across their faces. Jennifer scrambled onto Gabby’s lap and her sobs were mingled with cries for her mom. Gabby clutched both Adam and the tiny girl to her chest, and her own mother’s haunting words came flooding back. “You ruined my life. I never wanted to be a mother.” Gabby remembered the words, uttered with the slurred overtones that came with morphine, like her mother had just spoken them.

      Jennifer shivered, no doubt gripped with both cold and fear. With each sob she cried, Gabby struggled to separate then from now. Her mother’s statement had been a slap from nowhere. She’d been the mother who baked cupcakes, helped with homework, and made the perfect party dresses. She’d never missed one of Gabby’s talent shows and she’d driven Gabby to school every single day. Her mother had loved being a mother. Until her final words had obliterated that illusion.

      She turned her gaze outside, hoping the storm would wash away the horrid memories. A clutch of lightning ignited an enormous black cloud like a billion-watt globe. Jagged forks shot up, down, through the clouds, and below them. Static in the air had the hairs on her arms and neck bristling. She shivered. Icy tentacles pinched her flesh.

      Despite the hatch being closed, the driving rain found a way in. Those who were getting wet shoved over on their seat, forcing everyone to bunch up. People had crammed into the raft with her and the kids. It seemed that everyone who’d arrived on the island in the raft that was lost yesterday had claimed Gabby’s raft as their new home. Most of them were elderly. There was no room to spread out and she’d been horrified at having to place Sally on the floor.

      The howling wind grew deeper, fiercer, slamming into the side of the hardened plastic like an invisible wrecking ball and the life pod tilted so far sideways, Gabby was certain it would topple over.

      Now she was grateful for the extra bodies—they were probably the only thing keeping their raft upright.

      Jennifer screamed and Gabby clutched her tighter. A bolt of lightning lit up the sky and a millisecond later a burst of thunder hit like a sonic boom. In the next crack of lightning Gabby saw her daughter’s eyes were open.

      “Sally! Oh my God, Sally.” She glided Jennifer off her lap and fell to her knees at her daughter’s side.

      “Mom.”

      Shivers rained along Gabby’s arms at the sound of her daughter’s voice. “I’m here, baby. I’m here.” She cupped Sally’s cheek and was surprised at how warm she was. “Sally, thank God.”

      “Mom.” Sally’s voice was barely audible over the rolling thunder and torrential rain.

      Tears spilled down Gabby’s cheeks as she leaned over and clutched her daughter to her chest. “I’m here, sweetheart. I’m here.”

      “Where’s Daddy?”

      Gabby’s heart splintered at her daughter’s first question.

      It should be her that her daughter wanted.

      Yet it made sense. She’d never been a proper mother. One who obsessed over her children, smothered them, like her mother had. Gabby had strived to be the opposite to her mother . . . aloof, distant, determined to give her children space and freedom. Something she’d never had.

      Clutching her daughter, she rode the wild bucking of the raft with her heart in her throat and her brain in guilt-ridden turmoil. Thunder and lightning were all around them as if the island was some kind of magnet, trapping the storm in a devastating grip that threatened to wipe the landscape and everyone on it from the face of the earth.

      Wind hammered both left and right, in front and from behind. Split seconds separated the thunder from the blazing flashes. Every couple of beats the entire sky lit up like a flash fire, displaying the boiling sea and showing off its destructive powers.

      Violent screams erupted from a neighboring life raft. They were so panic-stricken that Gabby pictured their raft split in two. Bolts of flashes out the window gave her a visual of their raft. It was much, much worse.

      Their raft had broken free and was tumbling down the beach over and over like a giant orange football. The screams from inside were brutal, cutthroat. When it hit the water, the rolling got faster.

      But there was nothing she could do. Nothing any of them could do.

      Years ago, Gabby had seen the injuries twenty-two children had suffered after a school bus had toppled over an embankment. But that bus had only rolled twice. The raft continued to tumble and the screams were absorbed by the torrential rain. Those poor people would be sustaining brutal injuries.

      As the raft disappeared from view, she squeezed her children closer and prayed that their life pod wasn’t next in line to be kicked by Mother Nature.
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      A scream shattered the silence and Gunner bolted upright. Nothing but blackness surrounded him. It was a couple of thumping heartbeats before he remembered where he was.

      Another gut-wrenching cry had him scouring the darkness. “What? What?” He swung his legs off the bunk.

      “I went outside to do a piss and I think something bit me.”

      Gunner barely recognized Ken’s voice. It was coming from the doorway.

      “Oh God! Yes. I have been bitten. Shit!”

      The terror in Ken’s cries was a knife in Gunner’s gut. “Where’re the matches? Someone light a candle.”

      “Was it a snake?” Col’s voice was just as shrill as his brother’s.

      “No. A spider or something. Oh God it hurts! Shit.” He moaned. “I feel sick.”

      Standing, Gunner fumbled along the side of the bunk, feeling his way toward Ken.

      A booming crack of thunder had Gunner ducking like he had when he was a child. When a bolt of lightning sizzled across the blackness again, Gunner spied the fear blazing across Col’s wide eyes.

      Zon held a lit candle and they found Ken slumped by the front door. On the back of his calf, just below his knee, was a large red welt. It had swollen to the size of a boil and red spider veins were leeching out of it like he had a hideous creature beneath his skin. Gunner’s stomach lurched.

      Ken thrashed in obvious agony, trying to get a glimpse at the back of his leg. “What is it? Is it bad?” Pain riddled his bloodshot eyes.

      “Quick—we need a tourniquet.” Max fumbled around his waist. “Anyone got a belt?”

      Col clasped his hands around his brother’s leg.

      Gunner wasn’t wearing a belt. Neither was anyone else. He clutched at a bed sheet, but with only one hand, tearing it into strips was impossible. Gunner could do nothing but watch as Ken thrashed back and forward. It was a cruel reminder of just how useless he’d become.

      “Take him next door,” Gunner demanded. “There’s more room.”

      “Help me.” Col’s high-pitched cries were desperate as he shoved his arms around his brother.

      “Let me do it.” Zon pushed Col aside and lifted Ken into his arms. Ken was child-sized against Zon’s enormous physique. And he looked even more so as he sobbed into Zon’s chest.

      Fat raindrops spewed onto Gunner’s face as he raced ahead of the men. Lightning sizzled across the blackness, raising the hairs on his arms and neck as he ran up the stairs and flung open the door.

      Zon placed Ken onto one of the tables and Jackson shoved a pillow beneath his head. Gunner tried to light another candle one-handed but he couldn’t even strike the match. Sterling took over and placed several lit candles on the counters around them.

      Quinn yanked the rubber from around the fly screen and as the tubing popped free, a cloud of dust burst inward, casting an eerie haze about the room. With Zon holding Ken down and Col clutching his brother’s hand, Quinn wrapped the rubber around Ken’s leg.

      Quinn pulled it tight and Ken emitted a gut-wrenching howl.

      Max touched Ken’s skin above the bite mark and when he shook his head, a sob burst from Col’s throat.

      Ken’s screams soon abated, replaced instead with agonizing moans that were just as chilling. The moans became whimpering and Ken’s wild thrashing became a methodical rock from side to side.

      Col tried to placate his twin with constant words of encouragement. Dribble escaped Ken’s bottom lip and oozed down his chin, crawling over his thick beard stubble in slow motion. It was the exact opposite of the wild terror in Ken’s eyes.

      After they’d exhausted their search for any form of medication, the other men could do nothing but watch on.

      “Am I going to die?” Ken’s voice was brittle like he’d swallowed crushed shells.

      When he sobbed, each gasping breath was agonizing. Col wrapped his arms around his bother and as the two of them rocked together, tears spilled down their cheeks.

      Gunner was launched back twenty years and it was no longer Ken and Col he was seeing. It was him and his mother kneeling on the floor, clutching each other. Sobbing uncontrollably as his father’s blood pooled onto the kitchen tiles. When his father had drawn a strangled breath, Gunner pulled back from his mother and asked, “Is he going to die?”

      “Yes. Now he can’t hurt us anymore.” Her voice had been calm. A dramatic contrast to her terror just minutes before.

      “Don’t let me die! Please don’t let me die.” Ken’s desperate pleas launched Gunner forward two decades.

      He placed his hand on Ken’s shoulder. “You’re not going to die.” It was a lie and Gunner was about to add, ‘I promise,’ when he stopped. He’d already said too much. Gunner didn’t want to make another promise he couldn’t keep. He’d made too many already.

      Ken’s head tilted back; his eyes were open. His mouth was too. Gunner thought he was gone, but then his Adam’s apple bobbed up with a low moan.

      It wouldn’t be much longer.

      Col had tears streaming down his face and his grief-stricken expression was one Gunner would probably recall for the rest of his life. He’d never known what it was like to love a brother or sister. He barely remembered what it was like to love any relatives for that matter. That luxury had been robbed from him at a very early age.

      A gust of wind burst through the window and as if possessed, it extinguished every candle in an instant. Rain shot from the sky. Hundreds of fat pellets poured in through the open window, bouncing off the windowsill and counter.

      The storm loomed right above them for what seemed like hours. And with every flash of lightning, Gunner was exposed to another grisly aspect of their situation. It was like being stuck in a house of horrors with faulty lighting. Flash. Tears streaming down Col’s face. Flash. Ken’s deathly pale skin. Flash. A hideous spider bite, spreading in size. Flash. Fear blazing in Quinn’s eyes. Flash. Jackson’s trembling lip.

      The cruel flashes continued for an eternity.

      When the thunderous storm finally moved on, Col’s mournful sobs took over.

      Although it seemed like Ken had died within minutes of being bitten, the reality was it’d probably taken hours.

      Gunner’s pleas for an end to the senseless deaths had once again been ignored. Acid burned in his belly. How many more deaths will there be before we are rescued?

      But, as he caught glimpses of decade-old newspaper clippings surrounding the walls, his gut churned. They may be stranded on these deadly islands for a very long time.

      He turned his gaze to Ken’s lifeless body.

      Who would be the sole survivor?
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      Madeline forced her eyes open. The sun was barely a glimmer out the porthole windows, providing just enough light for her to see. She couldn’t believe she’d actually fallen asleep after that storm. It’d lasted forever. Scanning the bedraggled people in the pod around her, her thoughts snapped to Sterling and the other men.

      Is he safe? Did they get to that island?

      As the sun had melted into the ocean yesterday, and they still hadn’t returned, dozens of reasons for their delay bounced around her head. When that storm cell had belted the island, a visual of Sterling and the men being lost at sea forever kept slamming into her mind. When they’d abandoned ship and spent days on end bobbing in the rafts, they’d at least had the protection of the complete canopy. But they’d removed it from the search party’s raft so they could row it to the other island. By doing that, they’d also cut off their protection from the elements.

      That storm hadn’t just been an element. It had been a ferocious killer.

      But she had to believe they were okay. She had to keep positive. She’d lived through many times when negative thoughts acted as a catalyst to a downward spiral.

      Sterling is okay. They are all okay.

      To her side was Pauline. She was fast asleep, sucking in shallow breaths. The Captain’s off-sider had tried so hard yesterday, getting everyone organized for a safe night in the life rafts. Nobody could have predicted the ferocity of that storm.

      Nobody.

      Up until last night, she thought she knew every possible thing that terrified her. She’d been wrong.

      Madeline wriggled off her seat, moved forward, stepped over Gabby and her kids sleeping on the floor, and climbed out. The second she hit the sand, she started running. Dodging storm debris, she raced up the beach, searching for the other life-raft.

      Tall palms had toppled over. Branches and leaves were everywhere. She shuddered as she recalled the hammering wind and the cracks of thunder and bolts of lightning that had come with each strike. Coconut fronds dotted the sand for as far as she could see and the rolling waves had a layer of dirty froth.

      She expected to find other people out here searching with her.

      She expected to see the other life raft clinging to the shore.

      Where is everyone?

      Something rolling in the shallows up ahead caught her eye and she aimed for it. It wallowed in and out with each wave, but as she neared, a gasp tumbled from her throat. It was a body.

      “Help!” She dashed toward it. “Help!”

      The body was floating face down, her arms spread out, her long blonde hair curling over the waves. Even though she knew the woman had to be dead, Madeline couldn’t give up hope of saving her.

      “Help! Help!”

      She raced into the water, jumped a wave, and wading hip deep, she rolled the body over. A cry escaped her throat. It was Alice. Her lips were a hideous shade of blue. Her eyes were both swollen and bloodshot. Her beautiful blonde hair was tangled with seaweed. The dress she’d been wearing for weeks was torn across her waist revealing a nasty gash, and her shoes were gone. Little tiny bites were dotted all over her flesh.

      “Help. Help me!” she screamed along the deserted beach.

      When they’d been drifting in the rafts, Madeline had chatted with Alice a few times. She’d seemed nice. Alice had been on a hens’ cruise with five other girlfriends and her sister who was to be the bride. Of the seven girlfriends who’d boarded the cruise, only three had made it to the life rafts.

      Madeline’s heart squeezed. Did Alice’s two friends survive last night’s storm? Glancing at Alice’s ghostly flesh and blue-tinged lips, she feared she already had the answer.

      The sound of splashes behind her announced the arrival of help. Jae-Ellen and Pauline raced into the water first and all the guys in the Hawaiian shirts were close behind them.

      Together they lifted Alice’s lifeless body from the water and placed her high above the tideline. Tears burgeoning in Albert’s eyes had Madeline looking away, and that was when she saw another body.

      “Oh my God! There’s another one.” Madeline sprinted up the beach and hit the water running.

      She was the first to reach the second body. When she rolled him over, the mangled flesh on his face had her gagging. His horrific injuries looked like he’d slammed face first into a pavement. The scar from the stitches in his forehead was the only way to identify the body. It was Garcia, the man from the engine room who spoke very little English.

      As Jae-Ellen and Pauline helped her drag his body ashore, Albert and his friends were dragging in another.

      Soon there were two more bodies to add to the first three.

      Madeline sat on the sand with her arms wrapped around her knees and shared her gaze between the lifeless bodies and the sun glistening off the ocean like a thousand winking eyes. It was beautiful. It was brutal.

      “I heard them screaming during the storm.” Gabby stood next to Alice’s body. “I watched their raft tumble up the beach and I remember thinking that they’d have some horrific injuries come morning, but I never . . .” Gabby clutched her chest and for some reason she turned her gaze to Madeline. “I never thought they’d die.”

      Madeline studied Gabby’s brilliant blue eyes and thought she saw a hint of remorse. But reporters were excellent actors. She’d never met a reporter who cared about anything other than sensationalizing a story. The extent some of them had gone to in order to get the ‘real’ story behind Madeline’s childhood kidnapping bordered on criminal. Professor Flint, her kidnapper, had taught her how to hate. Her ex-fiancé had taught her about distrust. Reporters had taught her the meaning of dishonor.

      Gabby may’ve looked like she was mortified, but Madeline wasn’t falling for it.

      “There was nothing you could have done,” Jae-Ellen responded for Madeline, and Gabby dragged her eyes away.

      “How many people were in that raft?” Madeline’s question was met with silence. She stood and dusted sand off her hands. “How many?”

      Jae-Ellen, Gabby, Pauline, Albert, his daughter Jessie, and his five friends all looked at each other dumfounded.

      “I’ll go count the people still in our raft.” Jessie sprinted away.

      “How many survivors made it to this island?” Gabby asked.

      “Seventy-two,” Pauline said.

      “We only had about forty in our raft last night,” Gabby said. “And deducting the eight men who went to the other island and Willis who died yesterday, that means there were at least twenty people in that other raft.”

      “Oh God, you don’t think they’re all . . . all dead . . . do you?” Albert’s eyes were wide and his chubby cheeks wobbled as he flicked his gaze from one body to the next.

      Nobody answered. They didn’t need to. If the battered bodies in front of them were even the slightest indication of what they’d gone through, then the chances of anyone surviving was minimal.

      Madeline had seen two dead people prior to boarding the cruise ship in Los Angeles. One was the petrified mummy that’d been sharing the dungeon with her. The other had been Professor Flint. His charred flesh should have horrified her, but it didn’t. What horrified her was that he’d died of smoke inhalation. A more fitting death would’ve been him screaming until his eyeballs had popped out as every inch of his flesh was burned to a crisp.

      The poor people in that life raft had suffered more than her kidnapper.

      Jae-Ellen stepped away from the bodies and when she fell to her knees and started digging, Madeline joined her.

      “What’re you doing?” Albert blurted.

      “Digging a grave.”

      “Now?” The pitch in Albert’s voice elevated.

      Jae-Ellen paused digging and with her eyes shut, she eased back on her haunches and turned her face skyward. Madeline stopped too. Sweat dribbled down her lower back as she waited for Jae-Ellen to speak.

      The crowd was deathly quiet as they waited too.

      It seemed that was all they did these days. Waited for someone to make a decision.

      Waited for a rescue.

      Waited to die a brutal and unthinkable death.

      Jae-Ellen cleared her throat and when she opened her eyes, she made a point of looking at everyone standing around the bodies. When she met Madeline’s gaze, Jae-Ellen’s sincerity was written in her eyes.

      “How these people died was cruel and shocking. Nobody is to blame for their deaths. The only thing we can do for them now is to give them a decent burial to stop their bodies suffering any further.”

      Albert’s red-flushed cheeks wobbled. “Oh . . . okay. Yes, I guess you’re right.”

      Jae-Ellen leaned forward and scooped out a handful of sand. Madeline joined in, and soon several others helped to dig the wet sand from the growing pit. They worked silently; every person seemingly lost in their own version of mourning.

      By the time they’d dug five graves, everyone else from the raft had joined them and Sykes had hopped over with the help of Lindsay. Madeline had been there when Lindsay’s wife had been swept overboard. She’d never forget his gut-wrenching cries when Cheryl had slipped from his fingers. His eyes had been permanently glistening with tears ever since.

      A couple of the men carried Gladys to the grave site, and from their ragged panting and red faces, the job hadn’t been easy. Gladys was a big lady. She was a gentle soul though and obviously humiliated by how much she said she was inconveniencing everyone.

      They established that twenty-two people had been in the missing raft. That meant there were still seventeen people unaccounted for.

      Madeline’s bones sagged with sadness. They’d all survived so much on the ship. To then die on a tropical island was ironic and cruel.

      The air around them was still. Not even a whisper of breeze. The ferocity of last night’s storm seemed like an impossible nightmare in comparison. The stillness added to the sense of loss. Like a huge chunk of energy had been zapped from the setting.

      Lindsay cleared his throat, and when he did it again, it was like he was wrestling with what he was about to say. “I, ummm, I’ll go search the beach . . . up farther.” The elderly man’s eyes were rimmed with puffy, black bags and his ever-present tears remained teetering on his lower eyelids.

      Six more volunteered to assist Lindsay and they silently slinked away, heading in the opposite direction to the rising sun.

      By the time they’d dug the hole big enough to slip two bodies into the grave, the sun was high in the sky and beating down with such intensity that Madeline’s scalp burned. But they couldn’t stop—not when there were bodies to bury.

      Lindsay and the others returned in time to watch the fourth body lowered into the grave. He shook his head and his drooping eyes added to his obvious distress. “We didn’t find anybody else. They’re all gone.” The tremor in his voice had Madeline’s throat tightening.

      The woman at his side started crying and Lindsay wrapped his arm over her shoulder and tugged her to his chest. It seemed like a natural thing to do, even though it was very likely that he’d only met the woman recently. Nearly all of them were strangers to each other.

      Strangers who were being forced to endure the most horrific of events.

      When she’d been kidnapped, she endured more than a hundred and seventy horrific days on her own. Sometimes she’d been so desperate for company that she actually looked forward to her kidnapper returning.

      Sharing this ordeal made it bearable. And despite the morbid landscape, she hoped for something positive. A sign that they weren’t all destined to be buried in the wet sand.

      The woman’s sobs became contagious and within seconds, several people were crying. Madeline sniffed back her emotion. She couldn’t lose her momentum. Not when there were more bodies to be buried. If she started crying now, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to stop.

      People gathered around. Some held back and watched them dig the final pit.

      Madeline helped drag the fifth body into the sandy grave. It was a middle-aged man. She guessed he was in his forties. A vise clamped around her chest, and with every handful of sand she tossed onto his body, the clamp squeezed tighter. He was too young to die. He still had a lifetime ahead of him.

      A lump formed in her throat making it impossible to breathe. She sat back on her haunches, looked to the sky, and sucked in a shaky breath. “Does anyone know his name?” Her chin dimpled and she chewed on her lip, trying to stop it.

      She glanced from one person to the next and they all shook their heads.

      Heavy silence filled the air. Sadness loomed like an invisible blanket.

      “Why wasn’t the raft tied up?” Lindsay asked.

      Jae-Ellen dusted her hands. “It was. It broke in the storm.”

      “Why didn’t somebody stop the raft from tumbling up the beach?” The elderly woman next to Lindsay asked.

      “Oh my goodness, how do you propose we would have done that?” Gabby shook her head and scowled at the woman like she was a fool.

      Madeline’s heart clenched when the woman slinked back from the crowd.

      The blame game was a cruel beast. Apparently when she’d been kidnapped there’d been plenty of blame flying around. When she’d been rescued the blame was reignited.

      Why didn’t Madeline wait at the basketball courts like she was told to, rather than trying to walk home when neither of her parents turned up?

      Why hadn’t her mother collected her instead of volunteering to bake cakes for the school fete?

      Why didn’t her father pick her up, instead of working late?

      Nobody ever blamed the bad guy.

      Gabby’s harsh response had everyone pausing for a moment, and Madeline returned to shoving sand onto the body.

      “Where’s the Captain and the others?” someone asked.

      “How long are we going to be on this island?” another person asked.

      “What are we going to do?”

      The questions continued, yet there were no answers.

      After the bodies were buried and they’d given up trying to find any more, they all ambled toward the sole remaining life pod and set off in different directions.

      Some climbed into the raft.

      Some went into the bushes.

      Some just sat on the beach and stared out to the ocean.

      Determined to spend as little time as possible in the cramped raft, Madeline returned to the shelter she and Sterling had started the first day they arrived on the island. But the storm had wiped away all evidence that it existed.

      Facing the ocean, she pushed her toes into the wet sand and breathed in the salty air. After being held captive in a dark and dank dungeon for over five months, Madeline had learned how priceless it was to have fresh air in her lungs and the sun on her face. She inhaled deeply, closed her eyes, and let her breath out in a slow, steady stream.

      The cry of a mournful bird sounded somewhere behind her. Turning, her breath caught. It was on a branch barely two feet away. The poor thing was drenched through and shivering. Its feathers stuck to its body and the ones around its beak and eyes stuck out like spiky thorns. It was all by itself and she couldn’t help but wonder if the lonesome creature had lost its partner in last night’s storm.

      Her mind catapulted to Sterling, and two thoughts swamped her conscience.

      Did he and the men make it to that other island?

      Or are they just like those poor people in that other raft. . .  lost forever?
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      Gabby had waited all day yesterday for her turn to board the tiny boat the men had found on the other island. Each time Zon had successfully delivered more people over the breakers and then reached the waiting life raft moored at the submerged naval shipwreck, she’d prayed that she was next.

      But Zon had dictated with brutish thuggery whose turn it was to make the crossing. His victims had been chosen based on their fitness, health, and weight, and Zon was not discreet when pointing out which category each person fitted into.

      Her stress levels had hit maximum capacity when he’d made Sally go with another group yesterday. She’d had to choose between leaving Adam and Jennifer on the island without a parent or trusting Albert and Ethan to look after her daughter.

      As the boat that carried Sally had crossed the waves, the acid in Gabby’s stomach had burned so much she had to fight nausea just to breathe. But they’d made it over without any problems. When Sally was lifted into Max’s arms, tears had pooled in Gabby’s eyes making it impossible for her to see.

      Sally’s boat had been the last one for the day, and the night had been long and exhausting for the remaining island castaways. Even more so for Gabby as she had two tired and hungry children to look after. And her son had spent every waking second blaming her for their rotten situation. Daybreak had taken forever to arrive.

      Since sunrise, everyone had joined her and the kids on the beach to wait for Zon to reappear. The breeze was brisker than yesterday, and the increase in white-capped waves had Gabby dreading that he wasn’t going to show.

      The sun was high in the sky when he finally did, and they all cheered when the little rowboat from the other island crunched into shore.

      The second he landed, Zon barked his orders, dictating who would go next.

      As each boatload made the crossing, the sun slinked across the sky and she clutched Adam and Jennifer to her side and repeated over and over that their turn would be soon. And each time Zon returned after delivering another group out to the submerged shipwreck, she prayed she and the kids would be next.

      The sun seemed to be sinking faster than normal—sucking daylight away with every inch it moved. And she was certain Zon was going slower, dragging out her turn, like he was punishing her for arguing with him. Arguing was an understatement. She’d been ready to scratch his eyes out when he’d first suggested Sally go without her.

      She’d still scratch his eyes out if he made her stay on that island for yet another night.

      The boat punched onto the sand for the sixth time that day, and sheer desperation clawed up her throat as she silently prayed the redheaded brute would point at her and the kids for their turn.

      “Right.” Zon jumped out and clutched the rope. “You and you.” He jabbed a fat finger at Jennifer and Adam.

      Relief washed through Gabby like a refreshing waterfall. Finally. She ushered the kids forward. “Okay, here we go. We’re going to be fine. We’ll be with the others before we know it.” She helped them into the boat.

      “Get forward, you kids. Right at the front.” Zon barked his orders like a manic drill sergeant.

      Gabby pulled up her tattered skirt and clutched the rim, ready to climb in.

      “Oy, what the fuck’re ya doin’?” Zon strode to her side.

      She glared at him. “I’m getting in the boat.”

      “Like fuck you are. I’m in charge.”

      “I’m going with the kids.”

      “You ain’t goin’ with ’em.” He clutched her arm.

      She snatched herself free. “Watch me.” Gabby clenched her jaw and swung her leg over the side.

      “Okay then. Get in. I don’t care. But don’t go blamin’ me when your kids die.”

      She spun to him, loathing burning up her insides. “Take that back.”

      He leaned in, his face inches from hers. “No. Last thing we need is you havin’ a meltdown worryin’ about those kids and not followin’ my orders, or not rowin’ when I need ya to. We only get one shot at this. So, like I said, get in if you want. But if they fuckin’ die, don’t blame me.”

      She eased back. His threat was the pinprick to her protective-mother instincts. A lead balloon burst in her stomach as she eased away from the boat. Forcing her chin to stop quivering, she turned to Adam and Jennifer. “Okay, Zon’s going to look after you. Just stay right there and hang on and do what Zon says. Okay?”

      Adam’s wide eyes were riddled with fear as he nodded. Jennifer’s face was blank. The poor thing had already been through so many terrifying moments, it was no wonder she barely had any emotion left.

      When the boat was full and they pushed off from shore, Gabby was torn between studying everything they did and tearing her eyes away, unable to watch. Everything seemed to shift in slow motion, and it took an eternity for them to finally cross over the breakers. Once they were safe, her legs couldn’t hold her a moment more, and she crumbled to the sand.

      Finally, the boat returned. Zon jumped out, and she strode to him with her hand forward. “Thank you.”

      He waggled his head as he wrapped her hand in his. “Don’t thank me yet. It’s your turn next.”

      Being the second last boatload to make the crossing, her group were a mixed bunch. She was pooled together with Dennis and Michael, two of Albert’s extremely overweight friends, and Richard, a man in his sixties who’d proven several times over the last two days that he had more stamina and strength than she had. Then there was Bronwyn, a recent widow in her late seventies, who was so emaciated it was a miracle she could stand.

      Grunting as he pointed, Zon barked orders, forcing each of them to sit in certain places. She had the very front. It seemed Gabby’s sole purpose in this group was to balance out the boat. Either that or Zon had relegated her to the position to enhance her punishment. She hoped it wasn’t the latter. At least she wasn’t asked to paddle as she intended to spend every second gripping onto the sides.

      For nearly two full days, Gabby had begged for it to be her turn to go to the other island. An island that Zon had said had buildings and beds and radios. It was also deserted, but she didn’t care. Any sign of normal civilization would be better than the primitive surroundings they’d been forced to endure since they landed on this despicable island.

      Ahead of her were enormous white-capped waves. Beyond that, the survivors who’d already made the crossing to the shipwreck were standing knee-deep in water. They were a long way out.

      As each wave crashed over the breakers in a boiling barrel of sea and froth, her stomach did all sorts of flips. Willis had died doing exactly what she was about to do. His body had vanished. Seventeen of the twenty-two people who’d been in the raft that was snatched during the storm were never found either. Gabby had seen her share of ‘deaths by accident’, and of all the ways to die, drowning had to be one of the worst.

      Gabby didn’t want to die.

      “Oy, get right up front.” Zon’s wild eyes bulged as he aimed a grubby finger at her. “And hurry up. We’re runnin’ outta time. This fuckin’ tide is turnin’.”

      Her stomach acid scorched as she scrambled from the front seat to the space at the pointy end of the boat. Unsure what to do, she half-crouched.

      “Get down,” Zon barked.

      Cringing, she slid into the six inches of water sloshing in the bottom and sat with her knees to her chin. As each other survivor climbed in, the water splashed her back, and the cold slithered up her spine like a slippery eel.

      “You, you, and you, grab the paddles.” Zon pointed at the three other men squished onto the boat’s two seats.

      As each of the men fumbled with their paddles, Gabby’s mind raced over worst-case scenarios. Dying was right up there.

      When Ethan’s paddle clanged into the bottom of the boat, she jumped and Bronwyn’s bulging eyes suggested she’d burst into tears at any second.

      It took all her might not to jump back out and commit to staying on the deserted island until a real rescue arrived. She glanced at the five stragglers remaining on the shore. Diane’s eyes were huge making her look absolutely terrified. Lindsay’s distraught expression confirmed he was just as scared. He’d seen his wife tumble into the ocean back on the ship. Maybe he was seeing the value in staying put on their little island too.

      “Okay, listen up.” Zon bashed his oar on the side and every nerve in Gabby’s body clanged.

      “When I say paddle, you fuckin’ paddle. When I say hang on, fuckin’ hang on. We’ve only got one shot at gettin’ over them waves or we’re fucked.” Zon’s vocabulary was appalling.

      The urgency in his voice had Gabby’s racing heart skipping beats and her fingers clutching at the boat’s coarse metal rim until her knuckles ached.

      Zon waved at the men waiting on the submerged shipwreck in the distance and the rope attached to the front of the boat went taught. Grunting as he shoved them off the sand, Zon ran along behind for a bit and when he jumped in, Gabby gasped at the gallon of water he splashed up her back.

      “Row. Row. Come on, dig those paddles in,” Zon ordered, and each time the foursome pulled on the paddles, the boat lurched forward.

      At first the ride was smooth and the waves were tiny. But within minutes of leaving the safety of shore, the momentum changed. Waves crashed into the bow with such force that she expected the thin sidings to splinter to pieces. The rope pulling them alternated from disappearing beneath the water to being as tight as tensile wire. Any minute now it was going to snap—of that she was certain.

      “Fuckin’ paddle!” Zon bellowed.

      Gabby’s eyes glued to the enormous wall of water growing in front of them. It towered over their little boat, ten feet high, set to crush everything in its path. She wanted to squeeze her eyes shut but she couldn’t. Instead, her critical brain studied the massive wave. Every single foot of it.

      “Paddle, come on! We’re gonna miss it,” Zon bellowed.

      Miss it? What is he talking about? We are not going to miss it.

      The wall of water hit them head-on, swallowing them as the boat’s front curled up, rising higher and higher. Gabby clutched the metal. A scream tore from her throat. Zon screamed at the men to keep rowing.

      Next second, they were in the air. The bow plummeted, and for a few thumping beats, there was nothing below them. It fell six feet, slamming into the water and creating its own white-tipped wave. Pain ripped up her back and exploded in her brain.

      Darts speared across her eyes.

      “Woo hoo! We did it,” Dennis cheered.

      “We got another one. Get ready.” Zon’s goofy grin confirmed the silly bastard was enjoying it. Maybe he had a death wish. Or maybe he believed he was invincible.

      Gabby squeezed her eyes shut. Her eardrums rang with agonizing pressure. A trapped breath burned in her lungs. Every one of her muscles clenched.

      The boat angled upward, rising higher and higher. She expected it to stop, but it kept going. She expected it to topple backward. The angle was all wrong. Dangerously wrong. She opened her eyes and screamed. Gallons of ocean slammed into her face and chest.

      Her back crushed against the seat behind her.

      Mouthfuls of salty water shot down her throat.

      I’m going to die.
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      Madeline jolted her eyes open. Shit! I fell asleep.

      Rubbing her eyes, she stared out into the distance to where the boat had reached the waiting life raft yet again. Her turn would be soon. At least that was what she hoped. She didn’t want to spend another night on the island. Not without Sterling.

      Voices drifted to her from the surrounding bushes. It must’ve been what’d woken her.

      Frowning, she rolled to her side and propped her head up with her hand. The voices were forced whispers. Squinting through the trees, she caught glimpses of Lindsay and his elderly friend, Dianne, creeping through the bushes, heading away from the beach.

      At first, she thought it was sweet that they were sneaking off together, but as they started glancing over their shoulders and ducking behind shrubs to scan the beach behind them, Madeline changed her mind. They didn’t look like a couple who were off to have a bit of cheeky fun. Whatever they were doing had distress written all over their faces.

      Their hands were clutched, but not like how Sterling held her hand—theirs was a white-knuckled embrace of fear. After a long pause in their hiding place, Lindsay helped Dianne to stand, and hunching over they set off again through the bushes.

      Madeline crawled out of the bed of leaves she’d made and, careful with the placement of her scraggy sneakers, she trotted after the couple. Spying on them had waves of guilt washing through her. They could be doing something purely innocent. If that was the case, she was prepared to spin around and pretend she’d never seen anything.

      But the farther they went, the more certain she was that Lindsay and Dianne were on a mission. To what end, was a mystery. But Madeline was invested now.

      After a while, she began to identify trees and shrubs that they’d passed in their trek across the island. It was a miracle she recognized anything given that storm two nights ago had strewn debris everywhere. Branches were shredded. Limbs had fallen. Entire trees had toppled—coconuts were everywhere. The masses of birds that she’d seen last time had diminished dramatically, and although she didn’t see any bird carcasses on the ground, she had a terrible feeling many hadn’t made it through the night.

      The farther they went, the more she was torn between keeping her distance and racing to catch up to them. But admitting she’d been spying would be embarrassing. She made a mental promise that once they’d reached their destination, and she’d confirmed they were okay, she’d turn away and forget it’d ever happened. Lindsay could just be showing his new female friend the old building they’d discovered.

      That idea was squashed when Madeline reached the clearing. The couple was right across the other side. But just before they disappeared into the trees again, Lindsay glanced around. His eyes bulged and his jaw dropped. He’d seen her.

      She expected him to wave or call out. What she hadn’t expected was for him to clutch Dianne’s hand and the pair of them to scurry away.

      Madeline was caught off guard. But her next thought spilled into her brain like battery acid.

      Praying that she wasn’t right, she dashed across the clearing. Blades of grass created a battleground, bombarding her from every angle, slicing her hands, her thighs, her elbows.

      She could barely breathe. She couldn’t think.

      But she didn’t stop.

      She ran into the bushes on the other side, dashed past the rusted Jeep, hopeful that her fear was just her silly overthinking. Clenching her fists, she pumped her arms, driving speed into her legs.

      Please be okay. Please be okay.

      With each pounding step, she repeated the mantra. Jumping over a log had a memory crashing into her mind. She was standing on top of a building looking down the twelve stories, preparing to jump.

      No. No. No. No. No! Please be okay.

      She burst onto the cliff and halted just before she tumbled right over the edge.

      Shooting her gaze left then right, she saw them. Her pounding heart launched to her throat. “NO! Stop. Please. Don’t do it.”

      They were on the very edge of the cliff, standing hand in hand, staring at the crashing waves below.

      “Stay back!” The aggression in Lindsay’s voice seemed to scare him as much as it scared her.

      “Don’t! Please.” Madeline’s pulse thumped. Her eyes darted from the elderly couple to the jagged rocks and back again. She inched a small step toward them. “Believe me. I’ve thought about killing myself many times. You don’t want to do this.”

      “Yes, I do.” Lindsay shot a glance at Dianne. “We do.”

      Dianne’s wide eyes slammed from Madeline to the waves crashing into the jagged rocks thirty feet below.

      “Think about your loved ones?” Madeline pleaded.

      “My wife died on the ship and my heart died with her.” Lindsay unclamped his jaw.

      “I lost my husband.” Dianne fought a sob with a shaky breath. “Frank was my world.”

      Madeline had been on the verge of suicide three times. She’d believed in that mountain of hopelessness. She’d believed there was no alternative. “What about your kids? Your grandkids?”

      “They don’t need us anymore.”

      “Or want us.” Tears spilled over Dianne’s cheeks. “They have their gadgets.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “We can’t go through another storm like the other night,” Lindsay said. “We don’t want to die like those poor people in that raft either. Or Willis.”

      “But the other island has buildings. It’s safe.”

      “It’s deserted. It will be just as bad as this island.” The belief in Dianne’s tone was terrifying.

      The prospect of failure had been what’d stopped Madeline from completing her suicide attempts. Her gaze shot to the rocks below. Her stomach wobbled with vertigo. Yet the distance was less than the building she’d planned to jump off. “What if the fall doesn’t kill you?” she blurted.

      “It will.” Lindsay inhaled a deep breath and a strange sense of calm appeared to wash over him. “We’ve both had great lives. We’ve both lost the only people we ever loved. We’re taking our lives into our own hands, and in return, we’re giving you two less mouths to feed. We’ve made up our minds.”

      “Lindsay, no. Please.” Madeline inched forward—her thumping heart ached. “Dianne, don’t do this. The Captain will be back soon. They’ll have a rescue party.”

      “No. He won’t.” The belief in Lindsay’s response shot a rod of fear up her back. Not because Lindsay might be correct, but because she wasn’t going to be able to stop them.

      “We can’t live another day like this.” Dianne smiled, and it was both sad and frightening. “I’m ready.”

      “No!” Madeline dashed forward, her hands stretched out, desperate to reach them.

      A scream burst from her throat as Lindsay and Dianne jumped.

      Madeline fell to her knees. A gut-wrenching sob tore from her throat as she stared at their crippled bodies below. She wanted them to move, prayed for it even, but also hoped that they didn’t.

      It was a long time before she pushed away from the ledge.

      It was even longer before she forced herself to return to the beach. With each step, her mind slammed between images of Lindsay and Dianne on the edge of the cliff and herself, standing on the ledge of that high-rise building. The images were like a deck of tarot cards, flicking over one by one. Only every second card was the death card.

      The intensity in Dianne’s eyes that confirmed she’d made up her mind.

      The moment when she had changed her own mind.

      Lindsay and Dianne’s arms and legs bent at horrific angles.

      Her mother’s twisted expression when she’d fought with her after her first failure to jump.

      Tears streamed down her cheeks. But they weren’t just for Lindsay and Dianne. She was crying over how close she’d come to doing the same thing. Her mother’s messed up judgment had pushed her to that edge.

      It would’ve been so easy to jump. To end it all. To stop the humiliation. But she hadn’t. Madeline had chosen to live. Lindsay and Dianne had made the wrong decision.

      Anger rose in her like a demon.

      She should have saved them.

      Life was like crisp morning dew on blades of grass . . . ever so fragile and just waiting for someone to stomp on it.

      Madeline did not want to be next in line to get trampled.

      She wanted to live.
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      Gabby clutched the metal rim of the boat as it plummeted, dropping five feet. Ten. Twenty. When it hit the water, the wind punched out of her. Her world became a tempest of light and dark, pain and numbness. Each wave was bigger and more terrifying than the last.

      Each time she clung on and prepared to die.

      Her mind flashed to her mother’s preparation for death. Her final slide into cancerous stupor had been swift and agonizing. But when she wasn’t drugged into oblivion, she’d tortured Gabby with her shameless lies. Or maybe they’d been truths.

      Wave after wave produced another one of her mother’s brutal recollections. Her renditions had been delivered with a slow drawl that’d highlighted the drugs numbing her pain. It had also made every single word into a ninja star that’d sliced at Gabby’s sanity. Her mother had gone from being the best mother in the world to a fraud. Gabby had gone from being the proudest daughter in the world to the guiltiest. She never did have the chance to clarify her mother’s most hurtful comment. Not when her mother’s last week on earth had been nothing but a rollercoaster of agony and oblivion.

      Maybe drowning would be a good way to go after all.

      It might be peaceful drifting beneath the ocean.

      Their little boat plowed through yet another bone-jarring wall of water and as if a switch had been flicked, there were no more waves.

      They’d crossed through the tsunami gauntlet.

      Dennis cheered and Zon produced a creepy grin that proved he was more than just a little unstable. Bronwyn’s pale face and white lips suggested she might throw up at any second.

      Wiping the stinging water from her eyes, Gabby followed the direction of the rope to the group of men hauling them forward.

      Adam waved and grinned like the carefree thirteen-year-old that he was . . . before their entire world had been kicked off its axis. Seeing him made it possible for her to breathe again.

      They’d made it.

      After the men who’d hauled them across had made a show of cheering Zon and clapping each other on the back, she and the others were helped onto the submerged shipwreck.

      Gabby was the last one out, but her bare feet were no match for the sharp coral that’d made the shipwreck its home. Each step in the knee-deep water toward the waiting life raft was agony. Sterling tried to help her, but short of him carrying her across there was no alternative but to walk on the torturous coral. Gabby’s stomach curled at all her blood staining the water, and she pictured those sharks that’d made a meal out of the bodies they tossed off the cruise ship. Gritting her teeth, she forced her brain to concentrate on nothing but closing the gap to the waiting life raft.

      Adam seemed oblivious to her pain and was more interested in pointing out various aspects of the submerged navy ship. The tank, apparently, was totally sick, and Adam wouldn’t let up until Gabby stopped and looked.

      “See it, Mom? See it?”

      “Yes, I do. It’s cool.” She hoped she portrayed genuine interest but her excruciating feet overpowered every thought as she continued hobbling toward the half-shell that would take them to the next island.

      Inside the raft were the survivors who’d made the ocean crossing before her. They were all wet. Some were shivering. Some had new wounds that mingled with blood and seawater to create crimson rivers down their arms or legs. Some were nursing new bruises. Yet unlike her, they all seemed to be oozing excitement.

      Once Madeline and the final group of survivors were dragged out to the submerged ship, Adam climbed in behind her and rather than sitting at her side, he sat opposite, between Jackson and Sterling, and the three of them waffled on about the submerged shipwreck like they’d just witnessed open-heart surgery.

      Gabby couldn’t remember a time when she and Adam had ever had an equally animated conversation. A pang of jealousy dosed her veins and when they didn’t stop chatting and the burn in her heart became too much to bear, she dragged her eyes away and peered across the ocean back to their island.

      The life raft they’d had to leave behind was the only indication that humans had been there. It would be quite pretty if the reality of having lived there hadn’t been so brutal.

      Zon claimed his spot in the small boat, rowed out ahead of them and they cast off. As six men paddled them toward a new destination, Gabby studied their approach with a wave of hope skipping across her heart.

      Hope that Sally continued to improve.

      Hope that the new island would provide a decent roof over their heads.

      Hope that food and fresh water would be in abundance.

      But her hope was short lived.

      As the men guided the raft into a horseshoe-shaped bay and headed toward what was left of a jetty, the despondent look on the faces of everyone lining the shore had Gabby fearing their situation had not become any better at all.

      Max was at the front of the crowd and despite his injured hand, he still raced forward to assist getting the raft ashore and helping everyone out. Gabby gasped as she placed her bloodied feet onto the rubbish-strewn sand.

      Max offered her a lopsided grin. “It’s good to see you.” He wrapped his arm across her shoulder, and when he tugged her closer, the pungent scent of his armpits invaded her nostrils. Max never had body odor. Never. Not even when he’d run a marathon.

      It wasn’t just him though—it was all of them, including herself.

      They truly had shunted back to the Dark Ages. Hopefully the rest of America wasn’t right there with them or they’d likely never be rescued.

      While everyone else fussed about getting the passengers on shore and securing the rowboat and raft, Gabby inspected her surroundings. The beach was overloaded with pollution. The bulk of it was bottles and plastic bags. She didn’t even want to know what the rest was. Clearly the jetty hadn’t been used in years as it looked set to crumble at any second. Dozens of palm trees had toppled over and coconuts dotted every available space.

      Max returned to her side. “I heard what happened with those other people. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. It must’ve been terrifying.” His voice wobbled with emotion.

      “It was terrible.” A dull ache settled in her chest. “I can’t believe they just vanished.”

      Shaking his head, Max clutched her hand. “Come on. Let me show you around.”

      Wincing, she hobbled up the beach, searching for the sand amongst the debris. “How’s Sally?”

      “She’s okay. She woke a few times yesterday. I think she’s going to make a full recovery. You did really well with her over there.”

      “Hmmm.” Gabby hadn’t actually done anything with Sally. Nothing special anyway. But she didn’t say that. It was nice to have some accolades where the kids were concerned.

      He led her along the remains of an old path into a clearing with three huts. The state of the buildings confirmed their situation wasn’t much better. “Zon said there were radios?”

      “Yes, but so far nobody’s been able to get them working.”

      “Has anyone searched the rest of the island? Maybe people are living on the other side.”

      “We haven’t had time.” He turned to her and the darkness in his eyes seemed to smother him. “Gabby. . . Ken died last night.”

      “What? How?” Shock blazed through her like wildfire.

      “He was bitten by a spider when he went to the toilet in the bushes. At least, we think it was a spider.”

      “Oh Jesus!” She scanned the area, half expecting giant bugs to be crawling along every branch.

      “We buried him this morning. That’s why we took so long. Poor Col. He’s inconsolable.”

      “Oh my God, Max.” She darted her eyes left and right. “Where are the kids?”

      He wrapped his hand over her wrist, snatching her attention. “They’re fine. Listen, let’s not go making the kids scared about spiders here okay? They have enough to worry about.”

      The kids! What about me? His calm demeanor was infuriating. “Okay.” She clenched her jaw and leaned closer. “But deadly spiders are exactly why someone should have gone to find help. God knows what else is crawling in those bushes.” Turning to the dense vegetation surrounding the huts, she shuddered as images of snakes and scorpions and centipedes and other hideous critters flooded her mind.

      He tilted his head, and if he became any more placid, she was going to scream. “Look. Our focus was to get you and the others over here. Okay.”

      She nodded, but did not agree one bit.

      Surely priority number one had to be getting rescued.

      Why am I the only one who understands that?
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      Gabby’s afternoon of unorganized bedlam continued well into the night. There wasn’t one clear leader amongst them.

      Zon had been bred with an insatiable appetite for chaos, and the overbearing fool was driving her to distraction with his barbaric focus on hunting.

      Gunner had slipped into some kind of self-pitying fugue state, and Sykes was still in pain-fueled territory that rendered him useless. Pauline and Jae-Ellen were contenders for the leadership position, but seemed unable or unwilling to step in while Gunner was around and Zon was still chest-beating over the coveted role.

      The indecision was killing her.

      Nightfall and sheer exhaustion had had them all choosing sleep over finding food. The bunks had been allocated to the frail and elderly and to her horror, Max had declared that her children did not slot into the frail category. Not even Sally.

      Sally had come around enough that it wasn’t her injuries that she complained about—it was her hunger pains. Jennifer had become Sally’s shadow, and the pair of them were practically glued together. Gabby was grateful for that. It stopped Jennifer from crowding her all the time, and gave Sally a little friend. When the girls had chosen a sleeping spot in a corner of the building that’d been dubbed the communications hut, Gabby, Max, and Adam claimed a strip of floor space next to them.

      Gabby’s sleeping spot had a constant draft that blew up between the gaps in the boards and her pillow was nonexistent, as was a covering.

      After Max had kissed her goodnight and made a hollow promise that tomorrow would be much better, he’d rolled over and snored so loudly, it was a wonder any of the twenty or so people sharing the shack with them could sleep.

      Even with a roof over her head and sheer exhaustion making her body ache, Gabby still couldn’t rest. She spent the night listening to both the wind whistling through the decrepit hut and the sounds of the relative strangers nearby. Come sunrise, she was going to search the island, even if she had to do it on her own. Someone needed to save her family.

      Morning brought with it even more chaos and confusion. They had radios that were useless, a generator that didn’t work, and a water tank that contained foul slop. And poor Brandi and Col hadn’t stopped crying. For some reason, their sorrow was more heart-wrenching than any Gabby had seen since the power went out. Maybe it was because Col and Ken were identical twins and had a special bond, but the utter grief pouring out of the surviving brother had nearly everyone crying.

      Gabby was grateful when the pair disappeared down to the beach, probably to sit by the grave that’d been hastily dug for Ken yesterday.

      Jackson found a push-bike, and even though the tires were flat, he and Adam took turns riding around the huts. People laughed and cheered them on. Maybe they were comforted by the upbeat antics, but the more people applauded the kids, the more frustrated she became.

      There were forty-seven mouths to feed, and no idea where the next meal was coming from, no fresh water, and they were stranded on a deserted island that probably hadn’t seen human activity in fifteen years.

      Zon strolled through the group scratching his groin. “I’m going fishin’.” His gruff announcement was hardly a surprise. Lazing on the beach with a rod in his hand was all he did well. When he wasn’t sneaking food and attacking people, that was.

      “I’ll help you,” Max volunteered with his usual enthusiasm.

      Gabby’s heart sank. She’d envisioned Max and her kids searching the island with her, together as a family. She’d pictured them finding civilization. She’d even visualized the heroes’ welcome they’d get when they returned to the survivors with the good news.

      Clearly, those visions were nothing but wishful thinking.

      She met Max’s gaze. “I’m going to search the island.”

      His eyebrows bounced together. “What? What about the kids?” The unspoken implications in his question had her pulse revving. He doesn’t think I’m capable of anything else. She didn’t care. She’d made up her mind.

      “I’ll come with you.” Adam’s smile showed off his yellow teeth.

      Gabby blinked at her son. He never wanted to do anything with her. Her heart fluttered. “That would be lovely.”

      “Yeah, me too,” said Jackson.

      “And me,” said another.

      “I’ll come.” A voice from yet another.

      Gabby sighed. Before she knew it, she and Adam, along with six more people, were heading along a bush track that was barely a path at all. Every step was brutal to the cuts on her feet, but she clamped her teeth, biting back the pain, determined to prove she could do this. Her fleeting concept of spending quality time with Adam vanished when he skipped ahead of her and slipped in behind Jackson.

      “Adam, be careful,” she yelled ahead. But her mothering skills were drastically inadequate given the situation. Her son had just run off into bushes with a young man whose eternal focus seemed to revolve around mischief. They were on a deserted island, where getting lost was high on the probability stakes. She had no means to keep in touch with him, and her bare feet were so sore from yesterday, that she couldn’t chase after him even if she wanted to. But Gabby was at the point of no return. I can do this.

      She had to find a way to escape this hell.

      She also had to prove to Max that she was capable of doing more than just babysitting and expert journalism.

      The bush was hideously dense, and it was only the occasional row of strategically placed rocks that identified any semblance of the track she was trying to follow.

      “How you doing, Gabby?”

      She turned to the voice. It was Richard. He was much older than her, but the skip in his step confirmed he well and truly outbid her in the fitness stakes. She shouldn’t be surprised—nearly everyone did.

      “I’m okay, Richard. Feet are sore though. I’ll never complain about my shoes rubbing again, that’s for sure.”

      He tilted his head with a smile that was all jagged at the edges. “With a bit of luck, we’ll all have hot showers and new clothes before sundown.”

      She heaved a sigh. “I think we’ll need more than luck, don’t you?”

      “Maybe, but we can never give up hope.” He nodded once and strode on ahead.

      Watching Richard’s athletic gait as he trotted forward, his comment rolled around her head. It was surprising how upbeat he was. He’d lost his wife on the cruise ship. She’d been taking a nap in one of the cabins that the plane had careened into. Richard had been one of the few people she’d met after the disaster who’d been as frantic as she was trying to find a loved one. When they’d abandoned ship to the life rafts, he’d had no choice but to give up on finding his Mary alive. Gabby had just been lucky when Sally had magically appeared.

      She had no hope of keeping up with Richard, or any of the others. And her concept of finding civilization diminished with every step, making it harder and harder to continue. If Adam hadn’t been ahead of her, she would’ve turned back a long time ago.

      The cool morning air that’d crept in through the floorboards and kept her awake had disappeared almost the second the sun had emerged. Every hour since then, the heat had ramped up another degree or two. Within seconds of setting foot in the dense bushes, she’d understood what it meant to be in stifling heat. It was oven-intensity. And still. Dead still. Sweat beaded her forehead and upper lip, and oozed from every pore in her skin and dribbled from her disgustingly hairy armpits. Every day lowered their hygiene levels another notch.

      Disgusting didn’t even come close to describing how she felt.

      Her hunger pains were rabid dogs, growling and twisting at the emptiness in her stomach. Her muscles ached from her restless night on the wooden floor. Thoughts of what might be at the end of the track kept her going. At the very least there had better be fresh running water. Her tongue was so dry, she wasn’t sure she could even speak if she wanted to.

      Every once in a while, voices drifted through the vegetation, but it was impossible to tell who was talking. If it wasn’t for that, she’d believe she was all alone on this cursed island. Gabby hated being alone. It reminded her of the aftermath of her mother’s death. Even when people had been all around her, she’d felt so incredibly isolated.

      “Mom, where are you?” Adam’s singsong voice snapped her back to reality. He sounded close, yet also far away.

      “I’m here.” Gabby paused next to a large tree, and although it blocked the sun, it failed to relieve the heat.

      “Mom. I can’t find you.”

      “I’m on the path. Over here.” She waved her arms, but wasn’t sure if it was helpful.

      Her first glimpse of him was a flash of his grubby white T-shirt through the bushes. “Over here. Can you see me?”

      He trotted toward her, and when he smiled, her heart swelled. It was nice to know he’d missed her.

      “I’m hungry.” He flicked his hair from his eyes. “When are we going to eat?”

      Her joy sagged like week-old flowers. “I don’t know, buddy.”

      “This is shit.”

      “Hey, don’t talk like that.”

      “It is shit. I’m starving and you don’t care.” He bulged his eyes and clenched his jaw. It was a display of defiance he’d paraded many times, and unfortunately it reminded her of her own defiant childhood self. It was no wonder her mother hated her.

      “Of course I care. You’re hungry. I am too. Everybody is. It’s why we’re searching the island. To see if we can find help. When we do, we’ll have plenty of food and water.”

      “It’s still shit.”

      “Hey. That’s enough.”

      “Whatever.” He rolled his eyes. “I need to pee.”

      “Okay, go behind that tree.” She pointed to a tree off to the side of the track that had thick buttress roots as tall as her thighs. “I’ll stay here.”

      Shaking his head, Adam snapped off a branch blocking his path and stomped away.

      She inhaled a deep breath and huffed it out. But her usual calming technique didn’t supply the result she was accustomed to. A sickly pungent smell was trapped in the bushes with her, and when she spied the abundant droppings on branches around her, she hoped that was the source of the stench and not bats. She couldn’t handle bats.

      The smooth ground beneath her feet was a nice change from the twigs, roots, shells, and rocks she’d trodden on all morning. But when she glanced at her bare feet, she did a double take. It wasn’t smooth ground beneath her feet at all. It was a sheet of metal.

      Her first sign of civilization in hours had her flushed with anticipation. Crouching, she wrestled it from the roots and vines that had it imbedded in place and flipped it over. It was rusty and covered in dirt, but she saw enough to have her heart slamming into her chest.

      A skull and crossbones featured in the middle.

      She frantically scrubbed the sign with her fist. With just half of it revealed, she bolted upright. “Adam! Adam! Stay right where you are.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Just do as I say. Do not move.” Her eyes darted from the tree he’d gone to, to the ground between her and her son. She had no idea what she was looking for. Unexploded ordnance could be anything. Bombs. Land mines. Atomic weapons.

      With her breath trapped in her throat and her pulse pounding in her ears, she took a step toward Adam. Her next step brought with it images of the soldiers she’d interviewed who were missing hands and feet, or all entire limbs, after stepping on a pressure plate, or land mine, or some other hideous invention.

      Nerves racing across her flesh had her fingers tingling. Clenching her fists, she took another step.

      “Mom, what’s wrong?”

      She glanced up from the ground to Adam and her head just about exploded. He’d come around to the front of the tree. “I said stay where you are!”

      He inched backward between two giant roots.

      “Don’t move. For God’s sake!”

      “Jesus, Mom, what’s wrong?”

      “There are unexploded bombs here.”

      “What?” His eyes darted left and right. “Where?”

      “Just don’t move! I’m coming to you.”

      Adam’s chin dimpled and he went so pale, she expected him to throw up.

      Oh God! Is vomit heavy enough to set off a land mine?

      Slapping that question aside, she took another step.

      Inch by inch, she moved. Each time a twig snapped beneath her bare feet she nearly died. Rods of dread made her movements rigid. Horror crawled into her brain like a half-eaten rat. Time stood still. Every thump of her heart ached.

      Should I just make the mad dash for Adam?

      A land mine would explode whether she made every step with focused precision or she bolted across the battlefield.

      Battlefield. It wasn’t like any battlefield she’d ever seen pictures of. It was a jungle. An island jungle. Her mind scrambled as to why there would be bombs there.

      Was that sign someone’s idea of a sick joke?

      A distant explosion ripped through the silence. Gabby screamed. Thousands of birds catapulted skyward. She shot her gaze to Adam. He wasn’t torn to shreds. He wasn’t bleeding from missing limbs. But the terror on his face was enough to scare the hell out of her.

      Before he did something insane like run to her, Gabby clamped her fists, clenched her jaw, and dashed toward him.

      She dove at him, wrapping her arms around his tiny frame and slamming him against the tree roots.

      He squeezed her and buried his head near her neck. “What was that?”

      “I don’t know.” She scanned the bushes.

      She expected to hear screams or see smoke, but there was nothing but her and Adam’s frantic breaths and the surrounding serene jungle.

      “Was it a bomb? Did someone die? Was it Jackson?” The distress in his voice ripped shreds off her heart.

      Oh God! “I don’t know. I don’t know.”

      Ash began falling from the sky.

      Are they shredded leaves?

      Are they disintegrated body parts?

      Her gut squirmed as she pictured Jackson lying in a pool of bloodied, mangled flesh. “Close your eyes, buddy.” She clutched Adam’s head to her chest, praying he didn’t see anything he couldn’t unsee.

      Many, many times in her career she’d been first to the scene of a fatal accident. She’d seen her share of mangled bodies. She’d even been one herself. Blood and gore had never bothered her. Some of her colleagues had been so squeamish they’d throw up every time. Not her. It was one of her skills that attributed to being a great reporter. She focused on the facts, not the bloodshed. But this was different. This was way too close to home. It could’ve been Adam who’d . . .

      Forcing that horror from her mind, she was torn between scrambling through the bushes to get a visual on the situation and staying right where they were until help arrived.

      Adam pushed back and looked at her with red-rimmed eyes. “We have to go see what happened.”

      She jerked back. “No, we don’t. It’s dangerous.”

      “But what about the others? They might need our help.”

      “There’s nothing we can do.”

      “Yes there is. There’s always something.” His words were as if they’d been spoken from his father’s mouth. Adam was wise beyond his years.

      The bits falling from the sky were petering out, and a deathly stillness settled over the vegetation. A gut-wrenching scream ripped through the silence. Her heart pounded. Her body stiffened.

      Adam did too.

      Another scream followed the first—this time it was louder. Whoever it was, they were coming her way. Her heart slammed into her chest as she prepared for what she was about to see. She expected to see blood, lots of blood.

      The screaming stopped but was replaced with the frantic beat of running feet.

      “Over here,” she yelled out. But whoever was running would probably be in such a state of shock they wouldn’t hear her.

      She had to stop them before they set off another bomb. Clutching Adam’s head, she drew his eyes to her. “You stay right here. Understand?”

      His eyes bulged as he nodded.

      “Good, now you need to concentrate. You need to watch every step I make. Okay?”

      Again, he nodded.

      “Good boy.” She kissed his forehead like she’d seen Max do a million times.

      “Help! Help!” The panic-stricken voice was closer, but she still couldn’t see anyone.

      “Over here. Stay on the path.” Gabby took one step. Then two. Every muscle was rigid with fear. Every bone was like china; set to shatter to a million pieces.

      “There!” Adam yelled. “It’s Jackson. Jackson!”

      “Jackson, stop!” Gabby screamed at him.

      Jackson’s wild eyes shot to her.

      “Stop!” She held up her hands. “Don’t move.”

      He screeched to a halt. “He’s . . . he’s dead.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      His afro wobbled wildly. “No. But Richard . . . he’s—”

      “Okay, don’t move. I’m coming to you.”

      “He exploded. He’s dead. Oh God.” Jackson bent forward, his hands on his knees.

      Gabby couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think. She just placed one foot in front of the other, and it seemed an eternity before she stepped back onto the danger sign. “Jackson, look at me.”

      He raised his head and the bloody streaks across his cheek looked like he’d run into barbed wire.

      “See that line of rocks?” She pointed to the ground near his left shoe.

      He nodded.

      “Good, now stay on the right of those rocks and come toward me. It’s okay. That’s the path.”

      Nodding, he walked toward her and Gabby shot her gaze between Adam and Jackson. Adam’s face was twisted with fear. His eyes were wild.

      The cut on Jackson’s cheek had lines of blood dribbling down to his scraggy beard stubble. But other than that, he looked uninjured. Her brain hurt as she pictured Richard dead. He’d been so full of vitality. His gray hair had been the only indication that he was in his sixties.

      Jackson’s lips quivered as he stepped to her. Unsure what to do, she opened her arms and pulled him in for a hug. “Are you hurt?”

      He clutched her, squeezing so hard her breath trapped. “No.”

      “Okay, that’s good.” She rubbed his back, feeling his ribs.

      “He blew up. Right in front of me. His body went into the air. His legs are—”

      “Was anybody else hurt?” She cut him off, desperate to save Adam from the gory details.

      He pulled back, shaking his head. “I don’t know. Richard and I, we . . . we were chatting about what we’d eat as soon as we were rescued.” Tears spilled over Jackson’s cheeks as he choked back a sob.

      “Okay, listen to me. There’s nothing we can do for Richard now. What about all the others?”

      “I don’t know. They were all farther ahead.”

      Her mind swam. A pungent odor invaded her nostrils. Gabby knew the smell. She fought the fogginess creeping into her brain. She would not have a seizure. Not here. Not now. Not when her son needed her.

      After sucking in a huge breath, she huffed it out and clutched Jackson’s shoulders.

      “Okay. Just stay right here with me. We’re safe here. Okay?”

      Jackson nodded, and Gabby turned to face Adam, twenty feet away. Fear coiled in her belly, gripping her with indecision. Should she go across and get him? But if she made it, then what? He was too heavy to carry, and even if she could, she’d be unsteady on her feet. That’d be more dangerous. As would two sets of feet trying to cross. If she blew up, she’d likely blow him up too. Oh God. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think. Fire blazed across her nerves. Her limbs were lead weights.

      Clenching her fists, she tried to scrape a plan together. The right plan.

      “Mom, what do I do?”

      In one bracing instant, she made a decision. Inhaling a shaky breath, she cleared her throat. “Listen to me. Did you watch where I stepped?”

      “I think so.”

      Acid burned in her stomach and crawled up her throat as she forced herself to say the unthinkable. “Okay. Okay. I want you to go back against that tree and crouch down as much as you can.”

      Adam followed her instruction. Once he was in place, Gabby picked up a handful of rocks. “I’m going to toss these toward you. Okay?”

      He nodded.

      “Close your eyes.”

      He did.

      Clenching her jaw, Gabby tossed the rocks onto the ocean of dead leaves between her and her son.

      Nothing happened.

      Adrenalin shot through her so quickly, her bones went to jelly.

      She did it again. And again. Jackson helped, and together they threw handful after handful of rocks onto the rotting vegetation. Still nothing happened.

      They’d reached the point of no return. “Okay, Adam. Very slowly, I want you to come to me.”

      His face contorted. His lips molded into a silent scream. Tears pooled in his eyes.

      “Adam. Listen to me. You’re going to be okay. You can do this.”

      Flicking tears from his cheeks, he stood and faced her.

      “That’s it. You can do this. Just step where I did and you’ll be just fine.”

      Time moved with warped perception. Adam’s movements were slow, agonizing, but her heart thudded a thousand miles an hour.

      Fifteen feet.

      “Nice and steady.” Gabby forced her voice out of her throat.

      Twelve feet.

      Sweat trickled down Adam’s forehead. His face was flushed bright red.

      Something snapped beneath his shoe. It was an eggshell crunch yet it cracked through the silence like a whip. He stopped, frozen still. He was only ten feet away but it might as well have been a thousand.

      Her pulse pounded in her ears. The fear in his bloodshot eyes was every bit real.

      Adam screamed and bolted toward her.

      Terror clawed at her throat.

      Eight feet.

      She fell to her knees. The grim reaper raced up her spine.

      Five feet.

      She opened her arms. Her heart stopped.

      He dove at her, and together they slammed to the ground.

      She rained kissed across his sweaty hair as she clutched his shaking body to hers. “I love you, buddy. I love you so much.”

      He burst into tears. “I love you too, Mom.”
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      Zon was bored out of his mind. It’d been thirteen days since he’d got to these fuckin’ islands, and all he did was fish and sleep. And the fishin’ was so easy he could probably do it while he was sleeping. Just about every cast brought in a big one. Nobody was gonna starve—that was for sure. He still couldn’t figure out what the others was doin’ wrong. Every day, he’d catch more than the lot of ’em put together. And ’cause they was down to just seven hooks, some of ’em were too chicken-shit to keep trying, so they’d join everybody else in collecting firewood and coconuts from the beach. Ever since the stupid TV bitch had blown up that old guy and two others four days ago, nobody wanted to search the island no more.

      At least he had his fishin’. Some of the oldies did nothin’ but stare out to the ocean. Looking for boats, apparently. The second day they got there, they’d built a massive signal fire and a giant help sign out of logs ready to be lit. But Zon figured that unless a ship drifted near the island by mistake, then they was all gonna stay there for a very long time.

      Albert and his five buddies had spent every day wastin’ time on them stupid radios. They yabbered on ‘bout frequency and wave lengths, and repeaters and antennas or some other shit. Zon reckoned they was just usin’ it as an excuse to get out of the manual work.

      But yesterday somethin’ cool had happened. One of the old dude’s, Roger—who was as bald as Zon used to be and had knees bent way worse than his grandmama’s crooked legs—had taken the generator apart, and when he’d put it back together, the fuckin’ thing worked. Zon had been impressed. He’d thought there was no way that piece of shit was gonna fire again. Problem was, they’d only had enough fuel to run it for ’bout half an hour. So, while Zon had been thinkin’ it’d been a waste of fuckin’ time, Albert had talked ’em into using the generator to fire up the radios.

      At least that had given ’em something different to do today.

      Zon and every other fucker was crammed into the communications hut lookin’ over the shoulders of Albert and the other guys. Lewis and Noel were fiddlin’ with the buttons and knobs on the radios, and Michael and Ethan were messin’ with some twisted bits of metal. From what Zon could figure, they had no fuckin’ idea what they was doing. Jessie was sittin’ next to her dad, but she didn’t look too happy. She was probably bored outta her brain too.

      “Okay, this is it,” Albert blurted, and his cheeks wobbled as he pinched a red lever with his fat fingers. “Start it up,” he yelled over his shoulder.

      Outside the open window, Gunner called back, “Roger that.”

      Seconds later, the generator roared to life, and when black smoke poured in through the window, Zon half expected the piece of junk to explode. He’d of liked to have seen that.

      Several lights flashed on the radios.

      “It’s working.” Jessie’s excitement had Zon takin’ notice.

      A few people cheered and clapped, but Lewis spun around and jabbed a fat finger to his lips. “Shush.”

      Albert snatched at the microphone. “Mayday. Mayday. Mayday. This is Kilo Papa Six Alpha Bravo. Kilo Papa Six Alpha Bravo. Do you copy? Over.”

      Everythin’ went silent. Even the building stopped creaking.

      “Mayday. Mayday. Mayday. This is Kilo Papa Six Alpha Bravo. Kilo Papa Six Alpha Bravo. Do you copy? Over.”

      The other dudes started fiddlin’ with dials and knobs as Albert continued talking into the microphone.

      “Mayday. Mayday. Mayday. This is Kilo Papa Six Alpha Bravo. Kilo Papa Six Alpha Bravo. We are a group of forty-four people stranded on Pelicia Island in the Pacific Ocean. Do you copy? Over.”

      Albert repeated the words again and again, and each time, the excitement on Jessie’s face became less and less. Just like everyone else’s.

      “Is it working?” Sykes asked.

      “Yeah, but it’s weird. It’s like there’s nobody out there.” Michael shook his head.

      “I’ve never heard anything like this.” Albert shook his head. “Usually there’s constant chatter, and there’s always static.”

      “It’s like we’re on another planet.” Lewis twisted a dial and nodded at Albert.

      Albert leaned into the microphone. “Mayday. Mayday. Mayday. This is Kilo Papa Six Alpha Bravo. Kilo Papa Six Alpha Bravo. Do you copy? Over.”

      Rain started pinging on the tin roof, and just ’bout everyone groaned. It rained every second day, which only added to ‘em constantly bitchin’ about stuff. It gave ’em water. Which was lucky or they’d all be fucked.

      “Let’s try a different frequency.” Lewis fiddled with more dials.

      “Mayday. Mayday. Mayday. This is Kilo Papa Six Alpha Bravo. Kilo Papa Six Alpha Bravo. Do you copy? Over.”

      Jessie musta felt Zon watchin’ her or somethin’, ’cause she curled her hair behind her ear and turned to him. She looked right into his eyes, and just like every other time she met his gaze, he was shocked by how black hers were. He’d never seen eyes like that. Then again, there weren’t too many chicks that he checked out like Jessie. A sexy smile curled on her lips, and damn if his groin didn’t bounce to life.

      But her attention on him was over way too quickly, and she went right back to watchin’ her dad, and Zon went right back to bein’ bored. He shifted his gaze to the newspaper clippings on the wall behind the radios. All of ’em were about the island. Though, apparently it wasn’t even an island. It was an atoll.

      And according to the map on the wall, it was just a tiny dot in the middle of fuckin’ nowhere.

      People had been using Pelicia Island for all sorts of research. Most of ’em had been marine scientists and amateur radio operators.

      Zon cocked his head at one of the pictures showing a runway on the island. He leaned in to read the info below it. Sure enough, in 1941, the US Navy had blasted away a shitload of coral and used it to build a runway. After World War Two, the naval station that’d been on the island was demolished, and everything was either burned or dumped into the lagoon.

      Except the unexploded ordnance . . . them they had just left in place.

      Ready for some dumb castaway to step on ’em. Or three.

      Zon had seen what the land mine had done to them three guys. Even if they had of survived the bomb blast, they wouldn’t have lasted much longer. It’d been so bad that they’d buried them right there. The hole from the blast had been big enough for all three of ’em. What was left of ’em, anyways.

      “Mayday. Mayday. Mayday. This is Kilo Papa Six Alpha Bravo. Kilo Papa Six Alpha Bravo. Do you copy? Over.”

      The rain got heavier, slammin’ into the tin roof above his head so hard, he half expected it to make holes. It’d got dark too, and without sunlight, it was impossible to tell what time of the day it was.

      After reading all that shit about what had been on the island, Zon wanted to go check ’em out for his-self. Figurin’ stepping on a land mine had to be plain ol’ dumb luck he decided the second the rain stopped, he was gonna go see if he could find the runway. Something that big had to stand out like dog’s balls.

      “Mayday. Mayday. Mayday. This is Kilo Papa Six Alpha Bravo. Kilo Papa Six Alpha Bravo. Do you copy? Over.” Albert didn’t sound as excited no more, and some of the crowd had given up watching too.

      Him and the others musta been in that hut for at least an hour—hell it coulda been the whole damn day. His stomachache was no way to judge time. He’d been having hunger pains ever since his last buffet meal on the cruise ship. That thought had him glancing at Jessie again. It’d been the first time he’d met her. She’d shared her plate of prawn crackers.

      She didn’t look at him this time, and when he dragged his eyes away, another newspaper article caught his eyes. ‘Inca Treasure’ was the heading. Turned out the island also had some Spanish treasure buried here. Fuck yeah. That was an even better reason to go searching.

      The rain that’d been battering the roof stopped. One minute it had been bucketing down, next second it was gone and the sun was shining. Zon took that as the opportunity to head outside. Several others followed him.

      Based on where the sun was, Zon figured he had a good couple of hours before nightfall set in. If he didn’t get movin’ soon, people would start expecting him to catch ’em dinner. With visions of ancient treasure floating around his brain, he strode along the track where three people had been blown up four days ago.

      He kept to the path; it was the best way not to get dead. It wasn’t easy, as most of the path was covered in leaves and shit. All that was left was the odd grouping of rocks on either side of the track. Much quicker than he’d expected, he came across the danger sign TV Bitch had found. Gunner had propped it up next to the path so they couldn’t miss it again.

      Zon paused to take a piss. Rain dripped off the trees. Birds squawked overhead. It was good to be out on his own. He was getting mighty sick of all of ’em whining. Nonstop, them fuckers were complainin’. About not enough food. About bein’ stranded. About the rain. The sun. No beds. No showers. Insect bites. People dyin’ nearly every day. It was never ending. Nobody had nothin’ good to say.

      They could still be floating out at sea. Now that would be fucked. At least on the island he could get some peace when he wanted.

      There was always an upside. The upside of someone gettin’ dead was there was one less mouth to feed. When his mama had run off and left him for seven years with just him and his old man, he’d had many times when his daddy was so drunk, he passed out before they got fed. Zon got good at fixing his-self some grub. When there was somethin’ to eat that was. Which wasn’t all the time.

      His stomach groaned as if it knew what he was thinkin’. In that same instant, he spied a giant crab. Giant was an understatement—this one was the size of a trash can. Zon didn’t think. He dashed into the bushes and snatched it right off the ground. The fuckin’ thing didn’t even try to escape. Maybe its mammoth size made it slow. Or maybe it’d never been chased by anythin’ before.

      The claws were as big as his foot, and it had to weigh at least seven pounds. He was salivatin’ just looking at it.

      Zon had no intention of sharing it. This meal was gonna be for him and him only.

      He needed both hands to carry the beast, and the damn thing kept snapping its claws trying to get him. It’d take a finger off too with them claws. And he’d already lost a toe thanks to his daddy’s sick lesson.

      It was only once he got back to the danger sign that he realized what he’d done. He’d walked over a mine field. His jaw dropped as he turned and glanced at the area he’d crossed. He was either fuckin’ lucky or fuckin’ stupid. He couldn’t decide which one.

      Didn’t matter either way. He hadn’t got blown up, and he had a feast in his hands that was gonna be so worth it. Trick was gonna be killin’ it. Normally he’d have his hunting knife on his hip.

      The danger sign looked promising.

      Holdin’ it away from him so it didn’t nip off his thumb, he wedged the sign between a tree root and his boot. Once it was secure, he held the crab’s front claws apart, exposing its center line, and slammed the crab onto the edge of the metal. It didn’t split all the way, but with a second go, the giant crab cut in two.

      Zon let out a cheer as he inspected his dinner.

      “Hey, what are you doing?”

      He spun to Jessie’s voice. His jaw dropped and his heart skipped a beat. “What’re you doin’?”

      “I saw you head off. Didn’t want you getting lost.” Her grin was the sweetest thing.

      His heart was thumping so hard, his brain couldn’t concentrate. He held up one half of the crab. “Hungry?”

      “Holy shit. It’s a coconut crab.”

      He jerked his head. “How’d you know that?”

      “From those newspapers on the walls. Because they have no natural predators on this island, they grow huge.”

      “I’ll say.”

      She stepped forward, coming so close he could smell her. She was like flowers and candy. Nobody smelled as good as her. “Can you eat it?”

      “I reckon. Gotta cook it first. Come on. I’m going to make you the best meal you’ve had in weeks.”

      She burst out laughing. “That’s not going to be hard. We’ve barely eaten anything since that Chinese buffet.”

      His mind spun. He could hardly believe she also remembered that meal. Her laugh was so sexy—all he wanted to do was wrap her in his arms and kiss her.

      Maybe she’d like that, on account of her following him along the track an’ all. He woulda tried it, if he hadn’t had half a giant crab in each of his hands.

      Sharing his feast with Jessie was gonna make it so much better. He was even prepared to give her more than his share. “Make sure you stick to the path. See the rocks?”

      “Oh my God, that’s right. Those poor guys. And Jackson—he saw the whole thing. Must’ve been awful.”

      “Yeah, he’s been real quiet since then.”

      Jackson and Adam had been noisy fuckers when everyone had first got to this island. Now, not so much.

      About fifty yards later, he reached the area where the bomb had exploded. The raw patch of dirt was much smaller than Zon remembered. It didn’t seem possible that three bodies were buried beneath that mound. What was left of ’em, that is.

      Zon didn’t say nothin’ but. Last thing he wanted to do was fuck up spendin’ time with Jessie. He had no idea how much she knew about the bodies, and he had no intention of tellin’ her none either.

      “Did they have any luck with the radios?” He hoped his question would keep her from asking about the grave beside ‘em.

      “Nope.”

      “Do they know why?”

      “Nope. Dad reckons the radios were working fine. He couldn’t understand why nobody responded.”

      “’Cause we’re on another planet?” he joked.

      She burst out laughing. Nobody ever got his jokes. He could climb a mountain right now.

      They continued along the barely-there path, chatting about all sorts of stuff like what football teams they followed and what their favorite ice creams were. It was weird. Normally he hated people stickin’ their nose into his business. Jessie though, he’d tell her anythin’. Every couple of yards, Zon glanced over his shoulder, makin’ sure she was still there. It was also a good excuse to check her out. She didn’t seem to mind none.

      He stepped into a large, open area. It was a long strip of land with chunks of weeds growin’ all over it. “Will ya look at that? We found the runway.”

      “There’s a runway?” She slotted in beside him.

      “Yeah, the navy built it during the war.”

      She cocked her head, her brows drilled together.

      “I can read newspaper clippings too.”

      She giggled.

      At least walkin’ on the runway, they didn’t have to worry about no land mines blowin’ ’em up. A sheet of twisted corrugated metal was in the middle of the runway and thinkin’ it’d make a great griddle plate he asked Jessie to grab it.

      “What’s it for?” She tugged on her earring.

      “You’ll see.”

      The sun was still hoverin’ over the trees, and Zon guessed they had about three more hours of sunshine left. Which was good, ’cause he had a shit ton of crab to cook for his woman.

      His woman. He wished.

      The end of the runway met with a small beach. This one had zero rubbish, and although it was small, it was a whole lot better than the one near the huts.

      “This is nice.” Jessie slipped off her sneakers, strolled to the water, and waded in so her feet were ankle-deep in tiny waves.

      Zon had died and gone to heaven. Nah, it was better than heaven. Havin’ Jessie all to his-self was better than any prize-winnin’ gator, or Inca treasure. Her T-shirt had slipped off her left shoulder and the sun made her milky-white skin look amazing. Everything was amazing.

      She spun to him, and the way she did it, with a sexy smirk, had him thinkin’ that she’d wanted to catch him watchin’ her. “You coming?”

      “Oh, sure.” He put both halves of the crab onto a bunch of rocks and undid his laces. The coarse sand beneath his feet felt good after wearin’ his wet boots all day. He stepped into the water at her side, and although the view in front of him was mighty fine, it was the woman beside him who made it special.

      “I can’t remember the last time I had a shower. Can you?”

      A mental imagine of her naked with water pouring over her tits had his dick throbbing. It was so unexpected, he just about tumbled forward. “Ahhh, nope. Anyway, I’ll get a fire going. Cook that crab.”

      “I’ll help you.” Her stomach made a funny squeaking noise, and they both burst out laughing.

      Lucky for him, his lighter never left his jeans pocket, and with her kneeling beside him, he held the flame to a pile of dead leaves beneath the stack of twigs. When the flame grabbed, she leaned in and blew on the twigs, and damn if he couldn’t take his eyes off her puckered lips.

      The fire was full on within minutes and he put the metal on.

      Once it was glowing hot, he pulled off his shirt.

      “What’re you doing?” Her eyes bounced to his chest, and she did that sexy thing with her lip in her teeth.

      Holy crap. Jessie must like what she’s seein’.

      His lucky streak had hit the fuckin’ jackpot. “You’ll see.”

      “You’re a tease.” She giggled.

      Zon coulda sat there and watched her giggle all day. But them crabs weren’t gonna cook ’emselves. Using his shirt, he tugged the tin from the fire, rested it on the sand, and gave it a good scrub with a bunch of leaves. With all the paint gone, he grabbed it again and raced to the water to wash it.

      Jessie was tossing a log onto the fire when he returned. A wave of her long, dark hair was curled over her shoulder like it was pointin’ at her tits. Not that he needed any invitation. He’d check out her tits any day.

      He plonked the crab pieces onto the tin, and careful not to lose ‘em in the fire, he placed the tin onto the flames. With nothing left to do but wait till they was cooked, he sat next to her.

      They rested in silence. Watching the fire. Watching the waves crash into the shore. Watching her tongue cross her bottom lip. With the smell of the crab wafting his way, and a sexy chick at his side, Zon was havin’ the best day of his life.

      “That smells so good.”

      “You smell good.”

      Her eyes shot to him.

      Oh fuck! I said that out loud.

      Her tongue whipped across her lip again. She eased forward, her gaze darting from his lips to his eyes. His heart pounded in his chest. He hoped he wasn’t reading it all wrong as he leaned toward her. Next second, her lips met his. His heart thumped in his ears as he curled his hand around her neck and pulled her to him.

      She pressed harder, and when her tongue shot into his mouth, his dick throbbed like a bass drum. Jessie was the sweetest thing he’d ever tasted.

      Zon had died and gone to heaven.

      All too soon, she pulled back. But the smile on her face confirmed she wanted more. She wanted him.

      He was petrified to speak. Or move.

      She shifted her eyes to the fire and the flush of red on her cheeks took on an amazing glow. “Oh hey, is the crab cooked? I’m starving.”

      The crab was cooked. Shit!

      Reluctantly, he got to sortin’ out their dinner. They shared the first crab-half and each time she licked her fingers, his dick pulsed. The crab was delicious, but he could’ve eaten sand and been just as happy.

      “That’s so yum. I feel a bit guilty not sharing.”

      “Yeah me too.” He lied. Having her all to his-self was worth any amount of guilt.

      They ate the second half of the crab, and then went down to the water to wash their hands.

      She turned to him, and her smile was so spectacular, he was tempted to believe she wanted more than just one little kiss. But he was a fool. Ain’t no way a chick like her would be interested in an ugly fuck like him. Jessie was just bein’ friendly.

      He stepped from the water, clenching his jaw. He wanted to punch his-self.

      As he snapped sticks for the fire and tossed them onto a pile, he couldn’t stop ogling her kicking about in the water. And each time she glanced his way and smiled, he tried to figure out why she was hanging with him. It was nice and all, but girls didn’t hang with him. They wanted him for something. Usually it was to buy ’em drinks or drugs. Sometimes they wanted a fuck. Not often, but sometimes.

      But Jessie knew he didn’t have the booze no more. . . Gladys had control of the alcohol he’d handed over. And Jessie had to know he didn’t have drugs. Every one of ’em had lost everythin’ but the shirts on their backs when they jumped off that fuckin’ ship.

      That left sex.

      His dick bounced to life again, and spinning around, he stormed into the bushes.
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      After yesterday’s failure with the generator, Gunner couldn’t spend another day watching over the men in the communications hut messing around with the equipment. Albert and his friends had made zero progress on the HAM radios. They had managed to design a small battery using some bleach they’d found and copper. Whilst it had been impressive, it was no help whatsoever. Even once they’d got the radio light’s firing, they’d still had no contact. They’d made constant references to it all being so weird.

      That had just been the start of it.

      Fourteen days. That’s how many days they’d been shipwrecked on these islands. All up, it’d been thirty-five days since the EMP strike had ruined their lives. With an urge to spin his nonexistent wedding ring on his nonexistent hand, his thoughts drifted to Adelle and Bella. And his Mom. His heart ached not knowing if they were okay. Not being able to contact them was brutal. Then again, if he had made contact and he’d heard even an ounce of distress in Adelle’s voice, his heart would’ve shredded to pieces.

      Instead, he spent the day trying to cast a fishing line with the hand reel using just one hand.

      By afternoon, he was getting better and could at least cast the hook into the water. It was painstakingly slow to reel the line in though. Hand reels needed hands. But even if he’d had a fishing rod, he doubted it would be easier.

      About a dozen people shared the beach with him. But maybe they sensed his need to be alone. There was nothing to talk about anyway and he was sick and tired of having dumb fucking questions fired at him that he had no answers to. Every single day someone asked him when they were going to be rescued. Like he had a crystal ball and knew something nobody else did. Or maybe they thought that sunrise somehow brought an increased prospect of being found that they hadn’t had the day before. It didn’t.

      Unless there was some miracle with the radios, they could do nothing but wait.

      Most of the others were seated on the sand watching the sea of plastic bottles churn in the tiny waves. Every day, they fished dozens of bottles from the water and tossed them into a growing pile above high tide. The number of bottles in the bay were diminishing, but they still had a long way to go.

      Farther along the horseshoe-shaped beach, Jessie, Zon, and Jackson were fishing too. They’d become quite a threesome. Zon seemed to have mellowed. His mutual attraction with Jessie was the obvious reason behind that. Gunner was happy Jackson had someone to keep him company. The kid had been gutted after that land mine had killed Richard right in front of him.

      Gunner stared at Jessie’s beaming grin, forcing his mind to veer from the gruesome images of those three victims’ body parts.

      He didn’t want to go there. Not now. Not ever.

      Other than Jackson, almost everyone left the fishing to Zon. He was good at it. Nearly every cast produced a fish. The fishing reels from the rafts had been a lifesaver, but they were meant to be a temporary solution to catch a feed until rescue arrived. That meant the quality of the tackle was poor. Thanks to constant snags, they were down to their final three hooks. Hooks could be made from wire, but fishing line . . . that was much more difficult to replicate.

      Gunner gave up fishing and plonked onto the sand. Beyond the beach, the ocean stretched right to the horizon. The sky was perfect, not a single cloud. Thank God. It rained every second day, and it seemed his feet were constantly wet. For most of his life, the outdoors had been his calling card. He’d loved the freedom of it. Every day on the ocean had been like a breath of fresh air. Not anymore. The ocean had become his prison, trapping him on a tropical paradise that was ultimately hell.

      He stared at the jagged stub at the end of his wrist. That was his other hell. It still hurt. And occasionally stung so bad he couldn’t breathe. But not where the stitches had been or what was left of his ulna and radius bones. It was his missing hand. Somehow, he could still feel his fingers trapped in that winch. A shudder ripped along his back at the agony.

      Clenching his jaw, he squeezed his eyes shut and tried to picture his wife and daughter. But it wasn’t the image he wanted. Instead of them smiling and laughing, he saw them covered in dirt and grime, his daughter crying with tears streaming down her smudge-lined face. His wife’s gorgeous thick hair was a tangled mess and her clothes were tattered. They were cowering in a corner beneath a moth-eaten blanket.

      Ever since the EMP strike had robbed him of his ability to reach Adelle, he’d imagined his wife and daughter were safe. Adelle was strong, intuitive, and smart, and she’d do everything to protect their daughter. But that new image had been a bolt from nowhere. His belief that she was okay now had a massive crack. The affect was like hot water thrown onto a frozen windshield—shattering.

      He had to get home.

      “I got one.” Jackson’s shout snapped Gunner back to the present. Jackson madly reeled in the fishing line. “Jesus, it must be frigging huge.”

      Jessie, Adam, and Jennifer raced toward him. Gabby strolled behind the kids.

      Zon ran toward Jackson with the sun glinting off the axe in his hand.

      Just the sight of that blade had Gunner cringing, and his missing hand sizzled as if reliving that moment when Zon had chopped it off. Zon was just a little bit too zealous with that axe. The survivors were lucky he was though. They’d lost way too many fish, usually just as they were reeled into the shore. Each one had taken a hook with it too. But not when Zon managed to chop its head off first. Every meal on these damn islands was hard fought, and losing a fish, no matter what the size, was cruel.

      Losing tackle was devastating.

      Gunner pushed up from the sand, and wiping his hand on his pants, he walked toward the action.

      Jackson was whooping with excitement. “It’s huge.”

      “Calm your farm or you’re gonna lose the fucker.” Zon seemed to have two personalities. One hated everyone, the other was willing to offer help when it was least expected. He was a strange man, and impossible to read.

      “Oh shit!” Jessie squealed. “It’s a shark.”

      Adam dashed forward with boyish glee planted on his dirt-streaked face.

      “Get back, Adam! You too, Jennifer.” Gabby raced down the beach yelling at her kids. “Get back.” She yanked Adam’s arm and he snatched it away again.

      “Outta the way,” Zon yelled as he dashed across the shallow water—the axe raised, ready to attack.

      The shark thrashed back and forward.

      Jackson’s muscles bulged as he pulled against the weight on his line.

      Arcs of water and sand shot up with each flick of the shark’s tail.

      The twenty or so people on the beach squealed with the excitement.

      “Pull him in,” Zon bellowed.

      “I’m trying.” The grimace on Jackson’s face highlighted his battle.

      The shark spun around. It swam right at Zon. Jessie screamed. Someone else did too. Zon stood his ground, the axe solid in his grip. The shark’s fins flicked side to side, its tail slicing through the water.

      Gunner expected Zon to dive out of the way, but the crazy bastard just stood there, ready.

      Next second, Zon launched himself at the shark in a full body slam. The axe came down and buried deep into the shark’s head. A spray of blood shot into the air. The thrashing stopped and the crowd cheered.

      Zon scooped up the shark, and blood poured from the axe still buried deep in its head as he carried it into shore like it was a baby.

      The shark was a good three feet long, and it’d be enough to feed everyone and then some. It would be a nice change. Since they’d abandoned ship, there hadn’t been a single night where he hadn’t gone to sleep with crippling hunger pains.

      Zon’s smile proved he was just that little bit crazy. Then again, they needed a man like him or tonight’s dinner would most likely have gotten away.

      “Looks like we’ll be having a feast tonight.”

      Gunner turned to the voice and was surprised to see Sykes. The first officer had barely left the huts since he’d arrived on this island.

      “Hello, stranger. Did you hear all the commotion?”

      Sykes chuckled. “Thought you lot were being attacked by pirates.”

      Gunner laughed with him. The reaction from Sykes was damn good, yet the bold fire that usually blazed in his eyes was gone. Even so, Gunner clung to a trickle of hope that his first officer was finally getting his A game back. Because if they were going to get the survivors off the island, Gunner needed him. “You must be feeling better.”

      Sykes shrugged. “Getting there. Now that the tube is out.” He was referring to the piece of rubber hose Max and Gladys had inserted into Sykes’ bullet wound to keep it drained. Without the medical skills of those two, Sykes wouldn’t be standing here. “How about you?”

      Gunner held up his brutalized wrist. “I’ll live.”

      He huffed. “Me too.”

      Zon marched along the beach with his prize catch, and the energy of the crowd ramped up as they followed after him.

      “He’s a regular hero.” Sykes rolled his eyes.

      “Can’t believe I’m going to say this, but we’re lucky to have him. I couldn’t see anybody else catching a shark like that.”

      “That’s true.”

      Within half an hour the fire was blazing, and Zon had carved the shark into sizable chunks that were cooking on a sheet of corrugated iron over the flames. Everyone was gathered around. Even Gladys had been wheeled over the sand to join them. Unfortunately for Gladys, all the chairs on the island were too small for her derriere, so her chariot, as she called it, was a rusty wheelbarrow. It did make transporting her about easier. Getting her in and out of the barrow, however, was done with very little grace. Yet she never complained.

      Gunner eased away from the excited crowd and settled with his back against a tree. To his surprise, Cloe, Quinn, Pauline, Jae-Ellen, Cindy, and Sykes joined him, and all sat so they were facing the bay. Including Madeline and himself, the eight of them were the only survivors left from his two-hundred strong crew. Eight! The sickening number had his gut churning. Their continued loyalty had the blades of guilt slicing his sanity. They were looking at him for leadership.

      They needed a plan.

      But he didn’t have a single one.
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      Zon had eaten so much shark meat, he needed to take a dump. He stood, and plannin’ on heading back to bomber beach, he strode away. But Jessie followed and as much as that was totally sweet, it was gonna make it harder to sneak away to do a shit.

      They talked all the way back to his camp, mostly about catchin’ that shark and how good it’d tasted. Jessie seemed surprised when he told her about gator meat, and how it was some of the best grub in the world.

      At their beach, they got the fire going. But if he didn’t do a crap soon, he was gonna shit his pants. He stood, and Jessie looked up at him all expectant-like.

      “I’ll get more wood for the fire.”

      “Okay.” She shrugged and jabbed the end of a stick into the glowin’ coals.

      He strode away into the dense bushes, but twenty paces later, he stopped in his tracks and peeled back an enormous leaf. “Holy fuck.”

      His jaw dropped as he stepped toward a plane wreck. If the bomber had crashed into this spot, then it was in pretty good shape. The glass nose at the front where the gunner would’ve sat was shattered to pieces, and some of the cockpit was banged up. The wing nearest him had been ripped off, and he couldn’t see the other one on account of the bush coverin’ it. But the body didn’t look too bad. His breath hitched as he ran his hand over a handful of holes that’d punched through the fuselage. Bullet holes. But the entire tail was missing so he changed his mind about it being in good shape.

      He had to show Jessie. But first he had some business he needed to sort out.

      After he’d finished in the bushes, he returned to the bomber. “Jessie. Jessie, come check this out.”

      She came sprinting through the bushes. “Holy shit. A plane.”

      “Not just any plane. This is a B-26 Marauder. This thing was a fuckin’ monster. Twin two-thousand-horse-powered engines. Speeds up to three hundred and fifty miles per hour. It could carry a ton of bombs.”

      She looked at him like he had an axe in his head.

      “What?”

      “Who are you, and what did you do with the real Zon?”

      He chuckled.

      “How come you know so much about planes?”

      He shook his head. “Not planes. Just this one. My granddaddy was a pilot in World War Two. He was one of the first to fly the Widowmaker to Australia.”

      “Widowmaker?”

      “Yeah. When the B-26 was first made, they messed up the aerodynamics or somethin’ and a shitload of pilots died either taking off or landin’.”

      “Jeez, do you think that’s what happened to this one?”

      “Nope. Check out these bullet holes.”

      “Oh my God.” She poked her finger into one of ‘em.

      “My granddaddy told me about two missions he’d done where his plane got all shot up by the Japs, but he still managed to land the thing.”

      “Wow. Must’ve been really scary.”

      “I guess so. He made it sound like fun.” Sunlight streamed onto the front of the plane highlighting a pile of painted stripes. “Check this out. All these marks show how many missions this plane took.” Zon counted them. “Sixty-four.”

      “How many missions did your granddaddy do?”

      “Forty-one. Grandmama said he was a hero. But he had no medals or nothin’. He got shot down once and had to jump outta the plane. Broke his arm and a few ribs when he landed. Spent some time in a prison camp too. So he said anyways. But that part could be bullshit. My folks are good at makin’ shit up.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Really?”

      “The bullshit part?”

      She nodded.

      “Yeah. My daddy was always bullshittin’ about how many people he killed in the war and other crazy stuff, makin’ out he was a hero. But I know for a fact that he only flew them cargo planes. You know, the ones that carried troops and jeeps and stuff. My granddaddy took me to one of ’em air shows once, in Vegas, and I got to go into one of ’em. That’s when my granddaddy told me daddy was a liar. He didn’t shoot nobody. Didn’t stop him makin’ up shit though.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      “Come on. Let’s check out the inside.” Shoving branches aside, and tugging vines out of their way, he pushed through the bushes to the back of the plane. Ducking his head, he stepped into the circular cabin and the metal groaned.

      “This is so cool.” She strolled along the middle and Zon followed her.

      The fuselage was fairly dark ‘cept for the spears of light that shone in through the bullet holes, making white dots on the opposite side. The cockpit though, it had a lot of sunlight streamin’ in through the shattered windshield.

      Metal shifted beneath his feet. “This is the bomb bay.”

      Her eyes bulged. “The what?”

      “Yeah, see, these are two doors.” He pointed out the edges. “They woulda opened outward and the bombs fell outta here.”

      “Huh.” She curled her hair behind her ear. “How do you know that?”

      “’Cause Grandaddy had served, we got into a few planes at that show. He was real excited that they had a B-26 there.”

      “Is your pop still alive?”

      “Nah, he died a few years ago.”

      “Oh, sorry to hear that.”

      When she looked at him all weird, he wasn’t lookin’ forward to her next question.

      “You really loved him, huh?”

      Zon shrugged. He didn’t love nobody. “He was all right. I’m gonna check out the cockpit.” He moved around her, and scrambled over the metal bars to the front. The seats were still there, but most of the bits were gone. Still looked shit-hot though. He’d thought seeing that tank on the sunken navy ship was fuckin’ amazing. This topped it way more.

      “This is so cool.”

      “Yep. Last thing I expected to see on a deserted island was a World War Two fighter plane. ’Specially one like my granddaddy flew.”

      Zon needed to duck his head to go into the cockpit, but he stepped back and did somethin’ he ain’t never done before−let a chick go first. “After you.”

      When she squeezed past him, her tits brushed against his chest, and he just about shot through the broken windshield. She got into the copilot seat and Zon climbed into the one next to her. The steering columns were gone, as was the microphones and stuff. But there was still a few buttons and knobs.

      Jessie jabbed a few of them and flicked a few switches. “It must’ve been scary, getting shot at in this. I don’t know how they did it.”

      He shrugged. “My granddaddy said they just did what they was told. That’s war for ya. Makes people do crazy shit.”

      She tilted her head at him, and her eyes darkened as her brows drilled together. “Dad reckons we’re at war now.”

      “Who?”

      “Us. United States of America.”

      “At war? With who?”

      She turned to him. “Probably the Russians or North Korea, or China. Maybe all three.”

      Zon couldn’t figure it all out. “Why?”

      “Why are we at war?”

      “No, why does he think we are?”

      “Easy. If it’d been just one EMP strike, then it could have been a solar flare. A nature thing. But two EMPs? That had to be man-made. Which means it had to be an act of war.”

      “Shit, huh?”

      “Yeah, shit. Do you think your family will be okay?”

      His didn’t give a fuck about his family, and nearly blurted it out too. But then Jessie woulda probably asked all kinds of questions that he didn’t wanna answer. Not when they was having so much fun. “Yeah, they’re tough.” It wasn’t a lie—his folks could fight their way through a gator-infested mud pit. If they didn’t kill each other first. “What about your kin? They be okay?”

      “Mom will be fine if she made it to the compound.”

      “The what?”

      “The compound. It’s our bug out shelter in the California hills. It was an old gold mine and we’ve been getting it ready for about a decade. Got enough stores to last two years. If Mom followed our plan, her and my brother, Jack, would’ve gone straight there and been bunkered down within four hours.”

      He blinked at her. “You have a gold mine?”

      She giggled. “No, not really.” She slapped his arm. “I already told you. Dad and his crazy friends are into prepping. The mine is where we planned to live when the shit hit the fan. It’s been kinda fun, thinking about end-of-the-world-as-we-know-it stuff. I never really thought it would happen though. Thank God Mom and Dad did. To be honest, it’s probably an absolute shit fight back home. I’m glad I’m here.”

      He looked into her dark eyes and his tongue just ’bout froze from how sexy she was. With his heart pounding in his chest, he wrangled his brain to say something he’d never thought he’d say to a girl. ’Specially not to a chick like Jessie. “I’m glad you’re here too.”

      He reached for her hand, and when she squeezed her palm to his, he hoped they’d stay on that island forever.
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      Gunner rubbed the stitching at the end of his wrist. He could do that for hours and yet the incessant itching wouldn’t stop. Clenching his jaw, he turned his gaze from the gruesome scar out to the ocean. A white streak in the distance snagged his attention. Shielding his eyes from the afternoon sun, he blinked at it. Blood coursed through his veins. “Holy shit.” He pointed at the spot. “Is that a boat?”

      He launched off the tree he’d been leaning against, dashed past the survivors gathered near the fire, and sprinted toward the shoreline. He lost sight of it as he pushed through the dense bushes, but the second he crunched onto sand, he spotted it again.

      It was a boat. A small one, but still a boat.

      His crew were right behind him. “Cloe, Cindy, quick, light the signal fire.” He dashed toward their tiny boat which was in the shallow water, tied up to the lopsided jetty. “Quinn, untie the rope.” Gunner raced into the ankle-deep water and braced against the boat, ready to shove it forward once the others climbed in.

      “Wait for me.” Sykes hobbled so fast, sand flicked up behind his bare feet.

      Gunner scanned for the boat. It was a good quarter mile off shore and drifting slowly westward. They had some distance to cover. It was going to be a race to catch it.

      Sykes winced as he climbed in and the excitement on his face did little to hide his pain. Gunner and Quinn pushed the boat from the shore.

      “Captain, jump in,” Jae-Ellen demanded.

      Gunner blinked at her.

      “Get in,” she yelled.

      He scrambled over the side and scooted to the helm, out of everyone’s way.

      Quinn followed Gunner in, and Sykes handed him an oar. Jae-Ellen and Pauline toppled over the sides, and the second they were upright, Sykes gave them an oar each too. With the four of them putting some muscle into paddling, Gunner maintained focus on the boat.

      It was a sailing yacht. He guessed at least thirty foot. But as they clawed their way toward it, the excitement that’d been blazing through his veins took a nosedive. The yacht was severely damaged. Its mast was gone and the boat listed to port-side. A chunk had been taken out of the bow, and at least two cabin windows were shattered.

      “Shit, Captain. It’s not looking good,” Quinn said.

      “No, sir. No, it is not.”

      As they approached the back of the yacht, it became obvious why the boat was leaning at such an angle. The mast had snapped off but it was still attached by a tangle of ropes and wires. One, possibly two sails dangled overboard, and along with the toppled mast, they created drag in the water.

      “Hello, the yacht.” Gunner hoped for a response, but didn’t actually expect one. His crew guided their boat alongside the yacht’s stern, and he grabbed onto the ladder with his good hand. “Hello? Is anybody on board?”

      His question was met with silence. Gunner stepped from their boat onto the metal rung and the yacht dipped with his weight. “Hello? Permission to come on board?”

      Again, no reply.

      He climbed up and stepped into the cockpit. The boat shifted as Quinn and Jae-Ellen climbed aboard with him.

      “Hello?” Gunner approached the companionway and a foul stench nearly knocked him off his feet. Death. He’d smelled it often enough over the last few weeks. The putrid odor sliced through his hope of a rescue like a machete.

      Bracing himself, he sucked in a huge breath of fresh air then climbed down the companionway steps. His brain grappled with simultaneous urges to both move forward and flee and never look back. Gunner also prayed that what he was about to see wouldn’t haunt him forever.

      He stepped into knee-deep water covered in floating debris, and there was enough sunlight streaming in from the broken windows to expose way more than he wanted.

      A body was slumped forward on a table; their head rested on their arm. Based on the long brown hair, it was a woman. Her flesh was tinged a revolting olive green and was swollen to hideous proportions. Although her long hair had fallen forward to cover her face, enough was visible to produce a graphic nightmare.

      “Oh God.” Pauline snapped her hand over her mouth and looked away.

      “Jesus. How long do you think she’s been dead?” Quinn’s eyes flared.

      “A couple of days. Maybe a week.” Unfortunately, Gunner had firsthand knowledge of how a body decomposed. It was way more information than he ever wanted to know.

      “Looks like the boat had a knockdown.” Jae-Ellen plucked a yellow plastic bag from the water.

      “Yeah,” Gunner agreed. It would explain how the mast could’ve broken. They were designed to withstand extreme weather. Capsizing though was another story.

      “Hey, look.” Pauline pointed to a slip of paper beneath the woman’s arm.

      Careful not to move her too much, Gunner tugged it out from under her sleeve.

      For the sake of Quinn, Pauline, and Jae-Ellen he read the handwritten note aloud. “My name is Stacy McWiggan, of 49 Elmwood Avenue, Jacksonville, Florida. My husband, Donald McWiggan, and I were halfway into a planned year-long sail around the world. On the 8th of February 2023, we lost full power to everything including our comms. We cannot explain the meltdown. Using manual navigation, we changed course for Hawaii.

      On March 5, we were hit by a massive storm. Free Spirit was knocked down, but she quickly righted again. Donald went up top to inspect for damage, and we were hit again. This time Free Spirit completely capsized and we were upside down for just over a minute before she righted. I never saw Donald again. I have a broken arm and broken leg, and Free Spirit has a broken mast that I can’t cut free.

      Now I have run out of food and water. My situation is hopeless and it looks like even my prayers have failed. Please tell our children and grandchildren that our love for them had us fighting to the very end.”

      “Oh, that poor woman.” Pauline wiped a tear from her eye.

      “That must’ve been the same storm that hit us.” Gunner reached for the log book on the table. “Thank goodness we weren’t still in the lifeboats out at sea at that time.” He flicked through the pages. This couple had been seasoned sailors. Gunner could imagine her despair while trying to find her husband in the storm. He’d seen his share of wild storms, but the one they’d encountered last week was up there as one of the fiercest. This woman was lucky to have survived that. Then to die like this. He felt her loss as strongly as if she’d been one of his own crew.

      “What shall we do, Captain?” Quinn picked up a tin cup that was floating in the water and placed it into the sink.

      Gunner pondered his question as water sloshed about the cabin, giving a soulless spirit to the fouled enclosure.

      “Hey, what’s happening in there?” Sykes’ bellow had Gunner’s brain shifting gear.

      “Jae-Ellen, tell Sykes what we found.”

      She sloshed through the water and disappeared up the steps.

      “May I suggest that we throw the anchor, sir?” Pauline’s expression was a complex mix of disappointment and expectancy.

      Her simple question loaded the full weight of his worthlessness onto his shoulders. Exhaustion crept in, liquefying his limbs. He was a burden . . . to his crew, to the other survivors. Worthless to everyone, including himself and his family. He couldn’t think constructively, and he couldn’t labor with any usefulness either.

      “Should we wrap her in a bedsheet?” Quinn suggested. “Give her a send-off?”

      Gunner nodded. That simple movement was like dragging his brain through cement. “Yes. Yes. Let’s do that.”

      “I’ll drop the anchor.” Pauline followed Jae-Ellen up the stairs.

      Gunner’s brain fog became a hideous swamp as he worked with Quinn to remove the life jacket, carry the body to a bunk, and wrap her in a bedsheet. The extent of her broken leg was worse than anything he’d ever seen, and given some of the injuries he’d seen recently, that was saying something. Her shin bone had split through the rotting flesh. Even if they had found her alive, the gangrene poisoning her blood probably would have killed her anyway.

      This woman had truly suffered.

      A loud rumbling noise shattered the silence, and the following splash confirmed Pauline had dropped the anchor. Moments later, she descended the steps into the cabin again, and between the three of them, they wrestled Stacy’s body topside and gently rested her onto the polished timber deck.

      The sadness of the situation was like a paralysis drug, rendering Gunner immobile. But when all of them turned to him, expecting him to say something profound in honor of the lost sailor, it was like being punched in the gut.

      He made a speech, but nothing could satisfy the angst chewing him up inside.

      Another life lost.

      Another water burial.

      Once he concluded, they picked up the body and tossed her overboard. It bobbed to the surface and drifted toward the sun that was about to start its descent into the horizon.

      Gunner’s insides were shredding to pieces as he scoured the water around the body, expecting a shark to take a chunk out of it at any moment. If it happened again, he wasn’t sure he could handle it. He cleared his throat. “Shall we see if there’s anything salvageable inside?”

      “Absolutely.” The swiftness of Quinn’s reply and his rapid scramble away indicated he’d probably had the same thoughts about the sharks.

      Downstairs, as they waded through the swampy water, they scoured all the overhead cupboards, beneath the seat cushions, and all the compartments that’d been built into the wooden paneling. Gunner had never been in a sailing yacht. Motorboats had always been his preferred vessel. But it didn’t stop him appreciating the quality of Free Spirit. Whoever made her had taken time to consider all possible comforts, and clearly Stacy and her husband had looked after the yacht.

      Until the ocean had ripped it apart.

      The items they found of immediate value were a small first-aid kit, fishing equipment, and a handful of flares. As expected, there was no food, no water, and no fuel or gas.

      Darkness crept into the cabin, and Gunner searched for what Stacy had used for light. He flicked a switch near the ladder but nothing happened. Pauline did the same for the light over the table. Again, nothing.

      “Surely she had some light?” Pauline asked.

      “Everything would have been fried by the EMP.” Gunner shook his head.

      “Jesus, imagine floating out here alone in the dark for all those nights.” Quinn scowled. “She would’ve been delirious too. No food or water, and with that injury. The poor woman went to hell and back.”

      A wave of heat barreled through Gunner; he needed to get out of there. “We’ll be in the dark soon ourselves if we don’t get moving.” He pointed out the window at the setting sun.

      Pauline climbed the ladder with Jae-Ellen and Quinn following. At the top, Gunner inhaled a long, deep breath, attempting to eradicate the smell of death from his throat.

      He studied the splintered mast. Whatever had snapped it in two, had to have been big. His mind jolted to that giant wave that’d crashed into his cruise ship. A thirty-two-foot yacht like the Free Spirit would’ve had no hope against a wave that big.

      “What’re you thinking, Captain?” Pauline nodded at the rigging floating on the water.

      Gunner sighed. “I was trying to imagine the size of wave that would’ve snapped that pole.”

      “It doesn’t necessarily need to be big,” Pauline said. “Put any boat in the wrong position when a wave hits and it could roll over. The mast could have hit a sandbank or coral. Under enough tension, it would snap. If it hadn’t snapped, it could’ve stayed turtle up.”

      Gunner blinked at her. “Sounds like you know a bit about sailing.”

      Pauline grinned and it changed her appearance completely. Her smile dialed her age back ten years. It was the same smile she’d given when she’d first told Gunner about her fiancé Matt. The car salesman had proposed to her just before Christmas, but because of her career and his medical issues, they hadn’t set a date for their wedding yet. “I’ve been sailing since I was about six. Nothing better than figuring out how to coax wind into a sail.”

      Gunner placed his hand on her shoulder. “Sounds perfect.”

      She nodded, but when her eyes darkened and a frown rippled across her forehead, he had the feeling she wanted to say more. After a moment’s pause, in which she remained silent, she huffed out a sigh, turned on her heel, and strode to the ladder.

      Back on shore, as Quinn and the ladies told everyone about the yacht and what they had found, Gunner slinked into the shadows. And with his back against a coconut tree, he slipped onto the sand and pulled his knees up. Staring at the fire, he listened to the conversation and the inevitable questions that were impossible to answer.

      When he’d first seen that yacht, he’d been certain they were about to be rescued. He couldn’t have been further from the truth.

      A tsunami of thoughts tumbled into his brain, and none of them were good.

      Is it possible that every vessel that was on the ocean on the 8th of February was hit by the EMP?

      Does that mean there are hundreds, possibly thousands of sailors drifting aimlessly about the ocean waiting to die?

      Does that mean we are never going to be rescued?

      Nearly every day he was hit with a rollercoaster of emotions that swung from hope to crushing despair. Every day another piece of his sanity crumbled away.

      Gunner stared at his mangled wrist, studying the jagged scalloping from the crude stitches. That was what their life had become. Every day was crudely stitched together, providing a Band-Aid solution that dictated whether somebody lived or somebody died.

      Is that what we are waiting for? To be picked off one by one by the most horrific deaths possible.

      He didn’t want to live like that. He didn’t want to die like that either.

      He pictured the woman sailor, waiting for the moment she inhaled her last breath. I’ll never let it get to that. My end will be swift. The headache behind his eyes that’d become his constant antagonist ramped up another painful level.

      He reached to rub his temples but used the wrong hand.

      The knot in his throat swelled. The clamp in his chest squeezed.

      He thumped his wrist to his thigh and a cry of agony burst from his throat.

      Several people in the crowd turned to him.

      He shoved sideways, desperate to tear his eyes away from their looks of pity. When he was thirteen, he’d received looks of pity after his mother was jailed for murder.

      Her lawyer was the only other person who knew the truth, and the slick suit had been adamant that his mother would escape a sentence because of her battered-wife defense. She’d had a mountain of medical evidence to support it too. But the judge and jury had seen otherwise. Apparently, based on his knife wound, his father would’ve taken approximately ten minutes to die. Long enough to call an ambulance. Long enough to have applied first aid and possibly saved his life. Battered-wife defense hadn’t worked, and she had been charged with the murder that Gunner had committed.

      Gunner hadn’t deserved pity back when he was thirteen.

      He sure as hell didn’t deserve it now.
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      A groan tumbled from Gabby’s lips as she rolled her stiffened body to the side and pushed up from the floor. Every bone ached. Every muscle was like a band of tight rubber and her mouth was so dry, she could hardly swallow. It didn’t matter how many mornings she did this, she could never get used to sleeping on a wooden floor. She’d forced herself to stop thinking about her enormous, soft bed back home. It was way too depressing and didn’t help one bit. Sitting crossed-legged, she rolled her head from side to side, trying to manipulate some of the stiffness out of her neck and shoulders.

      Just like every morning since they’d arrived on this hellish island, Max had arisen before her and was nowhere to be seen. She left the kids sleeping and went in search of her husband.

      Although she had no idea what the time was, based on the fact that the heat of the day hadn’t yet reached oppressive, she guessed it to be around seven o’clock.

      A few people were milling around but most were sitting by the remains of last night’s fire. Nobody seemed to be doing anything. It didn’t surprise her. Many of the remaining survivors were elderly, and the majority of them were too weak to contribute to the day-to-day requirements of the camp. Max, Sykes and Gunner were still recovering from horrific injuries.

      That left only a handful of people to do all the work, and finding enough food for a couple of dozen mouths every day occupied the bulk of their time. Whilst there seemed to be an abundance of fish in the sea, their equipment to catch it was limited. The three extra reels they’d found on that yacht had been a godsend. Pity it hadn’t provided a quantity of food as well. Or an abundance of medication. Or a lifeline to the rest of the world.

      Skirting around the people seated near the fire-pit, she headed into the bushes and walked along the path toward the beach. A rock jabbed into her instep and she winced at the pain. Walking barefoot was another thing she’d never get used to. One section of her wardrobe back home had been lined with row upon row of shoes. Elegant designer stilettos had been at the top in custom boxes, a rainbow of colored flat shoes were along the bottom, and nearly every other style was in between. Just about every day of her working life she’d carried two pairs of shoes with her—one classy pair for in front of the camera and one stylish but more practical pair for the rest of the time. She huffed at the irony that she was the only person on this island who didn’t have shoes.

      Stepping onto the beach, she bounced her gaze between watching out for objects in the sand and the damaged yacht that was tied to the jetty. It had taken them two days to cut away the broken mast from the yacht and haul up the shredded sail and rigging. With that done, six of their strongest men in the tiny rowboat towed the yacht to shore.

      Everyone’s excitement over the yacht had been short lived once they were able to get a better look at it. That night, as everyone had sat around the fire, Gunner and Sykes had explained to them just how damaged the craft was. They probably hadn’t wanted a repeat of what happened with the cruise ship’s motorized tender.

      Gabby’s thoughts drifted to the desperate actions of the thirty-four people who’d escaped in that small boat. Once they’d run out of fuel, then consumed all the food and water they’d stolen, it would’ve been hell on the ocean. Her journalistic mind went straight to the point of cannibalism and she shuddered at the thought. At least on the island they had some food, and so far, they’d had an abundance of fresh water, compliments of the frequent rain.

      The beach was almost completely covered in plastic pollution. According to Jae-Ellen, for every square mile of ocean, there were about 46,000 pieces of plastic. Driving winds and ocean currents meant that some places became the pollution catchment.

      Their little island cove was one of those graveyards for floating human waste.

      They were in serious trouble if that was the only thing that arrived at the island.

      On the distant point of the horseshoe-shaped bay, Madeline, Sterling, and Zon were sitting on the rocky outcrop that jutted out to the ocean like a pointing finger. Zon was fishing. The other two were watching. They looked pretty settled. Maybe she’d been wrong with her assumption of what time it was and she’d actually had a little sleep in.

      Frowning, she squinted at the sun. She half chuckled; half huffed. What was the point in knowing the time anyway? Her life usually revolved around the time and she’d often complained that there were never enough hours in the day.

      Now she had too much of it.

      Gabby stopped at the edge of the jetty. She’d seen several of them walk along the rickety planks to get to the yacht. Gabby had no intention of taking that risk. Knowing her luck, the rotten thing would topple the moment she stepped on it. She already had enough scars.

      “Hello?” She cupped her mouth and called out to the boat. “Is Max on there?”

      A couple of seconds later, Gunner poked his head through a hatch at the front of the yacht. “Hey, Gabby.”

      “Is Max with you?”

      He shook his head. “No, he and Jackson went food hunting.”

      She shook her head. Of course he did. “Okay, thanks.” She turned and started inching her way through the rubbish.

      “Gabby, wait up?”

      She turned back to the yacht. Jae-Ellen appeared at the opposite end of the yacht. She climbed out of a hatch and waved. “Hang on a sec.”

      Jae-Ellen jumped onto the jetty, seemingly oblivious to any form of peril. She had a beaming smile that was incongruous with the whole mangled boat and wrecked jetty setting. “I’ve got something for you.” She held up a pair of shoes.

      Gabby’s heart simultaneously skipped a beat and wept at the sight. Her hand went to her mouth, and for some inexplicable reason, a lump formed in her throat.

      “Hopefully they fit.” Jae-Ellen handed over the white sneakers.

      Despite fighting it, Gabby’s chin quivered.

      “Hey.” Jae-Ellen rubbed Gabby’s upper arm. “It’s okay.”

      “Sorry.” Tears spilled from her eyes. “I don’t know why I’m crying.”

      “It’s this place. This stupid situation.” Jae-Ellen shook her head. “It’s messing with all our emotions.” She lowered her gaze to the shoes. “Oh, here.” She plucked a small towel from her back pocket. “I thought you might want to wash your feet first.”

      Gabby chuckled and sucked back a sob as she pulled the young woman to her chest and squeezed her in a hug. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. They may not fit.”

      “Don’t worry.” Gabby eased back. “I’ll make them fit.”

      Jae-Ellen tilted her head and the small smirk that crossed her lips was laced with a touch of sadness that had the lump in Gabby’s throat swelling even more. “Okay, well, I’ve got to get back to helping the guys.”

      “Thank you.”

      Jae-Ellen sprinted along the jetty and the timber groaned beneath her pounding feet. Gabby had lost count of the amount of times she and Jae-Ellen had shared a cup of water together. Despite their rotten situation, Gabby had really enjoyed getting to know her.

      She searched for a clear patch of water, but it was pointless. A blanket of plastic spread out from the shore. With the shoes clutched in her hand, she tiptoed around the debris toward the opposite curve of the horseshoe-shaped beach from where the others were fishing. She found a spot where the sand gave way to a patch of grass. A giant tree clung to the edge of the land and its roots dangled into the water.

      The water directly in front was devoid of debris, and was so clear she could see the bottom. To her surprise, a starfish was nestled in the sand near a hand-sized, caramel-and-cream-colored shell. The unexpected sight tugged at her journalistic instincts, and she contemplated how dramatic a photo would be if it captured both the beauty of nature with the starfish in the foreground, and the monstrosity of man with the sea of plastic pollution behind it.

      Sitting on the grass, she took a moment to examine the shoes. They looked brand new. There were only two small scuff marks on the white canvas and the sole was clean. She held a shoe to the bottom of her foot and her breath hitched—so far, so good.

      After placing them aside, she spent several minutes washing her feet. The cool water and gentle scrubbing motion were therapeutic, and she took her time trying to eradicate the dirt from her cracked heels. She couldn’t remember her last shower, or even when she’d thoroughly washed herself from head to toe.

      She’d lost track of how many days it’d been since the EMP strike.

      It could very well be months.

      Each day rolled into the next.

      Each day was an almost exact repeat of the one preceding it.

      They were in a real-life Groundhog Day, where finding food, gathering firewood, and sleeping off exhausted bodies were the only items on the agenda. Except when they were digging graves. So far, that too had been a daily occurrence. In the last four days, four elderly people had simply died of natural causes—two in their sleep and two while sitting around the campfire. Whilst each discovery of their passing had been confronting, it was much easier to accept their deaths compared with the other gruesome losses they’d been exposed to.

      Satisfied that she’d removed as much grime as possible, she dried her feet off and reached for the shoes.

      She couldn’t believe it. They fit. It was an absolute miracle.

      Gabby stood again and strolling from the beach, she couldn’t wipe the grin off her face. She was walking in a dead woman’s shoes.

      It felt so good.

      She returned to the campsite where the crowd had multiplied. Yet still only a handful of people were actually doing something. All of them were waiting for someone else to feed them. They were waiting for someone else to light the fire. Waiting. Waiting. Waiting.

      A blaze of fury raced through her.

      She wanted to yell at them to get off their asses and help out.

      She wanted to point out that even her husband, who had horrific injuries, was getting things done.

      But her hypocrisy hit her like a slap in the face.

      She’d been behaving just like them. Not in the blatant way these people were—she’d never made it so obvious—but other than the occasional gathering of firewood, she’d contributed very little.

      A sense of uselessness washed through her. It was unprecedented. Gabby had always considered herself as an integral cog in any working environment, and when she hadn’t had the necessary skills to complete something, she’d always delegated appropriately and backed that up with supervision if necessary.

      Her elation over the new shoes was swallowed by the weight of this revelation.

      She exhaled a huge sigh, and as she headed into the bushes to relieve herself, she made a promise to turn the situation around. Careful not to pee on her new shoes, she squatted and cringed as she went to the toilet. This was another aspect of their situation that was so so wrong. But until they had fuel to operate the generator to get the water pumping into the toilets, they all had no choice but to use the bushes for their business.

      The stillness around her was eerie. Like all the surrounding flora and fauna were watching her. She shuddered at the thought, pulled up her underpants, and trying to ignore the dampness between her legs, she scrambled from the vegetation.

      A long-forgotten memory of her mother in the late stages of her illness flashed into her mind. It was just before she’d been admitted to the hospital that would see out her final days. She’d been in her own bed when Gabby had found her, and she’d soiled herself. Gabby had been utterly horrified and so repulsed that she couldn’t clean up the mess. She’d organized a home nurse to bathe her Mom and dispose of the linen.

      Her mother had been so furious that she’d spat at her and the nurse. Gabby had blamed the drugs for her outrage. She didn’t find out how much her mother had hated her until a few weeks later.

      Gabby returned to the track that ventured deeper into the bushes, and as she glanced left and right through the trees, searching for Max, she tried to force the futile memories from her mind. But failed.

      Two days before her mother’s death, she’d told Gabby she was an unwanted pregnancy. The declaration had rocked her to her core, yet, after that secret had been revealed, disjointed pieces of her life clicked together. But it was her mother’s deathbed revelation that had poisoned Gabby’s life forever.

      She’d come a long way since those secrets had reshaped her, and she had no intention of dwelling on them now.

      “Max.” Calling out to him seemed inadequate, especially as she had absolutely no idea where he was. “Max?” She did it again anyway.

      A man’s voice drifted from somewhere and she stopped, attempting to pinpoint its direction. “Max?”

      “Over here.”

      Despite his reply, she still had no idea where ‘here’ was. “I can’t see you.”

      “Here.”

      Gabby groaned at his useless directional response, and wiping her hands on the skirt she’d been wearing since they’d abandoned ship, she continued along the overgrown track. At some point in the last couple of decades, a tree had sprouted in the middle of the path, and as a consequence the path split into two, tracking around the giant tree trunk. Gabby chose the right-hand side, and a glimpse of white in the distance had her looking up. At the same time, her new shoe slipped out from beneath her. She hit the ground, slamming her hip onto a giant rock as she went down. The ground punched the wind out of her and a cry burst from her throat.

      She sat stunned for a moment, expecting Max to come running to her aid at any moment. The birds chirped. The leaves above rustled in the breeze. But there were no sounds of pounding feet or Max’s voice laced with concern for her.

      Her right shoe had a green smudge mark across the toe.

      For some reason, that was worse than any of the new bruises she’d just suffered.

      When she’d waited long enough for Max’s nonexistent rescue, she pushed up from the ground, dusted her hands off, and continued walking along the path. Each step confirmed she had indeed added another injury to her body. This time it was her hip. A bruise was probably already staining her skin dark blue.

      Several painful steps later, she found Max at the base of a coconut tree. He was looking up, and she followed his gaze to Jackson who was right at the top, clinging to the tree trunk with an outstretched arm and reaching for a coconut.

      “Good morning, sweetheart. How did you sleep? Okay?” Max beamed at her.

      She wanted to say of course not. That sleep was impossible. That she missed her bed. But she said none of that, instead she offered a fake smile. “Yes, not too bad.”

      “Incoming.”

      Max turned his gaze upward again as a coconut hit the ground with a thump.

      A scream cut through the silence and her heart hit her throat as Jackson cartwheeled from the top of the tree. Max bellowed and raced forward with his arms outstretched, ready to catch him.

      “Max, no!” Gabby screamed, racing forward herself.

      Jackson slammed into Max and the two of them hit the ground. Max howled and writhed beneath Jackson’s body.

      Jackson was rigid. His head tilted backward.

      His body twitched and jerked. His eyes rolled back, fluttering.

      Gabby clutched at Jackson’s torso, frantically dragging him off her husband. Max’s cries of agony carved strips from her heart.

      Tears filled his eyes and the color drained from his face, bathing him in a sickly gray hue. Max raised his already battered hand. His jaw sagged and his eyes bulged.

      Nausea wobbled up Gabby’s throat. “Oh my God. Oh my God.” No amount of words could express how inadequate she was in that very moment. She knelt at his side and touched his shoulder.

      “Is he okay?” Max tossed his gaze to Jackson, but she couldn’t drag her eyes from the blood oozing onto Max’s bandaged hand.

      “Gabby. Is Jackson okay?”

      “What?” She flicked her attention from Max’s hand to his eyes and back again. “I don’t know.”

      “Is he breathing? Check him.”

      She crawled to Jackson’s side. “His eyes are rolled back. He’s . . . he’s clenching his jaw. Oh shit. He’s having a seizure.”

      “Quick, roll him onto his side.”

      She clutched Jackson’s shoulder and hip and rolled him toward her.

      “Make sure there’s no rocks or anything near his head that could hurt him.”

      Gabby scrambled on her hands and knees, flicking twigs and rocks out from near his jerking body.

      “Okay, that’s it. You’re doing good, Jackson.” Max sat up with a rush of breath and a guttural groan escaped his throat. “Talk to him, Gabby. Let him know you’re there.”

      She patted the young boy’s hip. “Hey, Jackson, you’re okay.”

      If he heard her, there was no indication. He was still trapped in a seizure. His body jerked in tiny fragmented twitches, his eyes opened and closed, fluttering as if he was fighting a horrid nightmare, and his jaw was clenched so hard, she wouldn’t be surprised if he broke a tooth.

      It was a confronting sight. More so than she’d ever envisaged. Gabby had lived with seizures most of her life, but not once had she had firsthand exposure to someone else’s. The brutality of it was horrific.

      Max groaned and when he gasped for a breath, she thought he was about to pass out. “Are you okay?” It was a stupid question. Clearly, he was not.

      “I’m fine.” It was the response she’d expected. Max could be bleeding out and he’d pretend he was fine.

      “No. You’re not.”

      He didn’t meet her gaze. Instead he turned his hand from side to side assessing it like it was an intricate statue. Blood oozed beneath the dirty bandage that had been wrapped around Max’s broken hand for weeks. She’d almost become accustomed to seeing the shocking angles of his crippled fingers.

      Before, they’d looked bad. Now they were shocking.

      Jackson moaned and Max shuffled forward and placed his good hand on Jackson’s shoulder. “Okay, buddy. There you go. It’s nearly over.”

      Jackson smacked his lips together and rolled his eyes as if trying to retain focus. Gabby had been there many times before. Each time she’d emerged from a seizure, she’d had an almost identical recovery process. At first there was confusion, followed by shock, and then came the embarrassment. Finally, she’d be furious at herself. Seizures were her weakness. One she’d have to live with for the rest of her life. She never remembered the seizure itself, but she always remembered the aftermath.

      Jackson’s eyes started to look at them, rather than through them.

      Is his seizure recovery the same as mine?

      “There you go, buddy. You’re okay.” Max continued to rub Jackson’s shoulder.

      Jackson did a few exaggerated blinks. “What happened?” His voice was a raspy whisper.

      “You fell from the tree.” Max pointed up, and a frown rippled across Jackson’s brow as he followed Max’s direction.

      “I did?” He shook his head and Max helped him as he pushed to sit.

      “How do you feel?” Max touched his forehead.

      “Okay, I guess. A little dizzy.”

      “Any pain in your back or neck?”

      Jackson rolled his shoulders and turned his head from side to side. “Nope.”

      Max grinned and made a small chuckle. “You gave us a fright there for a moment. Have you had a seizure before?”

      “A what?”

      “Been blacked out?”

      He shook his head and bunched his mouth together. “Not that I know of.”

      “Okay, take a minute to rest.”

      Jackson smacked his lips and stared up to the tall branches at the top of the coconut palm. “I don’t remember being up the tree, let alone falling from it.”

      “That’s normal. It may come back to you, or you may never remember. Don’t worry about it.”

      Twigs and leaves were trapped in Jackson’s afro and he tugged at one near his left temple.

      Gabby couldn’t stand Max’s lack of concern for himself a moment more. “Max,” she hissed. “We need to get you to Gladys.” She meant every ounce of anger lacing her voice and hoped it was the impetus Max needed to get moving.

      He nodded. “Okay.” Yet he didn’t move. A trickle of sweat tumbled from his temple, slid down his dirty cheek, and disappeared into his ragged beard. “Okay,” he repeated. When he inhaled and the vein across his temple bulged and darkened, a commanding feeling of dread blazed through her.

      Max’s vein pulsed. His bloodshot eyes verged on tears.

      Their rotten situation had plunged into another level of hell.

      Jackson climbed to his feet with such youthful agility that it was impossible to believe he’d just fallen fifteen feet. He dusted off his pants and wiped sweat from his temples into his unruly hair. “Come on, old man. Let’s get you up,” Jackson joked as he offered Max a hand.

      Max raised his good hand, accepting Jackson’s help, and the second he leaned forward, he bellowed an agonized cry of pain.

      Gabby reached for him. “Max, what is it?”

      Without warning he vomited—all over her shoes. But her horror over the mess hit panic mode at the blood splatters on the white canvas. Max met her gaze, the panic in his eyes drove a spike through her heart.

      He shook his head, and the finality in that movement was a bombshell that shattered the already brittle illusion that they were going to make it. Each day she told herself that rescue was just around the corner. That her family would survive. Every one of those affirmations was blown to smithereens with Max’s simple movement.

      Max unclenched his jaw. “Help me up, please?”

      The veins in her neck pulsed out a frantic beat, but with Jackson’s help, they lifted Max to his feet.

      “I fell on you, didn’t I?” Jackson’s blue eyes darkened.

      Max managed a lopsided smirk. “It was an accident.”

      “Shit, I’m sorry.”

      “No need to be. I’m just glad you’re okay.”

      With each tiny step he took along the path toward the huts, Max winced. Beneath her hands, her usually strong, fearless husband had morphed into a feeble old man. The change was as sudden as it was confronting. And the seed that’d been planted suggesting the island was cursed began to creep into her brain like a merciless weed.

      That weed was getting stronger, growing thorns, driving its roots deep, and preparing to strangle the life out of every single one of them.

      Gabby hated her creative brain.

      Yet she couldn’t curb the belief that the curse was every bit real.
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      Why anyone would want to watch Gladys amputate Max’s mutilated fingers with a pocket knife was beyond Madeline. But they were. About ten people were hovering around the kitchen hut, looking through the doorway or windows at the impromptu operating theater the crew had set up.

      Madeline squeezed Sterling’s hand and tried to block out her mental visions of what was happening just thirty yards away. When Gladys unwrapped his bloody bandage, Max’s agonized cries had ripped right through Madeline’s core. But his drunken whimpering was somehow so much worse.

      They were seated by the fire, along with the rest of the survivors. Adam, Sally, and Jennifer were across from them. Despite the drifting smoke clouding their appearance, their red-raw eyes were visible. As were their blotchy cheeks, their tattered clothing, and filthy feet. They looked absolutely gutted.

      An image flashed into her mind. It was the first time she’d seen herself in the mirror after she was rescued from her kidnapper’s dungeon. She’d looked the same as these kids. There was one major difference though. Her nightmare had been over—these children were still living in theirs.

      A log shifted in the fire and a collection of glowing sparks burst from it in a mini firework. She’d hate to think how many hours she’d lost staring at flames since they’d arrived on these islands. It was one of their few comforts. Rainy nights, when they had no fire . . . those were the longest nights. They dragged on forever. Fire seemed to give their deserted island a soul. Then again, based on the number of deaths they’d suffered since they’d touched land, it obviously didn’t have one.

      Their supply of matches was limited, and so far, nobody had mastered the skill of igniting a fire by rubbing two sticks together. So it was imperative to keep the fire going. Although the island had an abundant supply of timber, ensuring it remained dry was another story as it rained nearly every other day. They’d suffered through a couple of very long days without a fire before they’d started storing wood beneath the huts.

      Max let out an agonized moan that had the children shuffling together and sniffling.

      She couldn’t stay there a moment more. Madeline leaned toward Sterling. “I need to get out of here. Shall we go for a walk?”

      He tilted his head at her and his eyes softened in that way that she’d come to love. “Of course.”

      They stood, and her gaze shifted to the three kids. Last thing they needed to hear was Max crying in pain. It was bad enough that they knew what Gladys was doing to their father, let alone having to listen to it. Kids didn’t need those gory details.

      Sterling glanced at her. He was thinking the same thing. Hand in hand, they walked around the fire.

      “Hey, kids.” Sterling knelt behind them. “Would you like to come with us? We’re going for a bit of a walk.”

      All three of them nodded and they stood together. Madeline gripped little Jennifer’s hand in her own, surprised at how tiny her palm was, and led them away. Ever since they’d discovered the land mines, the path going that way had been off-limits. Except for Zon and Jessie. Those two often disappeared in that direction together. Madeline couldn’t decide if they were stupid or brave.

      But there was still plenty of island to explore. She led Sterling and the kids along a new path the survivors had carved in the opposite direction to the land mines. It was a crude construction of rocks and trampled leaves that got progressively longer as they added to it each day.

      It wasn’t long before Max’s moans and the sounds of the tumbling waves and crackling fire disappeared, and were replaced instead with more subtle sounds of leaves crunching beneath their feet and the odd bird call.

      Behind her, Adam’s voice cracked with emotion. “Do you think Dad’s going to be okay?”

      “He sure will, buddy.” Sterling was upbeat. “Gladys knows what she’s doing.”

      “But his fingers are being chopped off.” Sally’s words wobbled.

      “Yes, they are. That’s what’s best for him. Besides, he’ll have eight others he can use.”

      “I guess that’s better than what happened to Gunner,” Adam said.

      Oh God. Madeline’s childhood trauma constantly hijacked her adult thoughts. These poor kids were likely to relive some very gruesome scenes forever as well.

      “How many birds do you think we can spot, huh?” Sterling changed the subject. “Five? What about ten?”

      “I know what you’re doing,” Sally hissed. “You’re trying to take our minds off Dad.”

      “Yes. That’s exactly what I’m doing. Worrying about him isn’t going to help. He’s in the best hands. But what we can do is help find food for him, and your mom, and everyone else. What do you reckon? Can we do that?”

      Madeline could picture Sterling in front of an entire class of six-year-olds. He was calm and in control. God, if it were just Madeline trying to distract the kids, she’d be hopeless. She hated making idle chitchat with people she didn’t know. Although being marooned on a deserted island with forty strangers was helping her work on that.

      She let go of Jennifer’s hand as they approached the end of the rugged path, and Madeline pushed past a giant leaf that was as big as the little girl. Sterling asked the kids questions as they strolled farther into the bushes. What was their favorite movie? Their favorite song? Did they play sport?

      Madeline was leading them toward the only hill on the island. Two days ago, anyone who was able had followed Gunner and the crew up to the highest peak. Albert and his friends had been adamant that there had to be a decent-sized antenna somewhere on the island, and they’d suggested that it would be at the highest point.

      They had been right.

      Several antennae were there. But their brief hope of finding something that would put them in the touch with the rest of the world had been shattered the instant they’d seen them. The mangled constructions had taken a battering over the years and would need some serious repairs to get them working again. Even then, some were unsalvageable. As Albert and his friends had fumbled about trying to piece together the tangled pieces of metal, thirty or so other people had sat on that hilltop and looked out to sea.

      Beyond their shores was a vast blue expanse. Clouds and birds had dotted the sky. A few whales had been spotted in the distance. But the only things that confirmed they were sharing the earth with any other human beings were the knots of twisted metal that’d once provided a link to civilization.

      The trek to that hilltop had had her and everyone else bubbling with hopeful excitement.

      The trek down not so much.

      Thanks to the trampling the vegetation had received a few days ago, it was easy to follow the path toward the hill. As Madeline led them up the incline, she was surprised at how quickly the kids loosened up with Sterling. The four of them talked about stuff that didn’t involve blood, or deaths, or drownings, or amputations, or any of the other gruesome things they’d all had to endure since the EMP strikes.

      Their approach to the top of the hill coincided with the sun disappearing behind an enormous cloud, and the shade was welcome relief. The grassy hilltop was a soft, green blanket of lush grass, and it had been suggested that the absence of trees had to be because they’d been chopped down. Other than the beach, the island they’d searched so far was a mass of dense bush, coconut palms, and enormous trees, some of which had to be centuries old.

      “Race you to the top,” Sterling announced, his smile beaming at the kids before he met Madeline’s gaze.

      “Oh no, no, no. You crazy kids go on ahead.” Madeline flicked her hand as if shooing the silly idea away.

      He returned his gaze to the kids, and Adam clenched both his fists and his jaw, set to run. Jennifer copied him.

      “Ready. Set. Go.” Sterling, Adam, and Jennifer took off at a sprint.

      Sally stayed with Madeline. She was still recovering from her injuries and may never overcome the limp in her right leg. She also hunched her shoulders and leaned forward, as if protecting her ribs that were still healing.

      Sterling was quick off the start, but Adam romped past him. Jennifer must’ve got bored along the way because she stalled to a crawl, spread her arms wide, and twirled in slow lazy circles, making the dress that was way too big for her flare out.

      Madeline had overheard Gabby telling a couple of the other ladies how she’d found Jennifer after the plane’s engine had slammed into the crowd on the cruise ship’s pool deck. In the space of about four seconds, the little girl had lost her entire family and become an orphan.

      Many times in Madeline’s childhood she’d wished she was an orphan. Especially on each anniversary of both her kidnapping and the day she’d been rescued. On those days her mother had contacted every journalist she had in her little red book, and asked them if they wanted to interview Madeline and see how well she was coping.

      Truth was, Madeline hadn’t been coping. But her mother would’ve been just as happy with that too. She had made it her mission to keep Madeline’s kidnapping story alive. And the journalists lapped it up.

      Maybe it was one of the reasons why she didn’t mind being on this island. Here she was just the dancer who’d been trapped in the elevator with Sterling. They were also the couple who’d saved Sally. It was ironic that Sally had been the daughter of a television news anchor. Despite Gabby and Max’s constant remarks of gratitude, Madeline still didn’t trust Gabby. Half the time, she couldn’t decide if the woman was being genuine or not. Reporters were skilled manipulators who could fake any emotion.

      Madeline and the two girls met the boys at the peak, and all five of them sat on the warm grass.

      The vista was the same as the other day. Nothing but nature at its finest.

      Sally heaved out a sigh. “We’re going to be stuck here forever, aren’t we?”

      Madeline frowned, and while she was pondering her response, Sterling shifted his position to face Sally. “No, we’re not. We’ll be—”

      “I heard Albert and Ethan talking. They said America is at war, so they have more important things to worry about than a bunch of people stuck on a stupid island.”

      “Oh.” Sterling rolled his eyes and huffed. “They were just being silly.”

      “No! They weren’t.” Sally shook her head and glared at Sterling. It added five years to her age. “I’m not stupid you know? I overheard Albert telling Gunner that two EMP strikes is absolute proof we are at war.”

      That stopped Sterling in his tracks.

      Madeline studied Sally. Maybe she’d learned her eavesdropping skills from her mother.

      “He said America could be in the dark for years and years.”

      As if on cue, the sun emerged from the cloud, blasting them with intense heat and blazing light.

      “Well.” Sterling cleared his throat. “Nobody has been able to contact back home, so we don’t really know what’s going on. Anyway, this isn’t helping us find food.” Sterling pushed up from the grass. “Come on.” Sterling held his hand toward Madeline before helping her to her feet.

      Their trek back to camp was much cooler now that the sun was hidden behind the hill. And the birds were more active, flitting from one tree to the next. Maybe they too appreciated the reprieve from the blazing heat that’d plague them all morning.

      They found six pawpaws, and were able to carry them and five coconuts easily enough between them.

      Their return to camp coincided with both Gabby and Gunner stepping down from the kitchen hut where Max’s surgery was being performed. Gabby’s pale skin had taken on a gray hue, her sweaty hair was plastered to her forehead, and a streak of blood marred her cheek. Madeline had never seen the TV anchor look so shattered. Her despair appeared to be completely genuine.

      Watching someone you love suffer an injury must be harrowing. But then having to participate in a crude field operation to amputate his fingers—that would’ve made even the hardest person crumble.

      Adam and Sally raced over to their mother, and Jennifer trailed behind them dragging her shoes in the sand. Gabby clutched the children with tears pooling in her eyes.

      Almost everyone else was sitting around the blazing fire. Someone had topped it with a giant log that was glowing bright orange embers in the middle.

      Gabby caught Madeline’s gaze and mouthed, ‘thank you.’

      Nodding, Madeline headed toward her. “How’s Max?”

      “He’s doing okay. Gladys said it went well.” Gabby’s lips twisted into a crooked smile.

      “Is Dad really going to be okay?” Sally pulled back from her mother.

      Gabby ran her hand over her daughter’s hair. “Yes, he’ll be sore for a while, but he’ll be fine.”

      Madeline followed Sterling to their usual log by the fire.

      Sterling sat. But he shared his gaze between Gunner and Albert and his friends who were all seated together in a row, like they were about to be interviewed. The look on Sterling’s face had her thinking that maybe they were. He’d been very silent on the way back and it wasn’t like him.

      “Thanks for the fruit, Sterling, Madeline.” Gunner nodded at them both. “Much appreciated.”

      “No problem,” Sterling said. “But before we eat, we have a few questions.” Sterling’s voice was curt, which may have been why Gunner shifted on the stump he was seated on, looking nervous.

      Albert always looked nervous, but when his eyes darted from Gunner to his friends and back to Sterling, he looked even more so.

      “Is America at war?” Sterling’s voice took on an even darker tone.

      Albert didn’t need to answer. His eyes bulged, and the way they jerked to Gunner confirmed without a doubt that they believed it was true.
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      Bomber Beach had become Zon’s daily huntin’ ground. That’s what Jessie called it—Bomber Beach—with its very own B-26 warplane hidden in the bushes. The beach near the cabins was a fuckin’ dumpsite full of bottles and plastic and other crap. Each time Zon caught somethin’ decent on the hand line, it was a bitch to haul in without getting it tangled in the crap.

      Bomber Beach was the opposite. The water was clear. So clear, that Zon could spy his next catch from a good twenty feet away. And the waves that tumbled into the shore were small and even, like they was created by some kinda man-made machine.

      The first fish Zon had caught at Bomber Beach was bigger than his size-eighteen boots, and it’d taken a fuck-load a time to reel the bastard in on the stupid hand-held line. After that, he’d figured he’d give spear fishing a go.

      He’d made a simple spear by sharpening a stick to a point, and at first, he hadn’t hit nothin’. But each day he’d figured out better ways to do it, and once he’d got his first catch outta the way, it was as easy as pluckin’ peaches off a tree. He’d caught everythin’ he jabbed at. Fish. Eels. Lobster. And fat slimy things that one of the oldies had told him was a sea cucumber. The fuckin’ thing had been the ugliest and most boring fish he’d ever caught. Tasted decent though. He’d had worse—that was for sure.

      Zon was made for this shit. Hunting. Livin’ off the land. He’d been doing it since his daddy shoved a gun in his hand when he was six. If he had a gun now, he’d be catchin’ some of them birds too. It’d be a nice change. The last time he’d had red meat was on the ship, and that was too fuckin’ long ago. It had him wonderin’ where that gun went. Captain Dickhead musta stashed it real good. Maybe it was better that he didn’t know. He still couldn’t believe he’d shot Sykes. Besides, he was doin’ just fine with the spear. Some of the fish he caught were so big he could barely hold ’em up.

      He and Jessie had spent the morning working in the plane. Since the day they’d found it, he’d been using it as his own. It was much better sleeping there than sharin’ a room with a pile of oldies snoring and fartin’ all night long.

      Jessie had helped make it all comfy with giant leaves they’d made into a bed. And they were now workin’ on a cover for the back opening. She’d found some cargo netting wrapped around a tree. And it had been her idea to weave palm leaves into it so when they hooked it up, it looked like army camouflage that’d been there all along.

      Only downside to sleepin’ in the plane was that Jessie couldn’t stay with him. Her daddy woulda probably killed her if she’d even asked. Well not her. More like her daddy woulda killed him. Zon didn’t think of nobody as scary, but damned if he wasn’t just a little bit scared of Albert. Wasn’t ’cause he was big and tough enough to beat the crap outta him like his own daddy used to. Nope. Albert was the opposite. Zon was scared of doin’ somethin’ that’d stop him seeing his girl.

      My girl.

      Zon had never thought of any chick as his girl.

      Jessie was his girl. Zon and Jessie. Jessie and Zon. He sure liked the sound of that. He hoped she was thinkin’ it too.

      They’d been talkin’ for hours. Mostly ’bout how scared her daddy was that they was gonna be stuck on this island forever. Zon didn’t see what the fuss was about though. They had a roof over their heads, plenty of water on account of the constant rain, and more food than he usually ate back home. Sure he missed his grog, but the way he figured, they was all better off here than the fucking shit fight her daddy reckoned was happenin’ back home anyways.

      Zon never knew talkin’ could be so much fun. He’d grown up with his mama screaming at him all the time. And the only time his daddy had spoken to him was when he’d said ‘get me a beer’ or ‘what the fuck you doin’, boy.’

      His granddaddy had spent most of his life staring off into the distance. His grandmama though, she had been the one who talked to him. No not to him—with him. They’d talked about anythin’ . . . the weather, her vege patch with the biggest tomatoes he ever did see, the grub she’d been cooking up or how butt-ugly their neighbor’s kids were. He never had realized it none, but he’d missed their chats after she gone an’ died. But now he had Jessie, and the two of ’em never seemed shorta anythin’ to talk about.

      And she was always laughing at him. But it didn’t bother him none ’cause her laughter was like an angel’s song.

      Jessie plucked another palm frond from the pile they’d gathered, ready to shove it into the cargo net. “Don’t you want to go home? To see your family?”

      “Fuck no. If what your daddy was sayin’ is true, and my folk did get back together, then they probably killed each other anyways.”

      She burst out laughing. Then stopped. “Oh shit. You’re serious.”

      He shrugged. “They already hated each other. And if Daddy ran outta grog, then he woulda taken his anger out on Mama.”

      She gasped.

      “Don’t worry none. Mama can stand her own. She woulda got him first. Then fed him to the gators.”

      “Jesus.”

      Zon shrugged. “Actually, that’s not true. When my grandmama kicked it, Daddy took off to go live in her house, and there’s no gators up there. Mama shot through a year ago, but I got no idea where she went. I doubt it was Grandmama’s though. Her place was real nice, and much bigger than the shack I grew up in, but if Daddy went there, then Mama wouldn’t go nowhere near it.”

      “Do you still live in your childhood home?”

      “Yeah, I stayed after my folks pissed off. I kinda like it down there. I got everythin’ I need . . . A roof over my head, and a rifle to rustle up some grub when I need it. Enough gators to make a livin’. And I don’t have to worry none about neighbors and stuff.”

      She nodded like she knew exactly what he was talkin’ about. He liked tellin’ Jessie ’bout things just how they was. Like when he’d told her about his daddy choppin’ off his toe. She hadn’t believed him at first, but once she finally did, she’d looked at him different. Like they’d got a whole lot closer ’cause he shared. “What about you? You wanna go home?”

      She lowered her eyes, like she didn’t wanna say it. But she nodded. “We have to. My mom and brother are back there. Remember?”

      “That’s right. In the gold mine.”

      “Hopefully. They’ll be safe there, and they have heaps of supplies. Mom would be out of her brain wondering if we’re okay.”

      “Why didn’t she come with you on the cruise? And your brother?”

      Jessie rolled her eyes. “Mom gets seasick, and Jack’s the Captain of the debating team and—”

      Zon musta pulled a face ’cause she stopped.

      “What? You don’t like debating?”

      He shrugged. “Can’t say I done it.”

      “Well whether you like it or not, nearly every conversation is essentially some kind of debate.”

      “Really? I don’t see it like that. We’re just having a chat. I don’t feel like I need to win none.”

      She grinned a huge grin as she threaded the palm frond she’d been holding into the netting.

      “What?” He playfully slapped her upper arm.

      “Your reply is essentially a debate.”

      He frowned. “No, it ain’t.”

      “Yep. Sure is.”

      He bent over to collect another giant green leaf. The cargo netting was nearly complete and it was so thick, no breeze could penetrate the woven leaves. It was makin’ the heat in the plane ramp up so high it was like a fuckin’ sauna. At least, that’s what he imagined. He hadn’t never been in anythin’ fancy like that.

      He musta groaned or somethin’, ’cause Jessie stopped shoving another palm frond into the net and looked up at him, wiping sweat from her forehead. “Time for a swim?”

      “Hell yeah.” They was nearly always in sync like that. “I ain’t debatin’ that one.”

      Giggling, she tossed the palm aside and they stepped out of the plane.

      Leading the way, he pushed through the bushes, followin’ a track that he’d traveled dozens of times, and stepped onto the sandy beach. The sun was a huge fireball, and the air was still as hell. It was the first time he’d noticed that on Bomber Beach. Normally there was loads of breeze coming off the ocean.

      “Ready to catch some fish?” She reached for the spear he’d made for her. Her stick was smaller than his, on account of her bein’ so tiny an’ all. But it didn’t stop her catching fish none. She was a born hunter too. It had Zon thinkin’ that they was made for each other.

      The two of ’em, livin’ off the land, now that was heaven.

      He picked his spear up from the sand. “I’m always ready.”

      He couldn’t wait to test out his new spear. With the three forks he’d strapped to the end of a thick stick, and prongs that bent in all directions, nothin’ stood a chance against this new weapon.

      Jessie huffed. “I believe you.” She nudged her shoulder to his and wriggled her eyebrows. “Bet I catch the biggest one today.”

      “Oh yeah. Is that a challenge?”

      “Sure is.” She flicked her tongue across her lips and he hoped he’d see a hell of a lot more of that tongue later. Every time he got close to thinkin’ they was gonna kiss again, it didn’t happen. But he didn’t wanna ruin nothin’, so he was willing to wait.

      “Okay, you’re on.” Zon ain’t never backed down from a challenge. ’Specially a huntin’ one. But it’d be okay to lose to his girl.

      Shielding her eyes, Jessie squinted at the sky. “Can’t stay out there too long. This sun will have me fried in no time.”

      Zon did something he ain’t never done before—he gave away the shirt off his back. Not that he wanted her coverin’ up all them sexy curves, but it seemed like the right thing to do.

      “That’s mighty nice of you.” She tugged on an earring loop.

      A wave of heat curled up his neck as he shrugged. “You need it more than me.”

      Leaving her to get changed, he walked into the ocean clutchin’ his new spear. Yesterday’s spear had snapped under the weight of all the fish he’d loaded onto it to carry back to camp. With his new weapon, he might need to borrow Gladys’ wheelbarrow to carry all the fish he was gonna catch.

      He stepped into the water. Small waves tumbled onto his legs, and even though he was bustin’ to dive in and cool down, he waited. He didn’t wanna miss Jessie walking in after him.

      He turned with the sun on his back and the water at his thighs. Jessie was the only other person on Bomber Beach. But that wasn’t unusual. Ever since those three guys had got blown up, nobody ever went along the path that led to the runway and his beach. Zon doubted Albert even knew where his daughter went each day. Him and his Hawaiian shirt dudes were too busy trying to save the world. Not that Zon was complainin’. It meant he and Jessie got some quality time together every single day.

      She was facing away from him. Which was a pity ’cause she was stripping off.

      He’d have given anythin’ for her to turn around.

      When she was down to her underwear, he thought he was dreamin’. Her skin was milky pale against her matching black underwear. She was sexy as all hell, like a model from a magazine. No, she was better than them stuck up bitches. Jessie was real.

      She flicked her bra off, and for a second or two was wearin’ just her black undies, before she tugged on his T-shirt that was so long it covered her butt.

      She waded into the water, and with a massive smile, raised her spear with both hands above her head. “I hope you’re ready to lose.”

      Just when he thought things couldn’t get no better, they fuckin’ did.

      Her tits wobbled with each step and Zon just ’bout lost his shit. It was impossible to speak. Even nodding was difficult.

      With the spear in one hand, she ducked into the water. When she stood up, brushing her hair from her face, his breath caught.

      There was a definite upside to her wearing his shirt. The wet fabric clung to her body like a second skin, and her perky tits were like cupcakes with cherries on top. Her nipples pointed right at him. Jessie caught him staring at her sweet mounds, and the flush of heat that roared up his neck had his nose whistlin’.

      But then she did somethin’ that had his dick thumping to life . . . she giggled and swayed from side to side, making her perky boobs wobble. When she tugged her hair over her shoulder and twisted it into the valley of her tits, he thought he was gonna explode.

      She knew he was watchin’.

      She liked him watchin’.

      Ain’t no way he’d ever thought that was gonna happen. Then again, just ’bout everythin’ that had happened since he’d met Jessie was crazy.

      A fuckin’ good kinda crazy.

      She pushed through the water to reach him, and side by side, they waded deeper into the water. Once they were waist-deep, both of ’em ducked beneath a small wave. Jessie twisted in the water, rolled onto her back, and swam like a mermaid. His shirt swirled around her, and each time it lifted up and he spied her panties or peeked at her sexy belly button, his heart missed a beat.

      Jessie pointed to the massive bunch of coral in the distance, and together they swam toward it. Twice they cruised back to the surface for air before ducking beneath again. Jessie was like a dolphin, gliding up and down, wild and free.

      Zon was mighty happy with how clear it was. Before he’d got to this island, the only water he’d ever swum in had been swamp. Green-tinged water clouded with moss and muck had been his backyard pool. It’d been impossible to see the bottom, and that made it impossible to see what was sharing the swamp with him. He’d never thought too much about it.

      It was different here. Fish were everywhere. And not just huge schools of tiny fish that darted back and forward like a thousand soldiers on a drill. There was huge ones too, some as big as his thigh. The bottom was sandy and covered in rocks and coral and plants. Where the swamp back home was green and more green, this was every color possible.

      Jessie swam toward the surface, and he followed her all the way until she reached the top. He swam up beside her, and the second he reached fresh air, she splashed him.

      “Slow poke.” She burst out laughing.

      He did too, and grabbed her by the waist and tossed her sideways. Squealing, she tumbled below the water.

      She popped up, shoving her hair from her eyes. “You bastard.” A cheeky grin lit her face.

      “What?” He shrugged, pretending that swimming with the hottest girl in the world was somethin’ he did every day.

      Giggling, she curved water over him, and he laughed with her. Like a couple of stupid kids, they mucked around splashing each other. She got on his shoulders, and he let her push him under. Fuck it felt good. Everything felt good. The cool water. The hot sun. His sexy girl wearing his T-shirt.

      Puffing, Jessie rolled onto her back and stretched her arms out. When her tits bobbed on the water, nipples all pointing up and stuff, it confirmed Zon was the luckiest man in the world.

      He was feeling good too. The limited food and the never-ending physical labor he’d been doing since the shit hit the fan had shredded away the extra kilos he’d put on during the cruise, and he was pretty sure he was growin’ a six pack. He hadn’t had one since his football days. But he hadn’t played for long, on account of his fucked-up foot, so the abs hadn’t hung around.

      He ran his hand over his hair. That was a change too. He’d been shaving himself bald for ’bout seven years. Now it was longer than ever. He’d look nothin’ like the guy who’d won that lucky ticket onto the cruise. Even his mama wouldn’t recognize him.

      “Come on. I’ve got a big fish to catch, remember?” Jessie pumped the spear once, sucked in a breath, and dove beneath the water.

      As Zon followed her down to the coral mound, he scanned the water around them. Fish were everywhere, and more than a dozen of ’em were big enough to feed ten people.

      Holding onto the coral, Jessie wrapped her hand around the spear and knelt in the sand. Zon came in beside her with his spear ready. Tiny bubbles settled on her nose, and the few that left her mouth drifted to the surface six feet above. She made a high-pitched noise and pointed forward. Barely three feet from them was a massive turtle. The thing was as big as Zon’s torso, and it glided through the water, slowly moving its fins back and forward.

      If Jessie hadn’t been there, he’d of had it cookin’ on the fire before sundown. But certain Jessie wouldn’t have wanted him to kill it, he let the thing go. Her smile as she watched the turtle swim past was better than any feast anyways.

      Jessie indicated upward, and after pushing up from the sand, they reached the surface in seconds.

      “Did you see the size of that turtle?”

      “Yep. Big enough to feed everyone.”

      She gasped and slapped his shoulder. “You wouldn’t.”

      He shrugged. “If we got desperate enough, hell yeah.”

      “In that case, I better catch a big one.” She gulped in a breath, and after a quick glimpse of her sexy ass as she rolled forward, she disappeared below the surface.

      Zon followed that sexy ass back to the bottom.

      Seconds after reaching the coral and settling into the sand, a couple of giant manta rays swam overhead. Their dual shadows drifted across the sand like a couple of devils. That comparison came outta nowhere, and didn’t fit at all with the good vibes he’d been havin’.

      Zon kicked the rotten thought from his mind and turned his attention back to fishin’.

      Dozens of pale blue fish no bigger than his hand swam around them, and each time Jessie tried to touch one, it’d shoot into the coral. A huge fish with a massive bump on its head cruised toward them. Zon touched Jessie’s hand, directing her gaze to it. Her eyes lit up.

      She eased back from the coral and put two hands on the spear.

      This was her chance. The fish was just five feet away.

      If she got that bastard, then she probably would win the catch of the day.

      The fat fish continued its course, and either it didn’t see them or it wasn’t scared of ’em. A fish that size probably didn’t give a shit ’bout nothin’.

      The muscles in Jessie’s arm flexed, and when she clamped her jaw with a look of fierce determination, it was the hottest thing he’d ever seen. His fingers tingled with anticipation as he hoped she’d hit her mark.

      Jessie lunged. The fish darted left but Jessie was quicker. The jagged prongs plunged into the silvery flesh. The fish jerked; blood squirted from its flank. Then the fuckin’ thing took off, draggin’ Jessie with it.

      Zon couldn’t believe what he was seein’, and he wasted two seconds starin’ at it. He pushed off the sand and chased after her. The fish darted left and right, and it was impossible to tell if it was the fish in control or Jessie. She pulled up her knees in what looked like an attempt to yank her spear out, and a bubble burst from her mouth as well as a muffled moan.

      Zon clawed at the bloodied water, desperate to catch them, but they was getting away. Next second, Jessie let go. Her clamped jaw and the fury in her eyes showed how pissed off she was. She pointed up, then shot for the surface.

      Zon’s brain slammed back and forward, debating over what to do. Deciding Jessie was okay, he went after the fish. He wanted her to win the bet, and with the size of that thing, it was a certainty. Kicking off the sand, he chased after the beast. Blood trailed behind it, making trackin’ it easy, and with Jessie’s spear sticking outta its belly, it wouldn’t be able to hide in the coral.

      Zon closed in on it and two feet out, he drove a second spear into the fish’s gut. A cloud of blood spilled into the water and the fish tipped sideways. It was done.

      Hanging onto both spears, Zon drove the fish up to Jessie. Her milky white legs were flickin’ back and forward as she floated at the surface. He’d nearly reached her when she ducked her head into the water. He expected to see a massive grin on her face. He expected her eyes to light up with excitement.

      But what he saw drove a spike of hell into him.

      Her eyes bulged.

      Her scream tore through the water.

      Zon spun around.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Madeline’s stomach clenched as she looked over at Sterling. She’d never seen him like this. The fear in his eyes was different to what she’d seen when they were trapped on the cruise ship. Back then, he’d always had a hint of hope. There was absolutely zero hope in his expression now.

      “Captain.” Sterling turned his attention to Gunner. The Captain’s shoulders slumped as if the weight of the world was well and truly upon them. “We’ve already been through so much together. Don’t you think it’s fair that we know what you know?”

      Gunner squeezed his eyes shut and nodded. When he opened them again, he inhaled deeply, then stood and positioned himself behind the stump that served as his seat. “Let’s all move into the kitchen hut. That way Gladys can hear us while she’s watching over Max.”

      The Captain helped Bronwyn to her feet and then one by one, the bedraggled group followed them inside.

      Sterling reached for Madeline’s palm. “I don’t think he’s looking forward to this announcement.”

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t think so either.”

      Madeline and Sterling shuffled into the hut and found a spot near a window next to Brandi and Col. The siblings had lost their spark when their brother died of that spider bite. Before that’d happened, Madeline had been extremely jealous of their close bond. But now, with the two of them lacerated with sorrow, she wasn’t sure that any love was worth that much pain.

      She turned her gaze to Sterling. He was her everything out here on this abandoned island. For many years, she’d battled to gain her independence. All that’d changed with Sterling. I can’t live without him. That thought swirled in from nowhere. They barely knew each other. How can I feel such a strong bond?

      It’s this island. Nothing is normal here.

      Then again, Madeline hadn’t had a normal anything since she was kidnapped all those years ago.

      Shoving her tumbling thoughts aside, she scanned the faces around her. Everyone looked the same . . . haggard, distressed, and utterly exhausted.

      Max was lying on a table at the back of the room. His eyes were closed and his mouth was open. He looked to be sleeping peacefully. His bandaged hand was across his chest, and in a chair at his side was Gladys. She was still a big woman, however, with each passing day, the pounds were shedding off her. Now instead of healthy glowing cheeks, she had bags under her eyes and sagging skin beneath her chin.

      Cloe, Pauline, and Jae-Ellen helped Bronwyn and the other six survivors who were over seventy into rickety chairs dotted around the room. Sykes, who was near Gunner, had his arms folded across his chest, looking as disgruntled as ever. Maybe Gunner had kept him in the dark too. If so, then this meeting was not going to go well.

      Then again, from the dire expression on Gunner’s face, it wasn’t going to go well anyway.

      Gunner huffed out a breath as if psyching himself up for a battle. “Okay, can everyone hear me?”

      A few people replied. Everyone nodded.

      Gunner rubbed his hand down his pants. “As you all know, we believe our cruise ship was initially crippled by a nuclear EMP. Or rather, an electromagnetic pulse that obliterated our power. An EMP could have come from a solar flare . . . from the sun. However, a few hours after that first strike, there was a second EMP. Albert and I have discussed this at length, and we both agree that a second EMP strike confirms it was a direct nuclear attack, and not a freak event in nature.” Gunner heaved a heavy sigh. “From this information alone, we believe it was an act of war, and we also believe that a majority of America is without power.”

      The crowd reacted with gasps and agitated movements. Questions were fired one after the other.

      “War with whom?”

      “But we didn’t see the mushroom cloud. How do you know it was nuclear?”

      “How long will they take to fix the power?”

      “What does that mean for America? And us?”

      Gunner raised his hands. “Okay, okay. I’ll try to answer all your questions. Albert, maybe you can answer some too?”

      Albert’s chubby cheeks wobbled as he flicked his gaze to his friends. Madeline hadn’t had much of a chance to get to know Albert’s group. They mostly kept together. Maybe it was because they were hiding so many secrets.

      “First, we have absolutely no way to confirm who America would be at war with. We just know that we are.” Gunner stepped forward. “Col, to answer your question, the high-altitude nuclear weapon used to create the electromagnetic pulse could’ve been detonated two to three hundred miles above earth. That’s why we didn’t see a mushroom cloud. Nobody would have felt or heard anything. Albert, can you please answer Brandi’s question about restoring the power?”

      Albert tugged on his grubby Hawaiian shirt that practically swam on him now that he’d lost so much weight.

      “Okay, so ummm, America has hundreds of transformers scattered across the country that feed into the national grid. But many, if not all of these, would’ve been decimated by the duel EMP attacks. Unfortunately, the company that makes these massive transformers can only produce two per year.” Albert shrugged. “And that’s only if they can access the equipment they need to make them. Without power, you can’t get trucks across the country.”

      “Jesus, that could take years,” Brandi blurted, her eyes flaring.

      “That’s correct. Nobody knows for sure, but it’s feasible to estimate a minimum of one to two years before full power is restored, and even then, that’s a conservative guess.”

      Gunner pointed at Gladys. “Gladys, you had a question.”

      Using her hands, she shifted on her seat to face Gunner. “Yes. How would America have been affected?”

      Gunner directed his gaze to Albert and gave a silent nod.

      “Okay . . . well, we saw some of the immediate effects. No power means no heating, cooling, communication, computers, and water can’t be pumped so sewers back up.”

      “No phones or banking,” Ethan added. “So nobody could get cash out. Or buy anything at the shops with a credit card.”

      “Most cars won’t work. Or other vehicles. . . trucks, boats, trains.” Michael said.

      “Every single plane would have dropped from the sky.” Ethan shrugged.

      Madeline and Sterling had only learned about the plane that’d hit the ship after they’d been rescued. Some of the stories the survivors shared while they were confined together in the life rafts had been horrific. When she and Sterling had been stranded in the elevator, they’d thought they were having a horrendous time. They’d been wrong. There were so many who’d suffered much, much worse. Like little Jennifer who was at Gabby’s side, clutching her hand like it was a lifeline.

      Albert nodded at his friends, possibly pleased they were backing him up. “People would’ve been trapped in elevators.” He nodded at Madeline and Sterling. “Also subways. In 1999, over sixty thousand commuters were trapped on a subway in Rio after a lightning strike took out their power. Imagine that all over America.”

      “Don’t forget the traffic.” Ethan prodded.

      “Oh yes. Traffic lights would have gone out. Not that cars would’ve been moving anyway. So they’d have had instant gridlock. People might have stayed with their cars for a while, but then most would’ve tried to find a way home. Imagine doing that with kids in tow.” Albert offered a lopsided smile to Sally.

      Little did he know that Sally had been the catalyst that instigated this conversation. She probably already knew these details.

      “Okay, then what?” The question snapped off Sterling’s tongue.

      “It would’ve been a day or two before the craziness started. Panic buying would have been rife. But without cash, they would’ve been screwed. People would have become aggressive. Fights would have broken out over bottled water, candles, basic necessities.”

      “But remember comms were down,” Michael blurted. “Nobody would have known what was going on. Not even the president. Because even he probably couldn’t get the navy or army or anybody online. Satellites were fried too. So even if they had sat phones, they were worthless anyway.”

      Albert ran his hands through his thick, dark hair. “Many people who were prepared for such an event with portable radios and phones etcetera, stored them in Faraday cages that are designed to protect them. But just like me they would’ve had their electronic equipment burned with that second EMP if they hadn’t kept them protected. That’s why they did two strikes. The first attack was a surprise. The second was calculated. Make no mistake. This was an act of war.”

      “Tell them about the hospitals.” Ethan was just a touch too excited about this information overload.

      Albert’s eyes bulged. “Imagine a hospital without power. Or an old people’s home. The patients who survived those initial EMPs would’ve died within days from lack of medication or heating. Doctors would have made the horrible decision of whether to euthanize their patients . . . or leave them to die.”

      “No! They wouldn’t.” Bronwyn clasped her hand over her mouth.

      “They absolutely would. They had to do it in New Orleans in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.”

      Sterling turned to Madeline, and the dread in his eyes had fear as cold as ice inching up her spine. “What?” she whispered.

      He blinked at her. His mouth fell open as if poised to speak but the words wouldn’t release. Instead he reached for her hand, strangled her fingers, and returned his gaze to Albert.

      “It’s been over a month since the EMP.” Jay-Ellen’s quivering chin confirmed she was only just keeping it together. “Assuming power hasn’t been restored, what would be the state of America now?”

      “America has only ever had enough food and drinking water in the national food supply chain to feed its 320 million people for thirty days. Without trucks to transport the goods across the country though, that would be even shorter. Millions of people would have already died from starvation. Cholera and other serious sanitation-related and waterborne illnesses that had been eradicated for centuries would be blazing through the cities. You think the pandemic of 2020 was bad. That will be nothing compared to what’s happening now.”

      “Don’t forget the crazies?” Michael’s eyes bulged.

      “Oh, come on,” Gabby blurted. “There’s no need to sensationalize.”

      Madeline snarled at her. What a hypocrite. Gabby’s career thrived on sensationalism.

      “Oh, we’re not making this up. Many people won’t be able to handle the stress that comes with lack of power or food or the ability to contact loved ones who could be scattered all over the country. Every day would be a battle to survive. To stay warm. Even to stay safe. Thousands would commit suicide. But it’s the ones who were already on medication for depression or anxiety—they’re the ones I’m talking about. Most would have run out of their drug supply by now. As a rough estimate, five percent of Americans are on drugs to control paranoia or aggression. Take those drugs away and . . . well . . .”

      “Then there are the jails,” Ethan added. “By now all the guards would’ve tossed in their jobs to look after their families. So, all the criminals would be free.”

      Gunner groaned, then quickly shook his head as if apologizing.

      “Jesus!” Quinn blurted. “Maybe we don’t want to go home.”

      “So . . .” Cloe scowled at her husband, then curling her hand through Quinn’s crooked elbow, she met Gunner’s gaze. “With all this going on back home, there’s not much chance of us getting rescued anytime soon. Is there?”

      Albert drew his lips to a thin line and turned to Gunner.

      Gunner looked ready to throw up. “We lost contact with the rest of the world when that first strike hit. We’re now on a deserted island that’s over three thousand miles from the nearest continent. Nobody knows we’re here. They don’t even know we’re alive. Unless we can find some way to communicate with home, or we figure out how to get us all off the island, or by some miracle somebody sails into our cove, then the chance of us being rescued is minuscule. We could be here for a very long time.”

      Cindy, the pretty bartender who’d missed her engagement party, fell to her knees with a howl. “I want to go home. I want to go home.”

      But after what they’d just been told, Madeline didn’t agree with Cindy.

      Not one bit.
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      Zon froze. A massive shark was fifteen feet away, slicing through the water toward him like a machine. Its eyes were as black as night. Motionless. Empty.

      Zon was caught in a time warp. Everything was both fast and slow, makin’ him see every single thing.

      The fear on Jessie’s face.

      The fish blood coloring the water.

      The shark’s tail slicing back and forward. A killer on a mission.

      Ten feet.

      He let out a cry and precious air spilled from his lungs.

      His heart slammed to his throat. He put his feet onto the fish and yanked at his spear. But the fork prongs were so buckled up that they wouldn’t release. He snapped his gaze from the fish, to Jessie’s bulging eyes, to the evil closing in.

      Six feet.

      Using every muscle possible, he clutched his hands around the spear and wrenched the weapon free. It released with a cloud of bloody flesh. Spinning to the shark, he aimed the spear, ready to kill the fucker the second it got near. It opened its mouth. Rows and rows of razor-sharp teeth glinted in the sunshine.

      His lungs burned. Adrenalin pumped through his veins.

      Three feet.

      Zon strangled the spear. Ready to drive it right down the beast’s throat.

      The shark darted sideways, and Zon figured he’d scared it off.

      Until it changed direction.

      The dead fish had shot to the surface, right next to Jessie.

      The shark flicked its tail aiming for the bloody water.

      Fuck!

      She musta seen the shark comin’ ‘cause Jessie was churning up the water like a tornado.

      He screamed at her to stop, gulping back mouthfuls of water.

      She was splashin’ like crazy, arms and legs all over the place, trying to get away.

      The shark headed right at her.

      Zon’s heart exploded. He kicked like all hell and clawed at the ocean, desperate to save her.

      And kill the fuckin’ shark.

      Panic blazed through him. Each drag upward took forever. His lungs burned. His heart pounded. His mind raced through every possible scenario a million miles an hour.

      Her scream cut through him like a thousand knives.

      Jessie disappeared in a cloud of blood and wild splashing.

      “No!” Fury blazed through him like lit dynamite.

      The shark whipped her body back and forth.

      Zon clenched his jaw and with each stroke upward, his heart was wrenched outta his throat.

      Blood was everywhere. Jessie’s screaming drove him on. She was fighting the shark, punching it, and Zon begged for her to keep going.

      The second he was in striking distance, he rammed the spear into the fucker’s belly. The shark bucked; slamming its body side to side. Zon punched it in the gills. Once. Twice. He clawed at its black eyeball and its mouth shot open.

      Jessie was free.

      Zon grabbed his spear, yanked it back, and rammed it into the shark again.

      The shark stopped thrashing. It rolled over and drifted downward in a bloody cloud.

      Zon shot for Jessie. He punched through the surface and scrambled toward her. “Oh fuck, Jessie. Are you okay?”

      “Where is it? Is it gone?”

      “It’s okay. It’s dead.”

      “What? Are you sure?” She wiped hair from her eyes and blood smeared across her forehead and cheek.

      “Yes, I killed it. Are you okay?”

      “It bit me.” A sob burst from her throat. “The shark bit me.”

      “I know. I know. Can you swim?”

      Tears spilled from her eyes and her chin wobbled. “I . . . I think so.” She looked at her hand. “Oh God, I’m bleeding.”

      He wanted to wrap his arms around her, to tell her she was okay. But he couldn’t. Not yet.

      “Come on. We gotta get outta this water.” Zon curled his arm around her waist, hugged her to his side, and together they kicked toward the shore.

      “Is my leg okay? Did you see?” Her voice wobbled.

      “You’re okay. Gladys will fix you up, you watch.”

      “It hurts.”

      Her sobs hurt him just as much as seeing the blood on her face. “I know, babe. You’re gonna be okay. I promise.”

      They stumbled from the water and Jessie bent over. A strangled cry tore from her throat. “Ohhh my God.”

      Dozens of teeth marks sliced her skin above her knee. Some were barely a pinprick, but at least seven were an inch long. Some were deep too, so deep that white flesh bulged outta them.

      Jessie’s cry turned to deep moaning that wobbled through her clenched teeth. Her knees buckled. She was going into shock. He scooped her into his arms. His heart thundered as he strode from the water. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and as she sobbed into his shoulder, he squeezed her tighter.

      “You’re gonna be okay. You’re gonna be okay.” He repeated the words over and over as blood poured from the wounds and dribbled long red rivers down her milky-white thigh.

      Each sob she made on his neck drove another punch to his gut. It was his fault the shark had attacked her. It was his fault she was in so much pain. He’d taken something that was good and wonderful and fun, and ruined it all. For what? To prove he could catch a stupid fish.

      Clenching his jaw, he strode faster. With each angry step he punched into the sand, guilt dug another wedge deeper.

      “My bra,” Jessie blurted, and pulled back from him. “Get my bra.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t worry about—”

      “No, no.” Her breathing shot in and out, sharp and shallow on his neck. “For a tourniquet.”

      He blinked at her, hardly able to believe she could think straight. His brain was a fucked-up mess. “Okay, good idea.”

      Changing course, he aimed for her clothing. He set her down in the shade, and as she touched a few of the bloody wounds, she whimpered like a small child. Zon snatched up her bra and kneeling at her side, he studied the wounds. There were loads of teeth marks, but it coulda been a hell of a lot worse. At least she didn’t have a chunk of her leg missing.

      “Wrap it around here.” She squeezed her leg an inch or two above the bloody gashes.

      He passed the flimsy lace between her legs and pulled it out the other side.

      “Do it tight. We’ve got to stop the blood flow.”

      Following her instructions, he wrapped the bra around her thigh and pulled it into a knot. “Is that okay? It’s not hurting you?”

      “Not compared to all those cuts.” Her face was so pale it was almost gray. “I can’t believe it bit me.” Jessie was shivering, but there was no way she could be cold. Not in that fuckin’ heat.

      “I gotta get you some help.”

      Zon stood and lifted her into his arms. She seemed even smaller than she had just moments ago. Her shivering got worse and her teeth chattered. Years ago, when he’d had one of his stupid overnight stints in lockup, he’d shared a cell with a junkie who was goin’ through withdrawals. It had been hell to watch, but it wasn’t anywhere near as bad as what Jessie was going through.

      She draped her arms around his neck, and once she’d pulled herself closer, he strode into the bushes. The path was narrow, and with every step he had to twist left or right so her legs didn’t hit a tree or get snagged on a vine. It was taking too long and Jessie’s silence scared the hell outta him. He wanted to know if she was okay, but that was plain stupid. Of course she wasn’t fuckin’ okay. He had to keep her talking. “You fought him real good.”

      She didn’t say anything. She didn’t even move.

      Her stillness scared him more than all that blood. “Jessie. Jessie. Stay with me, babe.”

      She swallowed and squeezed his neck tighter. “I’m here. I’m okay.”

      Hearing her voice had a wave of relief washing through him. “You’re gonna be okay.”

      A moan was her only response.

      Zon had to double over to duck beneath a low-hanging vine and climb across a thick exposed root at the same time. When he stood upright again, her legs grazed against a branch he hadn’t seen and Jessie winced.

      “Fuck! Sorry.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not.” He shook his head. “None of this is okay.”

      She released her right hand from his neck and placed it on his chest. It was warm and soft and made no sense with her nonstop shivering. “It is okay. I’ll be fine. Thanks to you. You saved me.”

      Zon huffed. “Bullshit. I shoulda got the shark before he got near ya.”

      She shook her head. “Don’t you do that. It’s not your fault.”

      He clenched and unclenched his jaw. “If I hadn’t got that bloody fish, then none of that woulda happened.”

      She slapped his chest. “That bloody fish was my prize catch.” She giggled and he frowned.

      When she smiled, and not just with her mouth but with her eyes too, his heart flipped. Something totally crazy raced across his mind. He was in love. For the first time in his life, he cared about someone. Not just cared for her. He’d die for her. He felt like he could float on air. The words burned on his tongue, begging for him to say them. But after what he’d done, she could never feel the same. Of that he was certain. Instead he kicked the stupid idea away and met her gaze. “You’re amazing.”

      “Me? You are. I can’t wait to tell Dad what you did.”

      Zon wasn’t so sure Albert was gonna see it the same way as Jessie.

      Zon had fucked up. He was always fucking up. It was why he’d had so many beatings in his life. He could handle a beatin’.

      Hell, he could handle having the rest of his foot chopped up.

      But he couldn’t handle losing his girl.
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      Gunner jabbed his stick into the fire and pulled it out when the tip glowed bright red. The smoke quickly disappeared in the wild ocean breeze. Each day the wind that blasted the island nonstop ramped up to yet another level. The northerly made it hard to light the fire, and even harder to keep it going. With each turn of the tide, the incessant breeze blew another crap-load of rubbish into the bay, ensuring the crippled yacht secured alongside the derelict jetty remained surrounded by a blanket of human waste.

      Flanking Gunner at the fire was his crew. The six of them looked like they’d crawled through a mountain of landfill during a monsoon. Their clothes were filthy, as were their faces, arms, and legs. They had bags under their bloodshot eyes, hair that scrambled in all directions, and grime beneath their fingernails. Jae-Ellen and Pauline both had bruises along their legs and arms, and a three-inch cut on Cindy’s leg was still seeping blood through a shabby bandage Gladys had made out of a strip of bedsheet.

      But it was their despondent demeanors that worried him the most.

      Everyone was sick of waiting.

      Waiting to be rescued.

      Waiting to get blown up or eaten by sharks.

      Jessie had been lucky. Lucky the shark hadn’t taken a giant bite out of her leg, or severed her femoral artery, or chopped her up into tiny little bits. She was also lucky that Zon had killed the shark and carried her back to camp before she’d lost too much blood. And in addition to all that luck, she was so lucky Gladys had the skills to sew her up. They were all lucky to have Gladys—she’d already saved a few of them. Jessie wore her thirty-one stitches with pride. Like some kind of survivor badge. He was happy for her. But if Gunner had to hear Zon labeled as a fucking hero one more time, he was likely to shoot the bastard himself.

      Son of a bitch.

      He hadn’t so much as thought of that gun since he’d hidden it after Zon had shot Sykes. Gunner sighed. He’d buried it on the other damn island. At least Zon was safe from Gunner putting a bullet in him. He couldn’t believe he was even thinking like that. Gunner didn’t want to hurt anyone. Ever. The guilt over what he’d done to his father was a brick in his chest that grew heavier every time he pictured his mother wasting away in a jail cell. Gunner had become so skilled at driving anger inward, it was a wonder he wasn’t riddled with ulcers.

      When they’d first discovered that yacht, he’d thought all his prayers had been answered. But it’d been a cruel joke. A hint at freedom that was yanked away as quickly as it appeared.

      Not only had Free Spirit’s rigging been shredded beyond repair. They’d had to cut the crippled mast free. The electronics were all fried. And even if the yacht had been in perfect working order, they could never fit everyone on board even if they wanted to.

      The crew had ridden all those emotions with him, and they were back to waiting. Hours and hours of waiting.

      Twenty-seven days they’d been stranded on these islands, and it’d rained on fifteen of them. Today was also a wet one, and they’d wasted nearly all day riding out yet another storm in the cramped huts. While he was grateful for the fresh water, he’d have loved to have dry socks for a few days in a row.

      The constant rain also made climbing trees for coconuts dangerous.

      And for some inexplicable reason, the fish didn’t bite during the downpours.

      Rain was bad for morale. And it was already at rock bottom.

      A beam of sunlight pierced the burgeoning clouds, and Gunner guessed the time to be about three o’clock. He should get up and motivate everyone to make the most of the daylight hours. Instead he jabbed his stick back into the fire.

      A weird noise rumbled through the bushes behind him, and he glanced toward them, trying to discern the sound. It wasn’t coming from the storm clouds hanging low overhead. It certainly wasn’t coming from the crew. They’d barely said anything to each other since they’d all taken a break from the never-ending chores.

      Great, now I’m hearing things. He tossed his stick into the fire and another deep rumble cut through the silence again. Sykes shot his gaze to him. He’d heard it too.

      Gunner stood and a low prolonged rumble came from somewhere beyond the bushes.

      “What is that?” Pauline’s eyes bulged wide.

      “No idea.” Gunner strode toward the track that led to the beach. It happened again, louder and longer, and Gunner picked up his pace. The sounds of feet behind him confirmed many of the survivors had followed.

      That’s what they called themselves. The survivors. But a survivor label would imply they were safe. On this island, they were far from it.

      Shoving that shit from his mind, he burst onto the sand and his jaw dropped. “Holy shit.” A shipping container had floated into their cove.

      Zon sprinted ahead of Gunner, dashing toward the forty-foot container with the giant letters MAERSK painted on the side.

      The shipping container must have come in with the high tide. A good portion of it remained on the sand, but the rest sat atop the heads of coral and giant rocks hidden beneath the waterline. Each wave had it grinding against the jagged edges, again and again.

      As the survivors stumbled onto the beach with Gunner, they cheered. Leading the pack was Zon who ran straight for the closed double doors. Gunner wanted to yell out to him and the following crowd to be careful, but he also didn’t want to ruin the excitement. They hadn’t had much to be excited about lately. Maybe the tide was turning.

      Cloe and Quinn flanked him on either side. “What do you think’s in there?” Cloe said.

      “Hopefully something useful. Medicine and food would be nice.”

      “As long as it’s not more baby formula,” Quinn said.

      “Hey, don’t knock it.” Gunner huffed. “That stuff probably kept us alive.”

      “True that.” Quinn nodded with a jagged grin.

      With a deafening groan, the container shifted with the waves, demonstrating once again the power of the ocean.

      “Do you think it’s watertight?” Cloe asked.

      Gunner nodded. “It wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t.”

      “Huh. In that case, let’s hope it is full of food. Tea and cookies would be nice.”

      Gunner grinned. That was exactly what Adelle would ask for. “Yes. It sure would.”

      Zon had his foot up on the door, and with repeated grunts he was yanking on one of the handles. But with a padlock keeping the door locked shut, it didn’t take much brain power to recognize his attempt as futile.

      Gunner turned to Quinn. “I don’t suppose you could grab him an axe?”

      “Sure. Come on, love.” When Quinn and Cloe strolled back up the beach hand in hand, a long-forgotten memory flashed into his mind.

      It was from eight years ago; his wife’s thirtieth birthday. The cruise ship they had been working on had docked at Cozumel in Mexico, and he’d secretly arranged for Adelle to take the day off work with him. He’d hired a local to drive them to the Mayan ruins at Tulum. And after enjoying their time exploring the ancient temples, they’d fought the heat by swimming at a truly stunning spot where they’d had an entire beach to themselves. The water had been a magnificent turquoise and the sand perfectly white. They’d made love in the bushes and swum naked in the ocean, and it had been one of the most incredible days of his life.

      He went to twist his wedding band and his heart lurched. How many times would he do that before he remembered he no longer had a hand, let alone a wedding ring on his finger? Clamping his jaw, he turned his attention back to the action.

      Zon had climbed atop the container and was beating his chest like he was King Kong, and Jessie was giggling at him like a lovestruck school girl.

      Adelle had a similar giggle. She was always quick to laugh, as was Bella. He missed their laughter.

      His heart clenched. He missed everything about them.

      “Hey, Captain, we’re taking bets on what’s in there. Want to have a guess?” Jae-Ellen shielded her eyes from the sun as she smiled at him.

      He chuckled. “What are the suggestions so far?”

      “We’ve had everything from mattresses to washing machines.”

      He huffed. “I’d be happy with the mattresses. Hopefully something useful, like medicine or food. But . . .” He clicked his tongue. “Has anyone said televisions?”

      She rolled her eyes. “No, but I hope you’re wrong. That’d suck.”

      “I hope I’m wrong too.”

      He’d had the chance to chat with Jae-Ellen a little more over the last couple of days while they’d been working on the yacht. She was forty-five, a good ten or so years older than she looked, and he’d been floored when she’d said she was about to be a grandma.

      Apparently, she’d been quite the rebel as a teenager, and had fallen pregnant at seventeen. Her parents had wanted her to abort, and when that hadn’t worked, they’d begged to adopt her child. But the stubborn streak that Gunner had witnessed many times must’ve been just as fierce back then, because she’d kept her daughter. She’d been verging on tears when she’d told Gunner that she hoped she’d meet her grandchild one day soon.

      He’d wanted to hug her and tell her that she would. But she would’ve seen through his false hope anyway.

      Quinn returned to the beach carrying the axe, and he and Cloe headed toward the container and waded into the shallow water. “Who wants to do the honors?”

      “Give it to me,” Zon demanded. “Stand back.”

      The crowed eased away from the container doors.

      Keeping his distance from everyone else, Gunner eased over to the water’s edge and let the shallow waves lap at his feet.

      Zon brought down the axe but missed it altogether.

      Col burst into exaggerated laughter. “Jesus, Zon, you didn’t miss by much.” The sarcasm in Col’s tone was unmistakable.

      Zon swung again, this time hitting the metal with an enormous twang. “Shut up, dickhead.” Despite his reply, Zon’s tone was tame.

      With every passing day, Zon’s hot-head tendencies had diminished. Gunner would never admit it aloud, but he now considered Zon to be a decent man. He’d certainly proven useful on more than just a handful of occasions.

      A bolt of sunlight pieced the clouds, like a giant spotlight putting every one of them on a giant stage. Gunner shielded his eyes from the glare as Zon brought the axe down again. When everyone cheered, he assumed Zon had broken the first lock.

      Jae-Ellen bent forward and when she stood back up, she held a pretty shell in her hand.

      Gunner’s blood drained. “No!” He lurched forward, desperate to knock it away, but when she gasped, it was too late. He smacked her hand, sending the cone shell flying.

      Jae-Ellen slumped to the water.

      Zon’s axe hit the metal again.

      The crowd cheered.

      Gunner’s brain hit overdrive as he lunged to Jae-Ellen’s side. “Oh, fuck! No!” An angry red welt flared in the middle of her palm.

      A poisonous barb had been shot into her skin.

      She hadn’t even had time to scream.

      Jae-Ellen shuddered. A gasp froze on her lips.

      “Stay with me. Jae-Ellen, you stay with me.”

      The crowd cheered again, oblivious to the horror happening behind them.

      Gunner dragged Jae-Ellen onto dry sand. “Oh, God. No. No!”

      A metallic clang confirmed Zon had broken another lock, and the crowd roared louder.

      Gunner and Jae-Ellen collapsed to the sand, his ankles still in the water. He pulled her onto his lap, cradling her body to his. “Stay with me! Please, Jae-Ellen, you fight it.

      The blazing red welt on her hand was spreading. Her eyes rolled back. Her lips colored blue.

      He shook her. “No! You hear me—fight it. Think of your daughter. Your grandchild.”

      Another loud clang and another cheer erupted from the survivors as Jae-Ellen slipped into unconsciousness. It was probably a godsend. Within seconds of the sting, poison would’ve tracked to her major organs. The pain would’ve been excruciating.

      Her chest stopped rising and falling.

      He felt for her pulse. She was gone.

      The crowd cheered again. A high-pitched squeal announced the container doors were opening.

      Tears wobbled his vision as the group surged into the container.

      “Fuckin’ hell!” Zon bellowed. “It’s fulla IKEA crap.”
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      Gabby clutched Jennifer’s frail body to her chest, and the little girl squeezed her arms and legs around Gabby’s torso and sobbed into her shoulder. She doubted Jennifer had actually known Jae-Ellen enough to be so distraught.

      But it was another death.

      Another body they had to bury.

      While Gabby and everyone else had been cheering and carrying on like hooligans over the shipping container and what it may contain, Gunner had been desperately trying to save Jae-Ellen’s life.

      Nobody else had even seen his battle.

      Barely minutes after they’d opened the container doors, the news of Jae-Ellen’s death had whispered through the survivors like wildfire. It’d instantly shattered their joyous mood. One second they’d all been laughing and trying to squeeze into the container doorway to get a glimpse at what was inside. Next second they were all standing around Gunner, somber, sobbing, and heartbroken.

      The contrast from now to just twenty minutes ago was brutal.

      They hadn’t lost anyone for over a week. Gabby had thought they’d stemmed the tide on the mortality rate. She’d been wrong.

      Gunner had probably thought the same.

      The Captain was a mess. He was still seated on the wet sand, his eyes bloodshot, his grubby cheeks streaked with his tears, and he was clutching onto Jae-Ellen’s body as if letting her go would be even more horrific than the way she’d died.

      Jae-Ellen’s lips were a hideous shade of blue, but other than that she looked peaceful. Her death had been so swift and utterly shocking that it was impossible to comprehend. The fact that she’d died from picking up a pretty shell . . . that was terrifying.

      Jessie had been mauled by a shark and survived that attack, albeit with some gruesome wounds that would scar for life. Jackson had fallen out of a tree and had bounced back up with barely a bruise. But one poisonous barb that couldn’t even be seen on Jae-Ellen’s palm had killed her within seconds.

      It could’ve been one of her children who’d picked up that shell. Or anyone. It was such an innocent thing to do.

      A shudder crawled along Gabby’s spine. This damn island truly was cursed.

      As the shipping container emitted deafening squeals and unearthly moans, grinding back and forward over submersed rocks and coral, Sterling, Pauline, and Sykes began shoveling sand, digging yet another beach grave, barely ten feet away from Gabby.

      Roger, a man in his eighties, had crafted five crosses out of branches and twine. And Bronwyn, along with the other elderly women, had decorated them with palm fronds they’d woven into hearts and flowers they’d made out of colored plastic scavenged from the rubbish. Now they’d need to make another one.

      Previously, in Gabby’s past life, she could have made an entire news segment highlighting their resourcefulness. Not now though. Not when it was raw necessity that had them recycling rubbish to make rustic decorations for graves.

      At least this time they had a body to bury.

      Gabby had thought she was hardened to blood and gore, but what had happened to those three men in the land-mine explosion was the worst deaths she’d ever seen.

      It wasn’t just the raw brutality of their demise that affected her, or how quickly it’d happened, or how close she and Adam had come to dying with them. It was because she’d known all of them. Not just known them. She’d shared meals with them sitting around the fire.

      It was just like Jae-Ellen’s death. The two of them had had something in common . . . they’d both excelled in fields that were typically dominated by men. They’d spent an evening staring into the dancing flames swapping work stories only recently. And now Jae-Ellen would never tell a story again. A caustic breath raked at her throat as she scanned the faces around the grave. Who would be next?

      Would it be Bronwyn, who seemed to be growing older by the minute?

      Or Zon who seemed to have a death wish anyway.

      Or Gladys, who was still stranded by the fire, probably tearing her hair out with distress over what was happening beyond the bush that separated her from them.

      Her gaze fell on Max. It’d been eleven days since Gladys had removed his shattered fingers. Sally and Adam had both joked that their dad now had a permanent ‘hook ’em horns’ hand signal like he was partying hard at a rock concert. While she’d been horrified by the loss of Max’s two middle fingers, he seemed almost oblivious. Then again, if that was the worst that happened to him, Gabby would be forever grateful. Nearly losing Sally had been agony. She couldn’t live through that again. Not for any of her family. Or Jennifer.

      Gabby squeezed the little girl to her chest, closed her eyes, and did something she rarely did . . . she prayed.

      She prayed that Jae-Ellen would be the last of the survivors to die.

      She prayed that they would be rescued very, very soon.

      She prayed that Gunner would have the strength to lead them. Because that was what they needed—someone they looked up to who could help them get through every single day.

      Max placed his arm around her shoulders, and when he ran his hand over Jennifer’s curls, she sniffled and buried her face deeper into Gabby’s neck. She shouldn’t be here seeing this. But where else would she go? Just like Adam and Sally, they’d seen more deaths and lifeless bodies in the last month than most people see in an entire lifetime.

      With the grave ready, Pauline squatted at Gunner’s side and rested her hand on his arm. “It’s time, sir.”

      It was an eternity before the Captain allowed Quinn to lift Jae-Ellen from his lap.

      Her body was lowered into the grave, and Gunner stood at the head of the grave. Sadness washed over the Captain like a hideous stain, reducing the once-revered man to a distraught wreck.

      He spoke a few wobbly words honoring the woman who he’d only met a few weeks ago, yet he felt like he’d known his whole life.

      Gabby felt the same way about Jae-Ellen. The revelation was a slap to her face. She didn’t have a single friend back home that she could say the same thing about. Gabby had never had time for friends. Nearly every waking second had been dedicated to her career.

      On this island though, time was one thing they had in abundance.

      Gunner squatted and pushed a handful of sand into the grave. Everyone else did the same. Gabby encouraged her children and even Jennifer to contribute, certain that it would give the kids both a sense of inclusion and some form of closure.

      They’d barely finished filling the pit when Zon made his presence known by standing at the foot of the grave and clearing his throat. “Look, I don’t wanna be disrespectful or nothin’, but if we don’t do something about that container, that damn noise is gonna keep us up all fuckin’ night.”

      As if on cue, a high-pitched shriek had the hairs on Gabby’s neck standing. She didn’t want to admit it, but he was right. “What do you propose we do?”

      “We empty it of course.”
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      Zon swung the axe, cuttin’ through the tape tying the boxes together. He pulled the carton out and yanked it around to read the label and see what was inside. It was written in another language, but the picture said it all. It was an office chair. “Fuckin’ great.”

      He shoved the box at the first pair of hands near him.

      The container was movin’ and jerkin’ all over the place, and half the boxes toppled down when he cut ’em. Over and over he repeated the process . . . cutting the straps, checkin’ the picture to see what was inside, and each time his hope at finding something useful sunk lower. They had curtains and shoe racks and door knobs and rugs, and rolls and rolls of fuckin’ ugly fabric, and a pile of other shit that was totally useless. He yanked another box out—a smaller one this time.

      “This’s fucked. It’s full of crap.” He shoved the box toward Cloe.

      “Cups.” Her eyes lit up. “Hey, everyone, we have cups.”

      Some of ’em even cheered.

      That had him thinkin’. Maybe it wasn’t crap after all. Between them, they’d been sharing eight coffee mugs to drink outta. He ain’t been sharin’ though. He’d been using an empty whiskey bottle. Now though, it looked like they was all gonna get their own cup. He started lookin’ at the boxes in a whole new light.

      The next twenty or so boxes were full of kitchen stuff . . . plates, breadboards, cutlery, storage containers, and kitchen knives. It went on and on and everyone was so excited, Zon started getting caught up in it.

      He grabbed the next box and hollered, “Candles.”

      They cheered.

      “Saucepans.”

      They cheered.

      He laughed. It was like bein’ fuckin Santa Claus. Though he’d never had no Santa when he was growin’ up. He’d have been lucky if he’d got a six pack of beers shoved at him. And even then, he’d had to share ’em.

      Some of the bigger boxes had desks and shelving, and stuff that was totally fuckin’ useless like fake plants. Why the hell would someone want fake plants anyways?

      He tugged another box forward. It was nearly as tall as him and just as heavy. Had him wonderin’ if there was a body inside. He’d have liked to see that. But when he spun the box around, the picture on the box confirmed it was even better. “Hey, we got us a king-sized mattress.”

      “A mattress. That’s awesome.” Albert wrapped his arms around the box, and as he and two of his geeky friends wrestled the cardboard outta the container, Zon tried to figure who would get the new mattress.

      There was about forty of ’em left. A dozen of ’em had been sleeping in the bunk beds since we got there. The other half had been sleepin’ on the floor in the other two huts. Zon was still goin’ to his plane every night and he had no intention of changin’ that.

      So one mattress between twenty-odd people . . . that was gonna be a bitch fight he wouldn’t mind seein’. Maybe there was more mattresses? He hoped so. He’d sure like to make Jessie’s night better. Then again, what he would like was Jessie sharing his leafy bed in the B-26. But that wasn’t gonna happen. Not while her daddy was still tellin’ her what to do.

      Spinnin’ the next box around, he grinned. It was another mattress. Maybe he should wish for booze or cigarettes. Fuck yeah. He hadn’t had a cigarette in weeks and he fuckin’ missed it. What he’d give for a drag right now. Shoving that shit aside, he lugged the next box forward. Another mattress—cot-sized this time. It was so small, it had his mind shooting straight back to Jessie.

      He still couldn’t figure her out sometimes. Jessie was twenty and she was still doin’ what her daddy said. Zon had been doing whatever the fuck he wanted since he was about thirteen. Hell, it was more like when he was nine, after his mama pissed off and left him alone with his daddy who was drunk all the fuckin’ time. His grandmama though, Zon had always done what she said. He’d never wanted to let her down. Maybe that was how Jessie was with Albert . . . she didn’t wanna let him down.

      The next box had his eyes bulging. “Fuck yeah!” He pushed through the people who’d entered the container, waitin’ for their next box, and held the carton above his head. “We have food!”

      The crowd clapped and whooped it up.

      His grumbling stomach twisted as if knowin’ how bad he wanted to be eatin’. And he was damn close to tearing the box open and stuffin’ cookies into his mouth, but they didn’t have time. The sun was settin’ and they was gonna be in pitch black soon enough. Besides, there could be a whole lot more food where that came from.

      He handed the box to Jackson. “Take the box over there.” He pointed to where Gunner was still sittin’ in the sand, being as useless as fuck. “And don’t go openin’ it. Ya hear?”

      Jackson grinned and nodded, and his weird hair wobbled like it was alive.

      Zon strode back into the container, prayin’ there was more food.

      There was. It was like raidin’ the grocery store. There was cookies of all types—oat, coconut, wafers. There was jams and mustards and oils. He grabbed the next box.

      “Fuck yeah! We have chocolate.”

      Zon couldn’t help his-self. He tore open the box and fifty bright red packets tumbled to the floor. He grabbed a pile and tossed them at the crowd. “Here, eat.”

      They cheered and scrambled for the chocolate like mice.

      He tossed some more. They was all cheering and screamin’, and he tore open another box and threw another handful at them. He was like the pop star at a concert, tossin’ out his drumsticks. Only this was way more excitin’.

      Adam came forward. “Is there any more, please?” His grubby hands were held forward.

      Zon figured it was his TV bitch mama who had sent him in to do her begging. He smiled at the boy, feeling generous an’ all. “You betcha. How many do you need?”

      “Nobody in my family has one yet. And one for Jennifer please.”

      Zon scooped up ten. “Here, tell your mama I said you can have extra.”

      “Thanks, Zon.” Adam took the packets and smiled up at him. “You’re the best.” The boy scurried away with a squeal that rang through the container.

      He sure did like bein’ in charge. “Has everyone got one?”

      Brandi came forward. “Excuse me, Zon. May I take some for Gladys and the others who are still by the fire?”

      Ever since her brother got bit by that spider, she’d got real quiet. Her and Col were sufferin’ big time. Hell, if his sister hadda gone an’ died, Zon woulda had a party. He scooped up a handful. “Here. Make sure Gladys gets two.”

      The cripple in the wheelbarrow had saved a lotta lives out here. Including Sykes’. Zon was lucky he’d lived, or he was pretty sure he wouldn’t be here, handing out treats.

      After tearing open a packet, he bit into the chocolate bar. It was creamy and rich and full of nuts, and so fuckin’ good. Takin’ another bite, he strolled to the front and Jessie was right there. Chocolate covered her teeth as she smiled up at him. “How good is this?”

      “So fuckin’ good.”

      “Is there any more?”

      “I hope so.” He glanced over his shoulder. They were only a third of the way into the container and it was gettin’ near impossible to see. And the way the container was tossin’ from side to side, it was a wonder nothin’ didn’t break. He was gonna need some light. High up on the dry sand was a mass of jumbled cartons. “Does anyone know which boxes had the candles?”

      “I do.” Pauline raised her hand like she was tryin’ to please a teacher.

      “Go grab ’em.” He pointed at the kids, Adam and Sally. TV Bitch glared at him. He glared right back at her. “Calm your farm, mama bear. I just want ’em to hold the candles so I can see in here.”

      She unclenched her jaw, and it was like she was seein’ him in a whole new light. Finally, he was gettin’ some respect.

      Movement in the distance caught his eye. It was Brandi and her brother. They was trying to push Gladys and her wheelbarrow on the sand. The way they was going, Gladys was gonna end up eatin’ the sand.

      Zon jumped down from the container and raced over to them. “Give me that.” He grabbed the handles. “Hang on there, Doc.” Shoving as hard as he could, he drove the wheel in the sand, heading for the pile of boxes. “You get some chocolate?”

      “I sure did. Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me. Thank IKEA and whatever ship that container came from.”

      She chuckled. It was the first time Gunner had heard her laugh.

      It was the same with most of ’em. They all spent day after day moanin’ and carrying on like they was in the worst place in the world. This was far from it. They shoulda tried livin’ in his house when his daddy was still around. Every minute when his daddy wasn’t passed out on the sofa, he’d be checkin’ over his shoulder wonderin’ if he was gonna get a punch in the nose. His daddy liked to say he was makin’ him into a real man. He was wrong. Out here, and on that cruise ship when all hell broke out, Zon got to see real men in action. Real men put their lives on the line for other folks. Real men didn’t lay a finger on no one. As much as he hated to admit it, Sykes was one a them.

      Crossing the sand with Gladys, Zon got a better view of what was goin’ on. The sun was half hidden in the ocean. But last night had nearly been a full moon, so tonight it should be even brighter. Provided them fuckin’ clouds stayed away, it was gonna give ’em good light. But they was gonna need more. And it occurred to him, he’d been shiftin’ the boxes all wrong. By the time he had Gladys in position near the stash on the sand, he’d figured it through.

      Usin’ his fingers, Zon screeched out a wolf-whistle, getting their attention. “Get over here, you lot.”

      They started strollin’ over like a bunch of pussies. “Quick. Time’s against us.”

      Once they was within earshot, he clapped his hands together. “Right, this is how we’re gonna do this.”

      He pointed at Sykes. “You and me are gonna hand out the boxes from the container.”

      Sykes blinked at him, maybe trying to figure out what Zon was up to. Zon was gonna show ’em that he wasn’t just all muscle—he was also real smart.

      “Gladys here is gonna decide where the items go. We want the important stuff, like the food and candles and shit that we need in the huts first. Anythin’ that’s useless can stay right here till we figure out what to do with it.”

      The crowd started nodding, catching onto the vibe that he was in control.

      “Quinn, you and your missus and Sterling are gonna start taking the boxes up to the huts. And tell them oldies up there that they can help by puttin’ stuff where we can see ’em.”

      “Jessie, you and Madeline are in charge of the candles. We’re gonna need light from the beach to the huts. Or get a fire goin’ on the beach here.”

      “What about me?” Jackson asked.

      “You and Albert and anyone who don’t have a job yet is gonna be carrying the boxes from the container to the beach, or go with Quinn and he’ll give you a job.” He nodded at the crewman and Quinn nodded back. “And somebody tell Captain Dickhead to get his ass over here. If Gladys can help, then he sure as fuck can too.”

      Sykes clamped his jaw, maybe fightin’ back some abuse he wanted to shout at Zon.

      Jessie, though—she was grinnin’ at him and tugging on them loops in her ear. It had him wondering if she was gonna defy her daddy and come to the plane wreck with him tonight.

      That had him stridin’ to the container like he had a rocket up his ass. He had a fuck-load of crap to move before he could even start that kinda thinkin’.
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      Gunner’s attempt at sleep was laced with nightmares that were a hideous concoction of images. Jae-Ellen’s face contorted with excruciating pain. His wife and daughter huddled together in a dirty blanket. His mother starving to death in an abandoned jail.

      As soon as the sun provided some light to his darkness, he stood and crept out of the hut. He was careful not to stand on any of the creaking floorboards or the survivors sleeping on new mattresses that’d been hastily crammed into the space late last night.

      He hadn’t been allocated a mattress. Nor did he want one. He didn’t deserve any luxuries—not when it was his fault they were all here in the first place.

      The survivors had celebrated yesterday’s container haul with a feast of crackers topped with horseradish or lingonberry jam, and sweet treats like chocolate-covered cookies and berry-flavored jellies. And they’d washed it all down with a can each of either apple or pear cider. With the amount of sugar they’d consumed last night, it was a wonder any of them had slept. He’d enjoyed the feast with them, but with each mouthful he’d eaten and each oat cookie Zon handed out, Gunner had wanted to remind them that they should be rationing. He hadn’t though, and he doubted he would’ve been able to stop them if he’d wanted to.

      Zon was in charge.

      And despite some of the crazy things the gator hunter had done and continued to do, how he’d handled the unloading of the container yesterday proved he could be a leader after all.

      Gunner relieved himself in the bushes and returned to the fire, dragging a log with him. He tossed it onto the smoldering embers along with some twigs and a pile of leaves that had been sheltering beneath the nearest hut. Within seconds, he had flames going. It was a ritual he’d repeated nearly every day since they’d reached dry land.

      But how many more?

      A repetitive metallic screech sounded beyond the fire, and through the smoke was Quinn, pushing Gladys in her chariot. Sykes was limping behind them. His face was crumpled with sorrow. Maybe Sykes had fought hideous nightmares all night long too. The squeaky wheelbarrow was both a godsend and a humiliation for Gladys. She would miss the comfort of her wheelchair every single day. It was his fault she didn’t have it, and it was yet another burden he had to live with each time he saw her crammed into that barrow.

      Her arrival at the fire coincided with several more figures emerging from her dormitory hut. Despite the sun’s glow only just cresting the horizon, it didn’t surprise him. Shifting Gladys from a bunk bed to the wheelbarrow required two men, and it was impossible to do it quietly. Nobody protested though. Out of all of them, Gladys had to be the one who suffered the most, yet she never complained about anything.

      Bronwyn stood at the edge of the circle of logs around the fire. Usually she looked like she was about to pass out or burst into tears. Today she was grinning. “Anyone want coffee?”

      Gunner bulged his eyes at the elderly woman. “We have coffee?”

      Bronwyn’s smile took years off her haggard appearance. “We sure do. Coffee beans and grinders, and even plungers to brew it. No sugar or milk though.” She emitted a cackle that bordered on wicked, and he imagined she’d laugh like that with her five grandkids. Another pang of guilt stabbed at Gunner.

      Shaking it off, he adjusted the log on the fire with his boot. “Is there enough coffee for everyone?”

      “There’s enough for each of us to have one coffee a day for about two weeks.”

      Saliva pooled on his tongue. “In that case, it’s a yes from me.” Gunner sighed and a sliver of contentment shunted into his brain.

      “Yes please.”

      “Me please.”

      The rest of the survivors around the fire agreed, and Bronwyn and three of the elderly women who’d had the job of putting the equipment away last night disappeared into the kitchen hut. People were sleeping in there, but the offer of coffee would no doubt have them awake in no time.

      The ladies returned bearing IKEA trays topped with coffee mugs, bags of coffee beans, grinders, and teaspoons. Roger and Quinn followed them carrying a table that the impromptu baristas could use, and Bronwyn made a show of elegantly placing a blue and white checkered tablecloth on top.

      It was positively civilized.

      Four huge saucepans filled with fresh water were placed onto the flames. And as they set about grinding coffee beans and measuring portions into the glass coffee pots, more people emerged.

      The smell of coffee was outstanding, and Gunner was mesmerized by both the delightful aromas emanating from the coffee grounds and the frustratingly slow process of making a simple cup of coffee. Usually, when he’d cruised around the world, coffee was just one button-push away.

      Simply boiling the water out here took forever.

      Life had been so simple. He’d never wanted for anything. He longed for that life again. A hot shower with soap . . . a padded chair . . . a ring on his finger. His heart ached as his thoughts swayed to his wife and daughter. Scraping his bare feet through the sand, he tried to shove the barbaric images that’d flooded his brain sometime during the night from his mind. But they were still there. In graphic detail. Forever burned into the backs of his eyelids.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, begging the nightmare to be over.

      It never would be. Not until he held his family in his arms again.

      Huffing out a breath, he clamped his fist and returned his gaze to the flames.

      But it was the eyes of Gladys that caught his attention. Her glare drew him in. She raised her hand and waved him forward. “Mr. McCrae, may I have a word please?”

      Although it was a question, her tone implied she wouldn’t take no for an answer. Swallowing the dryness in his throat, he pushed from his log seat and dusted off his hand. Despite everything she’d been through and was still going through, Gladys still managed to smile upon his approach. He contemplated sitting in one of the seats beside her that Bronwyn and the other ladies had vacated, but he opted to stand instead.

      “Is everything okay, Gladys? Do you need something?”

      “Yes. I need you to listen because I’m only going to say this once.” She’d lowered her voice, forcing Gunner to lean in to hear her properly. “You think losing your hand is devastating, don’t you?”

      He blinked at her. Her eyes darkened and her jaw clamped. Her question was callous, rude, shocking. It caught him off-guard, stole all his sense of reasoning.

      “Let me tell you about devastating. I was thirty-two years old when a horse-riding accident put me in a wheelchair for the rest of my life. I’ve been a cripple for nearly thirty years. I’ve been watching you wallow in self-pity. Believe me, what’s happened to you is nothing. I can’t even go to the bathroom unassisted. It didn’t stop me though. I finished my nursing degree and worked for the army. I got married. I raised two children. Life is possible with a disability. Not just life, Mr. McCrae. I’m talking about living, really truly living.” She paused her speech and leveled her eyes to his.

      A sting in his mouth and the tang of blood confirmed he’d bitten his tongue. Her vicous reprimand wasn’t unfamiliar territory. But it’d been decades since he’d been spoken to like that. Not since his stretch in the orphanage. It dragged him back decades. To a time when he was a young teenager and had been forced to live with people he didn’t know. People he hadn’t cared for. This was the same. He was again forced to live with people he didn’t know. Except there was a major difference . . . he did care for these people. He cared for every single one of them.

      Gladys was right. He’d been a fool. A pathetic, selfish, gutless fool. A blaze of embarrassment heated his neck and throat. But as the seconds ticked on and Gladys’ eyes penetrated his, his brain eased back from the crushing overload. He studied her wasted legs. They were nothing but useless dead weights, unable to even support her feet. There was no comparison between his missing limb and her debilitating disability.

      The shocking perspective provided lightning-bolt clarity.

      He swallowed, and managed to form a response. “I’m sorry, Glad—”

      “Sorry my ass.” She thumped the side of the wheelbarrow. “You listen to me, Mr. McCrae. It’s time you got your Captain’s hat back on and led this sorry mob. Zon did a great job yesterday, but he doesn’t have what you have.” She grabbed his mangled wrist, pulled him closer, and poked her finger to his forehead. “Use what’s up there. That’s what’s going to save you . . . save us. Doesn’t matter how many pairs of hands we have. Without intelligent and strategic thinking, we’re all doomed. Start with that boat out there, and get creative.” She released her vise on his wrist, and he eased back.

      He scanned the growing crowd surrounding the fire. Every one of them looked forlorn and exhausted as they watched the coffee-making process like starving hyenas. The word doomed bounced around his head.

      What they’d been though already was enough to reduce him to nausea.

      But if they didn’t do something, no, if he didn’t do something, they were destined for a hell of a lot worse. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me with words. Thank me with actions.”

      Nodding, he backed away, and without a second thought about coffee, headed for the well-worn path to the beach. Stretching his neck from side to side, he tried to loosen the knot that’d settled into his spine sometime in the early hours of the morning.

      Last night’s full moon had brought with it a king tide, and nature had done a perfect job of settling the container well away from the rocks and coral that’d scraped along its bottom. The empty shipping container was now firmly secure on dry sand, halfway up the beach. Until the next king tide dislodged it again.

      Gunner walked in the opposite direction to the container, dodging the new wave of plastic bottles that’d washed up on the beach. The king tide had also brought a giant dead tree into their cove. Based on how white it was, it’d possibly been floating at sea for years. Its severed branches stuck in the air like a bunch of gnarly fingers. The driftwood was going to make excellent firewood . . . once they chopped it up and carted it to the huts.

      Skirting around it, he headed for the decrepit jetty just as the sun speared golden rays into a roll of dark clouds gathered on the distant horizon. It hadn’t rained for three days, but if their time there was a pattern to be repeated, then they were well and truly due for a drenching.

      Gunner strode along the jetty and jumped onto Free Spirit. The yacht’s teak decking was immaculate. But it was about the only aspect in that condition. The guard rails were mangled, the wheel was buckled, and the mast that once would’ve towered forty-feet-tall, had been snapped off like it was merely a matchstick. Just three foot of it remained—its shattered stub clung to the deck like a splintered bone.

      It’d been a tough decision to cut the broken mast free when they’d first found the yacht. But even if they had been able to salvage it, they would never have been able to piece the two back together. They’d managed to recover the bulk of the rigging, but the mainsail was shredded beyond repair. The boom was gone. The jib was gone. The spinnaker pole was gone. All the electronics were fried. And there was no fuel left to start the engine even if by some miracle it still worked after the EMP attack.

      Shaking his head, he sighed and glanced out beyond the horseshoe-shaped bay to the distant ocean. According to the maps on the wall of the communications hut, their four and half square miles of island was approximately one thousand miles south of Hawaii.

      That was a lot of ocean to cover, especially in a crippled yacht.

      Gladys’ comments lobbed into his brain like an unpinned grenade. Get creative.

      He returned his gaze to the mast, and the driftwood caught his attention. Gunner strolled to the yacht’s guardrail and peered down at the half-submerged tree. It was enormous, a good thirty feet long, and its girth was twice that of his torso. An idea trickled into his brain. Piece by piece, it slotted together. Weeks of wallowing in self-pity melted away, and with the rising sun, a band of hope surged into his heart.

      I can do this.

      We can. The survivors. All of us together as a team.

      We’ll make Free Spirit seaworthy again, starting with a replacement mast and sail.

      We will no longer wait for help to come to us.

      We’re going to go and get it.

      The driftwood was no solution for the mast. It was too big, too heavy, and bent at jagged angles. Shielding his eyes from the dazzling sunrise, he studied the coconut trees lining the beach. Any one of them would be ideal. They were tall and straight and solid. The challenging aspect would be securing the timber mast onto the yacht and making a sail strong enough to withstand extreme wind.

      Gunner jumped off the jetty, waded into the water, and lugged the driftwood closer to the shore.

      “Hey, Captain. You forgot your coffee. You okay?” Sykes limped across the sand toward him carrying two mugs. He’d had a tough couple of days with his leg. Despite Gladys’ insistence that he keep the bandages on, he’d removed them, citing the constant itching as driving him mental. And the stubborn bastard had stuck to his guns, even when he’d bumped his leg several times and Gunner had seen the agony on his face like it was skywriting.

      “I’m fine.” Unable to drag it any farther, Gunner dropped the driftwood and waded out of the water, shoving plastic bottles aside as he went. He reached for the coffee mug and inhaled the delicious coffee aroma. A moan of appreciation tumbled from his throat. “Thank you.”

      Gunner closed his eyes and inhaled again. Oh yeah. “God I’ve missed this.” He sipped the coffee, savoring every mouthful. The bitter liquid was absolute heaven.

      “Me too. I see you found some firewood.”

      He met Sykes’ gaze. “Yep. I’ve figured out a plan too.”

      “About time.” Sykes did a curt nod, but an apprehensive look flashed across his eyes.

      His anxiety was justified. However, it was something else in Sykes’ expression that had Gunner’s heart swelling . . . loyalty. And relief. He’d been trying to boot Gunner into action since they’d landed on these damn islands. It was probably a kick in the teeth for Sykes that Gladys had been the one who’d got him moving.

      Gunner shoved the theory aside. He needed to focus on what he should’ve been doing for weeks . . . devising a rescue plan.

      He drained his coffee, already feeling the buzz of caffeine coursing through his veins. “We’re going to make Free Spirit seaworthy again.”

      Sykes lowered his mug and cocked his head. “What do you need me to do?”

      Gunner grinned and slapped Sykes on the shoulder. Typical Sykes. Always keen to help. Unyielding in his support. “Any chance you can grab an axe? And if you find Zon or Pauline, ask them to join me. I’d appreciate their help too.”

      “Roger that.” Sykes grabbed Gunner’s empty mug and limped away with his gait more upbeat than when he’d approached.

      Gunner turned his attention back to the driftwood, and using his foot to brace against the trunk, he snapped off a limb that was about the size of his arm. After tossing the branch onto the sand, he repeated the move with three more limbs. In the water, he fished out a large plastic soda bottle from the sea of rubbish.

      Back on the beach, he drove the bottle into the sand lid first. Butting right up next to the bottle, he shoved in one of the branches. He did the same with the second branch, and was in the process of shoving in the third branch, when Sykes returned with Pauline, Quinn, and Cloe.

      Quinn saluted. “Good morning, Captain.”

      “Yes, it is.” Gunner grinned, but their smiling responses had his heart clenching.

      They’d been through so much, and he’d dragged them down even further with his pathetic self-pity bullshit. Not anymore. Gladys was right. It was time to get his act together. His only hope of saving the remaining survivors and returning home to his family was this yacht. But he needed help to make it work.

      “You wanted me, sir?” Pauline’s weight loss had been dramatic. Her shorts were held up by rope and her sunken cheeks no longer glowed with her youth. Her inner strength shone through though—she hadn’t yet given up. Maybe it was her new fiancé, who was waiting at home for her that was keeping her going.

      “Correct. I want your opinion on this.” He directed her attention to the bottle and the branches he’d positioned around it. “Imagine this bottle is what’s left of the yacht’s shattered mast. We’re going to make a mast out of one of those trees.” He pointed at the dozens of trees lining the beach. “And attach three sturdy logs to the base of the old mast like this.” He pointed at the branches around the bottle. “Then lift the tree on top of that stump and use four branches as brackets to hold the tree in place.” He demonstrated by shoving the fourth branch next to the bottle. “We’d need a decent amount of rope to lash it into place.” He stood back and met Pauline’s green eyes. “Will that work?”

      Simultaneously frowning and nodding, she heaved a sigh. “Yes, yes I think it would. We’ll need to attach three ropes to the top of the mast and secure them to the deck to strengthen its position.”

      He clicked his fingers. “Exactly. Thanks to IKEA, we’ve got some king-sized sheets that we can make into sails with the sewing kits from the life rafts.” He grinned. Damn, it felt good.

      “But . . .” Cloe shifted her feet in the sand. “Not everyone will fit on that boat.”

      Gunner inhaled and shook his head. “No. I’ll only be able to take a few people with me. But we can’t sit here anymore hoping to be saved. We’re going to find help and bring back a rescue party.”

      “Who exactly do you plan on taking with you?” Sykes clamped his jaw.

      “We’re jumping the gun. Let’s see if we can build a mast and make a sail first. We’ll discuss the rest once we’ve ensured Free Spirit is seaworthy.”

      When Sykes lowered his eyes, Gunner assumed he thought he wouldn’t be one of the sailors on Free Spirit. With his wound still giving him grief, Gunner didn’t think he would be either. And it tore him apart that he would once again be letting his first mate down. But he couldn’t think about that now. They were a long way from that decision anyway.

      “Right.” He turned his attention to the trees. “Let’s find us a new mast.”

      The foursome strode toward the tree line. Their options were abundant, with several decent trees to choose from. In addition, there were dozens of thinner trees that would make suitable bracing beams.

      They found the perfect tree—tall and straight, and not too thick. With the decision made, Gunner reached for the axe still clutched in Sykes’ hand. Sykes blinked at him. Since they’d arrived on the islands, it’d been Sykes and Zon who’d been doing the tree chopping.

      “I’ve got one good hand. I might as well use it.” Gunner needed to prove he was capable. To them, and to himself.

      With a curt nod, Sykes handed the axe forward.

      “Stand back. There’s no telling where this will go.” Gunner aimed the blade at a forty-five-degree angle and slammed it into the tree trunk. The vibration shuddered through the axe handle and up his arm, but barely made a dent in the toughened wood. He gave it all he had, and within minutes, he had sweat dribbling down his back and stinging his eyes, but the tree had a nice chunk taken out of it too.

      A few more survivors had gathered on the beach, and Quinn and Cloe kept them out of the way.

      Conceding he was done, Gunner handed the axe to Sykes.

      “Good job, sir.”

      “Thank you.” Wiping sweat from his forehead, he stepped into the shade of the bushes with the rest of the onlookers. His body throbbed and his hand ached. But it felt good.

      Within minutes of Sykes’ punishing chopping, the tree released a loud crack. “Timber!” Sykes hollered as the tree toppled over and crashed on the sand.

      “What’s going on?” Zon’s voice boomed.

      “Zon.” Gunner strode toward him. “About time you got here.”

      “Yeah. Why’s that?”

      Gunner placed his hand on the redhead’s shoulder. “We could use your help.”

      Zon rolled his eyes. “What now?”

      “We’re building a mast for the yacht.”

      Zon shifted his gaze from the felled tree to the battered yacht. “You thinkin’ of goin’ somewhere?”

      Gunner laughed. “It depends on whether or not this works. But I hope so.”

      Zon’s nose whistled. “Oh yeah? Who’s goin’ with ya?”

      He shook his head. “No idea yet. We need to fix the yacht first. Can you give us a hand with the next tree? You’ll chop it down in half the time I took.” It did Gunner well to stroke Zon’s ego.

      Gunner led Zon to the next tree they’d identified as ideal for the bracing poles they needed.

      “Stand back,” Zon bellowed.

      Gunner shifted backward, and Cindy stepped beside him. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re building a mast for the yacht.”

      “Oh.” Flicking her blonde hair from her eyes, a frown drilled across her forehead. “Is that going to work?”

      “Absolutely.”

      A loud crack confirmed Zon had already made a dent in the tree. “Get outta the fuckin’ way.”

      The tree keeled over and hit the sand with a thud. Zon held the axe up with one arm. “That’s how ya do it.”

      “Good work.” Gunner strode over and clapped Zon on the back. “We need it chopped into four equal lengths.”

      “Just tell me where.”
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      By the time the sun was a flaming white ball overhead, they had four bracing poles that would hopefully secure the mast in position. They also had one pole that was about twenty feet tall. It wasn’t as high as the original mast had been, but Gunner wasn’t prepared to take a risk with anything much bigger. It was going to be hard enough securing the one they had into position.

      Zon drove the axe into the sand. “I ain’t doin’ no more choppin’ until I eat.”

      Gunner’s stomach twisted with hunger pains like it knew what Zon had said. “Fair enough. Lead the way.”

      “Grub time.” Zon stomped ahead and the others fell in behind him.

      Sykes limped to Gunner’s side. “You know he’s going to get stuck into all the food again, don’t you?”

      Gunner nodded. “I know.”

      “Someone’s got to tell him that we need to ration.”

      “I know that too.”

      Back at the huts, the survivors were a hive of activity. Empty boxes and Styrofoam packing were strewn everywhere. Sterling and Madeline were in the middle of constructing a dining chair each. Brandi and Col were doing the same. Albert and his daughter were building a table. His five friends were building two more. Max and the kids were putting together lanterns that would shelter candle flames from the wind, and Jennifer had a bright green toy snake wrapped around her neck and was skipping around with a stuffed monkey in her arms.

      Two tables had already been made, and Pauline and Gabby were in the process of cutting up yesterday’s haul of pawpaws, bananas, and coconuts on brand-new chopping boards using shiny kitchen knives. Previously they’d used the axe to cut up their food. The grins on the women’s faces confirmed their gratitude.

      Bronwyn was seated beside Gladys, and the two of them were making a flower wreath with the fake plants. They had cut letters out of some of the large fake leaves.

      Gunner’s heart clamped like a fist.

      The letters spelled out Jae-Ellen. The decorations were for her grave.

      It was hardly enough. She deserved so much better. They all did.

      Zon strode out of the hut clutching a box under his arm. “Who’s hungry?”

      Everyone agreed they were. It was a stupid question. They’d all been starving since the EMP struck the ship. Gunner had always kept a lean figure. Now though, his ribs were prominent and he couldn’t sleep on his back anymore. Not when his backbone ground against the hardwood floor all night.

      Still, he wasn’t looking forward to having this discussion with Zon. He sat on his usual log by the fire. “Hey, Zon, I know everyone is hungry, but I think we need to go steady with that food.”

      Zon glared at him. “Oh yeah. Why’s that?”

      “Don’t get me wrong. We are lucky to have it.”

      “Yeah, no shit. That’s why we’re gonna eat it.”

      Gunner opened his arms, trying to portray absolute calmness. “But we don’t know where our next meal is coming from, so we need to ration. It makes sense to save these until we absolutely need them. We still have fruit and coconuts to eat.” Gunner pointed at the fresh food.

      Zon adjusted his stance, squaring off at Gunner. “You wanna ration, you go for it.”

      Sykes stood with his fists clenched at his side. “I agree with Gunner.” His gruff voice highlighted his conviction.

      Zon glared at Sykes. “Of course you fuckin’ do.” The fire in his response was typical Zon. He was like a stick of dynamite—once lit, his fury was impossible to snuff out.

      “Me too,” Pauline called from the table where she’d paused halfway through carving a football-sized pawpaw.

      Zon clenched his jaw.

      Cloe stood next, and Quinn joined her. “And us.”

      A wave of pride washed through Gunner as one by one people sided with him.

      But when Zon turned his gaze to Jessie and she squirmed on her seat, Gunner’s stomach churned. Whatever she was preparing to say, wasn’t going to go down well with Zon.

      “Zon,” Jessie said gently. “It’s so generous of you to want to hand out those treats. But those packaged items won’t expire anytime soon. We could store them to eat on days when we don’t catch fish or find fruit. What do you think?”

      Zon blinked at her. Confusion flared across his eyes.

      Gunner actually felt sorry for him.

      “You’ve all lost your fuckin’ heads. You know what he’s been doin’ behind our backs?” He jabbed a finger at Gunner, his eyes blazing with a cast-iron glare. “He’s planning on pissin’ off an’ leavin' us.”

      Gunner shot to his feet. “What’re you talking about?”

      “You’re getting that yacht ready.” He turned to Jessie. “He told me his-self.” He scanned the crowd, his neck flaring red. “He probably doesn’t want us to eat these so he can take ’em with him.”

      Gunner rolled his eyes to the clouds high above and huffed out a sigh.

      Gabby stepped out from behind the table with her hands on her hips. “Is that true, Mr. McCrae? Are you leaving us?”

      Guilty tendrils inched up his spine. Damn it. He could’ve handled this a whole lot better. “No.” His gut twisted. “Actually . . . I’ll rephrase that. With some help, I’m hoping to make the yacht seaworthy. If and when that happens, and if we haven’t been rescued by then, I’m planning on taking the yacht to search for help for everyone. So, I guess the answer is yes, I am leaving. But I can promise you this. I am not abandoning you. I’m doing this for you. For everyone. Including you, Zon.”

      “Do you intend to make that journey on your own?” Gabby pouted her lips in a way that was probably well-practiced for the camera.

      “No. It’s impossible for me to sail the yacht alone.” He resisted drawing attention to his mangled arm. “I will need a few people to go with me.”

      “And who might that be?” she demanded.

      “I haven’t made that decision yet. But make no mistake. It could be extremely dangerous. We have no working electrical components, so we can’t communicate with anyone. We will be relying on the sun, the stars and a compass, and forty-year-old maps from the walls in that hut to hopefully find land. On top of that, we’re making a mast out of a tree and a sail out of IKEA bedsheets, and they could be ripped to shreds in the first storm we encounter. We have no idea how long it will take to find help. So yes, we will be taking some supplies with us. Whoever agrees to come with me will be making a huge sacrifice. One that may cost them their lives. So Gabby, at this stage I have no idea who will be going with me.” He lied. Gunner already had two names that were at the very top of his list.

      “Yeah, well, don’t fuckin’ count on me joinin’ ya.” Zon tossed the box of chocolates toward the kitchen hut and several packets spilled out. He stormed away, his angry pace kicking sand up behind his boots. “Fuck the lot of ya,” he yelled over his shoulder. “Catch your own fuckin’ fish from now on.”

      Fury burned in Gunner’s gut as Zon disappeared behind the trees.

      Zon was one person he absolutely needed with him on that yacht.
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      After Zon stormed off and the tension around the campsite settled, Madeline and Sterling returned their attention to the new chairs they’d started building at sunrise. She was ridiculously excited at the prospect of sitting in a chair with a back on it.

      It was crazy what simple things they missed from their old lives, and it’d become a bit of sport, albeit a frustrating one, discussing it amongst the survivors, usually over a measly meal.

      Following the pictorial instructions to build the chair was easy—using the Allen key, not so much, and it took way longer than she’d anticipated. Madeline had never been very patient. Not since her kidnapping had taught her how precious life was. Every minute needed to be lived. Maybe it was why she preferred to spend each day searching the island, rather than sitting around the camp staring at the flames like most of them did.

      After tightening the final screw into place, she flipped the chair upright. Closing her eyes, Madeline slid onto the seat like she was sitting on a throne. “Oh my God. This is heaven.”

      Sterling finished his chair, turned it over, and joined her. “How good is this?”

      “Amazing.” She grinned. He was amazing. When he smiled, her heart did a delightful waltz at the way he looked at her. . . like he was looking right into her soul.

      “Who’s ready for breakfast?” Pauline asked the question that didn’t require a response.

      Sitting upon their chairs, alongside Brandi and Col who’d finished building theirs too, they had their breakfast. And for the first time since they’d abandoned ship, Madeline was eating food off a plate. As much as she would’ve loved a chocolate cookie, she was glad that they’d come to an agreement as a group not to. Madeline and Sterling had somehow slipped into the role of the primary gatherers for the survivors, with their focus on the fruit variety. Max, Jackson, Zon, and Sykes caught the animal varieties like fish and eels, and those giant crabs that sometimes took two people to carry back to camp. The pressure to provide food for everyone was huge. On the days when they didn’t have success, and the others didn’t catch anything either, if there weren’t any leftovers from the previous day, they went to bed starving.

      Having the IKEA food as a backup was a huge weight off their shoulders.

      She and Sterling were a good team though. Sterling had an uncanny ability to spot food hidden amongst even the densest vegetation, and Madeline’s job was to climb the trees to retrieve it. Sterling had stopped telling her to be careful a long time ago, and she couldn’t decide if it was because he knew she was, or because he thought she wasn’t listening.

      Truth was, she was always listening to him. Sterling was a good talker, and she’d learned so much about him. His childhood. His family and crazy brother who preferred a skateboard over a career. Sterling’s love of teaching and the kids he’d taught. His fiancée who’d left him at the altar. Stupid woman would regret that.

      She’d never met a guy like him who could talk about anything while simultaneously making her feel at ease. Actually, she’d never met anyone like him, period. It was like they’d known each other forever, and that meant he didn’t need to ask about her life. At least that was the false reasoning she gave herself. Sterling was probably itching to ask her questions. Especially regarding some of the hints she’d inadvertently revealed about her childhood horror.

      But unlike Gabby, who made sticking her nose into everyone’s business a priority, Sterling was a gentleman. Maybe he thought Madeline would tell him in her own time. Day after day, as they searched the island, just the two of them traipsing through the jungle, she grew closer and closer to opening up.

      Sterling placed his hand on her knee. “Shall we get going?”

      “Yep.” She tossed the coconut shell she’d been gnawing into the fire and stood.

      Grinning, she selected a brand-new wicker basket that was big enough for her to sit in from the selection lined up inside the kitchen hut. Sterling grabbed a colorful bag with giant red flowers printed on the outside and filled it with two water bottles, a compass, an axe, and a length of rope.

      Madeline led the way, strolling along the path that would ultimately lead to the hill. The birds were always noisier in the morning. Their screeches overhead and as they swooped amongst the trees were so deafening, conversation was nearly impossible. Tiny soldier crabs scurried across the rotting jungle floor, and it was a test in balance to dodge them.

      She stopped at the end of the path and waited for Sterling to reach her side. “Which way today?”

      A frown drilled across his forehead. “Does it really matter?” The sorrow in his tone had her breath catching.

      Sterling was always upbeat. Positive. Quick to laugh. He looked far from it today.

      She brushed his arm. Prior to meeting Sterling, she would never have touched a man like that. But it was a move that came so naturally to her now. “Hey, are you okay?”

      His eyes softened and his shoulders sagged.

      Her chest squeezed. Something was bothering him and she prayed that he’d share it with her.

      Oh my God. I am such a hypocrite. I never share my troubles with him.

      Maybe that was what was bothering him.

      He scratched his beard. He’d been clean-shaven when she’d first met him in that elevator. It was nearly impossible to remember what he looked like without the beard. “I was just wondering if Gunner would ask me to go with him.”

      Madeline jerked back. Dozens of questions raced through her brain but only one burned on her tongue. “You want him to ask you?”

      He blinked at her. Confusion washed in his eyes. “Yes. Of course.”

      Madeline’s world imploded. Rage blazed through her. “Why?”

      “To get home. To see my parents and brother. Make sure they’re okay.”

      She scrambled to process his comments. “You’d leave me?”

      “No.” His eyes darkened. “I’m not leaving you.”

      “I knew this was too good to be true.” Madeline bit back the scream burning in her throat, strangled the handles of the wicker basket, and stomped away. Shoving twigs aside, she pushed past bushes and ducked under vines, desperate to put distance between her and him.

      I am such an idiot.

      She dodged trees with trunks as thick as her torso, and shuffled under low-hanging branches covered in swamp-colored moss. With each angry step, she dug her nails deeper into her palms.

      “Maddy, wait.”

      She didn’t wait. Shoving around a shrub, its sharp thorns tore at her shirt and sliced her flesh, but she barely noticed. Not when her heart was being torn to shreds. I should’ve known this relationship was false. It was convenient. That was all. She was his company while they were stranded on this damn island.

      “Madeline, please.” His shrill voice filtered through the vegetation.

      Clamping her jaw so hard, her teeth hurt. Fury drove her onward. She had no idea where she was going. But it didn’t matter. They were trapped on an island—she couldn’t go far.

      She picked up her pace. Using the basket, she shoved her way through foliage, snapping off branches as she went, and those that she couldn’t break whipped back and stung her flesh with red welts. Her mind flashed to Professor Flint. The first time he’d burned her with a cigarette, he’d barely touched her skin, but the crimson welt had stung for days.

      Tears burned in her eyes, blurring her vision. The knot in her throat made it impossible to breathe. But she kept going, striding harder, racing away. From him. From everything.

      “Madeline. Stop!” His breaths were ragged. “Can we at least talk?”

      Talking was pointless. It was trust that mattered. Every man in her life had broken her trust. Why had I thought Sterling was different?

      “Will you let me explain?” he yelled through the bushes.

      “There’s nothing to explain.”

      “Yes there is.”

      Continuing her charge, she whipped aside a leaf as broad as her shoulders, tripped over something, and fell to her hands and knees. She yelped as pain ripped across her left palm. Rolling to her side, she turned her hand over. Blood oozed from a jagged cut in the middle. “Damn it.” She punched the basket.

      “Madeline!” Sterling appeared through the foliage. His hair was soaked with sweat, sticking to his forehead, and his cheeks were flushed red. His puffing was ragged, wild. His wide eyes darted to her hand. “Oh, Maddy. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” She spoke through clamped teeth.

      He squatted and reached for her.

      “Don’t touch me.” The words hissed off her tongue. Her anger surprised her, and the way he recoiled, it must’ve surprised him too.

      “Sorry.” He held up his palms and eased away. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I said to upset you so much.”

      “You said you’d leave me.”

      His shoulders sagged.

      “What am I to you? Sonia’s replacement?”

      The mention of the woman who’d left him at the altar had his eyes flaring.

      “Whoa.” His jaw dropped; a scowl drilled across his face. “Where did that come from?”

      “I thought we had something special.” Madeline flicked a tear from her cheek, furious that it was even there.

      Sighing, he tilted his head. A slither of sunlight caught in his left eye, highlighting the intense blue in his iris. He ran his hand over his thigh and cleared his throat. “Come on. Let’s find somewhere to sit. We need to talk.” He stood and offered his hand.

      Ignoring it, she pushed up from the ground.

      Sterling’s expression was all jagged edges and worrisome eyes, loaded with longing. He’d want to wrap his arms around her and hug her to his chest.

      But she couldn’t. Not now. Possibly never again. Her heart cracked. I’ve been such a fool to believe we had something. But how could we? We barely know each other. This situation is so crazy.

      She glanced at the cut on her hand.

      “Oh, babe.” He winced. “That’s not good.”

      “I’ve had worse.” She unclamped her aching jaw.

      His lips drew to a thin line. His eyes pierced her. Words were clearly burning on his lips. But he bit them back and indicated for her to lead the way.

      She took one step and stopped. At her feet was a large rectangular rock. It must have been what she’d tripped over. It was too square to be natural. “Is that concrete?”

      Frowning, Sterling followed her gaze. He bent and ran his hand over it. “It sure is.” He dusted chalky powder off his hands. “I wonder where that came from.”

      Another step revealed another chunk of concrete. And another. “What is this?” she asked as she strode onto a giant slab.

      “Looks like the remains of a building or something.”

      Clutching her aching hand to her chest, she crossed to the other side of the slab and jumped onto the leaf-covered dirt. Following the trail of debris, the canopy above gradually thinned out, allowing more light to penetrate the foliage. Distant sounds of waves confirmed they were heading toward the ocean.

      The dense leaves that were usually underfoot changed to patches of sand, and the vegetation morphed from lush bushes to palms of different varieties and all stages of growth. The farther they went, the less condensed the vegetation became and the more signs of human occupation they saw. Most were just chunks of concrete and metal reinforcing. But they also found old-fashioned Coca-Cola bottles and a rusty bucket.

      Madeline stepped through a pair of towering coconut palms that served as a gateway to yet another concrete slab. A pile of rocks and rubble were on the other side, and beyond that was the ocean.

      “Huh. Strange place for a building,” Sterling said, stepping beside her.

      Shielding her eyes from the sun, she glanced off to the distance, hoping to see something different. No such luck. There was nothing but white crested waves and perfect blue sky. “This whole island is weird.”

      Something flickered across his eyes, like he was contemplating taking a giant leap but didn’t know which way to jump. A tiny smile wobbled across his lips. “Well, I asked for somewhere to sit. Looks like we found it.” Without her response, he removed the bag from his shoulder and sat on the concrete slab with his legs dangling over the edge. He undid the zipper and fished out a water. “Drink?”

      Madeline put down her basket and accepted the bottle. The warm water did little to soothe the burn in her throat.

      Other than the distant waves, silence filled the void between them.

      Sterling would be waiting for her to talk. It was one of his tricks to make people open up. She’d seen him use it on nearly everyone at the camp. But Madeline wasn’t like most people. She was well-practiced at remaining silent.

      Picking up a rock, he tossed it into the incoming swell. A bird swooped at the ripples, maybe thinking it was a fish. He turned to her, his eyes laced with both sorrow and confusion. “Is your hand okay?”

      She’d forgotten about the wound, yet she didn’t bother looking. “I’ll live.”

      “I know you’ll live, Madeline.” His gaze pierced hers. “That isn’t what I asked. Is your hand okay?”

      “Yes. It’s fine.”

      He closed his eyes, leaned on his hands, rolled his head backward, and released a heavy sigh. When he opened his eyes again, he looked at her in that way that made her heart melt.

      Wanting to slap herself for falling for it, she snapped her gaze out to the swooping birds. Madeline had never had the chance to live as free as those birds. Not when her childhood nightmares shackled every thought. Sterling had shown her a glimmer. And then he’d yanked it away again.

      “Will you please sit with me? Come on, babe. Let’s talk about this.” He patted the concrete at his side.

      Anger coiled in the bottom of her stomach like a viper, waiting to strike. She didn’t want to talk. Not the kind of talk he wanted. Yet at the same time it would be unavoidable. If it wasn’t here, while the two of them were alone, it would be back at camp, or on the beach, or in that little rowboat they liked to sit in each afternoon.

      He turned his attention back to the ocean. “If Gunner asked me to go with him, it would mean that he thought I was an important piece in the puzzle to save us. If he needed me, then I’d go. I’d be doing it to save you. To save everyone.”

      “But it’s dangerous. You heard him. You could die.”

      “Maybe.” He captured her gaze. “But I’d die trying to save you. It would be worth it.”

      Her heart clamped at the intensity in his eyes.

      “Madeline, I love you.”

      A lump formed in her throat. “But how can you? We’ve only known each other for a few weeks. You don’t know who I am.”

      “I know you’re a good, honest person who suffered something truly rotten. You are strong and passionate and caring. You’re fiercely independent. You trust no one, including me, and that kills me. I want to get to know you—everything about you. But I understand there are some things you don’t want to share. I, on the other hand, will tell you absolutely anything you want to know about me. I have no secrets. You need to know that, Madeline. I promise never to hide anything from you, my feelings included.”

      She sucked her bottom lip into her mouth, fighting the emotion welling up in her throat. Her mind bounced through his comments, playing and replaying every word. But she’d been wounded so often. Her heart couldn’t stand to be broken again.

      “I will never hurt you, Madeline.”

      The lump solidified in her throat. “Leaving me will hurt me.”

      “Please.” He patted the concrete again. “Will you come sit with me?”

      She forced her feet to shuffle forward and positioned herself a small distance away, dangling her legs over the side.

      “What are you afraid of?”

      She swallowed the lump. “Of losing you.”

      He shifted over and wrapped his arms around her shoulders, squeezing her to his chest. “You’re not going to lose me. I love you.”

      “But you don’t even know me. Not the real me.”

      “So tell me. Please. I want to know everything about you.”

      A brick in her chest grew heavy, weighing on her heart. Sterling reached for her hand and wove his fingers between hers. “I promise you, nothing about your past will change how I feel about you.”

      “You can’t make that promise. People always change.”

      “Well, I’m not like other people.”

      That was true. He made her feel safe and whole. He made her believe that the world was a better place, and that she could live a dream. A dream filled with love and laughter, and a man who loved her equally in return. He was different. Maybe she could believe—

      “Unless . . .” He turned toward her. “Unless . . . you murdered someone and chopped their body up into little tiny pieces and ate them.”

      She shot him a scowl.

      “What? Just saying that maybe I’d look at you slightly differently if that was the case.” A grin curled on his lips. “Especially at night. In the dark. And I’d make sure the new knives were well-hidden.”

      “Stop it.” She slapped his arm, trying to suppress a giggle.

      “Well, you’ve got me worried now. Whatever you did, it can’t be that bad.”

      “It’s not what I’ve done. It’s what happened to me.”

      “Exactly my point, Madeline.” He nudged his shoulder to hers. “Nothing about what happened in your past changes who you are to me. I only know the Madeline before me, and I love her so much my heart aches. Tell me babe, please.”

      “Okay.” Her shoulders softened and she cleared her throat. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      He squeezed her hand. “Consider me officially warned.”

      “Are you always this annoying?”

      “Yes. Now stop procrastinating. We’re running out of time.”

      “Time is the one thing we have plenty of.”

      He grinned. “Aren’t we lucky? Most couples don’t get to spend any time together.”

      Her heart swelled. He was right. They were a couple. Two people united by one extraordinary experience. And other than Gabby and Max, and Cloe and Quinn, they were the only other couple on this island. She should feel blessed for sharing this crazy situation with him. Hopefully sharing her story wouldn’t change that.

      He cupped her cheek. His eyes glistened with sincerity. “Please, Madeline. Let me in.”

      She nodded. It was time. She inhaled a deep breath, and clutching his hand, she revisited a part of her history that she’d vowed never to repeat again. But once she opened the floodgates, she didn’t hold back.

      She told him about Professor Flint whose foul body odor had made her gag.

      She told him about the things Flint did to her that scarred her both mentally and physically.

      She told him about her little mouse, Peanut, who’d saved her in so many ways.

      She told him about the fire that’d killed the devil who’d held her captive for over five months, and how his escape from justice had tortured her as much as her own trauma.

      As she relayed her story, the sun inched across the sky, and a couple of birds dipped and swooped off the distant shore, adding a bizarre contrasting backdrop of freedom to her childhood capture.

      Sterling was a great listener. He barely spoke except to add words of comfort or moans of disbelief. She shed no tears. She’d already cried a lifetime of tears because of what happened to her. Instead, relief washed through her over finally sharing her past with Sterling.

      “The police said I’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time. They don’t believe he’d planned to kidnap me.”

      He huffed. “What? And he just happened to have a dungeon at home.”

      “Well, yes actually.” She detailed finding his mother’s mummified corpse down the trap door.

      “Christ!” He shook his head. “I can’t even imagine. So why were you on that street alone at night?”

      She sighed. “My parents forgot to pick me up from basketball practice after school. I decided to walk home, and Flint took me just two blocks from my own house.”

      “What? Both your parents forgot?”

      “Mom had been asked to bake cakes for a charity auction the school was having on the weekend. She insists she told Dad to pick me up, but he denies it. He, on the other hand, was too busy flirting with the waitress at a café near his work.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yep. He’d been having an affair, and Mom only found out because of my kidnapping.”

      “Your poor mother.”

      “Don’t!” she snapped, and instantly regretted it. “Sorry. But my mother doesn’t deserve any pity.”

      He blinked at her, waiting for an explanation.

      “My kidnapping put Mother in the spotlight. She spent every possible moment trying to draw attention from any media outlet who’d listen.”

      He tilted his head. “But she would’ve done that to help find you.”

      She shook her head. “At first, maybe. But she loved it. She made appointments at the salon to get her hair and makeup done before each interview. I barely recognized her when I was rescued. But her attention seeking didn’t stop there. She continued to chase the media, asking them . . . no, begging them to continue my story. To show the world how well I was doing.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Last thing I wanted was for the world to know what that creep did to me. But it didn’t stop Mother. The reporters didn’t have to do any work to get the gory details out of Mom. My therapist banned her from my sessions.”

      Sterling’s forehead corrugated with a frown. “What about your dad?”

      She huffed. “That waitress . . . he left Mother for her while I was still kidnapped. He said he couldn’t stand what Mother was doing. But she used his cheating as yet another way to get in front of the cameras. She was the distraught mother, desperate to find her kidnapped daughter, who now had a cheating husband to contend with.”

      Sterling shook his head.

      “I believed Dad at first . . . that he’d left her because of what Mom was doing. But he married the waitress about a year after my rescue, and at the wedding, I recognized her. Dad had taken me to her house a few years before. He’d been with her since I was three years old.”

      “Seriously! What an ass!”

      “Yep.”

      He wrapped his arm over her shoulder and squeezed her toward him. “Thank you for telling me. It means so much. And explains so much.”

      “Like how crazy I am?”

      “You’re far from crazy. Trust me, as a teacher, I get to meet plenty of crazy. But now I understand why you don’t want to go home to your parents.”

      “No. They don’t mean anything to me. Haven’t done for a long time.”

      “Well, you’re going to love my parents, and they’re going to love you. I can’t wait for you to meet them. And my crazy brother.”

      “If we get off this island.”

      “We will. I’m certain.” He stood and reached for her hand.

      But as her gaze drifted to an old Coke bottle that’d probably been in the same place for more than fifty years, she wasn’t so sure.
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      Zon drove his spear through the middle of the crab, and with its claws still snapping, he shoved it onto the glowing coals. It stopped snappin’ quick smart. He sat back, kicking up the sand with his bare feet. Clenching his jaw, he looked out to the water. He and Jessie had swam out there just yesterday. Laughin’ and splashin’ each other like a couple a kids.

      He couldn’t believe she’d dissed him in front of them others like that. And he had no idea what she was thinkin’. They had food, right there, and yet they wanna wait. Wait for what? The way he grew up, if there was food, ya ate it. When there wasn’t food, ya starved. He never starved for too long. Somethin’ always turned up.

      Like the brick-sized crab he had roastin’ over the coals. And he was gonna have it all to his-self. The rest of ’em could go fuck themselves.

      In the distance, the sun was starting its descent into the ocean, indicating he had a few more hours of sunshine left. Not that he needed to do nothin’ more. He’d already caught three decent-sized fish for dinner.

      A log shifted in the fire, settling next to his crab feast. It was a quick meal, and the trick with crab was to make sure it wasn’t overcooked. Bubbles oozing outta the shell confirmed it was done. He pulled his snack from the heat and broke off one of the front claws.

      The meat was sweet and tender and so fuckin’ good.

      He didn’t need no chocolate. Everythin’ he needed was right there. He had a roof over his head in the B-26 bomber. He had a comfy bed. Thanks to the rain, he always had water that he funneled from a sheet of iron into an empty baby formula tin. And food . . . it was all around. He just had to catch it. And out here, it was way fuckin’ easier than shootin’ rabbits back home. Those little bastards could get sneaky.

      And this was where he was gonna stay. He had no intention of ever goin’ back to them huts. Except maybe to sneak in when they was all sleeping and nick a few things if he needed ’em, like a chair or a saucepan to give his-self a few comforts. And he’d check in on Jessie, see if she was doin’ okay. But other than that, he ain’t goin’ back. Them stupid bastards could sort their own shit out.

      “Hey, Zon.”

      Gulping down the crab meat, he turned. Jessie was strollin’ toward him, swingin’ those hips like she was half dancin’. He didn’t think she’d come his way. Not after what she did. Not so soon anyways.

      He groaned, but his heart did a weird flip at the same time. “Whadda you want?”

      He shifted his gaze back to his grub and slid the crab off the spear onto a banana leaf he’d been using as a plate for a few days. With the large kitchen knife he’d already nicked, he peeled open the shell. The smell was good, but the taste . . . that there was heaven. Heaven that he ain’t sharin’.

      She sat right beside him, their thighs touchin’, warmin’ up his insides in ways that they shouldn’t, and he hated and fuckin’ loved it at the same time.

      The stitches in her leg stuck outta her skin like they was hairy caterpillars. She was kinda brave for a city chic. All the other womenfolk he’d met woulda been cryin’ forever if their leg was messed up like that. The fact that Jessie didn’t care made her even more sexy. He hated that too.

      The sooner she pissed off, the better. He carried on eatin’ like she weren’t sittin’ beside him smelling like coconut and hot-blooded woman.

      “Hey, come on. I’m sorry.” She placed her hand on his leg, and he was torn between flicking it away and lovin’ every bit of it.

      Jessie had his fuckin’ head all messed up.

      And she knew it.

      “No you ain’t. You meant what ya said.”

      He hated what she did to him. Before he’d met her, he’d known who he was. Now he had no fuckin’ idea.

      “Actually, that’s true.” She removed her hand and inhaled. “However, I should never have done it like that, in front of everyone. I embarrassed you and I never intended to.”

      He pulled off the second crab claw, snapped it open, and sucked out the meat. “Yeah, well, it don’t matter no more. I’m done with helpin’ ’em.”

      “Hmmm. That smells great.”

      “Yep. I know.”

      “You’re a really great hunter.”

      “Yep. Know that too.”

      “And that was my point back there. Because of you and how skilled you are at catching fish and crab and eels, we haven’t starved. We’d be in a real mess without you.”

      He glanced down at her and his thoughts clanged together, simultaneously trying to figure out if she was just yankin’ his chain or if she meant what she said.

      She tugged on them loops on her ear and ran her tongue over her lip in that way that had his groin bouncin’ to life. “Dad thinks you’re amazing.”

      Now he knew she was lying.

      “Yeah, bullshit.” He turned his attention back to the crab, pulled off a chunk of white meat about the size of his thumb, and shoved it into his mouth.

      “It’s true. Dad raves about you nonstop. About how you saved me from that shark, and how you saved Gunner at the ship. And he’s always telling people just how lucky we are to have you.”

      His brain scrambled to catch up. He turned to her. In the afternoon sunlight, her skin was milky-white perfection. It contrasted with her hair that was as black as crow’s feathers. Zon had never been this close to a woman as fuckin’ hot as Jessie. She had his insides doin’ all sortsa weird shit, and if he weren’t careful, he was gonna lean over and plant his lips on hers.

      Her eyes met his and a silent beat crossed between them. It was like she was beggin’ him to do it. To kiss her. Thinkin’ he got nothing to lose anyways, he leaned over and did exactly that.

      Her lips were soft and sweeter than nothin’ he ever tasted. She curled her hand up, driving her fingers through his long hair, and damned if she wasn’t tuggin’ him closer.

      Zon forgot all about bein’ mad at her. The only thing whizzing through his mind was how fuckin’ lucky he was to be stranded on an island with the hottest chick in the world.

      All too soon, she eased back, but when she tugged her bottom lip into her mouth, he was thinkin’ that she wanted more.

      He had a hell of a lot more where that came from.

      She shoved her hair behind her ear and the sweetest smile crawled across her lips. “I really am sorry.”

      He shrugged. “It’s okay.” He’d forgive her a thousand times over if she apologized like that every time.

      She curled her hand over his thigh and between his legs. “Do you forgive me?”

      He just about choked on his tongue. “Yep. All good.”

      “Thank you. I agree with Dad, by the way. Half of us would be dead if we didn’t have you.”

      Nobody had ever said nothin’ nice about him, and he had no idea what to say. But if he didn’t have crab meat all over his fingers, he’d a clutched her cheeks and pulled her in for another kiss.

      “Want to go for a swim?”

      He blinked at her. Maybe she was thinkin’ the same thing.

      “Sounds good to me.”

      She stood, and right in front a him, she peeled outta her clothes until she was standin’ just in her underpants.

      His jaw dropped.

      She giggled. Her perky boobs wobbled right in front of his face.

      Zon truly had died an’ gone to heaven.

      She spun on her heels. “Come on, slow poke.” Jessie raced to the water, and Zon wished like hell he was in front of her to see that.

      He stripped down to his jocks in two seconds flat and chased her into the water. They ducked beneath the surface and sunlight streamed through the blue ocean like spears. She twisted and turned like a mermaid, and Zon couldn’t drag his eyes off her.

      Each time she looked at him, he hoped she liked what she saw too.

      Swimming side by side, they cruised along a gully lined with dozens and dozens of colorful coral. If she was scared of sharks, she sure didn’t show it none. Hundreds of tiny fish swam in amongst the plants, shiftin’ this way and that together like they’d planned it.

      Gliding over a giant rock, they came face to face with a huge turtle. It looked at him with big green eyes, blinked very slowly, and Zon was thinkin’ how tasty it’d be after he’d roasted it over his fire. Jessie musta known what he was considering ’cause she punched him in the arm and shook her finger.

      “What?” he mouthed with a smile.

      The turtle moved its front flippers, caught the current, and glided away. Little did it know that Jessie had just saved its life. They popped up to the surface, and she climbed onto his shoulders, shoving him under.

      The rest of the afternoon was on repeat with them explorin’ underwater and splashin’ around like a couple of kids when they returned to the surface. Zon had grown up without no one to play with. He was makin’ up for it now though. Life was mighty fine. Especially with Jessie’s tits on full display. What I’d give to cup them in my hands . . .

      The sun vanished behind the trees, and with the shadows, came a swift breeze. Jessie started shiverin’. He reached for her. “Come on. You’re freezing.”

      She clutched her hand in his, and together they swam to the shore.

      They spent the remaining rays of sunlight adding wood to the fire and preparing the fish he’d already caught.

      That night, after they’d feasted on barbecue fish and sat side by side warming by the fire, Jessie came to his bed, and with her curled into his arms, she drifted off to sleep. For a long while he tried to analyze why this beautiful, crazy, smart, funny woman wanted to be with him. But it didn’t matter. She was with him.

      Zon closed his eyes and did somethin’ he ain’t never done in his life. He prayed.

      He prayed that they never got rescued.

      ’Cause they was already livin’ in the best place in the world.
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      It’d been four days since Gunner had that argument with Zon, and nobody except Jessie and Jackson had seen him since he’d stomped off. Gunner had hoped he’d cool his heels and come back to camp. But the bastard was stubborn. Gunner would need to make the first move. Which he’d been prepared to do. He’d just got wrapped up in preparing the yacht.

      Progress had been slow. Too damn slow. The mast alone had taken an entire day to attach. If they’d had Zon’s help, it could’ve gone up sooner. And more smoothly. The tree had toppled onto Free Spirit’s deck four times before they’d secured it upright. But not before Cloe and Sterling had acquired more bruises, and Sykes had reopened his wound.

      Gladys was furious with him. But Sykes was even more furious at himself. He’d stomped around camp for the last two days with a hideous scowl on his face that told everyone not to go near him. They hadn’t.

      Gunner had left him alone too, because there was a conversation they were yet to have, and with Sykes in that mood, he had absolutely no intention of doing it just yet.

      Sykes probably knew that his recurring injury to that bullet wound would be the defining objection between him going with Gunner on the boat and staying on the island. Gunner needed the best people with him. Sykes hadn’t been the same since Zon had put a bullet in him.

      It was ironic that Gunner was considering Zon over Sykes. Then again, Sykes had probably already seen that nail in the coffin.

      After another hard day fixing the yacht, when the sun was making its last gasp on the horizon, Gunner dragged his weary body into the communications hut in search of Albert and his friends. Each day, after the chores were done, the six preppers spent most afternoons in that hut, fiddling with the equipment. Not that it helped.

      “Hey, guys, how are things going?” He pulled over a chair and straddled it, facing them.

      “Same as usual.” Albert sighed. “Nothing works.”

      He nodded. He knew as much. “I want to have a serious chat with you all.”

      Albert’s face twisted into a grimace, and as he turned, fear flashed in his eyes. “I hope you’re not asking me to go on that boat with you, because I . . . I don’t think I’d be the right—”

      “Hey, hey. You can stop there.” Gunner held up his hands. “I’m not going to ask you to do that.”

      “Oh, thank Christ. I was thinking you’d want my help when you get to America.”

      Gunner frowned. He hadn’t even thought that far ahead. “Why would I need your help?”

      Albert glanced at his friends. The five of them looked like he’d asked them to pierce a hook through their eye.

      Albert cleared his throat. “Well, things aren’t going to be the same back home. As we told you, it’s highly unlikely the power will be restored. It will be pure chaos.”

      Gunner offered a reassuring smile—he didn’t share the same paranoia.

      Jessie walked into the hut, nodded at Gunner, and slipped onto a table with her feet swinging over the side.

      “Hey, Jessie, how are your wounds?”

      She blinked at her leg as if she’d forgotten about the shark bite and shrugged. “They’re fine. What’s going on?” She shared her gaze between her dad and Gunner, maybe sensing the tension in the room.

      “I was just asking these guys about what would be happening back home.”

      “What about it?”

      “Well, it’s been over fifty days since the EMP. Surely things will be starting to get back to normal.”

      Albert shook his head so fast his jowls wobbled. “You’re wrong. They’re only just beginning to understand the extent of their situation. It’s no longer just the fact that they don’t have power. Now they’re running out of food and medication.”

      Gunner shrugged. “Well, I’m not worried about that. My immediate concern will be organizing a boat to come back here and rescue you all.”

      Albert shot him an expression that was equal parts dismay and disappointment. “You don’t get it. Remember the pandemic of 2020 when Americans were stranded in other countries and couldn’t get home because all the international flights were canceled? The government did very little to help then, even though they had the use of the army and navy. Things will be so catastrophic across the entire nation by now, that even if they did have planes and boats that survived the EMP attacks, they have much more important things to do than save a bunch of people stranded on an island thousands of miles away.”

      Gunner blinked at him. Is that true? America always brought their men home, especially civilians.

      Questions churned through his brain. A beat later, he came right back to the first question he’d asked. “You said I’d need your help when I got back to America. What exactly did you mean?”

      Albert shot a glance at his friends and seemed to shrink in his chair. Obviously, he regretted making that comment. And that made Gunner even more determined to find out why. He remained silent. Waiting.

      It was a long awkward pause before Albert shifted on his seat and cleared his throat. “Me and the guys have been prepping for years. We were ready for this to happen. Except we didn’t plan on being on a cruise when it did. Right?”

      Dennis, Ethan, Lewis, Noel, and Michael all shook their heads and rolled their eyes like the six of them had been stewing over their unfortunate timing since the EMP strike. It was a miracle all of them were sitting there. Hardly anyone else on the island had managed to save all their friends and family who’d boarded the ship with them.

      And considering how unfit these six were, their survival was nothing short of a miracle.

      Gunner needed more of their miracle powers.

      “We have a bug-out compound in the California hills with enough stores for twenty people to survive underground for two years.” Albert was an animated talker, moving his hands as much as his lips.

      Gunner bulged his eyes. “Twenty people. Two years. Really?”

      Albert shrugged. “Yeah. Hopefully, our families followed our bug-out plans like we’d practiced, and they’re now all safe and secure underground.”

      “And rationing,” Ethan quipped.

      “Yeah.” Lewis nodded. “Between us, we’ve got seven teenage kids. If anything was going to fail, it would be the willpower of our children.”

      “I don’t envy our wives right now,” Dennis added.

      Gunner hadn’t heard them once mention their wives. This bunker thing was interesting too. And it proved just how little he knew about these men. A thousand questions whizzed through Gunner’s mind and he was struggling to put them into order. He frowned. “I don’t understand . . . you’d want me to hide underground with your families? But how would that help you get rescued?”

      “No. It’s about what you’ll need to help us. We’ve got two-way systems and HAM radios that you’re going to need for communicating. And if you do find a working boat big enough to rescue us, then you’ll need something to exchange for using it. Money is no longer a currency. Food and medicine are. Hell even a bottle of water will be like gold.”

      The wind punched out of Gunner’s gut. He hadn’t even considered what would happen once he reached American soil. He’d thought getting there would be the hard part.

      He may have been wrong.
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      Gabby sliced through the cooked eel, carving the meat as thinly as possible so it could be layered into storage containers. But the whole time she was working with Bronwyn and the older ladies, who were jabbering away like they were at a picnic, she was trying to read Max’s lips.

      It was a skill she’d mastered during her career, and it’d served her well on many occasions. Max was seated with Gunner across the fire from her. The two of them were breaking up twigs for kindling, ready to store under the huts. Max’s missing fingers had barely impeded him at all, and Gunner’s skills in working with one hand were improving every day.

      Gabby’s back ached from bending over the table for way too long, but it was the sliver of anger that was brewing inside her that bothered her more. I know what you’re doing, Max.

      Ever since Gunner had announced he was getting the yacht seaworthy a week ago, it’d been like a bad episode on a reality show around the camp. Everyone had been scrambling to get in Gunner’s ear, either pleading to go with him, or demanding to know who was, or begging to stay on the island.

      She and Max had already had a heated discussion over it, and she’d thought he’d seen it her way. But by the few words she’d deciphered from her lip reading, it was clear their argument wasn’t over.

      Finally, she sliced through the last of the cooked eel. It couldn’t have come soon enough. Rolling her shoulders to work out the knots in her back, she shoved the slimy chunks toward the ladies. Their job was to strategically place the eel into the jars so there was as little space as possible left, and then pour in IKEA’s Rapeseed oil to cover the eel completely. Once the jars were sealed tight, they should last up to twelve months. At least that was according to Agnes, the oldest survivor on the island. She’d been born during the Second World War and having lived through the desperate times in the aftermath, had learned at a very early age how to make food last well beyond its recommended use by date.

      Their food stores were growing each day, thanks to their new storage containers and Albert and his prepper friends and their wealth of knowledge. Not only did they have preserved eel and fish using the oil method, but they had also dozens and dozens of smoked strips hanging from lines draped across the kitchen hut.

      In addition, they were in the process of drying slices of banana and pawpaw, which would apparently take about six days to cure in the full sun. Their biggest obstacle to the drying process was rain. More than a hundred slices of half-dried fruit were strategically laid out on the roof of the shipping container and shielded from the birds beneath sheer net curtains. If it looked like they were heading for a downpour, they’d need to move all of them to inside the container. Gabby hoped it didn’t rain in the next four days. She didn’t want to do that job.

      Then again, if it wasn’t that, it’d be something else. The chores were endless and necessary.

      When she’d done that interview with the preppers all those years ago, she couldn’t wait to get away from the crazies and back to her real life of skinny cappuccinos and protein shakes and high-heeled shoes.

      Now though, the knowledge they’d gained from Albert and Roger and Bronwyn and even Zon was integral to saving their lives.

      They had so much to do that the days were disappearing quickly. It seemed that now that Gunner had a mission that required strategic planning, there was never enough time in the day. Unlike when they’d first landed on the island and every ticking second had taken forever.

      Max and Gunner stood. They shook hands and nodded like they’d come to an agreement. I know exactly what that agreement would be. Anger dripped into her belly like battery acid. Question after question stacked in her brain until her wrath was set to explode. She had to talk to him right now.

      When Max left Gunner’s side and headed toward the track that lead into the jungle, she excused herself from the other ladies, and wiping eel juice from her hands onto a tea towel, she charged after him. The axe in his hand confirmed he was going in search of more wood. She was going in search of answers.

      “Max.” She stomped after him, racing to catch up. “Max!”

      He turned to her. A smile lit up his face like they were merely two friends meeting in a shopping mall, rather than parents deep in the thick of survival mode.

      “What were you and Gunner talking about?”

      “Oh, hi, Gabrielle. How was your morning? Mine was fine, thank you.”

      She cocked her head. “Don’t get cute with me. I know exactly what you were talking about.”

      He rolled his eyes and turned his back to her. “So why are you asking?”

      She clutched his arm, yanking him to a stop. “You were demanding to go on that boat, weren’t you?” She clamped her jaw so hard it trembled.

      “No, I wasn’t demanding.”

      She shuddered with anger. “But you asked to go, didn’t you?’

      He nodded. “Yes, Gabby. I did.”

      “Why?” she screamed at him. “I thought we talked about this.”

      “Yes we talked, but we never came to an agreement.”

      “Why are you leaving us? The kids need you. I need you.” Anger burned up her throat. “Aren’t we important to you?”

      “You’re the reason why I want to go.” His eyes flared, yet he remained calm—a trait that infuriated the hell out of her. “Gunner and whoever else he chooses need to have the best shot they can to make it. If I can help with my nursing skills and physical strength then he should take me.”

      “We need your help and physical strength, right here, on this damn island.” The foliage around her closed in. “Not just me and your own children, but all of us who have to stay behind.” She fought for air—every breath was caustic.

      “There will be plenty of people here to help everyone.”

      Dark shadows drifted across her eyes. “I can’t believe you’d choose Gunner over us . . . your own family.” The trees around her wobbled in her vision.

      “Someone has to make the sacrifice.” He clamped his jaw. “For everyone.”

      A stench as rancid as it was familiar invaded her nostrils. No. No. No! Nausea wobbled through her stomach.

      “If Gunner needs me, I’m going. You need to understand that.”

      Her knees buckled beneath her. She crumbled in a swirling heap. Her chin hit an exposed root on the rotten forest floor. Everything went blank.
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        * * *

      

      Gabby blinked her eyes open, squinting against a spear of light beaming onto her. A groan tumbled from her throat and a hand curled across her cheek.

      “Hey, there you are.” Max’s soothing voice drifted to her like an angel song.

      She was on her side on the ground. Her head was on Max’s lap. He was curling his hand over her knotted hair, speaking in gentle tones that did very little to settle her inner turmoil. She smacked her lips together and tried to clear her throat. Her tongue was like leather, dry and solid. Her mouth was foreign.

      “Take your time, babe. You had an episode. That’s all.”

      Her brain tried to scrape things together. She opened her jaw and pain shot to her temple. She moaned, trying to remember what happened.

      “Can you drink?”

      Rolling onto her back, she tasted blood, and winced as she opened her mouth. Cool water poured onto her tongue, and as she gulped it down, her tongue poked through a gap in her teeth.

      She moaned. Tears pooled in her eyes. “Did I lose a tooth?”

      Max’s lips drew into a thin line. “Yes, but it’s barely noticeable.”

      A groan started deep in her belly and vibrated in her throat. The trees above her swirled in slow, lazy loops and gradually, sounds returned. The numerous birds that squawked and tweeted from the millions of branches around them. The distant waves that never, ever stopped. The sound of her own ragged breathing. “How long was I out for?”

      “Not long.” A shallow smile curled across his lips, but his eyes deceived him. He was lying.

      Each seizure was longer than the last. She’d done the research on her disorder. She wished she hadn’t. Without medication to manage her epilepsy, her condition would deteriorate.

      It didn’t matter whether Max went with Gunner to save everyone or if he stayed here with her.

      She was likely to die on this wretched island.
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      Zon weren’t looking forward to talkin’ with Gunner. He ain’t seen him, or none of ’em ’cept Jessie and Jackson, since his fight with Captain Dickhead two weeks ago. And that’s the way he woulda kept it too, if Jessie hadn’t convinced him into doin’ it. He woulda told the fucker to piss right off, but she’d said he wanted to apologize. If that was the case, then he’d listen. But he sure as shit didn’t want him seeing where he was livin’. Again, she’d talked Zon into that too. She’d said it was better than back at camp where anyone could listen in.

      Jessie could probably talk him into eatin’ a live rattlesnake. He’d do anything for her, especially if it meant she’d keep talking to him. He loved the sound of her voice and the conversations they had. It was like he had a whole lifetime of chattin’ to catch up on, and the two of ’em could talk all day long. Back home, even when his folks were still living with him, he could go days without talkin’ to nobody.

      It had never bothered him no mind.

      But each day when Jessie came to see him at Bomber Beach, she told him how things were going at the camp. She told him how long they took to get the mast up and the sail on, and how Sykes got a bit banged up doin’ it. She told him how her dad was teachin’ ’em how to preserve food. It had him tellin’ Jessie about how he used to help his grandmama make pickles and jams using second-grade fruit and vegetables they’d buy by the bucketload real cheap. And how they made jerky outta rabbit and goat and gator that was chewy and spicy and that it’d last forever.

      Him and Jessie talked about that shit for ages, ’cause her and her dad had all sortsa stuff pickled and canned in their compound back home. It was pretty cool what they’d been doing. Not that it helped her being stuck here. He weren’t complainin’ none though. He liked her bein’ stuck here.

      All mornin’, he’d been watching across the way, waitin’ for Jessie. When she finally came outta the distant bushes, Gunner was following her. Zon had half thought that Captain Dickhead wouldn’t show up. He stabbed his fishin’ spear into the ground and folded his arms across his chest, preparin’ his-self for an apology he deserved.

      Jessie waved at him, and it took all his might not to wave back. Didn’t wanna look too keen.

      Gunner strode straight up to Zon with his hand out, givin’ Zon no choice but to take it.

      “Zon, I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner to see you. Jessie’s probably told you how busy we’ve been. I haven’t had a chance to get away until now.”

      Zon waited. He ain’t heard no apology yet.

      “Listen, I’m sorry for what happened. I should never have said anything in front of everyone. You were just trying to be generous and I get it. It was really exciting to have something different to eat. Please, will you accept my apology?”

      His eyes drifted over Zon’s shoulder, and when his eyes bulged right outta his head, Zon figured he’d seen the wreck.

      “Holy shit. Is that a plane?”

      Zon nodded, and without no invitation, Gunner headed toward it.

      “It’s a B-26 Marauder. Probably crashed here during World War Two.”

      Gunner blinked at him, and Zon shrugged.

      “My granddaddy flew a couple of these. Damn nearly died in ’em too.”

      Zon pulled aside the netting at the rear, and Gunner stepped into the fuselage. He whistled. “No wonder you weren’t in a hurry to come back to camp.”

      “Nope. Got everythin’ I need right here.” Zon grinned at Jessie.

      Gunner nodded. “I see that you do. I still can’t believe there’s an airstrip on this island.”

      Jessie fished a newspaper article off the floor. “It was built during World War Two out of coral.”

      “Doubt it’s been used in years though,” Zon added. “Got weeds growin’ right up through it.”

      Gunner shook his head. “This island sure has its surprises.”

      “Come on.” Jessie clutched Zon’s hand. “Let’s show him our beach.”

      Zon let Jessie lead him through the bushes toward the ocean. The wind was up, makin’ the waves crash into the shore with a constant rumble that reminded him of his granddaddy’s tummy after a big bowl a chowder.

      If Gunner was pissed about Zon nickin’ two chairs from the huts, he didn’t say nothin’. He made a big show of complimentin’ Zon’s setup though, and saying how nice the beach looked and stuff. It had Zon worried. Gunner wanted something, and Zon was pretty sure he knew what it was.

      They sat around the fire that Zon had started earlier that morning. Drying on a log on the other side were the guts of a fish that Zon was plannin’ on using later to catch some lizards to either eat, or use as bait. He was also drying out a giant crab shell, ready to use as a bowl.

      Jessie sat at his side. The stitches had been taken outta her leg and the scars that remained were like tiny pink slits. It was hardly nothin’ considerin’ how badly that shark had mauled her.

      Gunner sat a bit aways and ran his hand down his thigh. They stared at each other a bit before he cleared his throat. “I assume Jessie has been keeping you up to date with what’s happening around camp.”

      “Yep.”

      “So you know we nearly have the yacht ready to sail.”

      “I heard.” Zon glanced at Jessie. Her expression was weird, like she was nervous or somethin’. It had his stomach turnin’ and his mind racing.

      “Zon, I’m going to say this straight. I’m taking that yacht and going in search of help to rescue everyone off the island. But I need the right people with me. You’re the best fisherman I’ve ever met and you have the strength of two men. If we run into anyone else out there, there’s no telling how desperate they will be.”

      Zon huffed. “You mean like pirates.”

      “I do. They’d kill for a tin of beans. But I know you’d put up one hell of a fight.”

      “You bet ya ass I would.”

      “So, what do you say? Will you come with me?”

      Zon folded his arms across his chest and leaned back on his chair. “I say nope. I like it right where I am.”

      Gunner sighed and rubbed his temple like his head was pounding.

      Jessie placed her hand on his leg. “I know how much you like it here. I really do. And you’ve got things set up really nice. But it’s not safe. We have no medication, and so far, we’ve had plenty of rain for water, but we don’t know what the next season will hold. Not everyone will survive on this island.”

      Zon jerked back. “You want me to go?”

      She chewed on her lip and nodded. “I want us to go.”

      Gunner shot forward on the log. “Hey, hang on a minute. I wasn’t asking you, Jessie.”

      Jessie shrugged. “If Zon’s going, then I’m going with him.”

      She beamed up at Zon, and he thought his heart was gonna burst. “Are you sure?”

      “One hundred percent.”

      “No.” Gunner stood. “Jessie, I’m not going to take you from your dad.”

      “Yeah, well, you don’t have any say in that. I heard what you and Dad were talking about, and what’s going on back home. Dad is not the right person to take on that yacht and you know it. But you need someone who has prepping equipment once you get back there. That’s me. I know everything Dad knows. You need me.”

      Gunner raked his hand through his hair like he had nits. “Have you talked to your dad about this?”

      “No. But I don’t need his permission. I’m an adult. I can make my own decisions. I’m fit and healthy. Besides, if you want Zon, you’ll have to take me. We’re a team.”

      Zon curled his arm across Jessie’s shoulder and tugged his girl closer. His nose whistled but he didn’t give a fuck. A mighty fine grin blazed across his lips. “Yeah. What she said. We’re a team. You want me, you’ll have to take Jessie.”

      But even as he said it, he was thinkin’ that Albert was gonna kill him.

      He wasn’t lookin’ forward to that.
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      Gunner clutched at the coconut-tree mast, and shielding the blazing sunrise from his eyes with his arm, he assessed the dawn weather. He’d prayed for sunshine and a brisk breeze for launch day. He got both. Pauline was at the helm, holding onto the wheel they’d managed to wrestle back into shape, and steering behind the rowboat that was towing them out of the bay.

      Jessie was sitting cross-legged at the stern, facing the beach they’d just departed. Every once in a while, she flicked a tear from her cheek and waved at the survivors lined up on the sand. Ever since she’d announced she was going with Gunner, her father had fought mighty hard to change her mind. But she was stubborn, and lucky for Gunner, she was also determined. Albert had openly wept when he’d hugged her goodbye.

      Gunner couldn’t imagine what was going through Albert’s mind as he watched his daughter sail away with the real possibility that he’d never see her again.

      But Gunner was grateful to have her. Not only was she fit, smart, and resourceful. She was also going to be a major factor in working with Zon. He’d do anything for her. And, if they made it back to America, no . . . when they made it back to America, Gunner was absolutely going to need her and her resources.

      It had taken over a month from the decision to make Free Spirit seaworthy, to having it ready and loaded with supplies. Yet it all seemed so inadequate.

      The four of them—Pauline, Zon, Jessie, and himself—were heading into unknown territory with only enough stores to last thirty days. They could be out there for weeks or, God forbid . . . months, hoping to find land, hoping to be found.

      Ahead in the rowboat were some of the most incredible people he’d ever met in his life, and they were all counting on him to make this work.

      When Gunner had finally had that hard talk with Sykes, he’d thought his first officer was going to punch him in the nose. But Sykes did what Sykes always did—he took it like a man. When he’d shaken his hand, Gunner had felt obliged to make a promise that both of them knew damn well he may never keep. He’d promised to return.

      Cloe and Quinn had been just as difficult to deny a slot on Free Spirit. As were Max and Sterling. Every one of them wanted to be with him. And they deserved to be.

      But he’d had to be brutal. Space was limited. They could only store so much in the way of preserved food and fresh water. And the most important point of all was that they could all die out there. He also needed people on the island who could help the survivors. To lead them when needed, to save them when necessary, and hopefully keep every one of them alive until Gunner returned.

      He hoped he’d chosen wisely, for everyone’s sake.

      Gunner joined Pauline’s side and raised the binoculars. Scanning the ocean ahead, he panned from one end of the horizon to the other, and saw absolutely nothing but blue ocean, blue sky, and dozens of birds.

      He was equal parts elated to be finally doing this, and terrified that he’d fail them all.

      Turning his gaze to the beach, his gut churned. The remaining survivors were still there, watching their departure.

      How long would it be before he saw them again? Weeks? Months? Years?

      “What’re you thinking, Captain?”

      Clearing his throat, he angled his face toward Pauline and forced a smile. “I was thinking how happy they’re going to be when we return with the navy in tow.” It’d been a tough couple of weeks trying to portray positivity, when all the while the reasons why this was a crazy idea had attacked him like poisonous darts.

      What if we never find land and are lost at sea forever?

      What if we’re hit by another storm that destroys the yacht for a second time?

      What if we die slow, agonizing deaths like the previous sailor on this very yacht did?

      But he’d shoved all those rotten thoughts aside and told himself this would work. It had to work. He was going to see his family again. He was going to see Sykes and Cloe and Gladys and every one of the survivors again.

      He would do this.

      The tiny rowboat with the yacht in tow reached the entrance of their horseshoe-shaped bay, and seconds later, the strip of fabric dangling at the top of the mast rose and flapped in the wind. Its direction pointed west. They wanted to go east. He’d been a sailor for his entire adult life. But always on cruise ships with giant rudders and powerful engines that ensured the course of the ship remained true. Now they were solely relying on wind to sail them a thousand miles in the precise direction of the Hawaiian Islands.

      Pauline had her work cut out for her.

      For weeks they’d been practicing sailing across their horseshoe bay. But the training days had been limited by the weather. In the bay, they’d needed a good wind and a high tide so the keel didn’t hit the sand. It’d been challenging learning the techniques. And Gunner’s battle with learning how to handle rigging with one hand had almost been his undoing. He’d been determined though, especially as Sykes was gunning for his position.

      Sykes stood in the rowboat and waved at the yacht. “Releasing the rope.”

      “Roger that,” Pauline yelled back.

      The tether between the two craft went slack, and Gunner helped Pauline haul the rope back onboard Free Spirit. The yacht was now in the hands of their skipper, Pauline, and at the mercy of the weather.

      God help us all.

      The men rowed the little boat to the rear of the yacht, and Gunner scrambled over rigging and equipment to meet them there. Zon climbed up the ladder, and ignoring Gunner, he strode to Jessie’s side.

      Gunner’s gut churned as he met the eyes of the men and women that would be remaining on the island. He climbed down the ladder, and standing on the lowest rung, he hooked his elbow around the metal and offered his hand to Sykes. “You’re a good man, Sykes. Thank you for everything. I promise that no matter what, I will return.”

      Even as he said it, his mind shunted to how empty that promise was.

      “Godspeed to you, sir.” Sykes’ grip was firm and true. “Safe travels.”

      Max followed Sykes’ lead and Gunner shook his hand too. “Keep safe, and look after yourselves. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Quinn was next. “I’ll have a massive T-bone steak and a cold beer with you when I next see you.”

      Gunner grinned. “Roger that.”

      “And, sir?” Quinn raised his chin. “Don’t get dead.”

      He huffed. “I don’t plan on it.”

      Gunner repeated the handshakes with Sterling and Jackson, and then he reached Cloe. “Make sure this lot don’t get lazy on you.”

      Tears pooled in her eyes, and her expression twisted into turmoil as she shook his hand. “You know me, sir. I won’t put up with any crap.”

      He nodded. That was Cloe in a nutshell.

      Gunner pushed the rowboat with his foot, shoving it away, and saluted them. They drifted apart, and he prayed that this would not be the last time he ever saw them.

      He climbed back up the ladder. This was it—time to get moving.

      Nodding at Zon and Jessie, he strode to Pauline’s side. “Let’s do this.”

      “Yes, sir.” She’d obviously been waiting for his instruction. Because with the flick of her wrist, a rope snapped out of a cleat and the sail that’d been made from bright blue sheets sewn together, with a clear plastic strip positioned through the middle, caught in the breeze and billowed out.

      The crew on the rowboat cheered, and he was pretty sure the survivors on the beach were cheering as well. On the cruise ship, whenever they’d departed a port, he’d sounded the ship’s horn. He wished he had one now.

      With the sail up and the wind doing its thing, and Pauline behind the wheel, there was nothing else to do but try to relax. It wasn’t easy.

      Zon and Jessie sat at the front dangling their legs over the bow.

      Gunner stayed with Pauline, and every time he glanced over his shoulder, their island disappeared just that little bit more. Until finally it was gone altogether.

      Morning morphed into afternoon, and the breeze elevated several notches. With the sail at full capacity, the yacht leaned fifteen to twenty degrees and carved through the water like a knife. Jessie whooped it up with the wind blowing in her hair, Zon however . . . he didn’t look so good.

      It was late afternoon when Zon vomited over the side for the first time.

      Gunner had never suffered sea sickness. But he knew just how debilitating it could be. Severe dehydration could make it deadly.

      “This’s fucked.” Zon eased away from the railing, wiping the back of his hand over his mouth.

      His face was pale and fury blazed in his eyes. The poor man was probably embarrassed. Some people never got their sea legs. Gunner hoped for everyone’s sake that Zon found his quick smart.
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        * * *

      

      Nightfall came swiftly. It seemed one minute the horizon was a grand display of crimson and orange, and next it was pitch black. Venus appeared as a bright dot low on the horizon, and soon a million stars peppered the inky blackness. The moon was yet to appear though, so they were forced to use one of their precious candles secured inside an IKEA lantern to make their way around the yacht.

      Dinner consisted of a banana each and that morning’s catch of cooked fish that had been wrapped in banana leaves. Dessert was a chunk of coconut. It would probably be their last serve of cooked fish for a very long time. They’d tried to establish some way that they could cook while out on the ocean, but it was too dangerous. Last thing they needed was a fire onboard.

      Zon barely ate anything.

      Jessie cleaned the dishes using water she’d bailed from the ocean, and they took turns in the bathroom using as little fresh water as possible to wash themselves. Their toilet was a bucket at the stern with a rope attached that they tossed overboard to clean. The yacht came with an eighteen-gallon water tank, which they’d filled to the brim prior to departure. Once that was depleted, rain would be their only source of drinking water.

      Sometime after dinner, a crescent moon slithered from the ocean, providing enough light that they could snuff out the candle.

      “How far do you think we traveled today?” Gunner hadn’t wanted to ask Pauline the question, but he couldn’t help himself.

      She curled her hair behind her ear. “We’ve had steady wind all day, so my guess is about fifty nautical miles.” Her attempted grin was all skewed.

      Just like this crazy plan.

      They had no way to measure distance, or speed, or time. They could slam into a reef at any second without warning. They could run into a storm and not know until too late. Yet this was their plan. Their only plan.

      Gunner shoved the brutal reality aside and tried to enjoy the simple freedom of the ocean breeze in his hair. He’d been having crew cuts since his inaugural cruise nineteen years ago. His hair had grown so long he had to tie it back in a bandana that Bronwyn had made out of gaudy checkered IKEA fabric. He’d never had a beard until now either, and it was long and scraggy and damned itchy. His skin was tanned and his nails were dirty. And he’d had his hand chopped off. My wife won’t even recognize me.

      His gut clenched.

      She’d recognize his embrace though. And the kiss that he planned to give her the moment they were reunited.

      Zon groaned and rolled onto his back, facing the stars. Jessie placed her hand on his chest. As much as Gunner hated it when Zon used his brute stature to command attention, he hated seeing him like this even worse.

      “Zon and Jessie. You two can take the first sleep shift,” Pauline commanded. “Hopefully Zon will feel better after that.”

      Without an argument, Zon dragged himself upright and disappeared down the companionway.

      Jessie offered an awkward smile. “Good night. Wake us when it’s our turn.”

      “We will. Try to get some sleep.”

      During the sailing practice across their bay, Pauline had taught Zon and Jessie how to read a compass. At night, she’d taught them how to read the stars. The three of them had learned how to raise a sail and lower it with the flick of a rope. They’d learned how to tack and jibe and how to read the sail to coax more wind into it.

      But that had all been in a sheltered bay where errors were not crucial.

      There was no room for errors now.

      The boat needed to be manned 24-7, and Pauline had wanted the sailing teams to be Gunner and Jessie, and Pauline and Zon. But Zon wouldn’t have a bar of it. He would not share the bed with anyone but Jessie. Pauline had only agreed after Zon and Jessie had passed rigid tests Pauline had set them during the training.

      “Think he’s going to be okay?” Pauline asked with a frown.

      Gunner’s instant thought was that he wasn’t sure, but instead, in keeping with his promise to remain upbeat, he said, “Of course.”

      Pauline rolled her eyes, confirming she saw through his attempted deceit.

      She unfurled her fingers from the wheel and stretched them. Pauline had been at it all day. She too was feeling the pressure to make this succeed.

      When Gunner had approached her about manning the boat with him, her expression had confirmed that she’d been expecting his request, but at the same time had dreaded it. It wasn’t that she wasn’t capable, or willing. It was the pressure of having so many lives dependent on their success.

      Gunner concentrated his gaze on the bright light of Venus a million miles away, and silently prayed that they’d find help very soon.
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      Gabby ran her fingers over the notches carved in the coconut palm and sighed. Before he’d left, Gunner had taken her to the trees he’d been discreetly using to mark their days without communication with the rest of the world. While they were there, Gunner had given her a pep talk asking her to remain strong and upbeat for the sake of the children and the others. He’d told her she was a born leader, and that people would look up to her and listen when they needed guidance. But she’d seen him take everyone aside. He probably gave a similar talk to all the survivors. He’d probably even given it to Sally and Adam.

      The first tree had twenty-one notches. All had been carved by her. Each one represented a day that had passed since Gunner had set sail. She raised the axe, and as her tongue probed the gap in her teeth, she gently carved out yet another notch.

      Just like nearly everyone else on the island, each afternoon, after the chores were done, she’d taken to sitting on the beach and staring out to sea, praying for a rescue, hoping to see Gunner and the yacht. Or the entire US navy.

      It’d already been twenty-two days.

      How many more?

      She moved to the next tree where Gunner had been marking the days since their arrival on the islands, and added the seventy-ninth notch to that tally.

      On the third tree she marked yet another notch—days since the EMPs had ruined their lives. One hundred and one days. It almost had a poetic ring to it. One hundred and one days. Like it was some kind of fate or destiny. Yet it wasn’t.

      Over three months since they’d lost communication with the rest of the world. Was there even a world out there?

      If Albert and the preppers she’d met all those years ago were correct, then America was likely to have plunged back four decades. Or even six. Money and prestige would be irrelevant. Foraging for food and fighting to save your own life, and that of your family, would be the priority. She wished she was back there. It would be a career highlight. A new story on every corner. Survival on a knife’s edge.

      She slumped to the ground with her back to the tree.

      It was exactly like that on the island.

      “Ahhh shit.” Her throat tightened and her chin quivered as she stared at her filthy shoes.

      She was already surviving on a knife’s edge.

      She was learning how to live off the land, learning how to provide for her children.

      But as much as it carved her up to admit it, she was completely useless out here. She couldn’t fish or hunt. She still couldn’t get a fire going. So far, she hadn’t come up with any ideas that benefitted everyone.

      Nearly every one of the survivors had a skill. They had a butcher, a seamstress, a teacher, and two nurses. Jackson had replaced Zon as king fisherman. Roger could make just about anything out of wood, including buttons and knitting needles.

      They were all so resourceful.

      The older ladies made clothes out of the IKEA fabric, and although they were absolutely ghastly, nobody complained. Not even Adam whose only shirt from back home had dozens of holes and rips, or Sally whose fuchsia jumpsuit was just about threadbare.

      Everyone stranded on the island had arrived with just the clothes on their backs and whatever they’d had in the one backpack they’d been allowed to take with them. A small collection of clothes were found on that derelict yacht, but of course they were so tiny they hadn’t fit Gabby. Other than her newly acquired shoes, she’d been wearing exactly the same outfit for over three months.

      “Oh my God.” Gabby started giggling. The argument she’d had with her daughter on the cruise ship had been because she’d worn the same outfit four times in twelve days. Her giggles turned into a full-blown laugh.

      She caught movement through the bushes, and thinking it was Max, she turned.

      It was Madeline. Even she had a skill that benefited everyone . . . she could climb trees like a monkey. She’d made retrieving coconuts and pawpaws extremely easy. But the dancer had made it plainly obvious that she didn’t want to talk to Gabby.

      She’d tried at first, when Madeline and Sterling had saved her daughter’s life. But she’d soon given up. Gabby had enough going on without concerning herself with someone who didn’t want to make conversation.

      “You’re happy?” Madeline raised her eyebrows.

      “Oh.” Gabby huffed. She pushed herself from the ground and dusted her hands off. “I just had a silly thought. That’s all.”

      Madeline cocked her head, maybe hoping Gabby would elaborate. She didn’t.

      “What’re you doing out here?” But after she’d asked the question, Madeline’s gaze flitted to the markings on the trees. She stepped forward and touched her slender fingers to the fresh notch Gabby had added to the tree with the greatest tally. “How many are there?”

      Her tongue slipped into the gap in her tooth. She hated that it did that, but couldn’t help it. “One hundred and one.”

      Madeline’s face remained impassive. There was no sadness or anger. Or curiosity or fear. She was impossible to read. Madeline must have a huge backstory. One that had shaped her into the aloof woman she was now. In her past life, Gabby would’ve delved into that. Out here though, it was irrelevant. They were all the same. No history. No future. Just thirty-five people trying to survive every day until Gunner returned.

      But as she shifted her gaze to the dozens of notches, her stomach twisted into knots.

      They must also face the reality that Gunner may never come back.
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      Gunner raised the binoculars, and the hairs on his neck shot to attention. For thirty-nine days, they’d had nothing but smooth sailing. And other than six days in the doldrums when the wind was barely a whisper, they’d had a nice steady breeze. But Mother Nature had been teasing them, coaxing them into a false sense of hope that they were going to make it. She’d just been taking a breath while she prepared her mighty wrath. All morning, the air had been heavy, loaded with salt and static and a deathly stillness. Then it had changed. Mother Nature was ready.

      The ocean around them was a mass of boiling, angry hills, ten feet high. Twenty feet high. Wind howled through the rigging like demons. But they weren’t even close to the action. The storm in the distance . . . that was hell on earth.

      Gunner turned to Pauline. Her grim expression said it all. They were about to take a battering, and there wasn’t a damn thing they could do about it.

      Two weeks ago, the ocean had been like a bath. The days had blurred together. Boredom had driven him insane. Zon had been going crazy and was constantly in Gunner’s face, itching for a fight. Anything to break the monotony. Pauline had begged for the breeze to kick in, to get them moving. But not this. Definitely not this. This was deadly.

      Thank God it’s daytime.

      If they’d had electronic equipment, they could’ve seen that storm on the radar with enough time to go around it. Pauline had tried hard. She’d tried damn hard.

      But they were too late.

      “Jessie. Zon,” Pauline barked. “Drop the mainsheet. Gunner, check again that everything’s secure.”

      The bow fell away, dropping out beneath them, crashing into the ocean and carving two giant waves either side. Jessie slipped sideways, slamming her hip onto a grab rail. Her howl confirmed how much it hurt.

      “Jessie. Jessie.” Zon scrambled to her as she clutched onto the deck, trying to hang on.

      “Zon!” Pauline screamed at him from the cockpit. “Keep your tether on. Do you hear me? Do not remove it!”

      Back in the safety of the bay, Pauline had forced them to practice getting around the deck over and over. Always tethered to the boat.

      Always.

      But it’d been so calm, they hadn’t needed the tethers since they’d left land. They needed them now.

      Pauline and Jessie were wearing the real safety harnesses, the ones that had come with Free Spirit. The ones that would save their lives. Zon and Gunner though, theirs had been made by Sykes using a couple of ropes and carabiners. One of those waves alone could wipe out all of them.

      He hoped to Christ that he wouldn’t need to test Sykes’ contraption.

      Only once before had Gunner wished so badly to see land. But that was after they’d abandoned ship and he’d been in the life rafts with seventy other people on a flat ocean. This was a thousand times worse. Free Spirit had already suffered one massive battering.

      How much more could she take?

      Jessie raised her thumb. “I’m okay, Zon,” she screamed over the howling wind, and clenching her jaw, she glared at him. No doubt hoping to halt his race to her side. “I’m okay.”

      Jessie understood how serious this was. Panic kills. New bruises could wait.

      “I’ve got the winch. You get the sail.” She un-cleated the rope, set to release, just like they’d trained.

      A wave slammed into the boat forcing gallons of water over the deck. Beneath them, the boat bucked and shuddered. Free Spirit screeched as they keeled forty degrees. Fifty.

      “Get that sheet down. Now!” Pauline screamed to Zon.

      Scrambling to the sail, Zon released the rope from the cleat. The cloth loosened and whipped back and forth like a possessed ghost. Zon dove at it, clawing the blue fabric toward him as Jessie lowered it down.

      Gunner scrambled across the cockpit, cursing the hell around them as he confirmed everything was secure.

      “Hang on!” Pauline screamed.

      Gunner clutched a handrail and turned to the bow. The wave about to smack into them was huge. Rain spat in his face. Wind screamed in his ears. Free Spirit rose, clawing herself up the wall of water. Lightning cracked out of nowhere, blazing white streaks through the abyss above them. A split second later, thunder exploded like a sonic boom, punishing his eardrums.

      Jessie screamed. She and Zon hunched together at the bow, clutching the rail, clutching each other.

      The wind was extreme—forty knots at least. Gusts at fifty.

      Pauline strangled the wheel, trying to steer. But it was useless. The ocean was in control; a frothing beast, only just getting started. Salty sea spray whipped off the waves and slammed into them like a million pellets. Gunner’s mind screamed with caged terror. They were too exposed. The ocean had no mercy.

      The yacht made it to the top of the wave. She groaned a warning. She screeched her peril. She teetered for one second. Two. Gunner hunched in the cockpit, preparing for the inevitable plummet.

      God help us all.

      He met Pauline’s wild eyes. Fear lacerated her expression. She was out of her depth. They all were.

      The boat fell away; there was nothing but air between the hull and the ocean.

      It hit the water with a bone-jarring crack. Gunner fell forward, slamming his cheek onto a metal rail. Pain seared up his temple and pounded his brain like a jackhammer.

      “Is the sail secure?” Pauline yelled over the roaring wind.

      “Yes,” Zon hollered back.

      “Then get inside. Both of you.”

      Zon’s muscles strained as he fought against the wind to raise the fore-hatch. Jessie scrambled into the hold. Zon jumped in after her, and the hatch slammed shut.

      “Gunner. Get down there,” Pauline yelled at him.

      “No! I’m not leaving you.”

      “Get down there.” Her eyes blazed. “Double check everything is secure. Tell them to buckle up. This is getting nasty.”

      Gunner was torn three ways to sanity and back.

      “Go now!”

      Gunner took one last look at Pauline. Her clamped jaw showed her determination, but her eyes portrayed her fear.

      Clutching onto the rail, he jumped down the stairs.

      Jessie was at the booth, clawing at a table, desperate to hang on as the boat swung and bucked without prediction. Her wet hair clung to her pale face. Blood oozed from a split in her lip. “Are we going to be okay?”

      “Yes.” Gunner reached for the railing over the kitchen sink, but the boat jolted away and he missed.

      She was keeling again.

      “Hang on!” Gunner scraped at the walls, at the railings, at anything as he tumbled over. He slammed into the steps, the overhead cupboard, the roof.

      It kept going, tilting more.

      “Son of a bitch! She’s going over. Hang on!” He was in a washing machine. Bits and pieces flew everywhere. Gunner’s legs flew sideways, smashing into the booth. His body whipped the other way, banging into a bracing pole. His brutalized wrist slammed into a cupboard, the corner ramming right into his scar. “Faaarrk!” A scream tore from his throat.

      Zon crashed onto Gunner’s chest, knocking the wind out of him.

      The chaos paused.

      We’ve capsized! We’re fucking capsized!

      “Fuck me!” Zon dragged himself upright.

      “We’re upside down!” Jessie screamed. “Oh, God. What do we do?”

      Water poured into the companionway. Gunner’s heart slammed in his chest. His eyes darted around the upturned cabin. “Hang on. Just hang on. She’ll come back.”

      His mind slammed to Pauline. “Jesus Christ!” She was outside. At least they had air. “Come on. Come on. It’s taking too long.”

      Five seconds.

      Ten.

      It was so dark he could barely see, yet Gunner could make out the white of Zon’s eyes. “What the fuck’s going on?”

      Free Spirit released an almighty moan. She began to roll. “Here we go. Hang on.”

      They whipped upright so fast Gunner somersaulted to the floor. He scrambled to his feet and raced through the ankle-deep water.

      “Pauline! I’m coming.” He clawed his way up the stairs.

      “Pauline!”

      Wind slammed into him like a Mack Truck.

      “Pauline!”

      His mind crashed from one rotten thought to the next. “Where are you?”

      Her tether! He launched at it. The tight rope disappeared over the stern. Clutching at it, he dragged himself forward. Praying like he’d never prayed before, he willed for Pauline to be on the other end of that line.

      “Pauline!” He pulled on the rope. Sea spray filled the air. Black clouds smothered the sun. It was impossible to see.

      A flash of yellow caught his eye. “Pauline! Oh, God. There she is.” He hauled the rope in, but he only had one hand. “Zon! Help! Zon!”

      He pulled again, dragging Pauline forward. “Zon!” He screamed till his throat burned.

      Zon appeared at his side.

      “Help me pull her in.”

      Zon was a machine, pulling the rope hand over fist.

      “Stay with me, Pauline. Don’t you dare die.”

      The boat heaved up, and Pauline vanished below the stern.

      “Hold her there.” Gunner scrambled to the ladder. He couldn’t see her. She was right below the fucking boat! If they came down now, they’d slam right on top of her. “Let her go. Fucking let her go!” Gunner screamed.

      The rope released. Pauline zipped out behind them again. But now her arm was raised. “She’s alive! Oh my God. Oh my God.”

      Free Spirit slammed down and Gunner’s foot slipped off the ladder.

      A scream burst from his throat as he hit the water.
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      Zon couldn’t believe what he was seeing. For days and days they’d made ’em cross that stupid bay back at the island, testing ’em for this and that ’cause Pauline and fuckin’ Gunner thought him and Jessie would be the ones needin’ rescuing.

      They was wrong.

      Fat lot of good that did him now though.

      The damn boat was buckin’ and spitting all over the place, bendin’ this way and that. The ropes burned in his hands. And the rain pelted into his eyeballs nonstop.

      Jessie appeared outta nowhere and his eyes nearly bulged outta his head. “What the hell’re you doing? Get back inside.”

      “No! You need help.”

      “No! It’s too dangerous.”

      “I’m not going without you.” She got in behind him.

      “Fuckin’ hell.” He yanked the tether harder.

      The two of ’em pulled in the rope attached to Pauline. It was heavy as all hell.

      Gunner was gonna have to fend for his-self. They could only do one of ’em at a time.

      The back of the yacht dropped away and he fell to his knees. Jessie did too, and she screamed. Zon was half a second off letting go of the rope again when Jessie raised her thumb. “I’m okay. Keep pulling.”

      A bolt of lightning tore up the sky, and Zon saw Pauline plain as day. She was using one arm, movin’ all weird. She was nearly at the back.

      “Grab the fuckin’ ladder!”

      They was gonna need to get this timing right, or they’d be right back where they started again.

      “I’ll go to the ladder,” Jessie hollered over the howling gale.

      “No!” Zon screamed.

      “I have to. She needs my help.”

      “No, Jessie. That’s how Gunner fell off.”

      She clutched his forearm. “I’ll be careful. I have to do this.”

      “Fuckin’ hell! Pauline, grab the fuckin’ ladder.”

      Zon was splitting to pieces as he kept one eye on Jessie and one eye between the rope and Pauline bobbing in the fuckin’ water like a belly-up carcass.

      His hands burned like hell. And his back. And his knees. And he was so damn sick a the boat takin’ him out.

      The rope went slack. “Shit!” He looked over the edge and his heart lurched.

      Pauline was on the ladder.

      Zon raced over. “Let me in.” He shoved Jessie aside.

      Hanging onto the rail, he grabbed the back of Pauline’s brace and pulled the stupid bitch on board.

      She flopped onto the deck like a dead woman. “Get Gunner. Please get Gunner.”

      “Ahhh, Jesus Christ, how about a fuckin’ thank you?”

      He stomped to the second rope that was as tight as a fuckin’ jock strap.

      “Nobody ever says thank you no more.” He grabbed Gunner’s rope and started haulin’ again. “Get her inside,” he yelled at Jessie.

      But really he just wanted his chick inside, safe from all this shit.

      “Fuckin’ swim, you stupid bastard!” he hollered out to the blackness. But if Captain Dickhead heard him, he didn’t show it none.

      The front of the boat rose up like the head on a trapped gator, but fell down so fuckin’ swift that all three of ’em hit the deck. Jessie got on her feet quick though, standing up faster than Zon did. A streak a lightning let him see Pauline. Her shoulder was all outta whack. That was gonna hurt like a bitch.

      Zon yanked another length of rope in. “Swim, you fucker!”

      It occurred to him that Captain Dickhead could actually be dead. That would suck. ’Specially after what they been through.

      The deck bucked to the left and Zon was swept off his feet. He fell hard and his knee cap felt like it split in two. He hollered at the pain. It hurt like hell, but it made him more mad than anythin’. “Stop fuckin’ around!”

      He grabbed the rope and yanked. Grabbed and yanked. A flash of lightin’ cracked so close over his head that Zon ducked. But he also saw what he needed to see. Gunner. “Grab the ladder, you stupid fucker!”

      The bow shot up, the stern went down, and the timing was perfect. Gunner grabbed on. The rope went slack. Zon raced over, leaned over the railing, and hauled Captain Dickhead back on board.

      A crack a thunder exploded overhead and Zon ducked again. “Get downstairs,” he yelled.

      For once, Gunner didn’t argue with him.

      The cabin was a fuckin’ mess. Shit everywhere. But they was all there.

      Jessie squeezed her arms around his neck, just about chokin’ him.

      “Jesus, Zon, you’re amazing.” Gunner clapped him on the back. He was all smiles now. “I knew I needed you along for a reason. I can’t believe you saved me for a second time.”

      “Yeah, well, it don’t matter now does it. We’re all fucked.”

      Gunner shook his head. “We’ll be fine down here. We’ll just ride out the storm.”

      The boat bucked again as if remindin’ ’em it wasn’t finished yet.

      Zon gripped onto the overhead rail and eyeballed Gunner. “No, dickhead, didn’t you see? The whole fucking mast is gone!”
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      The sun streaming onto Gunner’s bare chest was hot, intense, and blinding. Sweat trickled from his temples, but it was too much effort to flick away. With each roll of the yacht, a rope dangling over the side slapped against the boat like a dead fish. He should get up and move it. He should do a lot of things. Everything was too hard. The constant squeaking from the companionway door that had splintered to pieces when Free Spirit capsized was like a never-ending clock ticking down the hours. Squeak. Squeak. Squeak.

      The humidity was a sauna on maximum capacity. And so it should be. If Pauline’s interpretations of the stars were right, then they were drifting anywhere between latitude zero and latitude fifteen—right near the equator. Before the mast had snapped off, they’d had some control over where they went. Now though, they were at the mercy of the ocean currents. And that meant they were drifting away from Hawaii, away from civilization.

      Gunner shifted to his side, placed his hand beneath his cheek, and rolled his tongue around his mouth, trying to produce some moisture. A shark fin carved through the water just ten feet away. The damn things had been following the boat for days, as if waiting for a body to be thrown overboard.

      Their water supply was so low, they were rationing it at just one cup a day each. They’d run out of food supplies weeks ago, but Zon and Jessie had been catching enough fish to keep them going. Until the sharks had turned up. Zon had wanted to get in there with them, take them on with his spear. Thankfully, Jessie had talked him out of it.

      If Gunner had to witness another shark attack, he’d go raving mad.

      His hand stung like hell and he constantly tried to twirl his wedding ring. And then he’d remember it wasn’t there. I don’t have a fucking hand. Each time it was a shock all over again.

      Maybe he already was mad.

      His wife and daughter were the only things keeping him going.

      He was tired; beyond exhausted. They alternated shifts on the upper deck. The other three were in the cabin, away from the sun. Probably sleeping or staring into space.

      Pauline would take over Gunner’s shift soon. The bruising on her collarbone was all gone. They’d got lucky there—lucky she hadn’t broken it. Even more lucky that they hadn’t lost her altogether.

      Thanks to Zon. The big brute really was a hero.

      Gunner’s stomach groaned so loudly, it took him a moment to realize what it was. He couldn’t remember the last time he ate. Was it two days? Four? Six? Time meant nothing.

      There was only sunrise and sunset, and the constantly moving horizon. Pauline had been marking the days in the log book, and every time Gunner promised himself he wouldn’t look at it, he would. It was both horrifying and fascinating that they could bob on the ocean for sixty-eight days and not see a single fucking thing.

      Then again, he shouldn’t really be surprised. If the EMPs had been as catastrophic as Albert said, then there would be no ships running anyway. No planes flying. And they had absolutely no idea how close they were to land. He hadn’t even seen a bird in weeks.

      Something on the horizon caught his eye. Squinting against the glare off the ocean, he shielded his eyes. Everything was blurry and his eyeballs hurt, like the sun had been frying away what little moisture he had left.

      Groaning, he sat up, brushed his hair from his face, and reached for the binoculars.

      He blinked, stared at the horizon, and blinked some more. Gunner scrambled to his feet and checked again.

      “Oh my God. It’s a boat.” His voice cracked—his words were barely audible.

      He crawled to the cupboard near the wheel. “There’s a boat. Pauline! Zon! Get more flares. There’s a boat.”

      He yanked open the cupboard door and pulled out the flare gun. With trembling fingers, he confirmed there was a flare in the barrel. He aimed at the distant blob and fired.

      “Where?” Pauline appeared first, dragging her skeletal body up the companionway stairs.

      He shoved the binoculars at her. “Over there.” He pointed. “I need more flares.”

      Zon crawled to the deck next. “Here.” He shoved the red tin at Gunner.

      “Yes! I can’t believe it.” Pauline’s brittle voice was shrill, desperate . . . unrecognizable.

      Gunner aimed the gun and fired another flare. “Come on. Come on. Look this way. We’re over here.” He waved his hands over his head.

      Pauline waved too. Her peeling lips drew into a thin smile.

      “Show me.” Zon grabbed the binoculars. The ribs in his back were clearly visible as he raised the glasses to the horizon.

      “Over there.” Gunner directed him.

      “Fuck me. You’re right. Better not be fuckin’ pirates though, ’cause I ain’t got no energy to fight ’em.”

      “It won’t be.” Gunner had to believe that after all they’d been through, some good fortune was coming their way.

      “Jessie. Come see,” Zon hollered down to the cabin.

      Gunner grabbed the binoculars and stared at the boat. “Come on.”

      He loaded the flare gun again, fired, and peered through the binoculars. “Yes! Oh my God, they’re turning.” He waved and jumped. “They’re coming.” His body melted. “We’re saved.” Tears spilled down his sunburned face. “We did it. We did it.”

      The boat took forever to reach them. But with each passing second, Gunner got a better visual at their saviors. That boat was no navy vessel, or fishing trawler. They were about to be saved by a multimillion-dollar yacht called Starlight, complete with a helicopter on the roof. Their horn sounded, and it was such a familiar welcome that a sob caught in Gunner’s throat.

      Pauline wrapped her arm around his waist, and he clutched her to his side. “Well done, skipper. We made it.”

      She huffed. “By good fortune. Not by my skills.”

      “I disagree,” Gunner said. “We wouldn’t be here without you.”

      “Fuck me!” Zon’s smile was enormous. “Who’s saving us? Hugh fuckin’ Hefner?”

      Gunner didn’t have the heart to tell Zon that Hefner had passed away years ago. Besides, he didn’t care who it was. He’d accept any rescue.

      The mega yacht slowed down and stopped a distance away.

      “What the fuck’re they doin’?” Zon scowled.

      “Calm down.” Gunner glared at him. “They’re checking us out, making sure we’re safe.”

      He huffed. “I’m fuckin’ sure we don’t look like pirates.”

      “Actually, we probably do.” Jessie giggled.

      It seemed an eternity before a tender was lowered to the ocean via a crane off the back of the yacht. Two men climbed into the boat, and within minutes, it pulled up at the back of Free Spirit.

      “Hello. Looks like you lot have been through the wringer.”

      Gunner’s lip split as he grinned, and he wiped the blood away with his thumb. “You could say that. Boy are we glad to see you.”

      “I’m Blade.” The thickset man with the buzz cut indicated to himself. “That’s Axel.” He pointed at the other man with an equally impressive physique.

      “I’m Gunner McCrae. This is Pauline Gennaro.” Gunner frowned at Jessie and Zon, unable to comprehend that he didn’t know their surnames. “And this here is Jessie and Zon.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “It’s a long story. But we’re all American.”

      “Trying to escape the chaos?”

      “Ahh, no. Trying to survive. Our cruise ship went down a few months ago. We abandoned ship to life rafts. And we, along with forty or so survivors, are all that’s left.”

      He whistled and ran his hand through thick, dark hair. “Now that’s a story I want to hear. But first, it looks like you need to abandon another ship. Is there anything you want to salvage?”

      “Fuck no. Get us outta here.” Zon had zero decorum. But to his credit, he allowed Pauline and Jessie to board the motorboat first.

      Gunner clicked his fingers. “Oh, hang on.” He turned back to Free Spirit and sighed. She may be broken and battered, but she had saved their lives. He climbed down the companionway, opened the overhead cupboard in the kitchen, and plucked out a storage container.

      Inside were letters from everyone he’d left behind.

      Clutching the precious cargo, he stepped onto the motorboat, took a seat next to the driver, and asked the first burning question. “So, we guessed it was an EMP that took out our power. Were we correct?”

      “You got that right.”

      The next question was obvious. “Then how is it that you have a working boat? I thought everything would’ve been destroyed?”

      “We got lucky.” Blade clamped his jaw, bulging the muscle along his jawline as he navigated the boat to Starlight’s swim platform at the stern. “We were in Sydney. Went for New Year’s Eve and decided to hang around for a bit. Turned out to be a good decision.”

      “So who owns this Starlight?” Zon asked from the plush leather seat at the back of the motorboat.

      “I’m guessing you could all use a drink and some food then?” Blade dodged Zon’s question.

      “Fuck yeah.” Zon huffed. “I was gettin’ ready to eat my own arm.”

      Gunner made a show of laughing at Zon’s joke. However, the extent of how hungry and desperate they were was true. He’d hate to think what drastic measures Zon would have taken if they’d gone any more days without food.

      The trip between the two boats was short, and before he knew it, Gunner was being shuffled aboard the most luxurious vessel he’d ever had the pleasure of boarding. And he’d been on some very grand ships in his career. Four stewards met them at the landing, two men and two women, all dressed in pristine white uniforms. Pauline, Zon, and Jessie were all coaxed away in different directions.

      All Gunner wanted to do was sit down with the Captain, or anyone, and ask a thousand questions. But Gunner’s dedicated steward, Santiago, wouldn’t have a bar of it. The olive-skinned, dark-haired, young man, who spoke English with both flamboyant hands and a thick Spanish accent, asked Gunner to follow him. As the steward led him downstairs and along passages, Santiago refused to answer every question Gunner fired at him. Other than to say with an exaggerated apology that the owners of the boat and the Captain would meet Gunner for canapés on the top deck at sunset. “Now, can I get you anything?”

      Anything? Oh God, the list was endless. But only one request was burning his heart. “Can I have a phone please?”

      Santiago laughed. “I meant to eat or drink?” He reached a wood-panel door and opened it inward. You may have this suite. Help yourself to anything. May I suggest a sandwich?”

      Gunner just about melted at the mention of food. “Yes, please.”

      “Do you have a preference of filling?”

      Gunner chuckled and split his lip again. He dabbed his fingers to the blood. “Sorry.”

      Santiago’s eyes softened. “I shall bring something for that, along with some food. Take your time. It looks like you could use the rest.”

      Time. Now he didn’t want to waste a single minute. He needed answers.

      But the second he stepped into the extravagant powder room, all concept of time vanished. He dragged his body to the mirror. Clutching the vanity, he stared at the mirror.

      “Oh my God.” He touched his cheek, hardly able to believe it was himself in the reflection. It explained why they didn’t want the owner or Captain seeing him. Gunner looked like he’d been a homeless man living on the streets for years. His hair was long and scraggy. His face was severely sunburned. Loose skin hung from his lips and sores dotted his nose and cheeks. His eyes were bulging and his cheeks were gaunt.

      His chin wobbled and, blinking back tears blurring his vision, he swallowed the lump swelling in his throat. “We made it.” He sucked in a shaky breath and looked into his own eyes. “I’m nearly home, Adelle and Bella. And Mom. You hang in there, ’cause I’m coming real soon.”

      His body moved in slow motion as he undressed out of clothes he’d been wearing for months. With a deep groan, he slipped into the dual-head shower and slumped to the floor. The hot needles pummeled his flesh, cleansing his body, cleansing his mind.

      He spent way too long in the shower, washing off months of salt and grime and removing the muck from beneath his fingernails. The soap alone was a slice of heaven, and he washed his hair four times with shampoo and conditioner that smelled of flowers and honey. Once he’d stepped from the shower, while devouring a ham sandwich and an apple that Santiago must have delivered in stealth mode, Gunner broke two combs trying to untangle the knots in his hair. He tugged on his beard, wishing they’d provided scissors, or a razor. Maybe they don’t want me to have anything sharp. Shoving that thought aside, he applied the most luxurious creams he’d ever smelled to his face, arms, and chest.

      A pair of slippers and a waffle weave, navy-blue bathrobe adorned with the yacht’s ‘Starlight’ insignia sat on the mammoth bed. Gunner just about cried all over again as he put them on.

      He crawled onto the bed and groaned. But he couldn’t sleep. Not yet. Not until he had answers.
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        * * *

      

      As instructed, as the sun was setting, Gunner made his way topside with the agility of an old man. Every step was an effort.

      He was greeted by a beautiful young woman with tanned skin and blonde hair pulled back into a complex braid. “Greetings, Mr. McCrae. Follow me.” She led him to a circular table on the upper deck. A table setting with expensive cutlery and gold-trimmed plates was set for seven people.

      Another steward came forward with a tray of drinks, and he accepted a chilled water, gulped it down, then grabbed a beer.

      “Ahhh, there you are.” Pauline was led onto the deck by yet another stunning young woman.

      She shuffled forward in her matching pink bathrobe and slippers, leaned over, and kissed his cheek. “Now that’s the Gunner McCrae I remember.

      He grinned at her. “You look beautiful.” Her face was still red with sunburn, and she had sores on her lips and nose and ears, but she absolutely glowed.

      “This is amazing, right?” Pauline accepted a champagne and a glass of water from the steward.

      “Unbelievable. Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine this kind of rescue.”

      “Should we sit?” She indicated to the table.

      “If I don’t sit, I’ll probably fall down.”

      She nodded. “I know what you mean.”

      He pulled out her chair and moved to sit in the padded seat beside her.

      “Well, hello.”

      Gunner jerked upright and spun to the deep voice. The man who strode toward him with his hand out was tall, broad-shouldered, and commanded attention like a Hollywood heavyweight. Blade and Axel followed him, but paused at the door, arms rigid at their sides and feet apart . . . ready for action. Though what action they were expecting was beyond Gunner. He could barely move.

      “Good evening. I’m Charles Hargreaves.” He had a depth to his eyes that portrayed youthfulness, but the peppering of gray at his temples said otherwise.

      “It’s so nice to meet you, Mr. Hargreaves.”

      “Oh please, call me Charlie.” He fiddled with a chunky gold chain around his neck.

      Gunner shook his hand. “I . . . we”—he indicated to Pauline—“are so grateful to you for saving us.”

      “You’re mighty lucky. There are not a lot of boats out here these days.”

      Gunner huffed. “Oh, we know.” His mind spun through a thousand questions. There was so much to ask. There was so much to tell. But he had no idea where to start.

      “I hear you’ve been on quite a journey. You were on a cruise ship? Is that right?”

      “Correct. Rose of the Sea. We left Los Angeles on the twenty-eighth of January.”

      A frown drilled across his brow. “And only four of you survived?”

      Gunner shook his head. “By the time we abandoned ship, there was seventy-five of us. But we ended up on a deserted island. We got lucky when that boat you found us on drifted close to shore. The four of us took it with the intention of getting help for the thirty-five people we left on the island.”

      Pauline grinned at Charlie. “We’ve been at sea for sixty-eight days. Our mast broke off three weeks ago.” She shook her head and heaved a heavy sigh. “We were so lucky you found us. Now though, we need to find a way to get all the survivors back to America.”

      He huffed. “America?” He blinked at Gunner, then Pauline. Then his eyes bulged and he thumped his chest. “Oh my God. You have no idea . . .”

      “We know about the EMP strikes. That’s what decimated our cruise ship.” Gunner’s eyes snagged on the scalloped stitching at the end of his wrist. That horror already seemed like years ago. “Sir, Charlie, can I trouble you for a phone? I’d like to call my wife. She’s about an hour north of LA. She has no idea I’m even alive.”

      “Umm.” A cloud crossed his eyes. “I’m sorry, but you can’t ring her.”

      Gunner leaned forward. “But I need to tell her I’m coming. She hasn’t—”

      “Maybe you don’t understand,” Charlie blurted. “America is at war.”

      Gunner’s gut churned. “At war? With who?”

      An agonized expression crawled across his face, and he swallowed. “There’s been plenty of speculation over who. . . China, Russia, Afghanistan have all been mentioned. But as far as we know, nobody has actually come forward and laid claim to the bombs that decimated America’s power grid. But whoever it was, they knew what they were doing. Because Americans are now at war with themselves. It’s impossible to go back there.”

      Gunner’s gut twisted into knots as a plate of sushi, complete with decorative flowers, was positioned in front of him.

      He dragged his gaze from the food to Pauline’s distraught eyes, and the final jagged pieces of his resolve shattered into a million pieces.

      Their nightmare wasn’t over.

      It wasn’t even close.

      

      TO BE CONTINUED . . .
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        * * *

      

      Dear fabulous reader,

      Thank you for reading Feral Fate. I hope you’re enjoying following Gunner, Gabby, Madeline and Zon’s quests to make it home.

      

      
        
        But the world is splintered, and so are the survivors.

      

        

      
        Adrift at sea for weeks, a rescue party finally offers safe haven to the four survivors who escaped the island. But the civilized society they’ve always known has fallen… and a fractured, dangerous anarchy has taken its place.

      

        

      
        Gunner. Charging into the chaos of the mainland, Gunner is determined to find his wife and daughter. But he has a new hell to deal with—desperate people with cutthroat motives.

      

        

      
        Zon. Returning home forces Zon to face his worst nightmare—losing Jessie, the only woman he’s ever loved, in order to save her family.

      

        

      
        Gabby. Still trapped on the island with the other desperate survivors, Gabby and Madeline fear they’ve been forgotten. But nothing could prepare them for the danger that washes up on the shore.

      

        

      
        America is gone. Hope is all they have left. In a world of disorder, will the remaining passengers from Rose of the Sea ever make it home? Or will the darkness of human nature destroy what little is left?

      

        

      
        Find out in the final explosive book in the Waves of Fate series – Final Fate.

      

      

      
        
        You could pre-order Final Fate here: Final Fate

      

        

      
        Or if you prefer, you can be notified when Final Fate is released on 18th of March 2021 by filling out this simple form: https://forms.gle/ftDjYCHpVn3Bpjc66

      

        

      
        Would you like to know when I release a new book? Or when one of my books go on sale? Fill in this simple form and you’ll be sent a quick email when either of these happen: https://forms.gle/uSnQWhiBruPyL7Nq5

      

        

      
        By the way, if you enjoyed Feral Fate, would you consider placing a review on Amazon or Goodreads? They really do help other readers discover my books. Here’s the link if you’re interested: Feral Fate

      

        

      
        Cheers to you,

        Kendall Talbot
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        * * *

      

      Keep turning the pages for more thrilling books by Kendall Talbot.

      
        
        But before you go, would you like a FREE book? I’d love to share my crime thriller Double Take with you. Double Take is set in my home town of Brisbane, Australia and it’s a thriller that will have you guessing to the very end. And if you sign up, you get it for FREE.

      

        

      
        Here’s the link to receive your FREE book: https://kendalltalbot.com.au/doubletakefree.html

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Jagged Edge

          

        

      

    

    
      A grieving detective with nothing to lose. A dying town with everything to hide.
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      After the shocking death of his daughter, suspended detective Edge Malone who seeks oblivion in a bottle and plans to photograph a rare blood moon in isolated Whispering Hills, California. But his night takes a deadly turn when a high-tech drone is shot from the sky—and a ruthless gunman murders an innocent bystander who dares to visit the crash site. Driven by instinct, Edge seizes the drone and escapes into the woods.

      

      Now being hunted, Edge unwittingly thrusts Nina Hamilton into the chase—a street-smart beauty who is no stranger to men with dangerous motives. But when the drone data leads them to a shocking discovery, they quickly learn that no one in Whispering Hills can be trusted. The truth of the small town is anything but quiet, and the price of secrets runs six-feet deep…

      

      Jagged Edge is a full-length, stand-alone thriller that will have you turning the pages all night long.

      

      Download today at Amazon, or free with Kindle Unlimited: Jagged Edge

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lost In Kakadu

          

        

      

    

    
      Together, they survived the plane crash. Now the real danger begins.
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        Socialite, Abigail Mulholland, has spent a lifetime surrounded in luxury… until her scenic flight plummets into the remote Australian wilderness. When rescue doesn’t come, she finds herself thrust into a world of deadly snakes and primitive conditions in a landscape that is both brutal and beautiful. But trekking the wilds of Kakadu means fighting two wars—one against the elements, and the other against the magnetic pull she feels toward fellow survivor Mackenzie, a much younger man.

      

      

      

      Mackenzie Steel had finally achieved his dreams of becoming a five-star chef when his much-anticipated joy flight turned each day into a waking nightmare. But years of pain and grief have left Mackenzie no stranger to a harsh life. As he battles his demons in the wild, he finds he has a new struggle on his hands: his growing feelings for Abigail, a woman who is as frustratingly naïve as she is funny.

      

      Fate brought them together. Nature may tear them apart. But one thing is certain—love is as unpredictable as Kakadu, and survival is just the beginning…

      

      Lost in Kakadu is a gripping action-adventure novel set deep in Australia’s rugged Kakadu National Park. Winner of the Romantic Book of the Year in 2014, this full-length, stand-alone novel is an extraordinary story of endurance, grief, survival and undying love.

      

      Download Lost in Kakadu today and settle in to read all night long: Lost in Kakadu

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Extreme Limit

          

        

      

    

    
      Two lovers frozen in ice. One dangerous expedition.
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        Holly Parmenter doesn’t remember the helicopter crash that claimed the life of her fiancé and left her in a coma. The only details she does remember from that fateful day haunt her—two mysterious bodies sealed within the ice, dressed for dinner rather than a dangerous hike up the Canadian Rockies.

      

      

      

      No one believes Holly’s story about the couple encased deep in the icy crevasse. Instead, she’s wrongly accused of murdering her fiancé for his million-dollar estate. Desperate to uncover the truth about the bodies and to prove her innocence, Holly resolves to climb the treacherous mountain and return to the crash site. But to do that she’ll need the help of Oliver, a handsome rock-climbing specialist who has his own questions about Holly’s motives.

      

      When a documentary about an unsolved kidnapping offers clues as to the identity of the frozen bodies, it’s no longer just Oliver and Holly heading to the dangerous mountaintop . . . there’s also a killer, who’ll stop at nothing to keep the case cold.

      

      Will a harrowing trip to the icy crevasse bring Holly and Oliver the answers they seek? Or will disaster strike twice, claiming all Holly has left?

      

      Extreme Limit is a thrilling, stand-alone, action-adventure novel with a dash of romance set high in the Canadian Rockies.

      

      Download today at Amazon: Extreme Limit

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Treasured Secrets

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        His secrets are tearing them apart.

        But the truth may get them killed.

      

      

      
        
          [image: Treasured Secrets Cover]
        

      

      When Rosalina left Italy to pursue her culinary dreams, she didn’t expect heartbreak to be on the menu. Archer Mahoney is the man of her dreams—handsome, wealthy, and filled with adventure—except for the recurring nightmares he refuses to talk about.

      

      Archer has spent a lifetime hunting for lost treasure, but his own buried past now threatens to destroy his future. Each night he relives the horrific dive that claimed his father’s life twenty years ago. But the events of that day, and the truth surrounding the golden medallion he found on the dive, are mysteries he can’t solve alone.

      

      When Rosalina shockingly connects the medallion to the stained-glass window of an ancient Italian church, she believes it may be the key to mending the ocean between them. But some treasures are buried in blood, and a deadly priest will stop at nothing to keep a nefarious secret contained…

      

      Treasured Secrets is a thrilling action-adventure novel with a dash of romance. If you love your romance, high on the suspense, this is for you.

      

      Download on Amazon today: Treasured Secrets

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Deadly Twist

          

        

      

    

    
      An ancient Mayan Temple. A dark family secret. A desperate fight for survival.
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        When a mysterious ancient Mayan temple is discovered by a team of explorers deep in the Yucatan jungle, the world is entranced. But Liliana Bennett is shocked by the images sweeping the headlines. She’s seen the temple before, drawn in detail, in her late father’s secret journal.

      

      

      

      Now, the explorers at Agulinta aren’t the only ones digging up secrets. Liliana is consumed by the mysteries surrounding her father’s sketches and, refusing to believe she’s out of her depth, she heads to Mexico, determined to see the temple for herself.

      

      To reach the heart of the jungle, she’ll have to join forces with Carter Logan, a nature photographer with a restless heart and secrets of his own. But a journey to Agulinta means battling crocodiles, lethal drug runners, and an unforgiving Mother Nature.

      

      Lost and alone, they stumble upon something they should never have seen. Liliana’s quest for answers becomes a desperate race to stay alive. Will Agulinta be the key to their survival? Or will Carter and Liliana become victims to the cruel relentless jungle and the evil men lurking within?

      

      Deadly Twist is a gripping, stand-alone, action-adventure novel with a dash of romance, set deep in Mexico’s Yucatan Jungle.

      

      Download today at Amazon: Deadly Twist

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Zero Escape

          

        

      

    

    
      To survive, Charlene must accept that her whole life was a lie.
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        For twenty years, Charlene Bailey has been living by the same mantra: pay in cash, keep only what you can carry, trust no one and always be ready to run. That is until her father is brutally murdered in New Orleans by a woman screaming a language Charlene doesn’t understand. When police reveal the man she’d known all her life was not her biological father, Charlene is swept up in a riptide of dark secrets and deadly crimes.

      

      

      

      The key to her true identity lies in a dangerous Cuban compound run by a lethal kingpin, but Charlene can’t reach it alone. After a life of relying on herself, she’ll have to trust Marshall Crow, a tough-as-nails ex-Navy man, to smuggle her into Havana.

      

      The answers to Charlene’s past are as dark as the waters she and Marshall must navigate, but a killer in the shadows will stop at nothing to drown the truth.

      

      Zero Escape is a heart-pounding, stand-alone, action-adventure novel with a dash of romance that crosses from New Orleans to the back streets of Havana, Cuba.

      

      Download today at Amazon: Zero Escape
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      A desperate thief. A detective with more clues than time. A double-cross no-one saw coming.
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        Jackson Rich will do anything to get the money he needs to save his wife. Including robbing a bank. But to do it, he needs to call in a long overdue promise from his old gang. Trouble is someone is watching every more he makes, and they are in it for the thrill and the money.

      

        

      
        Gemma’s spent her entire life doing the right thing. Now doing the wrong thing could be the best decision she’s ever made. But nothing could prepare her for the twisted events that follow.

      

        

      
        When Detective Steel gets a tip-off about a bank robbery, the clues pile up, as do the suspects. But as the heist draws closer, Steel is drawn into a web of deceit that puts his stellar career on the line.

        For all three of them, their lives are about to change forever. But in the end, it’s no longer about the money. . .it’s about retribution.

      

        

      
        Double Take is a fast-paced, stand-alone crime thriller that will keep you guessing until the final page.

      

        

      
        Download on Amazon today: Double Take
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      (These books are stand-alone and can be read in any order):
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      Maximum Exposure Box Set

      

      Other Stand-Alone books:

      Jagged Edge

      Lost in Kakadu

      Double Take

      

      Waves of Fate Series

      First Fate

      Feral Fate

      Final Fate
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      If you sign up to my newsletter you can help with fun things like naming characters and giving characters quirky traits and interesting jobs. You’ll also get my book, Breathless Encounters which is exclusive to my newsletter followers only, for free.

      Here’s my newsletter signup link if you’re interested: http://www.kendalltalbot.com.au/newsletter.html
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      Kendall Talbot is a thrill seeker, hopeless romantic, virtual killer, and award-winning author of stories that’ll have your heart thumping from the action-packed suspense in exotic locations and the swoon-worthy romance.

      

      Kendall has sought thrills in all 46 countries she’s visited. She’s abseiled down freezing waterfalls, catapulted out of a white-water raft, jumped off a mountain with a man who spoke little English, and got way too close to a sixteen-foot shark. When she isn’t writing heart-thumping suspense in exotic locations, she’s enjoying wine and cheese with her crazy friends, and planning her next thrilling international escape.

      

      She lives in Brisbane, Australia with her very own hero and a fluffy little dog who specializes in hijacking her writing time. Meanwhile, Kendall’s two sons are off making their own adventures – look out world.

      

      Kendall’s book, Lost in Kakadu won the acclaimed title of Romantic Book of the Year 2014, and her books have also been finalists for Best Romantic Suspense, Best Crime Novel, Best Continuing Series, and Best New Author.

      

      I love to hear from my readers!
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