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FOREWORD

I love to travel.

Doesn’t everybody?

Besides getting a break from the regular old routine, traveling is like going to school. In a good way, I mean. In school you are constantly exposed to new information, shown different ways of thinking, and introduced to people and places that you wouldn’t ordinarily come across. I would love to go back to school for a while. Seriously. As long I could skip the tests and sleep late. But since that isn’t likely, I’ll stick to traveling.

Like most writers I enjoy exploring unique places and talking with people who have lives that are totally different than mine. You never know what you might discover. I was once in Venice, Italy, where I met a guy who said, “If you come across small alleyways that look dark and forbidding…walk in. That’s where you’ll find the hidden treasures.” I thought that was great advice. (At least in Venice. I’m not so sure it’s wise to go down small, dark alleys just anywhere.) His point was that it’s important to be open to new experiences and to always look beyond the superficial. That’s where the adventure lies.

As a writer it’s critical to explore those dark alleys, and the sunny streets, and everywhere else in between.

Young (and not so young) writers often ask me for writing advice. My number one suggestion for them is to write about things that they know. When you write about the people and places and emotions and conflicts you’re familiar with, you will be writing with authority and readers will respond. The bottom line is that the more you know, the more you’ll have at your disposal to write about. That’s one of the reasons I love to travel. I am intrigued and inspired by the places I’ve been to. Inevitably, they end up playing a role in my books.

It was while sitting on a remote beach in Hawaii shooting my TV show Flight 29 Down that I came up with the idea for the tropical island of Ibara in The Pilgrims of Rayne. A trip to Rome sparked the idea that brought Marsh and Cooper to the Coliseum in the Morpheus Road trilogy. The climax of The Black took place in New York City’s Grand Central Terminal…a place I have been through thousands of times. The abandoned subway station where Bobby Pendragon first entered the flume in The Merchant of Death was inspired by an empty subway station that I passed through on the train every day on my way to college classes. I can still remember straining to catch fleeting glimpses of the dark, forgotten platform and imagining what real-life stories might have unfolded there.

Images like those are constantly being gathered up and stored in the hard drive of my memory, waiting patiently for me to come calling in search of ideas.

Like SYLO.

When I was in college my friends and I would take road trips from our hometown in Connecticut to an island off the coast of Massachusetts called Martha’s Vineyard. I’m sure many of you have been there. Those who haven’t might know it because it was where the movie Jaws was filmed. “The Vineyard” (as they call it) is a timeless throwback to a simpler time. I hadn’t been there since 1985 and it’s not an exaggeration to say than when I visited last year I found that it hadn’t changed a bit. I half expected to find the can of Coke I’d left on a fence near the beach in Menemsha twenty-five years earlier.

Okay, maybe that’s a little bit of an exaggeration but there was something comforting about visiting a place that has held true to its time-honored traditions in spite of the chaotic changes that have swirled around it. It was like a secluded oasis, stuck in time.

It was perfect…

…and the perfect setting for a story about ordinary people fighting for their lives while friends are dropping dead all around them on an isolated island that is suddenly invaded by a mysterious, deadly force.

Hey, what did you expect? You didn’t think I was going to write a story about some old farts rocking on a porch by the seashore sipping tea, did you? Give me a break.

A new adventure is about to begin and I’m thrilled that you’ll be joining me. Before heading for the island, I’d like to acknowledge some of the people who have helped bring this book to you.

This is the first book I’m publishing with Razorbill, and I couldn’t be happier about it. The team there has been wonderful from the get-go. Especially my editor, Laura Arnold. Laura embraced the SYLO story as if it were her own and has been its constant champion. She put an incredible effort into wringing the best out of every last word…and out of me. Her insight and talent show on every page AND…she did it all while pregnant, no less. Amazing. I’ve told her how much I appreciate her work a million times so this isn’t news to her, but it’s always nice for readers to know who deserves a boatload of credit. Thanks to her and to everyone at Razorbill.

Big thanks go to my personal team of Richard Curtis, Peter Nelson, and Mark Wetzstein. They have been with me through good times and not-so-good-times. I’m very fortunate to have those guys helping me steer the ship. Or the dingy. Or whatever it is we’ve got. Thanks.

My wife Eve and daughter Keaton are the best support group anyone could ask for. Eve is still my first and best critic, while Keaton is now weighing in with her own opinions about my stories. I’m not sure if that’s good or bad, but it’s inevitable…and I couldn’t be prouder.

Of course a lion’s share of thanks must go to you, oh holder-of-this-book. Whether you’ve been with me since Bobby Pendragon first jumped into the flume or the only reason you picked this up was because you wanted to know what the heck “SYLO” means, I am sincerely grateful that you will be reading my story. I hope you like it.

I’ve made countless friends because of my books. I love answering your letters and corresponding online. Whenever I receive a note that begins, “You must be sick of reading letters like this…” I want to shout out, “No! Keep ’em coming!” (Sometimes I do.) Trust me, it’s a great feeling to know that somebody has enjoyed one of my stories. Thank you.

Okay, housekeeping done. Time to kick this off.

It’s an exciting moment when you begin to read a new series. You haven’t met any of the characters yet. You don’t know what they look like or if you’re going to like them or hate them or root for them or hope they die an excruciatingly painful death. Right now you have no idea what kind of challenges they’re going to face. Who will rise to the occasion? Who will crash and burn? Who knows the truth? Who has secrets?

Who will survive?

It’s the same deal when you start to write a story. In the beginning you have no idea of what’s going to happen. You just have to hold on and learn as you go. It’s kind of like taking a trip…and I love to travel.

I hope you do too because we’re about to begin another wild ride.

Hobey ho.

D.J. MacHale
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ONE

It was the perfect night for a football game.

And for death.

Not that the two have anything in common. When you hear the term “sudden death,” you normally don’t expect there to be an actual loss of life, sudden or otherwise, but there was nothing normal about that night.

It was the night it began. The night of the death.

The first death.

I was sitting on the end of the team bench, more interested in the cheerleaders than the game. To be honest, I didn’t have much business being on the team. There weren’t many freshmen on the Arbortown High varsity, but with a student population that barely squeaked past two hundred, if you had two legs and didn’t mind being brutally punished by guys who were older, bigger, and faster than you, you were in. I’m not exactly sure why I accepted the role of living tackling dummy, but I liked football and figured that in a few years I’d be the one running over hapless freshmen. So I guess I was paying my dues.

My main duty during a game was to be the sprinter on the kickoff team. That meant I had to run directly for the guy who fielded the kick…which made me the first to get taken out by the wall of blockers who were intent on stopping that very thing. It was an ugly job but at least it meant I’d come out of a game with a little dirt on my uniform.

My other duty was to be the backup for our senior tailback, Marty Wiggins. That’s why I spent most of my time on the bench watching the cheerleaders. Marty was a legend. He’d had big-time colleges sniffing around him since he was a sophomore. He was that good.

But on that night, he was just sick.

The stands were packed. For Arbortown High that meant maybe five hundred people. It wasn’t exactly the Rose Bowl but you wouldn’t know that from the excitement Marty was generating. The place went nuts every time he got his hands on the ball because he was running over guys and knocking them aside like bowling pins. When he was tackled, which wasn’t often, it took three players to drag him down. It was like watching a pro beating up on Pop Warner boys. He was in for most every play of the game until, with only a few minutes left, he dropped down next to me on the bench to take a rare breather.

He sat there gulping air, staring back at the field.

I figured his night was over so I held up my fist for a knuckle-bump and said, “Dude. Awesome.”

Marty looked at me…and I froze.

He had a fiery, wild look in his eyes that made me think for one terrifying moment that he was going to hit me. The guy was totally charged up with…what? Excitement? Anger? Insanity? He didn’t bump knuckles. Just as well, he might have broken my hand. I sat there like a fool with my fist hovering, un-bumped. I didn’t want to say anything else for fear he’d drive his helmet through my face. Instead, he grabbed my forearm in a grip that was so fierce I had black-and-blue marks the next day.

“What’s happening?” he whispered through gasping breaths.

He said it with a disturbing mix of fear and confusion that made me believe he truly didn’t understand what was going on around him. Or with him.

“Uh…what do you mean?” I asked tentatively.

“Wiggins!” barked Coach.

Marty jumped to his feet and sprinted back into the game as if he had been launched from a catapult.

I was left on the bench, not knowing what had just happened.

The play was called and the team went to the line. Marty was pitched the ball and he rumbled around left end for another fifteen yards. All was well. Marty was fine. I chalked up his odd behavior to adrenaline and the excitement of the game and went back to my all-important cheerleader review.

Arbortown is a pretty small place, so going to a high school football game was the best thing to do on Friday nights in the fall. Okay, the only thing to do. As I scanned the crowd, I saw many people I knew, including my mother and father. Dad gave me a big smile and a thumbs-up. Mom wasn’t as enthusiastic. She hated that I played football. Her deep frown meant she was expecting me to get injured just by sitting on the bench.

I gave them a small wave, then looked away…to notice a strange face in the crowd. It belonged to a man with longish blond hair wearing a hoodie. He looked like a surfer dude, complete with beard stubble and a single earring. He stood out amid the sea of fans because he was the only one not cheering. Instead, he wrote furiously in a small notebook. I figured he might have been a college scout. It would explain why Marty was playing like he was possessed. This could be a scholarship showcase for him.

“Button up!” Coach ordered as he strode past. “We’re going to score again.”

That meant all the wretched scrubs, like me, had to be ready for another kickoff. We were on the ten yard line and about to go in. There were only a few seconds left in the game and I was surprised that, seeing it was a blowout, Coach hadn’t pulled Marty. Maybe he knew there was a scout in the crowd taking notes. Or maybe he didn’t trust Marty’s backup—me.

I stood up with the rest of the team and cheered for the offense. It felt cheesy to be screaming for another score since the game had been over since halftime, but what can you do? It’s football.

The team came up to the line, the QB called signals, and the ball was snapped. Marty took the handoff—no big surprise—and blasted into the line off right tackle. The defense had had enough. They didn’t want any part of him. There were a few halfhearted arm tackles that didn’t even slow him down as he burst into the end zone.

Touchdown.

The crowd exploded once again, cheering ecstatically while the band kicked in with our fight song, “Jericho.” The cheerleaders jumped around and hugged each other like we’d just won a championship when all we’d done was add pad to an already lopsided score.

Marty sprinted to the back of the end zone, turned to the stands, threw his arms up in triumph…

…and dropped dead.

Of course, I didn’t know that at the time. All I saw was Marty fall over and land on his back. At first I thought it was some new kind of celebration dance, like spiking himself instead of the ball. Our players were jumping on each other, chest-bumping and high-fiving. When they finally got around to focusing on the guy who was the cause of the celebration, they pulled on his arms to help him up…but Marty didn’t respond.

In seconds the emotion of the moment flipped from elation to concern.

“Hey!” our guys yelled while waving to the sideline for help. “He’s hurt!”

The crowd noise died instantly. It was a rude jolt to experience the sudden and dramatic change from joyous cheers and music to absolute silence.

Coach sprinted onto the field, waving at the other players to back away. He was quickly joined by a paramedic. With the rest of our offense huddled nearby, watching expectantly, the paramedic knelt down to examine Marty.

There was no doubt in anyone’s mind that something serious had happened to our superstar. As he lay still on the grass, two more paramedics ran onto the field with a fracture board.

I turned around to look at my parents. Dad’s expression now matched Mom’s. They knew something horrible had happened. Everyone knew. A few seconds later we heard the urgent scream of a far-off siren.

I didn’t look back to the field right away because I was mesmerized by the communal look of anxiety and horror on the faces of each and every person in the stands. All eyes were on the end zone and the guy who lay on his back, not moving.

People cleared a path for Marty’s dad, who pushed his way through to get to the field. The poor guy was about to find out that his son had just gone from playing the game of his life to taking the final breath of his life.

Every last person feared that they were witnessing something horrific. Something they would never forget. Nobody moved as they waited for the news they knew wouldn’t be good.

Almost nobody, that is. As I stared at the stands, I noticed that one person had already left. He hadn’t even stuck around long enough for the ambulance to arrive.

The surfer dude with the notebook was gone.

It was the night of the death.

The first death.

And it was only the beginning.


TWO

I needed a midnight ride.

Gotta get out.

I sent the text to my best friend, Quinn Carr. He would know what it meant. It was a custom that Quinn and I had started shortly after we first met in middle school. Whenever one of us couldn’t sleep, we’d sneak out of our houses and meet up with our bikes near the town pier at the end of Main Street. From there we’d saddle up, turn on our headlights, and race each other along the frontage road that circled Pemberwick Island, our home. We usually went after midnight, which meant there was little or no traffic to deal with, especially since we always took a remote route that traveled along the beach and away from civilization. It was ten miles of frantic insanity since most of the time it was too dark to see beyond the throw of our headlights and neither of us would bow to safety and slow down. A major crash might change that thinking, but neither of us had ever been thrown. So far.

Quinn came up with the idea. He said the rides would release endorphins into our systems that would shoot electrical impulses to the brain that helped reduce stress and create a feeling of well-being. Quinn was always coming up with things like that. I think he spent too much time watching Discovery Channel and reading Wikipedia. All I knew was that the rides were a perfect outlet for blowing off steam and working out problems…and that night I was definitely having a problem.

I couldn’t stop thinking about Marty. How could somebody that young and in such great shape just…die? I lay in bed, only hours after the game, trying to keep my mind from replaying his final moments over and over, but it was no use. Sleep would not come.

I threw on my sweats, grabbed my helmet, and left my bedroom the only way possible at that hour of the night—through my window. My parents wouldn’t have been too happy if they knew I was flying around the island in the middle of the night, so I quietly made my way across the roof over the porch and shinnied down a column to the ground. I kept my bike in the garage (which was separate from our house) so there was little chance of my parents hearing. I’d done it enough times that I had it down to a quiet science. Less than five minutes after I had sent the text to Quinn I was in the saddle and pedaling toward town.

It was long past midnight and Arbortown had shut down for the night. The restaurants closed by ten and the shops long before that. It was a tourist beach town, not an after-hours hangout. I rode straight to the town pier, where the ferryboat that made the five-mile run between Pemberwick Island and Portland, Maine, was tied up. It was a huge old thing that carried not only people, but trucks and cars as well. During the busy summer months, it was incredible to see the number of people and vehicles that would flood off that vessel. It was like watching one of those circus clown cars. I have no idea how it could handle so much weight and not sink. I’m sure Quinn knew. He’d have read it on Wikipedia.

At that hour the ferry and the pier were quiet. The ferry boat wouldn’t be fired up again until five in the morning, when it would start making round trips to the mainland. I coasted to a stop at the head of the pier and pulled out my phone to see if Quinn had texted back, when…

“What took you so long?” came a familiar voice.

I spun around to see Quinn lying on a bench.

“No way!” I exclaimed. “I only texted you like ten minutes ago.”

Quinn sat up, stretched, and rubbed his face.

“I’ve been here since midnight,” he replied with a yawn.

“But…” I thought a moment, then said, “You knew I’d want to ride.”

“It’s amazing how insightful I can be.”

“Did you hear what happened?”

“Seriously?” Quinn exclaimed sarcastically. “We live on an island, Tucker. News like that travels at the speed of heat. Besides, I was there.”

“At the game? You hate football.”

“True, but I wasn’t going to miss you playing in your first varsity game. Not that there was much playing involved. But you did have some all-pro bench-sitting action going on.”

“Give me a break. Most of those guys are three years older than me.”

Quinn laughed. “I know. I think it’s cool that you’re even on the team. Crazy, but cool.”

Quinn and I couldn’t have been more different from each other and maybe that was why we got along so well. He was tall and thin like a lanky scarecrow with a wild mop of curly blond hair that rarely saw a brush. He wore heavy-framed glasses that sat on his big nose, making him look like he was wearing one of those Halloween glasses-and-nose combos, but it worked for him. It didn’t hurt that he was incredibly smart—and enjoyed the fact that he stood out in a crowd. I, on the other hand, was more of the “blending in” type. I stood a good head shorter than Quinn and kept my brown hair cut short. I wouldn’t consider myself particularly brainy, though I weighed in with a solid B-minus average in school. Not bad, in my book. Unfortunately my parents had a different book. I was tired of hearing: “Tucker Pierce, you are not living up to your potential.” How did they know what my potential was? How could anybody know? It was a constant argument that often led to a midnight ride.

Quinn jammed his helmet down over his bushy hair and pulled down goggles over his glasses. He looked like a dork and couldn’t have cared less.

“What do you think happened to Marty?” I asked.

Quinn shrugged. “We’ll know more tomorrow.”

“Why’s that?”

“My parents are doing the autopsy as we speak.”

The quiet night suddenly got quieter. I’d forgotten that Quinn’s mom and dad were doctors at Arbortown Medical.

“Oh, right,” I said softly. “Thanks for that image.”

“Hey, you asked. Let’s ride.”

I did my best to shake the gruesome reality as we mounted up, flicked on our headlights, and pedaled out of town. Quinn and I rarely spoke during these ten-mile rides because the whole point was to push ourselves physically and mentally. It took serious concentration to keep from hitting a pothole or a patch of sand that would lead to a painful case of road rash, especially at the speed we were going, at night, with only a small light focused on the pavement ahead. The winding road was full of dips and turns, which meant we had to stay focused or end up with broken bones.

The route took us along the perimeter of Pemberwick Island. We traveled counterclockwise, which meant the ocean was to our right. The four-lane road never got much closer than a hundred yards from the beach. At times there would be thick forest between us and the water; other times we’d pass sandy bluffs covered in sea grass that gave us a clear view of the water. We occasionally passed a darkened house, but most of the route was through undeveloped terrain that hadn’t changed in, well, ever.

There was no moon out, which normally meant a dark trip, but it was one of those nights that was so incredibly clear you could see most every star in the sky. Downtown Portland was well over five miles away across the water so there were no lights to prevent the sky from lighting up with millions of tiny sparkles. It was so bright that I considered turning off my headlight but figured I still needed to see obstacles in the road so I directed the beam to hit just ahead of my front tire.

It didn’t take long before I was breathing hard and sweating, which was exactly what I needed. I could feel the tension drift away. I don’t know if it was about releasing endorphins or about forcing myself to focus on something as simple as working out, but the ride was doing the job. Quinn was a genius, not only because he knew this would help but because he knew that I needed it.

“What’s that?” he called to me.

“What’s what?”

“Listen.”

All I could hear was the sound of our tires rolling over the blacktop and the turning of our chains.

“I don’t hear anything,” I replied.

“You don’t hear that?” he asked. “It’s like music.”

I listened again…and heard it. It was a single, steady note that drifted on the breeze. It was faint, but definitely there. It didn’t sound natural, like wind through the trees or a migrating whale. It was too precise for that. The note changed and hung there for a few seconds, then changed again. It wasn’t a tune, but a series of notes held steady, as if being played by an unseen electric piano. It came and went, sometimes loud and clear, other times hardly audible.

“What is it?” I asked. “There aren’t any houses around here.”

We slowed and sat up on our seats.

“It wouldn’t be from a house,” Quinn said, using his analytical voice. “It’s gotta be moving because we haven’t passed it.”

“Look!” I shouted, pointing out to sea.

Something was moving over the ocean. I saw it move beyond a dip in the bluffs. It was a shadow. A big one. We had gained elevation and were traveling along a section of bluffs that rose and fell. When the terrain dropped down, we could see an odd mass moving over the water. When the bluffs rose again, we’d lose sight of it.

“Speed up,” Quinn commanded, and we both dug in to catch the strange shadow.

“Is it a whale?” I asked, breathless.

“It’s not in the water, it’s moving above it, like a boat.”

“A boat with no running lights?”

It was pitch black and looked to be the size of a small airplane. The only reason I thought it could be anything other than an actual shadow was that it was giving off the musical sounds. Shadows didn’t do that. When it cleared a bluff, we could hear it. When it was blocked by a dune, so was the music. It was treacherous trying to stay with it while keeping one eye on the shadow and another on the road ahead.

“Somebody’s on the bluff,” Quinn called.

Sure enough, with the stars providing light, I could see that somebody else was keeping pace with the shadow, too. It was a rider on horseback, charging across the dunes. It was impossible to see who it might be because they had to be a hundred yards away from us. Whoever it was had to be an experienced rider because they were galloping over some treacherous terrain.

I saw the shadow again as it appeared beyond a dip in the bluffs.

“It could be a low-flying plane,” Quinn offered.

“Again, no running lights,” I countered. “No engine sound either.”

The guy on horseback passed a pickup truck that was parked on the bluff. Pickup trucks weren’t unique on Pemberwick, except when they were sitting on top of a bluff in the middle of nowhere…in the middle of the night.

“It stopped,” Quinn announced.

I looked ahead to a break in the dunes and didn’t see the shadow. The horseback rider realized the same thing, pulled up, and trotted back the other way. Quinn and I put on the brakes. Though we could no longer see the shadow, we could still hear it. The music was growing louder.

“This is freaking me out,” I said. “Where did it go?”

Quinn didn’t need to answer, for the shadow suddenly reappeared, this time rising straight up above the bluffs.

“That’s no boat,” Quinn said, dumbfounded.

The shadow lifted ever so slowly toward the sky as the notes began changing more frequently, as if the rising movement required more energy. I looked to the sky, hoping to see a source of light that could be creating a huge, moving shadow. There was nothing but stars, except for where the shadow was.

The entity seemed to be sucking up light, looking more like a dark gash in the sky than something with substance. It was oval-shaped, like a flying manta ray. There was no way to tell how big it was or how close it was to shore because there was nothing to give it perspective.

We stood there straddling our bikes, staring at the rising shape, dumbstruck.

Quinn put it best. “What…the…hell?”

A brilliant streak of light appeared so unexpectedly that there was no way to know what it was or where it had come from. It was blinding, especially since we had been straining so hard to see the shadow in the near dark. Quinn and I threw our arms up to shield our eyes, which was smart because the streaking flash was only a prelude.

Boom!

The shadow exploded like a massive Fourth of July skyrocket. Sparkling particles blew out from the center of the black hole, lighting up the horizon, momentarily turning night into day.

The horse on the bluff reared up in surprise, its silhouette burned into my eyes. I had no idea if the rider stayed in the saddle because a second later we were hit with a wave of heat and sound that knocked us off our feet. I fell back, getting my feet twisted in my bike and landing on my butt. Still, I kept my eyes open to see what was happening. If I had had a few seconds to think, I probably would have run for cover, but it all happened too fast to think.

Like an exploding firework, thousands of dazzling sparkler-like particles spread across the sky. They hovered for a moment then fell to the ocean. Seconds later the fiery storm hit the water, extinguishing each and every bit of light. The event lasted no more than fifteen seconds. Once again, it was dark. The shadow was gone. The music was gone. I couldn’t even see if the horseback rider was still on the bluff. The only sign left of what we had witnessed was the ringing in my ears.

I turned to Quinn. He looked as stunned as I felt. He gave me a wide-eyed look through his glasses and goggles…and smiled.

“Well, there’s that,” he said with a shrug.

Under other circumstances I might have laughed.

“This has been the freakin’ longest night of my life,” I said with dismay.

“Yeah,” he replied. “And it’s not over yet.”


THREE

It’s amazing how much action you can generate by punching three simple digits into a cell phone: 9-1-1.

The quiet solitude of the desolate shoreline was once again disrupted by a blinding white light and a sound so loud that it rattled my teeth, only this time it was explainable.

A Coast Guard helicopter hovered low over the ocean with its searchlight sweeping the water, looking for…what? We didn’t know. Charging in to join the search was a Coast Guard rescue craft out of Portland. I could see its lights from a few miles off as it sped our way. On land were two Jeeps from the sheriff’s department with their blue hazard lights flashing. Rounding out the spectacle were two more cars, SUVs, that belonged to my parents and Quinn’s.

Right after the explosion, Quinn and I debated what we should do. Calling in the authorities meant calling in our parents and a possible end to our midnight rides. As much as we didn’t want to have to face their wrath, it didn’t take long to make a decision. This was too huge to keep quiet.

Twenty minutes later the two Jeeps arrived with their sirens wailing and lights flashing. I was impressed, considering that the sheriff and his deputy must have been asleep when they got the calls. It’s not like there’s a whole lot of criminal activity on Pemberwick. Those guys mostly dealt with tourists who got dumb when they drank too much beer or kids who raced around the island in their parents’ cars.

Shortly after the sheriff arrived, the Coast Guard chopper flew in, which meant the sheriff didn’t want to handle this alone. Smart move. I’d met Sheriff Laska a few times and he seemed like an okay guy, though not exactly a highly trained crimestopper. He was overweight…okay, fat…which didn’t matter much because it wasn’t like he ever had to chase down fleeing perps. The most chasing he ever did was with a beer after a buttery lobster roll.

Deputy Donald wasn’t any more impressive. He looked like he had graduated high school last week. He was a little guy who wore his sheriff uniform really tight, like some badass state trooper. Maybe he thought it made him look bigger. I think it just made him look like he was wearing a Halloween costume that didn’t fit anymore. I wasn’t even sure if Donald was his first name or his last. They were both good guys but not crack detectives. I was glad that they had called in the Coast Guard.

When Laska and Donald got there, they instantly separated Quinn and me. It didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to realize they wanted us each to separately give our version of what had happened to see if the stories matched. Laska questioned me and Donald took Quinn. I told the sheriff everything with as much detail as I could remember. The only tricky question came when he asked me why we were riding our bikes out there in the middle of the night. But I had a good answer for that too: I couldn’t sleep after what had happened to Marty so we took off on a ride to blow off steam. It helped that it was the truth. Besides, what had happened over the water was a lot more disturbing than finding out a couple of guys went out for a late-night bike ride.

After asking me the same questions about five times, Laska told me to wait in the back of his Jeep while he went to talk with Deputy Donald. Quinn was in the back of the other Jeep, out of earshot. I caught his eye and he gave me a big smile and a thumbs-up. Dork. He was actually enjoying himself.

Our parents drove up shortly after and were asked to stay by their cars. After they loaded up our bikes the four of them stood together, talking and looking—what? Nervous? Angry? Worried? Probably all of the above. They’d just gotten calls in the middle of the night to say their sons were witnesses to an inexplicable explosion on the other side of the island. That had to be a shocker. But were they anxious about the explosion? Or the fact that Quinn and I were on the other side of the island when we were supposed to be at home in bed? That was a toss-up.

I didn’t think we’d catch any serious flak, though. Quinn and I were usually upright citizens. Okay, we were always upright citizens. Our parents shouldn’t be too upset that we went out for a nighttime ride, they should be grateful that we were normally pretty boring.

Living on an island like Pemberwick makes it tough to find good friends. It’s not like you have unlimited choices, and I was lucky to find a guy like Quinn. The island sits five miles off the Maine coast. The only way on or off is by boat or small plane. The entire island is about eighty-five square miles with a town on either side: Arbortown, where I live, is on the west coast facing the mainland and Memagog sits on the east coast facing open ocean. The rest of the island is grassland, farmland, or beach. To the north is a separate island called Chinicook, which you can only get to by a half-mile-long bridge. I think they used it as a submarine-spotting outpost during World War II, but nothing’s out there now but scrub and seagulls. The south end of the island is made up of tall cliffs of red clay that loom over the sea. It’s all very postcard picturesque, and that attracts two very different kinds of people: those who live here year-round and those who vacation during the summer. Quinn and I fall into the year-round category, though neither of us had been born on Pemberwick.

Quinn’s family came from Philadelphia when his parents chose to trade the high-pressure life of working in a city hospital for a more laid-back island lifestyle.

My family’s journey was more out of necessity. Dad was a civil engineer who worked for years in city planning in my home town of Greenwich, Connecticut. When the economy went sour, he got laid off and decided to move us to Pemberwick to try something new, which turned out to be starting his own gardening business. It wasn’t the most glamorous job but there was definitely a need, seeing as so many rich people wanted their summer places to look brochure-worthy. So Dad went from planning the growth of a city to planning the growth of petunias.

Though he was raking in a lot more grass than money, Dad seemed to like living here. Mom did too. She was an accountant who did freelance work for many of the small businesses on the island. She often talked about how much fun she was having meeting new people and helping them with their work. As far as I could tell, neither missed our former life—which was cool—but it didn’t seem fair that somebody like my dad could work so hard to get through school and earn a big fat degree and slave for years to build a career only to be tossed on the trash heap because some budget needed to be balanced. That wasn’t right. My parents always tell me to work hard in school because it’ll lead to a good career and a good life. Well, my father did exactly that and got dumped like a dead battery. If it could happen to him, a guy who does nothing but the right thing, it could happen to anybody.

It makes me wonder what the point of it all is. Why work so hard to try to get ahead if the rug can be pulled out without warning? Or you drop dead during a football game? Maybe that’s why I don’t try all that hard in school. I figure that whatever comes my way I’ll deal, but I won’t bother sweating about it until then. That way I’ll never have to feel as though I got burned.

Quinn doesn’t agree with that. He’s all about piling on the AP courses and building his resume to get into some great school and set himself up to do something important…whatever that might be. It’s pretty much the only thing we don’t agree on. But that’s okay. Whatever happens, we’ll always have each other’s back.

As I sat in the cruiser watching the helicopter make passes over the ocean, another vehicle drove up. The headlights were right in my face so I couldn’t tell exactly what it was, but it looked to be a pickup. It stopped about thirty yards away. The driver got out as Sheriff Laska came over to greet him. He was an older guy wearing a plaid shirt and jeans. Because he was backlit by his own headlights I didn’t recognize him, but he looked to be tall and solid—your basic islander. He spoke to Laska and they shook hands as Deputy Donald joined them. Laska introduced them and started back toward me. As he walked, he motioned for Quinn and our parents to join us. We all converged at his Jeep.

“Who was that?” I asked, pointing to the guy in the plaid shirt.

“Another witness,” Laska replied. “Guess he was the fella you two saw riding his horse on the bluff. Deputy Donald’s taking his statement now.”

“So he’s okay?” I asked. “We thought he got hurt by the explosion.”

“Seems fine,” Laska said. “And his story matches yours.”

“Of course it does,” Quinn exclaimed. “Why would we make this up?’

“Quinlan!” Quinn’s mom scolded.

“Aw, c’mon,” Quinn protested. “We’ve been getting grilled like we’re trying to pull off some kind of prank. Is that what happens to people who do their civic duty?”

“Enough,” Quinn’s dad snapped.

“It’s okay, Doctor Carr,” Laska said. “We have been putting them through the ringer.”

“See?” Quinn exclaimed. “Whose side are you on, Dad?”

Doctor Carr rolled his eyes. He was used to Quinn being argumentative.

Quinn gave me a quick wink. I knew what he was doing. He was putting everybody else on the defensive so we didn’t have to be. There was no way we were going to get in trouble for lying about being in bed and riding our bikes out there.

“Look,” Laska said with patience. “You have to admit it’s a wild story. You can’t expect us to buy it just like that. We have to do our job.”

“I understand,” Quinn said. “Continue.”

I had to keep from smiling. Laska may have been the law but Quinn was calling the shots.

“The Coast Guard’s leading the inquiry,” Laska said. “It’s their jurisdiction. So far they haven’t had any reports of a boat or a plane missing.”

“I don’t think it was either,” Quinn said.

“And what exactly do you think it was?” Doctor Carr asked.

“A UFO,” Quinn stated bluntly.

That got nothing but surprised gasps from our parents, and from me. Quinn hadn’t mentioned that before.

“What?” Quinn said defensively. “I’m not saying it was from Mars. But it was flying, and we couldn’t tell what it was. It didn’t look like any kind of plane I’d ever seen. Isn’t that pretty much the definition of a UFO?”

It was hard to argue with his logic.

“Whatever it was,” Laska said, “we believe you saw something. So does the Coast Guard and they’re going to figure out exactly what it was. So why don’t you all go on home and we’ll let you know if anything turns up.”

“What about the truck?” I asked.

“What truck?” Laska replied.

“The pickup I told you about that was parked out on the bluff a little way back.”

“Yeah,” Quinn said. “I told Donny all about it.”

“Deputy Donald,” the sheriff corrected.

“Whatever.”

“There’s no truck back there,” Laska said. “We checked that out first thing.”

Quinn and I exchanged looks. Of all the things we had witnessed, the lone pickup truck was probably the least strange—until now. Had something happened to it when the shadow exploded? Or had there been yet another witness on the bluffs who drove off after the fireworks?

“We’ll check it out,” Laska added. “Now head on home and let us do our job.”

Quinn’s mom put her arm around Quinn’s shoulder. She looked tired. So did her husband. I’d almost forgotten that they had been working late that night. I wondered if they had gotten the call from Quinn when they were in the middle of Marty’s autopsy. I did my best to shake that image.

“We still working tomorrow?” Quinn asked me.

I looked to my dad, who said, “That’s up to you guys.”

Quinn and I worked for Dad on Saturdays, helping out with his gardening business.

I shrugged. “Better than sitting around.”

After a few quick goodbyes, we got in our respective family SUVs and headed back toward town. I sat in back, fully awake, wondering if I could calm down enough to sleep. Ever.

“Are you okay, Tucker?” Mom asked.

I shrugged.

“Hell of a night,” Dad said.

“Understatement,” I replied.

“So you snuck out of the house to go riding in the middle of the night?” Mom asked.

There it was.

“I couldn’t sleep,” I said.

There was a long silence. There were two directions this questioning could take. I didn’t particularly want to follow either of them.

Dad said, “So it was a moving shadow? Then a flash of light and it exploded? Are you sure it was an explosion?”

The new direction was set.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “It’s not like I’ve seen a whole lot of explosions outside of the movies. It was a big flash of light and a huge boom and we were knocked to the ground. To me that says explosion.”

Mom and Dad exchanged worried looks.

“Could be a naval exercise,” Dad said. “They do all sorts of things without making an announcement.”

“Maybe it’s some new secret weapon,” I offered. “Like a drone.”

“Could be,” Dad said thoughtfully. “If that’s the case, you can bet we won’t be reading about it in the paper. Five cents says we’ll never know.”

Mom wasn’t going to let it go as easily. Not the shadow-explosion, though; the after-hours tour.

“You shouldn’t be going out like that so late at night,” she said. “What if you got hurt?”

“I’m not a kid, Mom,” I argued.

“I don’t care how old you are, Tucker Pierce,” she shot back. “Traipsing around in the dark is dangerous.”

“I hear you. I’m not an idiot. I just wish you’d worry about something else besides me getting hurt all the time.”

She threw me a stern look over her shoulder and said, “Sorry. It’s my job.”

“And might I add that you’re very good at it,” I said.

That made Mom smile. Dad too.

It was indeed her job. After all I’d seen that night, I wanted to embrace that fact. I wanted my parents to take care of all the bad stuff and make it go away. I didn’t want to have to deal with un-explainable phenomena and police interrogations and mysterious witnesses, and most of all I did not want to have to deal with death. All I wanted was to hang out on my island home, play a little football, and help my father dig gardens.

Pemberwick was an incredible place to live…the kind of place that people chose to visit when they could go anywhere else. They came to my island to enjoy the warm days and mellow atmosphere and swim in the ocean and eat lobster and watch the sea grass sway while the sun sets over the rolling surf. For most people it’s an escape from reality. For me it’s home. I didn’t want to deal with disturbing events that made it seem like something other than paradise.

Was that too much to ask?


FOUR

“Nots?”

“Not nots,” said Quinn impatiently. “Knots. With a k, like they put on the front of knife for some reason I never understood. You can tell a lot about people by the way they tie knots.”

“You are so odd.”

Quinn and I were taking a lunch break from work. It was Saturday morning, the day after the game. Saturday was the day that football players rested up and healed. Most of them, anyway. I’d only been in the game for a total of five plays and didn’t need a whole lot of recovery. Any soreness I felt wasn’t from football. It hurts to get thrown off your bike by a mysterious exploding shadow.

Working for my dad meant grunt work. We raked leaves and mowed grass and pulled weeds and did any number of other brainless tasks that weren’t exactly fun, but Dad paid us pretty well and it was work he didn’t have to do himself, so everybody won.

“It’s true, Tuck,” Quinn continued. “Observe.”

We were sitting on a bench in the town square drinking canned iced teas, trying to stay cool in the shade. It was early September and hotter than it had been all summer. Across the street was a vintage Ford pickup making a delivery of live lobsters to Lesser’s Fish Market.

“How do you come up with these bizarre theories?” I asked. “Was it on one of those cable shows you watch at two in the morning?”

“No. I’m just a brilliant student of human nature,” he replied quickly. “Watch and tell me I’m wrong.”

A girl carrying a Styrofoam cooler strode out of the store, headed for the pickup. It was Tori Sleeper, a girl from our class. Her Saturday job was to help her father with his lobster business. Tori was cute, but odd. She had long dark brown wavy hair that she kept tied back in a practical ponytail. She usually wore equally practical jeans and T-shirts, along with a faded University of Southern Maine baseball cap. I never saw her hanging out with anybody our age, which was strange considering how small our school was. The few times I tried talking to her she answered in monosyllables. I couldn’t tell if she was brilliant, aloof, or brain-dead. I guess you’d call her an enigma.

I kind of liked that.

“And we begin,” Quinn announced.

Tori tossed the cooler into the back of the pickup next to a bunch of others and grabbed the edge of a bright blue tarp. She deftly yanked the tarp over the coolers, then grabbed a rope that dangled from a grommet and in one quick move threaded it through a tie-down hook. She snapped the line tight and expertly tied a…whatever knot to secure the whole rig. The procedure took less than five seconds.

“Impressive,” I said.

“I’m telling you, Tuck,” Quinn said. “That shows confidence, intelligence, and creativity.”

“Or it just shows that she can tie a knot.”

Quinn shook his head in disappointment. “Look beyond the superficial, my narrow-minded friend. There’s so much to be learned from the minutia of human behavior. Now, go talk to her.”

“What? Why?”

“You’ve been wanting to ask her out for months. But you haven’t. Why? Because she’s intimidating and you think you’ve got nothing interesting to talk about. But that’s not the case anymore, is it? Now you can tell her all about unexplained celestial phenomena.”

I felt panic rising. “No! I mean, who said I wanted to ask her out?”

“Be serious,” he said impatiently. “Whenever she’s around, you get all quiet and start this hypnotic staring thing. It’s kind of creepy, to be honest.”

“Maybe I think she’s a freak.”

“And maybe you’ve got to start taking some risks. Nothing ventured, and all that.”

“I don’t want to ask her out.”

“You don’t want to get shot down. There’s a difference.”

He killed his iced tea, tossed the can to me, and stood up.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“To prove my theory,” he said and headed for the truck.

I couldn’t be sure what theory he was talking about, he spewed so many, but before I could stop him, Quinn marched right up to Tori and started talking fast. I couldn’t hear what he was saying but he kept waving his arms for emphasis while she occasionally glanced across the street—at me.

Uh-oh. I sat up straight, suddenly self-conscious. But Tori didn’t seem particularly amused or even interested. To be honest, I did think she was—what’s the word?—different. But in a good way. I didn’t go for the giggly girls who always seemed to be hatching plots against one another. Tori couldn’t be bothered with that kind of drama. Question was, what sort of drama did interest her? I kind of wanted to know, but Quinn was right. She intimidated me.

Thankfully, a guy who I figured was Tori’s father came out of Lesser’s and that broke her away from Quinn. The two got into their truck and drove off, leaving a cloud of exhaust.

Quinn watched them for a second, then strode back toward me wearing a smug smile.

“See?” he announced with pride. “I was one hundred percent correct.”

“About what?”

“She’s not only astute but incredibly intelligent.”

“How did you get that? She didn’t say a word.”

“She didn’t have to. Her look said it all.”

“What look?”

“The look she gave me when I told her you think she’s hot. She wants nothing to do with you, by the way.”

“What!” I shouted, horrified.

“No, this is good. Most girls would have giggled and blushed but she didn’t even blink. That shows self-confidence. I’m telling you, son, it’s all in the knots.”

I threw his crumpled can at him, bouncing it off his chest.

“I’ll put a knot in your head!” I shouted.

Quinn laughed and backed off. “I was just proving a point! Now you don’t have to suffer the rejection of getting shot down. You owe me.”

He turned to run and I was right after him, more embarrassed than angry. I never knew what Quinn would do next, though that’s one of the reasons I liked him. He pushed people’s buttons just to see their reaction. I was used to it, even when it was at my expense, which was often. It’s what made Quinn Quinn.

We went back to work at the Blackbird Inn. It was a huge old Victorian mansion that had once belonged to some sea captain but had long since been converted into a hotel for people who liked to pretend they were vacationing in another era. It was one of Dad’s biggest accounts because of its huge lawn and dozens of flower beds. Our job that day was to mow the expansive lawn. It was grueling work but I always took pride in how good it all looked when we were done—which would have been a lot sooner if the two of us hadn’t been moving like zombies. It’s tough doing manual labor on two hours of sleep.

“I can’t believe you haven’t asked me yet,” Quinn said as he dumped a tarp full of grass clippings into a wheelbarrow.

“Asked you what?”

“About Marty. Don’t you want to know why he died? The autopsy, remember?”

“I was trying to forget. What happened?”

“I can’t tell you.”

I whacked him on the back of the head with the handle of my rake.

“You’re such an a-hole,” I said.

“I’m not! It’s unethical to discuss medical cases.”

“Then why did you bring it up?”

“Because I can’t tell you what happened.” He lowered his voice and added conspiratorially, “But it isn’t unethical to tell you what didn’t happen.”

I stared at him for a long moment, then whacked him on the back of the head again. “Cut the riddles,” I commanded.

Quinn looked around to see if anybody was listening, then continued softly. “The autopsy turned up zip.”

“Define zip,” I demanded. “There had to be something. I mean, the guy died.”

“There wasn’t. He didn’t have any heart problems; there was nothing wrong with his brain; there weren’t any drugs in his system or disease or abnormality of any kind. The guy just stopped living.”

That was disturbing news. I had hoped to hear that Marty had a previously undetected heart condition or rare genetic defect or anything else that would explain why the most athletic guy in school had suddenly become the most dead guy in school. A rare medical condition would have meant his problem was a tragic but understandable fluke. Having no explanation meant the same thing could happen to anybody.

“Tucker!” called a sweet voice.

Olivia Kinsey was waving to us from the porch of the hotel. On a table next to her was a pitcher of lemonade and some glasses. On her body was a tiny red bikini.

“That looks great,” Quinn said longingly. “The lemonade looks pretty good too.”

We dragged our sorry selves over as she poured some icy-cold drinks.

“You guys look like you could use a break,” she said sweetly. “It is so hot.”

“Really,” Quinn agreed while giving me a sideways look. “Really, really hot.” He wasn’t talking about the weather.

Olivia was from New York City and had been spending the summer on Pemberwick with her mother. It was her first time on the island. All season I volunteered to work at the Blackbird because, well, Olivia was there. That’s how we met. I was weeding the garden one day and—bang. She appeared like somebody out of a magazine ad for ridiculous hotness. Dad figured out my motives pretty quick and warned me about getting involved with an off-islander who I might never see again. We were actually having that conversation one day when Olivia returned from the beach in the aforementioned bikini. Dad took one look at her and said, “Uh…never mind.”

Dad was cool.

Olivia was really out of her big-city element on Pemberwick, so I volunteered to show her around the island. Come to think of it, she came right out and asked me. I wasn’t about to refuse. We went to a lot of movies. She loved movies. Didn’t matter what it was. I also introduced her to most of the people who ran the shops in Arbortown. For somebody who came from the city, she seemed overly interested in how our simple island worked, which was cool, I guess. She had blonde hair that was cut short like a guy’s, but there was nothing else remotely guy-like about her. I never put a move on her, either. Not that I didn’t think about it, but she was way out of my league. She was older than me by a couple of years and went to some uppity prep school in New York and hung out with future captains of industry. I went to a public school on a remote island and hung out with future captains of lobster boats. There wasn’t a whole lot of future for that kind of relationship but it was fun to dream.

Quinn liked to dream too. His mouth hung open as he stared at her unashamedly. I gave him a small shove to bring him back to reality before the line of drool hit his shoes.

“Thanks, Olivia, this is great,” I said as I took the cold glass that was already wet with condensation.

“I’m sorry to hear about the guy from your team,” she said. “What happened?”

“Funny you should ask,” Quinn said as he stepped forward to begin a lecture on the subject.

“Nobody knows yet,” I said quickly, cutting him off. “It’s not good to start rumors.”

Quinn backed off.

Olivia frowned. “So sad. He was having such an amazing game.”

“You were there?” I asked with surprise.

Olivia gave me a coy smile. “I wanted to see you play.”

I wasn’t sure if I should be flattered or embarrassed.

“Oops,” Quinn said and pretended to be focused on his lemonade.

“Oh. Well, sorry,” I said. “I didn’t play much.”

“I didn’t see you play at all,” she said bluntly.

There was no pretense with Olivia—and no filter. She wasn’t malicious; she just said what was on her mind.

“Tucker’s on the kickoff team,” Quinn said, jumping in to save my dignity. “The most dangerous part of the game because they give up their bodies with no concern for their own well-being. They call them Kamikazes.”

“No, they don’t,” I said, scoffing. Then quickly added for Olivia’s benefit, “But it is pretty dangerous.”

Olivia gave a pouty frown. “I don’t know much about football. I just wanted to see you play.”

“I’m afraid you’ll get that chance,” came a voice from inside.

The screen door opened and Kent Berringer stepped out. Kent was the starting middle linebacker on our team. A junior. He was a tall guy with blond hair that was always perfectly messed up and a tan that lasted through the winter. His family was old-school Pemberwick. They’d lived there for centuries and acted as though they owned the place…because in some ways they actually did. His family owned the Blackbird Inn, meaning Quinn and I had been mowing the grass for Kent. Indirectly.

He stood next to Olivia, looking down on Quinn and me from the porch like he was the lord of the mansion…which I guess he was.

“How do you figure that?” I asked. “Freshmen don’t play much.”

“Unless a starting senior drops dead,” Kent said with an incredible lack of tact.

It hadn’t hit me until that moment. I was Marty’s backup.

“That’s right!” Quinn exclaimed. “That makes you the starting tailback.”

“You up for that, Rook?” Kent asked, as if he didn’t think I was even close to being up for it.

My head was spinning. “I…I guess.”

“You better be,” he added.

It came across like a threat. There’s a fine line between arrogance and confidence, and Kent came down firmly on the arrogant side. The Blackbird was the nicest hotel on Pemberwick Island, which meant that Kent’s family was rich and Kent was set for life. He knew it, too. He treated most everyone like he was their boss. Of course, in my case he actually was my boss.

“I saw you play, Kent,” Olivia said, suddenly all coy and flirty. “You were so…violent.”

She emphasized the word “violent” as if it made her all tingly just to think about it.

Kent shrugged with fake modesty.

Quinn rolled his eyes.

I had no right to be jealous, but I was.

“So does this mean you’ll come watch me play again next week?” I asked, trying to reclaim the conversation.

Olivia frowned. “I’m not sure. School starts soon, so I don’t know how much longer we’ll be staying.”

“Your school starts late,” Quinn pointed out.

Olivia shrugged. “What can I say? Private school. They make up their own rules.”

“But you’re not leaving today,” Kent said. “Let’s catch a movie.”

Jealousy growing.

Olivia brightened. “Kent Berringer! Why did you wait until the end of the summer to ask me out?”

I knew why. She’d been hanging out with me. But now that I had been revealed to be the bench-jockey scrub and Kent the violent star, the dynamic had changed.

“I wanted to,” Kent explained with a shrug. “From the minute I met you, but hotel policy says we can’t socialize with guests.”

“Too bad,” I said, not meaning it.

Kent added, “But seeing as you won’t be a guest much longer, I think it’ll be okay.”

Quinn kept looking back and forth between me and them, hoping I would say something to stop the Kent-train from gathering speed.

“Why don’t we all go!” he declared with a touch of desperation. “You know, a group thing like you see on TV.”

“That sounds like fun,” Olivia said with genuine enthusiasm.

Quinn beamed. He had successfully derailed the express.

“Sorry, Rook,” Kent said. “Your father agreed to finish the lawn today and you’re not even halfway done.” He lifted up the lemonade pitcher and added, “Too many breaks, I guess.”

And the train was back on the tracks.

“Rook?” Quinn asked with mock confusion. “What’s with the chess reference, Kent? You strike me as more of a checkers guy.”

Kent glared at him. Quinn knew full well that “Rook” was short for “rookie” and that Kent didn’t know a pawn from a bishop, but as I said, Quinn liked to push buttons.

Kent ignored him and faced Olivia. “You should get dressed. As much as I’d like to hang out with you like that, you might get cold in the movie theater.”

Olivia giggled and backed toward the front door. “You are so bad! Back in a jiff!”

She spun away and skipped inside.

“Jiff?” Quinn repeated with confusion.

Kent gave me a triumphant smile and said, “Finish the job, go home, and rest up for Monday.”

He left us standing there holding our lemonade glasses.

“What’s Monday?” Quinn asked.

“Practice. I’m the starting tailback now, remember?”

“And you just lost the hottest girl on the island,” Quinn added. “You’re oh-for-two today, my friend. Let’s hope you do better on Monday.”
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As it turned out I didn’t have to worry about practice the following Monday. It was canceled out of respect for Marty. There was no practice for the rest of the week and Friday’s game was postponed. I’d never had to deal with the finality of death. All four of my grandparents had died before I was old enough to understand how it all worked. It was a strange feeling to know that I was the last person Marty had ever spoken to. The memory of his final few moments haunted me. What had been wrong with him? Did he know he was about to die or was it just the excitement of the game talking? I wondered if I should tell somebody about it, like his parents, but decided it would only make them feel worse if they knew Marty’s state of mind at the end had been so—so what? Troubled? Confused? Frightened?

The funeral was held on Tuesday afternoon at the big white Congregational church near the town square. The whole football team was there. Coach asked us to wear our game jerseys, which I thought was a bad idea. Marty had died during the game. His parents didn’t need to be reminded. But I was part of the team so I went along.

The church was packed. Looking around I saw many of the same faces I had seen watching with worry from the bleachers as Marty lay still in the end zone. I had never been to a funeral before so I didn’t know what to expect. I imagined everyone would be all weepy but it wasn’t like that at all. I think everyone was in shock. Especially Marty’s family. He had two younger sisters who sat with their parents, stone-faced, in the front row next to the coffin. I couldn’t imagine a sight more tragic than that.

The service lasted a long time, with many people getting up to talk about what a great guy Marty was. I hadn’t known him that well because I was three years younger, but hearing the speeches made me truly sad that such a good guy had died…and that his last few moments had been so troubled.

Looking around, I scanned the faces of the people who had come to say goodbye. It was a gut-wrenching scene. Quinn sat next to me and his parents next to him. He hadn’t known Marty very well either, but in a small town, you showed up. My eyes wandered over the crowd to see the gaunt looks on so many familiar faces—

And one unfamiliar face. It was the surfer dude from the game. He stood in the back of the church, still wearing his hoodie and sunglasses.

I turned to Quinn and whispered, “Who is that guy standing in the back?”

Quinn twisted around to look and said, “What guy?”

“The guy with the—”

I turned to point him out, but the man was already gone.


FIVE

“What more proof do you need that football is too dangerous?” Mom asked as we walked along Main Street toward home after the funeral service. “Young boys aren’t built to take that kind of punishment.”

Mom didn’t want me on the football team in the first place but had been outvoted two to one at the beginning of training camp. I had to hope that the situation hadn’t changed enough for her to convince Dad to rethink his vote…especially not since I had become the starting tailback with the chance to impress a girl in a tiny red bikini.

Dad said, “You’re overreacting, Stacy. I played organized ball for six years and lived to tell the tale.”

“And you’ve got an arthritic knee to show for it.”

“That’s not from football,” Dad countered.

“No? It sure didn’t come from jazz band.”

That was a good one but I didn’t laugh. I was on Dad’s side.

“Look,” Dad said. “Marty died and that’s horrible but it doesn’t mean we should keep Tucker from playing. Things happen. Heck, he could get hit by a bus tomorrow.”

“I hate that saying,” Mom groused.

“But it’s true,” Dad pressed. “People have to live their lives and do the things that make them happy. We’ve got to remember that.”

That seemed like an overly philosophical argument for such a simple issue but Dad was on a roll so I didn’t point it out.

“We moved here to make a better life,” Mom argued. “A safer life. You know that as well as I do.”

“I do,” Dad said. “But we still have to be who we are. If we can’t do that, then why are we here?”

The argument had gone from philosophical straight into weird.

“What was so unsafe about our lives before?” I asked. “I thought you just got fired and wanted a change.”

Mom and Dad exchanged looks and fell silent. It was like they had said too much and regretted it.

“Am I missing something?” I added.

“No,” Mom said, now calm. “I’m just…worried.”

“Jeez, Mom, it’s just football. It’s not like I’m going to war.”

That ended the argument. They both backed off without reaching a decision, which meant I was still cleared to play. But I was left with an uneasy feeling that had nothing to do with football. The idea that we had come to Pemberwick Island to get away from a life that was somehow unsafe was something I’d never imagined. It had an ominous ring, but I didn’t press the issue. I thought it best to leave well enough alone. I was still on the team and for that I was grateful….

Until the following Monday when practice began again.

Putting it simply, I got my brains beaten in.

“Pierce!” Coach screamed. “Don’t save it for the prom!”

Coach was full of colorful sayings that made little sense but got the point across. Up until then I had been flying under the radar as a glorified tackling dummy. Now I was the starting tailback trying to fill the shoes of an all-star. I felt like a little kid playing with the big boys—because that’s exactly what I was. And the big boys wanted to hurt me.

“Rip, knock-six on two,” our QB called in the huddle.

It was an off-tackle handoff to me. The same play that Marty ran for a touchdown. His last. We came up to the line, got set, the quarterback barked, “Go!” and I launched forward. It was a perfect handoff, right into my gut. I wrapped my arms around the ball, kept my head up, and charged ahead. Running through the hole, I planted and cut for the sidelines. I was ready to turn on the afterburners when I got hit so hard I saw colors. The next thing I knew I was on the ground with Kent Berringer looking down at me through his face mask.

“Olivia’s here to watch you get your ass kicked,” he said with a smile.

I hated hearing that, which was probably why he told me. I staggered to my feet and trotted back to the huddle. A quick glance to the sideline showed Olivia standing there wearing white short-shorts and a blue halter top. She gave me a wave and a sympathetic smile. Swell. I had an audience for my undoing.

“Quit fiddle-farting around, Pierce!” Coach shouted. “Stick your shoulders in there and keep your legs pumping.”

Shoulders…pumping…farting. Got it.

It was a trial by fire and I was getting burned. Kent had the defense all riled up and raring to get out their frustrations—on me. I didn’t get any sympathy from the offense, either. They had lost their captain and all they had to replace him was an inexperienced freshman. I wanted to believe they were making an effort to block for me, but it sure seemed as though I was taking an above-average pounding.

Mercifully, practice came to an end before I was knocked unconscious. Coach gathered us together to congratulate us on a good workout and to let us know we’d be playing the rest of the season in honor of Marty. That brought on a big cheer.

“We were dealt a bad hand,” he said. “But we’ll do the best we can with it.”

I wasn’t sure if the bad hand was because Marty had died or because they were stuck with a pathetic running back to replace him. Probably both.

As we left the field, none of the players acknowledged the fact that I had so valiantly withstood a brutal pounding. I shouldn’t have been surprised. Rooks didn’t get respect, no matter what the circumstances.

Olivia was already gone. Just as well. Neither of us would have known what to say.

When I got home I was exhausted, and sore, and embarrassed, and I had homework, and, and, and—the whole situation had me ready to explode. So after dinner I got out of the house and went for a walk to clear my head. I didn’t want to go anywhere near downtown for fear I’d run into some football fan who would remind me of how inadequate I was. Instead I headed for the beach. One of the great things about living on an island is that you’re never far from the water.

The sun cast a warm red glow on the ocean and lit up a ribbon of thin clouds that stretched across the horizon for as far as I could see. I had gone there to clear my head, but looking out over the ocean reminded me of the exploding shadow. By now over a week had gone by and no information had come out about what it was. There was a short article in the local paper that talked about “two local boys” who witnessed the strange event, but that was it. All week the paper had been filled with articles about Marty. Nobody cared about what Quinn and I had seen.

We had both gotten phone calls from the Coast Guard and were asked to repeat the story, but they didn’t have any more information to offer back. It was the same as Sheriff Laska had said on the night of the explosion: No boats or planes were reported missing. It was beginning to look as though Dad was right. The military might have been performing some secret tests.

Either that, or Quinn and I had been hallucinating.

I sat down in the cool sand to stare out at the ocean…and the mainland far in the distance. It seemed so far away, as if it were another world. In many ways, it was.

In spite of the recent disturbing events, I liked living on Pemberwick. The islanders who lived here year-round were pretty cool. I guess you’d call it a neighborly place where everybody knew most everybody else. Most of the men worked on fishing or lobster boats. That’s what Pemberwick was all about. That and tourism. The summer crowds brought in the big bucks, which supported the people who owned the inns or worked the ferries or clerked in the shops or did any one of the other thousand jobs that kept the island humming with summer fun. Quinn and I had even pulled traps on a lobster boat that past summer. It was tough work, but we learned a lot about boats and the sea. It was a pretty simple life—and there wasn’t much chance of getting cast aside like they did to my dad back in Greenwich when some corporation needed to cut expenses to increase profits. That world scared me. Pemberwick, on the other hand, made sense. It was safe. I could see myself living here for a good long time. Who needed the real world?

Those few short minutes on the beach had me totally relaxed and feeling good for the first time in over a week. It was a welcome vacation that I wish could have lasted a lot longer than it did.

“Hey! Tucker Pierce?”

A man’s voice was calling to me from the road. I was afraid it might be an armchair quarterback from town who wanted to tell me how I’d never fill Marty’s shoes. I debated sprinting down the beach to escape, but after the practice I’d been through, my legs felt like lead.

“Is that you?” the guy asked.

He was coming closer. No way I could duck this.

“Nope,” I called over my shoulder. “Don’t know anybody by that name.”

The guy laughed and walked up behind me.

“I don’t blame you, man. You’ve had a hell of a day.”

Finally! Somebody who understood what I was going through. I turned to see who this sympathetic stranger could be—and came face to face with the surfer dude from the game. And the funeral. He was trudging through the sand wearing sunglasses and a big friendly smile.

“Who are you?” I asked.

He held out his hand to shake. “Ken Feit,” he said with authority. “Good to meet you, Tucker.”

I tentatively shook his hand. His grip was strong and confident.

“I’ve seen you around,” I said. “What’s your deal?”

Feit laughed. “No deal. I’m on vacation. Been kicking around for a couple of weeks. The surf’s been outstanding along the East Coast so I’ve been working my way north from South Carolina, chasing waves.”

It sounded like the kind of life I wanted to lead.

Feit added, “It’s been great but I’ve got to get back to reality soon.”

“What’s with the note-taking?” I asked.

Feit pulled his small journal from the front pocket of his hoodie.

“This?” He shrugged and said, “I guess you’d call this a working vacation. I heard about Marty Wiggins and wanted to see him play. So tragic.”

“Are you a college scout?”

“Nah. I work for a company that makes nutritional supplements. You know, ergogenic aids.”

“No, I don’t know.”

Feit laughed again. He laughed easily.

“It’s not as complicated as it sounds. We manufacture nutritional substances to help athletes improve their performance.”

“You mean like steroids?”

“No! It’s all natural. We’ve got a new product that I’ve been testing and I thought of giving a sample to Marty but, well, I never got the chance.”

“That’s why you were at the game?”

“Yeah. Whenever I come across a serious athlete, I offer them a sample. It’s the best PR possible because the results are incredible.”

“What does it do?” I asked.

“Walk with me and I’ll tell you.”

The guy seemed harmless so I figured it couldn’t hurt to take a walk. I took a step and stumbled a bit.

“Whoa, you sore?” he asked.

“I had a bad practice.”

“Dude, that wasn’t bad. It was brutal.”

“You were there?”

Feit shrugged. “I told you, I’m always looking for serious athletes.”

“Then you shouldn’t have been watching me.”

“C’mon,” he said with a charming smile. “Let’s walk.”

I had to work to keep up. His idea of walking and mine were two different things. His was closer to a jog than a stroll. He looked to be in his thirties and in decent shape. I was half his age and in football shape, but my legs were still heavy from practice. At least that’s what I told myself. I didn’t want to admit that an old guy had more stamina than me.

“Check this out,” he said, reaching into the front pocket of his hoodie.

He pulled out a clear plastic medicine bottle that was filled with brilliant red crystals.

“This is what my company makes. We call it the Ruby, for obvious reasons.”

I took the bottle and held it up to the dying light to get a closer look.

“Looks like chunks of quartz,” I observed.

“It’s mostly sea salts. We’ve been experimenting with the stuff for years and I think we’ve finally hit the right formula. It’s all about helping an athlete’s metabolism function more efficiently, which dramatically improves performance.”

“How?” I asked.

Feit laughed. Again. I wasn’t sure if he found everything funny or if it was a put-on to make him seem like a friendly guy.

“You’d have to ask our research team about that. I just promote the stuff. But I guarantee you, once this hits the market, it’s going to revolutionize sports and athletic training.”

He took the bottle back and twisted off the cap. “Here,” he said. “Give it a try.”

“Whoa, no. I don’t think so.”

“It’s totally safe, Tucker,” he assured me. “It’s basically salt. Some sugars too.”

“And it’s not illegal?”

“How can it be illegal? Nobody even knows it exists.”

“I don’t know…”

“I saw you play today, if that’s what you call it. Do you want to repeat that performance again tomorrow? Or in a game?”

I didn’t have to answer that.

“Here,” he said, grabbing my hand.

He tapped a few tiny crystals into my open palm.

“That’s, like…nothing,” he said. “Let it dissolve in your mouth.”

I stared at the red crystals. They were almost pretty.

“I don’t even like taking aspirin,” I said.

Feit laughed.

“Why is that funny?” I asked.

“Look, it’s an absolutely harmless natural salt. I’ll prove it to you.”

He tapped a much larger portion into his hand, screwed the cap back on the bottle, and jammed it into his pocket.

“If it was dangerous, would I do this?” he said and licked the crystals from the palm of his hand. He then licked his lips, and smiled. “Tasty too.”

I watched the cocky guy closely, not sure of what to expect.

“Yeah, so?” I said.

“Race you to the lifeguard tower,” he said with a smile.

“No way. I’m too sore.”

“Or maybe you’re afraid to get beat by an old man.”

He took off his sunglasses and gave me a wink and a smile. He then took off running faster than I thought was humanly possible. He blasted along the shore, digging through the soft sand like he was on turf.

I stood there staring, stunned. The lifeguard tower was at least a hundred yards away and he was there within seconds. How could that be? Was he really that fast? Or was it the Ruby?

I examined the crystals in my hand. It was salt. From the sea. What harm could it do? I was torn between fear and curiosity. I raised my hand and took a closer look, as if I could possibly unlock the secret of the stuff by staring at it.

I may have been looking at the crystals, but what I was seeing was Kent Berringer’s smug smile as he stared down at me through his face mask after nearly knocking me cold. I didn’t ever want to see that again.

I licked the rough crystals off my palm.

They were sweet in more ways than one. An instant wave of warm energy flowed through my body. Through my veins. My legs no longer felt heavy. Miraculously, impossibly, the soreness was gone. Everything snapped into focus as my senses perked up. The sunset seemed redder, the surf sounds louder, and the smell of the ocean more distinct. I didn’t question what was happening. It felt right and I knew there was only one thing I could do.

Run.

I took off sprinting along the shore. The pain from the punishing practice was a dim memory. I felt the suddenly powerful muscles in my legs flex quickly, driving me forward, pushing me faster than seemed possible. Within seconds I was standing next to Feit at the lifeguard tower. I wasn’t even out of breath.

“And that’s the Ruby,” he declared with a proud smile as he stood leaning against the tower with his arms folded.

I stood there, flexing the muscles in my arms, making a fist, experiencing my newfound strength. It was exciting…and frightening.

“This is…this is wrong,” I said.

“Wrong?” Feit said with a scoff. “What could be wrong about unlocking your full potential? Now you can show the team what you’ve really got…and Olivia too.”

I snapped a look at him. How did he know about Olivia? My blood was racing and I didn’t think it was only because of the Ruby. It was like the salts had increased my brain power as well as my physical ability…which was probably why a thought came to me.

A horrible thought.

“Did Marty take this stuff?” I asked, though I feared the answer.

“No,” Feit said quickly. “I told you, I didn’t get the chance to give it to him. Who knows? Maybe if he had used the Ruby he’d still be alive.”

Nothing felt right. I didn’t like what was happening to my body and I didn’t want to be hanging with this stranger who had seduced me into taking a substance I knew nothing about.

“I…I don’t want it,” I said, backing away.

“Really?” he asked. “You don’t want to be a star?”

“I…I don’t know what I want, but I don’t want to feel like this.”

“That’s your choice,” he said with a shrug. He wasn’t laughing anymore. “If you change your mind, I’ll be around.”

I turned and ran up the beach, headed for town, sprinting impossibly fast. I tried to slow myself down but my body had the throttle, not my mind. I made it off the sand and kept going until I reached the small park at the end of Main Street. Thankfully nobody was around. I lay down on the grass and stretched out, willing myself to relax. I don’t know how long I lay there. Five minutes? Twenty? Eventually I felt the effects of the Ruby leaving my body. The first sign was that the soreness in my legs returned. I never thought I would be relieved to feel pain. A weariness then washed over me as if the effort I had been putting out had sucked every last drop of gas from my tank. I sat up and rubbed my face. What had happened? Whatever the Ruby had done, it was wrong and I knew that I would never use it again…no matter how great a player it could turn me into.

I got up and jogged home at a normal pace and went straight to my room. I didn’t want to talk with my parents because I didn’t know what I would tell them. I don’t claim to know how the human body does what it does, but I didn’t believe for a second that what those crystals did was natural or legal, no matter what Feit said. I laid down on my bed in the dark, flexing the muscles of my legs and my arms, trying to sense any lingering effects.

After convincing myself that I would live, I went to my computer and feverishly Googled any key words that might lead me to answers: ruby, Feit, fight, “fite,” sea salts, steroids, even ergogenic aids. The last search gave me some information about increasing athletic performance but I couldn’t find anything about a red sea salt that could instantly transform someone into Superman, let alone a company that manufactured the stuff.

I decided to keep my adventure on the beach to myself. I didn’t want anybody to know I had been stupid enough to take a strange substance from a complete stranger. Still, I couldn’t stop thinking about what those red crystals had done for me. For those few moments when I was under their spell, I was invulnerable.

I wanted to know more about it…for all sorts of reasons.


SIX

“What’s wrong?” Quinn asked.

“Why? What do you mean? There’s nothing wrong.”

I answered too quickly, which was a sure tip-off that something was, in fact, wrong. My adventure with the Ruby had been the night before and I could hardly think about anything else.

“Whoa, easy,” he said defensively. “I was just wondering why you were letting Kent move in on Olivia without a fight.”

“Olivia?” I asked, momentarily baffled. “Oh. That. Sorry.”

“What did you think I meant?” he asked with confusion.

“Not that. I mean, not that there’s anything else wrong but, I mean, there’s nothing wrong. Why do you ask?”

Quinn stared at me suspiciously as we walked along Main Street toward school. He knew something was up and it bugged him that he couldn’t put his finger on it. I had to get him thinking in the wrong direction, which wasn’t easy to do.

“There’s nothing between me and Olivia to fight over,” I added quickly.

“There could have been,” he said sternly. “But you blew it.”

I shrugged. “Kent’s an all-star.”

“And rich,” Quinn added. “Don’t forget rich.”

“Jeez, are you trying to make me feel bad?”

“Yes!” he shouted. “You can’t let that guy intimidate you just because he’s smart and good looking and athletic and—”

“Rich. Don’t forget rich.”

“Doesn’t matter!” Quinn snapped. “The only real difference between him and you is that he gets what he wants because he believes he can.”

“And he can brutally dominate me on the football field.”

“You’re making me nuts, Tuck. Where’s your head? Good stuff doesn’t just happen. You have to fight for it. But you don’t. You don’t even have the guts to talk to Tori Sleeper.”

“Forget Tori! Who says I want to go out with her anyway? That’s just you pretending to know everything about everything.”

“But I do.”

“No, you don’t. Why are you so obsessed with me getting a girl anyway? Worry about yourself.”

“I’ve got a girlfriend.”

“Who?”

“Neema Pike.”

I laughed. “Really? Just because she friended you on Facebook doesn’t make you a couple.”

“Whatever. This isn’t about me. We’re talking about you and Olivia.”

“There’s nothing to talk about. She’s leaving the island soon anyway.”

“Irrelevant, but go on.”

I took a breath to calm down, then said, “I like Olivia. I liked hanging out with her this summer. But if she only likes guys who have a boatload of money and can wreak havoc on a football field, I’m not interested.”

Quinn shook his head with disappointment. “Typical. Whenever you think something’s out of reach, you back off and say you didn’t want it anyway. What are you afraid of? Losing? Looking bad? That hasn’t stopped you from playing football.”

“Yeah, well, I’m quitting the team,” I said softly.

“What!” Quinn shouted. He hadn’t expected that. I thought his head was going to explode. “You’re giving up on that too?”

“What’s the point? I’m getting killed out there. I’m telling the coach today that I’m done.”

“This is so typical. You were fine when nobody expected you to be any good but now that you’ve got to step up you just…give up.”

“I’m being a realist.”

“Realist?” Quinn spat as if the word left a bad taste in his mouth. “What does that mean?”

“It means I pick my battles.”

“It means you’re afraid of failing,” he said with disdain.

“What makes you such an expert on football anyway?” I asked. I was losing patience with Quinn’s accusations. “And girls?”

“This isn’t about football or girls. It’s about vision. You gotta have a vision.”

I laughed. “Really? What’s your big vision?”

Quinn went uncharacteristically silent. That threw me. I was expecting another quick, cutting comeback.

“I don’t know yet,” he said with total sincerity. “I’m being honest. I don’t know. But I’ll tell you something I absolutely believe: One day I’m going to leave this island and do something that people will remember me for. Something important. Bet on it, and don’t laugh. I see you starting to laugh.”

“I’m not laughing,” I said, suppressing a laugh.

“My parents want me to go into medicine but I’m thinking politics. I’m smart. I could run things as good as the next guy. Or maybe research. There’s a lot of undiscovered stuff out there waiting for somebody like me to uncover. Big stuff. But whatever happens, the one thing I will not do is stay here and grow old on this chunk of sand.”

I wasn’t sure how to react to that. So many thoughts flew through my head, not the least of which was the odd reality that Quinn had given me a straight, heartfelt answer for a change. The other was that I was somehow a loser for being happy on this “chunk of sand.”

“Then go for it,” I said. “I’m sure whatever you do, you’ll be brilliant. But just because you feel that way doesn’t mean I have to. There are lots of important things you can do. They don’t all have to be written about in history books. It’s just as important to take care of the little things.”

Quinn let that roll around in his head for a while, then nodded thoughtfully and said, “Okay. I buy that. So do me a favor.”

“What?”

“Start taking care of the little things.”

Arguing with Quinn made my head hurt. He had turned a simple debate about whether or not I should compete for Olivia into a philosophical speech about our futures. He was thinking years ahead while all I wanted was to get through the day.

I didn’t quit the team, and not because Quinn had shamed me out of it. The idea of facing the coach to tell him I was quitting was actually more daunting than getting pounded in practice. Maybe Quinn was right. I was even afraid of failing…at failing.

Practice was marginally better because I knew what to expect. I felt as though I was finally earning some respect from the other guys if only because I didn’t whine about getting hammered on every play. By Wednesday we stopped hitting and concentrated more on timing and getting me to execute the plays without thinking. By Thursday I was actually starting to have some fun. We wore our game uniforms and basically ran through plays at half speed. There was a moment where I stood back, took a breath, and thought about how cool it was that I was going to play a major role in the spectacle that was Friday night football.

Then a harsh reality hit: I was going to play a major role in the spectacle that was Friday night football. Meaning, we had a game. If my own team wanted to take me apart, I couldn’t imagine what would happen playing against guys who actually had a reason to want to destroy me.

We were playing Greely High in Cumberland on the mainland. Living on an island made it a challenge to travel to away games. As soon as school got out, we boarded a bus and the bus boarded the ferry. I’d made the crossing a hundred times and never felt so seasick. It probably had more to do with nerves than ocean swells but either way, I felt like ass. The bus ride to Cumberland took another half hour.

The best thing about that night was being introduced before the game with the starting offense.

“At tailback…number fifteen…Tucker Pierce,” came the announcement and I ran through the gauntlet of cheerleaders and onto the field. Only a handful of fans from Arbortown had made the trip but it didn’t matter. To me it was as good as running onto the field at Gillette Stadium.

There was a moment of silence for Marty, after which a couple of guys came up to me, pounded my shoulder pads, and said things like, “We’re with you, Rook” and “Let’s get ’em.” I was over the moon. These were my teammates. We were in this together.

Kent grabbed my face mask, pulled it close to his, and hissed, “Don’t screw up.”

Not exactly a “win this one for the Gipper” speech but I didn’t let it get to me. This was football and it was game time. The ref blew his whistle, the ball was kicked to us, and we returned it to the twenty-five. The impossible then became reality as I trotted out onto the field and into my first official huddle.

And that was pretty much where the fun ended.

The game was brutal. The Greely guys were like hungry sharks and I was bloody meat. It was much faster than in practice and I was one step too slow—not good for a guy who was carrying the ball. Fortunately we had a solid defense, so the game wasn’t a blowout, but I was fairly useless. When all was said and done my stats showed fifteen yards gained on twelve carries with one fumble lost and two dropped passes. We lost by ten points. Brutal.

When the game ended, I jogged off the field trying not to look as beaten as I felt. I glanced into the stands to see my parents cheering gamely. I didn’t know if I should be grateful for the support, or embarrassed that they were there.

Behind them was another fan who stood out from the crowd because he wasn’t cheering. Mr. Feit had come to the game. Seeing him made me stop short. He gave me a sympathetic smile and a shrug as if to say, “Hey, don’t blame me.”

I briefly imagined how differently the game might have gone if I had taken him up on his offer to use the crystals he called the Ruby, but there was no way I could use that stuff again.

Could I?
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The next day I was so sore I could barely move. Luckily it was the weekend of the annual Lobster Pot Festival and Dad had given me the day off. I took advantage and slept until noon.

“You gonna sleep all day?” Dad asked, poking his head into my room.

“No,” I said, groggy. “All weekend. Set the alarm for Monday, would you?”

He laughed and sat at my desk, which meant he wanted to talk…which also meant I had no hope of getting back to sleep.

“What?” I asked suspiciously.

“Nothing,” he said with a laugh. “I just wanted to tell you how proud we are of the way you’re handling things.”

“I’m getting my ass kicked.”

“True, but you’re hanging in there and that’s what we’re proud of. At least I am. Your mother would just as soon you pack it in.”

I sat up, trying not to wince in pain…and happy that I hadn’t quit the team. Hearing that Dad was proud of me was worth it, at least at that moment. Next week would be another deal.

“Maybe she’s right,” I said. “I don’t know what I’m trying to prove or who I’m trying to prove it to.”

“You don’t have to prove anything to anybody, except yourself.”

“That’s pretty much what Quinn said.”

“He’s a smart guy,” Dad said. “Annoying, but smart.”

Dad had that serious “father-son important talk” face on. I wasn’t in the mood but I was too sore to run away.

“I’m feeling a lecture coming on,” I said.

Dad chuckled again. “No lecture. I want you to talk.”

“About what?” I was getting nervous that he might know something I didn’t want him to know…like about our midnight rides or my adventure with the Ruby.

“Do you like living on Pemberwick?”

“Yeah. You know that.”

“I do. I just wondered if you missed Connecticut.”

“A little, I guess. But we’ve been here for five years. This is home now.”

Dad nodded but he looked troubled. I thought back to the strange conversation he and Mom had about moving to Pemberwick because it was a safe place.

“What’s going on, Dad?” I asked. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

He sat up straight, as if surprised by a question he wasn’t prepared for.

“No,” he said, too quickly. “I just wanted to make sure you didn’t have a problem with being here.”

“I don’t have any problems,” I said sincerely. “Quinn’s another story. He can’t wait to get out so he can do something historic, but I’m in no rush to go anywhere. What’s wrong with working in gardens? Though I was thinking we should make it sound more important and call it landscaping.”

I smiled, thinking he’d laugh at the comment, but he actually looked sad.

“Did I say something wrong?” I asked.

“Nah,” Dad replied. “Just know that you don’t necessarily have to travel to do something important.”

“That’s what I told Quinn.”

Dad shook off his dark mood, smiled, and stood up. “Well, you’re a smart guy too. You take after your dad. Now get up and go into town and have some fun.”

He left me alone with an uneasy feeling. My parents and I always got along great, which was a good thing considering I was an only child. (A term I hate, by the way. It sounds so forlorn or something.) We talked about everything. Even uncomfortable things like hygiene and sex. When Dad lost his job, I think it brought us even closer. It was like us against the world. We had to stick together and we did it by moving on and making a whole new life on Pemberwick. It sounds clichéd, but we were a team.

So it was strange to think that they might be keeping something from me. I suppose I shouldn’t judge. We all have secrets. But if they asked, I would tell them about the midnight rides. And the Ruby. I had to trust that they would do the same for me and let me know if anything was seriously wrong.

Of course they would. Why would I think otherwise?

I was tired of stressing. It was the day of the Lobster Pot Festival and I was ready to kick back, eat some bad food, listen to corny music, and basically spend the day having the kind of fun that a lazy weekend on Pemberwick Island was all about. More than anything else, it was a day to try to forget all of the lousy things that had happened over the last few weeks and just enjoy the moment.
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The moment.

I think back on it. A lot. It’s like revisiting a favorite place. A place you wish you could go to again. But I can’t because that place doesn’t exist anymore, except in my memory.


SEVEN

The Lobster Pot Festival was the annual blowout that marked the end of summer. Three blocks of Main Street in Arbortown were closed off to traffic, making the whole downtown feel like one big party. Restaurants set up carts loaded with hot dogs, sodas, and lobster rolls. There was a band on every other corner playing rock oldies. Red, white, and blue banners hung everywhere. It was bigger than the Fourth of July.

This was my fourth Lobster Pot Festival and the most crowded by far. Oddly, there were a lot of faces I didn’t recognize. Since the festival fell so late in the season, it was geared mostly to locals, but there were plenty of non-locals there to enjoy the day. I figured it must have been because the warm weather had stuck around longer than usual, so many tourists did, too. That was okay. I liked the energy. Kids ran everywhere. People wandered around in their khaki pants, Izod shirts, and Topsiders while downing loads of ice cream and cotton candy. Arcade booths were busy with guys trying to impress girls with their ability to knock over bottles with a baseball or hit free throws. Old folks danced in front of the bands, not caring what anybody thought of them. There was a sailboat race in the harbor and fireworks at the end of the day to cap it all off. It was always a great event…the last blast of summer.

I wandered through the crowd, looking for Quinn. Instead, I found Olivia. She was off by herself in a small alleyway, pacing and talking on her cell phone. As I walked closer, I could see that she was deep into a conversation. I didn’t want to interrupt, so I stood on the sidewalk, waiting for her to finish…and heard what she had to say.

“No!” she cried. “No, this isn’t what I agreed to. I’ve already been here too long.”

She was pissed off.

“I want off, now. Right now,” she demanded. “Before it’s too—”

She kept trying to get a word in, but whoever she was talking to wouldn’t let her. I felt bad eavesdropping and started to move away when she spotted me. Her eyes widened as if she had been caught doing something wrong. I froze, not sure what to do. She looked me square in the eye and I saw that she was not only upset, she was crying.

“Stop,” she said into the phone, suddenly cold. “I get it. Goodbye.”

She punched the phone off.

“I’m sorry,” I said nervously. “I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s okay,” she said, wiping her eyes. “That was my mother. I’m so embarrassed.”

“Don’t be. Is she coming to the festival?”

“No,” Olivia said curtly. “She went to the mainland to do some shopping…while I’m here.” She said this with a shrug and a big fake smile as if this were the last place she wanted to be.

“Are, uh, are you all right?” I asked.

She sniffed and nodded. “Yeah. Just homesick. I didn’t think we’d be staying here for so long. But hey, things change.”

I wanted to put my arm around her and tell her it was okay and I’d make sure she had a good time at the festival, but I didn’t get the chance.

“Homesick?” Kent exclaimed as he walked up with a swagger. “That’s not allowed on such an awesome day.”

Olivia smiled bravely. “It’s okay. I’m okay.”

Kent stared me down and said, “I’m surprised you can walk, Rook.” He looked to Olivia and added, “It was an ugly night for our boy.”

I wanted to argue and defend myself, but he was right.

“Sorry, Tucker,” Olivia said with sympathy. “Maybe football isn’t your sport.”

I opened my mouth to argue with her, too, but stopped. She was probably right too.

Kent put his arm around her waist and said, “C’mon, let’s have some fun.”

Olivia giggled coyly and nodded. “Yes. Let’s.”

She seemed to have shaken her dark mood, though I couldn’t help but think it was an act, because she reached out and touched my face and in that brief moment I saw the sadness return to her eyes.

“You are such a good guy, Tucker. I’m sorry.”

“For what?” I asked, genuinely confused.

“Take care of yourself,” she said as Kent led her off.

It was a weird thing for her to say. “Take care of yourself”? It sounded so final, like we’d never see each other again. Who knew? Maybe we wouldn’t. Her mother might give in and take her away from Pemberwick at any time. Her school had to be starting soon. All the more reason for me not to care that she had picked Kent over me.

I decided not to give it another thought. The day was about having some festival fun. I bought a hot dog and a soda from a cart, downed both, and was about to go for seconds when I caught sight of Tori Sleeper. She stood by herself in front of Molly’s Candy Store, leaning on a parking meter and sipping a Moxie. A band was playing an ’80s song (badly) and she was bopping her head to the beat. Her hair was down and loose for a change and she didn’t have on her baseball cap. I almost didn’t recognize her.

I wanted to walk right up and ask her if she was having a good time. I wanted to tell her about what Quinn and I had seen on our midnight ride. I wanted to ask her why she always looked so sad. I wanted to…but I couldn’t. Quinn had said she wasn’t interested and that was good enough for me. So I put my head down and walked past.

“Tucker!” she called out.

I stopped dead. Had I heard what I thought I’d heard? I turned around to see that Tori was looking right at me. I pointed to myself dumbly as if to ask, “Me?”

“Got a minute?” she asked.

I sure did. I put my hands in my pockets and walked back to her as casually as possible, which meant I had to force myself to keep from running.

“What’s up?” I asked, trying to sound equally casual.

Tori didn’t smile, but kept her eyes locked on mine. Quinn was right. The girl was confident. And intimidating. I couldn’t tell if she wanted to be social or punch me in the face. The terrifying thought hit me that she was going to rip me a new one for telling Quinn I thought she was hot. Even though I hadn’t. Even though I did.

“You guys were out on the bluffs last week,” she said with no emotion.

I don’t know what I expected her to say, but it wasn’t that. I did my best not to register surprise.

“We were riding by,” I said, trying not to reveal anything. “Why?”

“Quinn said you saw something.”

“When did he tell you that?” I asked, giving up on being coy.

“Last Saturday. Outside of Lesser’s Fish Market.”

Right. The knots. He hadn’t been embarrassing me in front of Tori after all, he was telling her about what we saw. It made me slightly less pissed at him.

“I don’t know what it was. There was a big shadow floating over the water and it just…blew up.”

Tori nodded thoughtfully. I could almost hear the wheels turning in her head. She dumped her empty soda bottle into a trash can and said, “What was it?”

“My dad thinks it was a military exercise. Quinn thinks it was a UFO.”

“What do you think?” she asked, her eyes boring right into me. Challenging me. Why did this girl make me so nervous?

“I—I have no idea.”

Tori thought about what I had said, then looked away from me and back to the crowd. It was like she was done with me and had retreated back into her own world. I stood there awkwardly, not sure of what to do or say next.

“You know this song?” I asked. “It’s from an old movie. Back to the Future. My parents make me watch it once a year whether I want to or not.”

Tori didn’t react. She wasn’t being obnoxious; it was more like her mind had traveled somewhere else. She stood there leaning on the parking meter with her arms crossed.

“Ever see it?” I asked.

“No.”

“Oh,” was all I could think of saying. I waited a few seconds then said, “Good movie.”

It felt as though the temperature had suddenly dropped twenty degrees but there was no way I was going to skulk off like some loser.

“A lot more people here than last year,” I said, lamely.

Tori didn’t look at me when she said, “I hate this.”

“What?” I asked. “The song? The band? The festival?”

“Yes.”

Yikes.

“Tucker!” Quinn exclaimed as he jogged up, thank God. “I just parked the DeLorean, Future-Boy!”

Tori didn’t react.

“You know, Back to fhe Future,” Quinn said to her, hoping for a reaction.

“She’s never seen it,” I offered.

“Seriously?” Quinn asked, sounding shocked. “I’ve got the DVD. How ’bout if we all go over to my house tonight and watch it?”

Tori continued her non-reacting.

“I’ve got Junior Mints!” he added temptingly.

I had to laugh.

Quinn sniffed the air and said, “Hmm…who smells so lemony fresh?”

Tori finally showed life. Her back went stiff, she jammed her hands into her pockets, and she hurried off.

“See ya,” she said and disappeared into the crowd.

Quinn and I watched for a second, then I punched him in the arm.

“Ow!” he wailed. “What was that for?”

“Idiot. We worked on a lobster boat all summer. What did they tell us to use to get rid of the fishy smell on our hands and clothes?”

Quinn thought for a second, then winced when the realization hit him.

“Lemon juice.”

“Her dad is a lobsterman.”

“Ooh. I guess that wasn’t cool. But at least you finally talked to her.”

“Probably for the last time, thanks to you.”

“Sorry, man. I’ll apologize.”

He started to follow her but I grabbed his arm to stop him.

“Don’t make it worse. Let’s just go watch the end of the race.”

As we made our way through the crowd, I thought about Tori’s sudden, embarrassed reaction. After having worked on a lobster boat all summer, I understood that it was not a glamorous job. At the end of the day, you were tired and cold and yes, you smelled like fish. Quinn and I did it for extra summer cash. But Tori was a pro. That one brief moment had given me a little peek into her odd personality. She didn’t seem like a happy person, especially with the comment about hating everything. She may have been confident, but she was also self-conscious. It made her seem less odd, and a bit more human.

“C’mon,” Quinn called as we pushed through the crowd, headed for the town pier. “The boats are coming in.”

The Lobster Pot Regatta was the centerpiece event of the festival. It’s a sailboat race that’s open to year-round residents only—no weekend sailors with more money than skill. The one-mile course looped around Arbortown harbor, beginning and ending in front of the town pier. The winner got bragging rights for the year and his or her name engraved on a battered old lobster pot. It’s kind of like the Stanley Cup, but rather than drinking champagne out of it, the winners drank warm beer.

The race was singlehanded, which means only one racer per boat. There were all different classes and types of boats in contention but most were over thirty feet, which meant there weren’t any amateurs. Still, it wasn’t exactly an officially sanctioned event. I think most of the guys drank too much beforehand, but they’re all expert sailors so there were never any problems, except for the occasional puking over the side. Those who hurl might have actually gotten style points, but I can’t confirm that.

Quinn and I pushed our way through the crowd to get as close as we could to the seawall. The race was nearly done, so there were lots of people crowding in to see who would win. Or hurl. Or both. A huge orange float was moored about twenty yards offshore to mark the finish.

“Just in time,” I declared.

Several boats had rounded the final buoy and were headed for home.

“Oh, man,” Quinn said. “It’s a close one.”

There were three boats in contention, all with their mainsails up and their jibs full. That wasn’t always the case. Usually one sailor took a huge lead, probably because he was the least drunk. But this year was going to be different and the crowd sensed it. This was a real race. Everyone started shouting, cheering, and blowing ear-splitting air horns.

“You know anybody racing?” I called to Quinn over the noise.

“Yeah,” he yelled back. “The guy in second place in the Catalina. He’s a friend of my dad’s.” He cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled, “C’mon Mr. Nelson!” as if Mr. Nelson could actually hear him.

The boat in the lead was a hundred yards from the finish, but Mr. Nelson was closing fast, which made the crowd scream even louder. I don’t think anybody really cared who won, they just wanted to see an exciting finish and this had all the makings of one.

Mr. Nelson cut aggressively inside of the lead boat, looking like he was trying to steal the wind from the leader and then edge him out at the last possible moment.

“Nice,” Quinn commented.

The crowd saw the maneuver and went wild. They sensed a last-second lead change and roared their approval.

Mr. Nelson’s boat picked up speed. The sailor in front tightened his jib, trying to grab every last bit of energy from what little wind he had left, but he was going to lose.

“Any second now,” Quinn said. “He’s going to hang back until the leader loses all of his speed and then cut across his bow.”

That’s exactly what happened. The leader’s boat lost its inertia and Nelson’s boat surged forward. He cut the wheel hard and turned to slip in front of the leader.

“Yeah!” Quinn exclaimed, then suddenly froze. “Whoa. Too hard.”

The crowd realized the same thing. As one, their cheers turned to shouts of warning.

“No! Cut back! Drop your sails!” Everyone was yelling advice that couldn’t be heard.

“They’re gonna hit!” I shouted.

A second later Nelson’s boat collided with the bow of the leader’s boat, knocking it toward shore.

The crowd groaned.

“Jeez, what’s he doing?” Quinn said with a gasp.

I expected Nelson to come around and try to get back on course, but he kept turning. To get to the finish line, he had to travel parallel with the shore. He didn’t. Nelson continued across the bow of the leader’s boat and headed toward the line of floating docks that were strung out from the pier.

“He’s out of control,” Quinn yelled.

The crowd started shouting at him and waving him off, as if that would do any good. Nelson’s sails were full and he was headed directly for the first line of floats.

Someone blew an air horn as a warning, but the boat kept coming.

Several race officials were on the pier, waving frantically, trying to get Nelson to steer off. It was useless. If anything, the boat picked up speed.

“He’s going to crash!” I exclaimed, stating what everybody already knew.

The race officials bailed, scrambling desperately to get off the float and out of harm’s way. The last terrified official leaped from the float onto the pier moments before impact.

Nelson’s boat hit the long float at full speed, its bow raising up like a breaching whale, revealing the underside of the hull. The two structures jackknifed, the bow rising into the air while pushing the float up onto its side. The boat would have kept coming up and over but the keel hit, stopping its forward momentum and twisting the doomed boat until the starboard side of the hull slammed into the float.

There was a horrific wrenching sound as the heavy boat unloaded on the semimovable float. The sails luffed, and finally the boat came to rest.

Nobody moved. Not the crowd on shore or the race officials down on the pier. I think everyone was in shock. That wouldn’t last. Soon the officials would hurry out onto the dock to secure the boat. But that wouldn’t happen for several more seconds.

The quiet pause wasn’t due to the shock that came from witnessing such a horrific crash.

There was something much worse to be seen.

Anybody within viewing distance knew exactly why the boat had crashed. Mr. Nelson was clipped in using nylon lines, standard safety procedure when racing singlehanded. The line was taught, pulling against Nelson, who hung over the aft hatch, not moving.

“Oh man. Is he—?” Quinn said, barely above a whisper.

He was.

It was the day of the second death.


EIGHT

Race officials and paramedics sprinted to the damaged float to get to the foundering boat and Mr. Nelson. I had no doubt what they would find. As at Marty’s last game, I focused on the crowd of faces who stared down at the scene in stunned silence. The band closest to the marina, unaware of what was happening, continued to play their version of the Ramones’ “Blitzkrieg Bop,” which added a surreal touch.

A woman cried out in anguish and pushed her way toward the float.

“Mrs. Nelson,” Quinn announced in a soft voice.

I figured that.

I continued to scan the crowd, mesmerized, not only by the communal look of shock, but also because I expected to see Mr. Feit standing somewhere, taking notes in his journal.

“What’s that sound?” Quinn asked.

I listened but heard nothing unusual, except for the lame band.

“I don’t hear anything…wait.” The sound cut through the band’s three-chord symphony. It was a low bass sound that could have been far-off thunder.

“Is there a storm coming in?” I asked.

There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, but the deep thumping sound grew louder and became so intense that it rumbled the pit of my stomach.

Quinn said, “It sounds like—”

His words were cut off by the thundering sound of six military helicopters that flew low over the town.

All eyes shot skyward.

“Marine choppers,” Quinn pointed out. “Since when did the festival book fly-bys?”

The helicopters flew in tight formation out over the harbor then divided, three banking to the right and the rest turning left as they began to make wide circles back toward land.

“Look!” I exclaimed.

Two more aircraft flew by at a much higher altitude. These were military transport planes that were carrying…

“Skydivers!” Quinn shouted.

The rear cargo doors of both planes opened and a line of paratroopers spilled out. One after the other, seconds apart, their chutes opened and the divers drifted toward the island.

Poor Mr. Nelson was suddenly forgotten, even by the paramedics. Everyone stood still, staring up at what looked like hundreds of soldiers drifting down on top of us.

The band finally stopped playing as everyone at the festival, not just those by the shore, turned their attention to the sky.

A shrill horn sounded from out in the harbor. I looked out, and my knees nearly buckled.

“What the hell is that?” I gasped.

Far off shore, maybe a mile out, a huge naval vessel had appeared on the horizon. From this large ship came smaller boats that looked like amphibious troop-transport landing craft. They were in the water and churning toward shore. Toward us.

“Why do I feel like a German soldier who just woke up on D-Day?” Quinn said.

The crowd came to life, buzzing with wonder and pointing at the spectacle that was unfolding before us.

“This has got to be some kind of show,” I said. “Right?”

“The ferry!” someone shouted.

All eyes went to the large transport ferry that was inbound full of cars and passengers lining the railing to gawk at the scene. It was a sight we had all witnessed thousands of times before, but this time it played out very differently. Two high-speed Navy gunships had taken up position on either side of its bow, changing its course and forcing it back out to sea.

“This is no show,” Quinn exclaimed, stunned.

The troop transports were getting closer by the second. Soon they would reach the line of sailboats that were still on the race course. In the sky the paratroopers were seconds from landing. It looked as though most would touch down on the far side of town where there were vast stretches of open land covered with sea grass. The choppers had circled back and were hovering beyond the shops on both sides of Main Street. The doors slid open and zip lines were dropped down. Instantly, dozens of soldiers slid down the lines to land on the beach and the parking lots of Arbortown.

Whoever they were, they knew what they were doing.

The crowd noise grew, along with the tension. People had no idea what was happening or what to do. Most moved back from the shore in fear. Some grabbed their kids and ran off. Others pulled out their cell phones to call…who?

Quinn grabbed his.

“I’ll call my parents,” he said, breathless. “Maybe there’s something online about this. Or on the news. Or something.”

Quinn punched in his number, listened, and…

“It’s not working.”

“Is your battery dead?” I asked while pulling out my own cell.

“No. There’s no signal.”

I had the same problem, as did everybody else around us who was trying to use their phones.

I heard the high whine of a motor scooter engine and looked to see Tori Sleeper tearing out of town, headed for the coastal road. Tori lived a few miles outside of Arbortown. She was probably headed home.

The troop transports had reached the scattered racing boats. I was afraid they would run them down but instead they pulled up close to each boat, allowing soldiers to leap from their transport onto the decks.

With rifles.

“I think we’re being invaded,” Quinn said with a gasp.

“No!” I shouted without thinking. “Why? By who?”

The soldiers took command of the racing boats and they all quickly changed course, headed for the harbor.

“It’s like they didn’t want the racers to escape,” Quinn declared.

“That’s insane!” I countered.

The transport vessels pulled up, forming a line in front of the marina. A small, fast gunship tore into the harbor and pulled up about twenty yards from the pier.

“Attention!” came an amplified man’s voice. The booming voice echoed through town as everyone fell silent. “Return to your homes. Immediately. I repeat. Return to your homes. Once the streets are cleared and secured, you will be given further instructions.”

Nobody moved. It was like we had all reached a new level of shock. Nothing that was happening made sense.

“What’s that?” Quinn asked, pointing skyward.

More parachutes had opened, but rather than soldiers dangling beneath the canopies, there was equipment. There were Jeeps and pallets loaded with boxes of…what? More weapons? Ammunition?

The booming voice continued, “Move off the streets in an orderly fashion and make your way to your homes or to the hotels where you are staying. The streets must be cleared immediately.”

The shock had worn off and people started pushing back. You don’t invade a town in New England where people have spent their entire lives without a fight. While those with small kids hurried off, most stayed and lined the seawall.

Quinn and I were right there with them.

There were angry shouts of “Who are you?” “Stay off our island!” “You aren’t welcome here!”

Nobody had any idea who these invaders were, but we knew for sure that we didn’t want any part of them, especially if they were giving orders. You don’t tell a Mainer what to do in his hometown. It was a bold stand, but not exactly practical. There were maybe two hundred brave and belligerent locals who took a stand on the seawall against what looked to be a massive military invasion.

“We will be landing shortly,” the voice continued. “Please clear the streets.”

The reaction was a chorus of boos and shouts as the people literally tried to wave them off. Quinn and I got caught up and shouted along with them, waving our arms and screaming at the invaders to go away. What else could we do?

“This is not an act of aggression,” the voice announced. “We need the streets to be cleared immediately to allow for our landing and everyone’s safety.”

“Let me through!” a guy shouted gruffly as he pushed his way forward through the crowd.

I turned to see Mr. Toll, a lobsterman who was older than dirt, making his way forward, clutching a shotgun.

“Uh-oh,” I said. “Bad idea.”

Mr. Toll was on a mission. He jumped up on the seawall and raised the shotgun.

“Whatever you got, we don’t want any!” he shouted, and before anybody could stop him, he unloaded both barrels.

The ships were too far away for the shots to do any damage. All it did was escalate the situation from confusing to dangerous.

“They’re firing back!” a lady yelled.

Sure enough, a soldier stood on the bow of the gunship and raised a large-bore rifle that looked a good deal more lethal than Mr. Toll’s twelve-gauge. Before anyone could move, the soldier fired.

Several people screamed in terror but nobody was hit.

What the soldier fired was tear gas. The shell exploded not ten feet from Quinn and me and spewed a cloud of smoke that forced people to scatter. Another shot was fired and a second tear gas canister exploded further along the seawall.

The caustic smoke was already in my eyes, making them burn like I had been rubbing them with hot peppers.

“We gotta get outta here,” I said to Quinn and grabbed his arm to pull him back from the water.

Most people had the same idea. No matter how badly they wanted to defend the town, they were no match for a well-armed military invasion. Kids everywhere were crying as people staggered away from the marina in fear and confusion. A handful of older guys stayed and continued to shout at the boats but it was a futile gesture.

Pemberwick Island was being invaded whether we liked it or not.

“Let’s go to my house,” I shouted to Quinn.

The two of us dodged through the crowd, which wasn’t easy because everyone was moving in a different direction. It didn’t help that festival booths lined the streets. It was bedlam that bordered on panic. People started getting nasty, shoving one another to get out of their way.

“Let’s get off of Main Street,” I said, and pulled Quinn toward a side street.

We didn’t get far because the paratroopers had arrived. They stood at each intersection, blocking the way to keep the people all flowing in one direction out of the downtown area. It was the first good look I got at our invaders.

They were definitely military but with uniforms like I’d never seen before. They wore camouflage fatigues in various shades of deep red rather than the familiar greens or grays. They also had on dark red berets and black bulletproof vests. Most daunting of all was the fact that they carried wide-bore rifles, held across their chests at the ready. The weapons looked to be the kind that fired beanbags rather than bullets. Or more tear gas. These guys definitely meant business, but at least it didn’t seem like they were ready to kill anybody. They each had a black baton hanging from their belts, along with handcuffs and a few other pouches that contained…I didn’t know what. They seemed to me more like hardcore riot-control policemen than combat troops…not that that explained anything.

“SYLO,” Quinn muttered.

“Huh?”

“The patch on their sleeves.”

Each soldier had a colorful round patch on his left shoulder. The background was green, with a simple yellow design that could have represented a rising sun. Stitched in bold black letters beneath the sun was one word: SYLO. The same rising-sun design was on the front of their berets. On their right shoulders was another patch: an American flag. That at least answered one question. These guys were U.S. military.

They stood at the street intersections, funneling the people in one direction: out of town.

The roar of multiple engines filled Main Street. Quinn and I ducked into the doorway of a store and looked back to see a few stragglers still near the shore. The paratroopers moved them gently yet insistently away from the pier. We soon saw why. They were clearing the way for the landing craft. The amphibious vehicles had finally arrived and motored up to the town launch until their wheels hit land. The engines whined as they continued up the cement ramp and onto Main Street. I counted ten in all. They roared out of the water and lined up next to one another. On someone’s signal the ramps dropped in front to reveal they were loaded with more SYLO soldiers, all armed with the same riot-control gear as the paratroopers. The soldiers jogged quickly and efficiently out of the landing craft and fanned out as if they had practiced this landing more than once.

“Keep moving, boys,” a soldier called to us as he approached with his rifle still across his chest. “You need to head on home.”

I didn’t want to give him any reason to use the rifle, so I pulled Quinn out of the doorway and we started up the center of Main Street.

“Who are you?” Quinn called to the guy as we backed away. “What do you want?”

The soldier didn’t answer.

We were the last people to leave Main Street. There was us and what looked to be about five hundred soldiers. We picked up the pace and started jogging toward my house. Overhead, more helicopters roared past, giving the impression that not only was the town secured and under control, but the sky over the island was too. We already knew that the invaders controlled the sea.

The reality of the situation was clear, but incredible: Pemberwick Island had been invaded by a mysterious branch of the United States military.

“This can’t be happening,” Quinn said, out of breath, as we jogged toward my house.

“Yeah, it can,” I replied. “But what is ‘it’?”

We didn’t say another word until we got to my house. Mom and Dad were both there and nearly collapsed with relief when they saw us.

“Oh thank God,” Mom cried.

She hugged me so hard I could barely breathe. I felt pretty sure that after all this she wouldn’t stress over football anymore.

“I’ll call Quinn’s parents to tell them he’s here and safe,” Dad said.

He grabbed the phone, punched the speed dial, and waited.

“Doesn’t work, does it?” I said. “Our cell phones don’t work either.”

“What about TV?” Quinn said.

I found the remote and hit the power button. The TV came on but there was only static.

Mom said, “We can’t get online either.”

“So what do we do?” I asked.

Dad was the most calm. Surprisingly so, considering that I doubt he’d ever experienced a military takeover before.

“What we don’t do is panic,” he warned. “There has to be a logical explanation.”

The four of us stood there, staring at one another, unable to come up with one.

“Another guy died,” I announced. “A guy in the regatta.”

“Oh no,” Mom said with a gasp.

“Nothing to do with the invasion?” Dad asked with concern.

“I don’t think so. He died at the helm and crashed his boat,” I said.

“That’s when everything hit the fan,” Quinn added.

The TV suddenly came to life. The annoying static ended and was replaced by a simple card that read: PLEASE STAND BY. The four of us ran to the screen and stared at the words. I willed the TV to show us a picture. I needed some proof that the rest of the world was still functioning normally. It could have been Phineas and Ferb for all I cared.

A full five minutes went by. I was about to give up when the screen flickered and a new image appeared. An impossible image, though the man on screen was about as familiar as could be. He stood behind a podium, prepared to address the world.

“Good afternoon,” he said in grave, measured tones. “I’m here today to speak to all Americans, but in particular to the residents and visitors on Pemberwick Island, Maine.”

Hearing him say those words was almost as shocking as having been through the invasion. It wasn’t every day that you were spoken to directly by the president of the United States.
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“Tell me this is a dream,” Quinn mumbled.

President Richard E. Neff stood behind a podium that had the seal of the president of the United States displayed boldly in front.

Why do people always say a president’s middle initial? It’s not like you could mistake them for somebody else. Same thing with serial killers. Hopefully there’s no correlation.

“Today at noon, a special task force attached to the United States Navy, known as SYLO, under my direction, landed troops on Pemberwick Island,” the president announced gravely. “This is an unprecedented action but one that I approved for the following reason: The CDC in Atlanta—the Centers for Disease Control—requested the action following reports of several deaths on the island that by all accounts were natural but, as of this moment, unexplainable. The fear is that there is an unknown viral threat that has manifested itself on Pemberwick Island.”

“Holy jeez,” I said with a gasp. “Were there more deaths we didn’t hear about?”

Neff was an older guy with short gray hair and piercing blue eyes. He always came across as easygoing, but at that moment he looked pretty intense. I guess that’s what happens when you order an invasion of your own country. He spoke slowly and clearly, making sure that everyone understood exactly what was happening.

“This action is about creating a swift and airtight quarantine of the island so that the cause of these deaths can be identified and eradicated while preventing the possibility of the threat from spreading to the mainland.”

“Yikes,” Quinn said. “I guess the soldiers are the least of our problems.”

Dad had his arm around Mom and hugged her close.

“Until the CDC can do their work and neutralize this potential threat,” the president continued, “Pemberwick Island will be under strict quarantine. Ferry and air service has been suspended. No private boats will be allowed to leave or land, including commercial fishing boats. I understand that Pemberwick is a vacation destination and there are many visitors who are now stranded there. Of course this is an unfortunate and regrettable situation. To you folks, please know that you will be compensated and your living expenses will be taken care of for the duration of the time that you spend under quarantine.”

I immediately thought of Olivia. If she was upset about being trapped here before, this was going to make her head explode. And what about her mother? Was she stuck on the mainland?

The president continued, softening his tone. “I want to stress that we don’t believe there is an imminent danger to anyone on Pemberwick. No one in authority believes that this infectious agent is easily spread. Our actions are of an overly cautious nature. In spite of the dramatic nature of the SYLO presence, I urge everyone to remain calm.”

“Ha,” Quinn cackled. “Easy for him to say.”

Neff continued, “Early investigation has shown that the cause of these deaths may have as much to do with genetics as with any infectious agent. In other words, the victims may have been genetically predisposed to be susceptible to what might possibly be a deadly agent. There is little chance that anyone else on Pemberwick is in danger. However, when considering the larger threat to the rest of the country, and the world, we have chosen the prudent path by initiating a total quarantine in order to stop the threat in its tracks.”

I asked the screen, “So are we in trouble or not?”

The president didn’t answer.

“No apology would be adequate to give to the people on Pemberwick for this sudden and, I’m sure, frightening invasion of their home,” the president said. “I deeply regret having to make this decision, but I firmly believe that it is the correct one. The SYLO team will be setting up their operations in a central part of the island. The CDC will use this location as a base to conduct their research and bring an end to this problem as quickly and safely as possible. I will ask two things of the people on Pemberwick. First, as impossible as this sounds right now, please try to go about your life as normally as possible.”

“Ha!” Quinn shouted.

“The SYLO team will do everything in their power to keep the intrusion as minimally invasive as possible. Second, please be patient and give your full cooperation to Captain Granger and his SYLO team. They are there to help you. This swift action was taken without warning, I understand that. But it was the most prudent way to proceed in order to completely ensure that the quarantine would be effective and complete. Again, I apologize for creating such a disturbance to your lives and trust that you appreciate the importance of this action. I know there will be some confusion at first, but every effort will be made to keep you aware of changes as the situation develops. I thank you for your understanding, and your patience. God bless you, God bless Pemberwick Island, and God bless America.”

The picture faded to black and was soon replaced by static.

The four of us stood staring at the TV. I couldn’t even begin to process the information we had just been given, and I’d bet there were a whole lot of people staring at a whole lot of televisions feeling the exact same way.

“Well,” Dad finally said with ironic cheer. “Other than that, how was the festival?”

Mom gave him a shove. “Not funny.”

“This doesn’t make sense,” Quinn said. “How many people died? There was Marty, but Mr. Nelson just died a little while ago. The order to quarantine the island must have been given long before that.”

“Maybe your parents know,” I offered.

Quinn grabbed his cell phone and punched in a number. “Still no service,” he announced. “Everybody must be doing the exact same thing and crashed the system.”

I added, “And we’re supposed to act all normal, as if nothing is going on?”

“That’s what the president said,” Mom offered weakly. “What else can we do?”

“I gotta find my parents,” Quinn announced.

He strode toward the door but suddenly stopped before going outside. He stood staring at the door as if not sure he should go out.

It wasn’t hard to guess why.

Quinn said, “You don’t quarantine an entire island unless there’s some threat of this thing spreading.”

“Seriously,” I agreed. “The rest of the world is protected, but what about us?”

“I don’t think we have to worry,” Dad said. “You heard what the president said. Very few people are genetically susceptible.”

“So how do we know if we’re genetically susceptible or not?” Quinn asked.

Dad gave Mom a dark look, took a deep breath, and said, “If we are, then it’s probably too late already.”

“Not comforting,” Quinn said gravely.

“But it’s a long shot, right?” I said hopefully. “I mean, odds are against us getting this thing.”

“That’s what it sounds like,” Mom said.

Quinn shook his head. “It won’t matter. People are going to panic. This doesn’t add up. We’ve gotta—”

The TV flickered back to life. What appeared was an image of the front entrance to the Arbortown town hall. On the steps were two SYLO soldiers, standing at attention. In front of them, closer to the camera, was another soldier in fatigues who wasn’t wearing a beret. He had steel-gray hair that was cut short, military style, and he stared right into the camera with such intensity that it was hard to look away. It was as if he was looking right at me. I wondered if everybody else thought the same thing.

“Good afternoon, Pemberwick Island,” the man said with tight precision. “My name is Captain Benjamin Granger. I am the commanding officer of the SYLO division of the United States Navy. I trust that you have all seen President Neff’s address, so you understand the circumstances that brought about this intrusion.”

“Intrusion?” Quinn said. “That’s a nice way of putting it.”

“Yeah,” I added. “A minimally invasive invasion.”

“It is my mission,” Granger continued, “to ensure the safety and well-being of each and every person on Pemberwick Island. I am also charged with securing the island so that during the quarantine period, no individual will leave and no individual will arrive. There will be no exceptions, other than my SYLO team and the scientists from the CDC who will soon arrive to begin the process of identifying and eradicating the threat.”

Granger didn’t waste words. He was a serious, no-nonsense soldier.

“As the president stated, we ask that you go about your business as usual. There should be little or no disruption to your lives.”

“Who is he kidding?” I complained. “I’m feeling pretty disrupted right about now.”

Granger continued, “I ask that you give your full cooperation to the team from the CDC, as well as to the men and women of SYLO who selflessly volunteered for this mission. They are here to help you.”

“Help us what?” Quinn asked. “Not leave?”

“I cannot stress enough,” Granger said, “that this quarantine is absolute. Do not attempt to leave the island. The SYLO team has been instructed to ensure that there is full compliance. That is our mission and we will not fail.”

Quinn shot me a grave look and said, “Is it me, or was that a threat?”

“I will offer periodic updates on the state of the quarantine,” Granger announced. “Our goal is to complete this mission as quickly and painlessly as possible. In large part, that will be up to you. Good luck. Granger out.”

The screen went black and we were once again left staring at static.

“Wow,” I said sarcastically. “What a warm guy.”

“Seriously,” Quinn added. “Why didn’t he just say: ‘Try to leave the island and I’ll fire more tear gas up your—’”

“Quinlan!” Mom admonished.

“Sorry,” Quinn mumbled.

“Look,” Dad said. “We don’t have a whole lot of choices here. Let’s just keep our heads down and ride this out.”

“But how are we supposed to be normal?” I asked. “There’s a virus out there that’s—”

“Potential virus,” Dad corrected.

“Okay, there’s a potential virus out there that’s potentially killing people,” I shot back. “Forget leaving the island. Nobody’s going to leave their house.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Quinn said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“The soldiers,” he replied. “They’re not wearing gas masks or hazmat suits. They knew what they were getting into and none of them took any precautions.”

“There you go,” Dad exclaimed. “That proves the threat is pretty slight. The best thing we can do is what the president said. Be patient and act normal.”

“There’s another thing,” Quinn added.

“What’s that?” Mom asked.

“I don’t care what Neff said, there haven’t been a whole lot of deaths. I would have known. Mom and Dad would have said something. Heck, we all would have known. You can’t fart on Pemberwick without people knowing about it.”

“So then what’s the point of the quarantine?” I asked.

Quinn shrugged and said, “I don’t know, but I’ll bet you a nickel there’s more to this story than we’re being told.”

We all shared looks, then Quinn took a quick breath and went for the door. This time he opened it. He leaned out and took a deep, exaggerated breath.

I couldn’t help but wince, as if the action might increase his chances of dropping dead on the spot.

“I don’t smell any killer virus,” he announced. “Later!”

He bounded out of the door, jumped off the porch, and jogged off.

“What do you think, Tucker?” Mom asked cautiously, as if she were afraid of what my reaction might be.

“I don’t know. I guess we just have to ride this out.”

It seemed as though my answer allowed Mom to relax.

“It’s the only thing we can do,” Dad said, agreeing.

He sounded relieved. I wasn’t sure why my reaction made them feel any better, but whatever.

Mom gave me a big hug. “We’ll get through this,” she said, though it sounded as though she was trying to convince herself.

“I’m going to lie down for a while,” I said. “I’m still pretty sore from the game.”

“Take a nap,” Mom said. “We’ll have an early dinner.”

I nodded and went for the stairs. My legs suddenly felt heavy. I needed some downtime. I started climbing the stairs and glanced back at my parents.

They hadn’t moved except that Dad was giving Mom a hug as if to reassure her that everything would be okay. I realized that they were putting up a good front so I wouldn’t be scared, but they were plenty worried. I was about to continue on when I saw that Mom was crying. She was definitely a whole lot more upset than she was letting on. I started moving again, not wanting to intrude on the private moment. Their reactions made perfect sense, until I heard Mom softly say something that was intended for Dad’s ears only.

“This is it,” she said.

“Sure seems that way,” Dad replied soberly.

I wanted to ask what he meant, but I had already heard more than I wanted to. Besides, they were my parents. They were always looking out for me. If there was something I should know, they would tell me.

So I kept my mouth shut and ran up the stairs.
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Arbortown had become a ghost town.

At Dad’s insistence, he and I went out the next morning to Schatz’s Bakery to get bagels and try to pretend like all was normal, but one look at Main Street proved that it was anything but. The day before, the town had been packed with people enjoying the Lobster Pot Festival. Now, only a few brave souls hurried along the sidewalk while keeping close to the storefronts, as if they might offer some protection against…what? Some people even wore surgical masks. Abandoned festival booths lined the street. Paper napkins blew past overflowing garbage cans. The festive bunting and smiling-lobster banners swung lazily in the offshore breeze as cruel reminders of a happier time. Yesterday.

“Everybody must be hiding under their beds,” I observed.

“That can’t last,” Dad said. “Life has to go on.”

Every so often we’d see a pair of SYLO soldiers strolling together. They weren’t walking with obvious purpose, but it definitely felt as if they were on some sort of patrol. Still, they each made a point of smiling and offering a friendly “Good morning.”

“They aren’t wearing any protection,” Dad pointed out. “That’s gotta mean we aren’t in any real danger.”

“Or maybe they’ve already been given some kind of vaccination,” I offered.

That made Dad pause, but he shook it off. “No. If that were the case, why not just come out and give it to everybody? I’m thinking there’s no real threat.”

“Really?” I said skeptically. “That looks pretty threatening to me.”

I pointed out to the water where a Navy warship stood guard over the harbor like a silent, shadowy specter—with big guns.

“Whatever’s going on,” Dad said, “I’m sure we’ll be told everything real soon.”

Something (besides everything) had been bugging me all night. I needed to talk about it with somebody. Dad was the logical choice.

“Do you think there’s a connection?” I asked. “I mean between the quarantine and what Quinn and I saw the other night? You know, the explosion?”

Dad stopped walking, as if my words had struck a nerve. He gave me such a grave look that I expected him to blurt out, “You’re right! I hadn’t thought of that!”

He didn’t.

“What makes you think that?” he asked cautiously.

“I don’t know. You’re the one who thought it might have been a military exercise. It seems like a pretty big coincidence that a dramatic military event happens right before we get dramatically invaded by the military.”

“We weren’t invaded,” Dad corrected.

“Whatever.”

Dad looked out to the water and the warship that was anchored at the mouth of the harbor.

“I don’t know,” he finally said. “I guess anything’s possible. But like I said, I think we’ll find out sooner rather than later.”

I had to agree. There was no way an entire island of people could be cut off from the rest of the world and kept in the dark for very long.

We continued on to Schatz’s Bakery only to discover it was closed. No big surprise. None of the other businesses on Main Street had opened either.

“It can’t last,” Dad said with conviction. “It’s Sunday. By tomorrow things will start getting back to normal.”

We spent the rest of the day at home. Cable was back. So was phone service. We stayed glued to the TV, watching for any news on the quarantine and talking to friends and family who lived on the mainland. The phone never stopped ringing. We had become national and probably international news. Friends from Connecticut called, wanting to know what was going on, but we didn’t have any more information than they did. I kept expecting—or hoping—that President Neff would break into regularly scheduled programming to announce that all was clear. I wouldn’t have minded if he did it during the Pats–Jets game since the Jets were kicking the Pats’ butts up and down the field. But there was no such announcement.

In the afternoon Dad and I took another walk down to the harbor, where we found an entirely different scene from what was there in the morning. There was an amazing amount of activity going on. Transports were arriving and dumping off tons of equipment. As each ship emptied out, it would then shove off and quickly be replaced by another. More troops were arriving too. Helicopters flew overhead, dangling wooden pallets holding large, heavy crates. The president said that SYLO would be setting up somewhere on the island. I had to believe that these choppers were making round trips to deliver equipment to their temporary base, wherever that was.

In just a few short hours, Arbortown had gone from a ghost town to a hub of military activity. The SYLO soldiers controlled the streets (and the water and the air) while the islanders kept to the sidewalks, watching in stunned wonder as their quiet little island was overrun.

“That’s a lot of gear,” I said. “Looks like they’re planning on staying a while.”

Another troop transport arrived, but instead of soldiers, these boats carried a load of people in civilian clothes pulling rolling suitcases. It was a mix of men and women who could easily have been mistaken for tourists.

“CDC,” Dad said. “The cavalry has arrived.”

“They’re not wearing protection either,” I said.

“See?” Dad declared brightly. “If anybody should know if there’s a danger, it’s them.”

Waiting for them was Captain Granger. The guy was tall and thin, towering over most of the other SYLO soldiers who were part of the reception committee. He definitely carried himself like a soldier, with straight posture that made it look as though he had a pole stuck up his back. Or somewhere else.

Granger didn’t welcome the newcomers or shake hands or salute or anything. He just stood there, quietly observing. A few of the arriving scientists gave him a nod as they passed him but Granger didn’t return the acknowledgement. He stood with his arms folded, staring at them with his steely eyes as if sizing them up.

A stream of black Humvees (when had they arrived on the island?) pulled up to the wharf. The scientists moved quickly up the ramp, handed their bags over to a few waiting SYLO soldiers, and jumped into the vehicles. The soldiers loaded the bags into the backs of the big cars and seconds later they roared off.

Granger never said a word. He stood observing the process until the last Humvee had driven off, after which a military Jeep screamed up to him. He got in the passenger seat, and the Jeep took off after the line of Humvees. The whole process took only a few minutes.

It was a disturbing scene. I’m not sure if that was because it had to happen at all, or because of the intensity of the moment. You could feel it in the body language of the arrivals, and definitely with Captain Granger.

In a word, it was tense.

“Those guys mean business,” was my comment.

“Yeah, well, they didn’t come for the chowder,” Dad replied.

On the way home we walked past the Blackbird Inn. It was Dad’s biggest client and he wanted to get a heads up on any work that needed to be done. We were about to turn off the street onto the pathway that led to the house, but I stopped him.

“What?” he asked.

I motioned toward the big house.

On the porch were Olivia and Kent. We couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it was clear that Olivia was upset. I didn’t need two guesses to figure out why. She’d wanted to leave Pemberwick even before the quarantine and now she was stuck here without her mom. Kent leaned against the porch railing, pretending to be interested in what she was saying. I knew he was faking because no sooner did Olivia turn her back to him than he glanced at his cell phone, probably to see if the Pats had come back against the Jets. He wanted to be anywhere else but there.

I wasn’t sure if I was ticked off by the fact that Kent had the opportunity to get tight with her, or relieved that I didn’t have to give her sympathy for being in the exact same mess that I was in.

“Got it,” Dad said when he saw the tense scene. “It can wait.”

We headed home in time to see another live message delivered on TV, again from Captain Granger. He sat at a desk, behind which was a big SYLO logo.

“What exactly is SYLO?” I asked Mom and Dad.

Both shrugged. They didn’t know either.

I added, “I Googled it but didn’t find anything to do with the military.”

“Good afternoon,” Granger began.

He tried to smile, but it looked painful. It was like somebody had told him he had to lighten up or he’d intimidate the natives, but it was so forced that it came out more as a sneer.

“As some of you may have observed, the team from the Centers for Disease Control has arrived. They are now hard at work and I assure you that they will do everything in their power to isolate and neutralize the alleged agent as quickly as possible. I urge you to cooperate with any request they may make so that they can do their work quickly and efficiently.”

“I’ll give him that,” I said. “They definitely looked efficient.”

Granger continued, “I observed today that most of you chose to stay in your homes. While that is certainly your choice, I urge you to carry on with your lives as normally as possible. There is no health risk in going about your daily activities. That is, of course, unless your daily activities include taking your boat for a sail.” He smiled as if this was a clever joke but it came across more like an evil scientist who got his jollies by delivering veiled threats. I half expected him to let out a “Muhahahahaha!”

He quickly dropped the smile and lowered his voice an octave. “As we have made abundantly clear, until the quarantine is lifted, there will be no leaving the island. I trust that today’s unfortunate incident was an aberration and will not be repeated. There will be no exceptions. As soon as there is more information to share, it will be. Good night.”

The screen went black and a few seconds later it returned to the football game.

The three of us stared at the TV for a moment, letting Granger’s words sink in.

“What incident?” I asked, the first to say what we were all thinking.

“I don’t know,” Dad answered.

“Whatever it was didn’t sound good,” Mom added.

We stared at the game, though the action meant nothing to me. It felt odd that the rest of the world could be turning normally when our boring little corner of the universe had been turned upside down.
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I didn’t want to go to school the next day but couldn’t come up with any good reason not to. Dad had left for work early and sitting home fretting with Mom wasn’t appealing, so I sucked it up and headed out the door.

I had to walk past Main Street to get to the high school and saw that Dad was right. The town was slowly getting back to normal. The military presence was mostly gone. Whatever gear they needed had been delivered the day before. The festival booths were gone and the banners had been removed. I wondered if the people who had run the booths had decided to crawl out of their cocoons and pack up their stuff, or if it was the work of the SYLO soldiers. The scene wouldn’t have seemed out of the ordinary at all, if it weren’t for the occasional duo of soldiers walking by…

…and the warship sitting in the harbor.

The school was half empty, which meant there were a lot of people still hiding under their beds. But it also meant that at least half of the families had decided to do what we did, which was try to be normal.

“Did you hear?” Quinn asked as he jogged toward me on the way to our first class.

“I’ve been hearing a lot of things,” I answered. “There’s a long list of possibilities.”

“I mean about the Catalina.”

“What Catalina?”

“A thirty-five-footer that some guy from Cape Elizabeth sailed here over a week ago. He had it moored at Memagog and was staying at the Hob Knob Inn, but he didn’t stay in his room Saturday night. Then yesterday morning the boat turned up on the rocks, nearly cut in half. Nobody’s seen the guy since.”

“Jeez,” was all I could say.

“I’ll bet that’s what Granger was talking about on TV last night,” he declared. “He said something about an unfortunate incident.”

“So what are you thinking?” I asked. “That the United States Navy murdered a guy who was trying to escape from quarantine?”

“Well…yeah.”

“Get outta here!” I said, scoffing.

I continued walking toward class and Quinn kept right up with me.

“I’m telling you, Tuck,” he said, “this whole thing doesn’t add up.”

“So you’re saying there’s some kind of conspiracy going on, headed by the president of the United States, to harass the people on Pemberwick Island?”

“I don’t know what I’m saying,” Quinn shot back. “But I don’t think we’re hearing the whole story and that means that when we do, we’re not going to like it.”

“Or maybe it’s exactly what they say and those scientists are going to figure out what caused those people to die and avert a huge catastrophe by saving Pemberwick and the rest of the world.”

Quinn snickered. “Yeah, and then we’ll wake up from that dream.”

“That would be okay with me too,” I said and headed for class.

The whole school was talking about the quarantine and SYLO and the people who died and the president and…and…and. In some ways it was annoying to hear so much speculation, but I guess it helped to talk about it. At least none of us felt as if we were in it alone. Pemberwick Island was a tightly knit community, especially among the people who lived here year round. We took care of our own and that wasn’t going to change because of a little old invasion.

After school I went to football practice but we didn’t do much. Half of the guys weren’t there and Coach wasn’t even sure if there would be a game the following Friday. So we did a few drills and called it a day.

On the way home I took advantage of the extra hour with no practice and detoured into town. I grabbed a can of iced tea from Molly’s and took it to a bench on the edge of the park on top of Main Street where I could get a good view of the entire downtown area. It all looked so normal, though I knew it wasn’t.

Arbortown was still quieter than normal. There weren’t even any cars moving on the streets. The only sign of life came from the fact that many of the shops were open, which meant business was being carried on, even if there were few customers. Since the quarantine had kept so many tourists on the island, I had to believe that they were all holed up in their hotels and inns with their bags packed, ready to blast out of Dodge. It seemed as though they’d be waiting for a while, based on all the equipment and personnel that SYLO had shipped in.

There were only three ways off the island. Most used was the ferryboat, but that service was shut down when SYLO landed. Another way off was by airplane, but I doubted anyone could even get close to the small planes at the airport with SYLO all over the place. The final way was by private boat, which brought up the mystery of the destroyed Catalina. I didn’t even want to think about the possibility of that boat being attacked because the owner had tried to escape.

I did my best to convince myself that whatever the problem was, it would soon be solved, the missing sailor would turn up, and we could all get back to normal. I really wanted my life back.

The loud blare of a car horn tore me from my thoughts.

I turned quickly to see Tori Sleeper on her motor scooter, zipping quickly through an intersection. A light pickup truck was in the intersection, too, blaring its horn. I quickly realized what had happened: Tori must have sped through the intersection and cut the guy off—

And the guy didn’t like it. He gunned the engine and the pickup jumped forward. With a squeal of tires, the guy made a U-turn and jammed on the gas. He was after Tori.

Tori rounded the far side of the park and glanced back to see the pickup charging toward her. I expected her to gun the engine but she did the exact opposite. She put on the brakes and hopped off, pulling her scooter up onto the sidewalk.

The pickup roared toward her. For a second I feared it was going to jump the curb and hit her, but it stayed on the road—and kept after her. I looked around quickly, hoping there was somebody around who could help, but there was no one in sight. Tori was on her own, unless I did something. I leaped over the back of the park bench and ran across the expanse of grass, headed her way, not sure what I was getting myself into.

The pickup screeched to a stop not five yards from Tori.

Tori didn’t flinch. She stood next to her scooter with one hand on the seat and the other on her hip in defiance. The pickup had barely stopped moving when the driver jumped out.

I knew him. His name was Gary something-or-other. He was a carpenter who lived in Memagog. I’d guess he was about thirty and was known as a hot head. In that moment, he was living up to his reputation. He charged around the pickup, headed for Tori—with a baseball bat that he held up like a weapon.

Uh-oh.

“You messing with me?” Gary screamed.

Tori didn’t answer. Or move.

I sprinted toward them with no idea of how I could stop a rampaging guy swinging a bat.

“Come on!” he screamed, his face red with anger. “You want to mess with me now?”

Gary wound up with the bat and took a swing that knocked a metal garbage can into next week. The garbage can flew five yards and the bat splintered, leaving Gary holding a sharp wooden spike that he waved at Tori as he moved closer.

Tori finally took a step back. She may have been cool but she wasn’t that cool.

“Gary!” I shouted. “What are you doing?”

Gary shot me a look and I saw a fevered glare in his eyes that instantly brought back bad memories.

“She cut me off!” he screamed as if it were a heinous crime worthy of the death penalty.

“I didn’t see you,” Tori said softly but with certainty. “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry!” Gary screamed. “You don’t know what sorry is! But you will!”

He moved closer, ready to swing the sharp spike.

I don’t know how I had the guts to do what I did, probably because it wasn’t me who Gary was angry with, but I stepped in front of Tori.

“She didn’t mean to cut you off,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm. “She didn’t see you.”

Gary stopped moving. He seemed confused. He looked to the weapon in his hand as if he was seeing it for the first time.

“You’re right,” I said, even calmer. “She shouldn’t have done it, but it was an accident.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Tori said, but in a soft whisper that only I could hear. “I didn’t cut him off.”

Gary looked around as though not sure what to do.

“Maybe you should let it go, Gary,” I said.

He let it go all right. He wound up and with a chilling scream threw the handle of the bat. The sharp splinter of wood flew further than I thought possible, sailed across the park, and embedded itself into the roof of the gazebo that sat in the center of the park.

That got Tori’s attention.

“My God,” she said under her breath, her cool finally cracking.

“Thanks, Gary,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm. “Now it’s over.”

But it wasn’t. Gary let out another scream and ran for his truck. He covered the twenty yards so quickly he seemed like a blur. He jumped behind the wheel, threw it into gear, and hit the accelerator. His tires squealed and smoked as he took off and flew down the road, taking a corner so fast it seemed as though the truck went up on two wheels. Seconds later he was gone. The only proof that the incident had happened was the lingering smell of burning rubber and the baseball bat lodged in the gazebo.

“What the hell?” Tori said, aghast.

She had no idea what had just happened.

I, on the other hand, had a pretty good idea. Gary losing it like that answered a question I hadn’t even thought about asking until then.

Mr. Feit had been caught in the quarantine.

He was still on the island.

And he was still pushing the Ruby.
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“I didn’t cut him off,” Tori said softly, with a slight nervous quiver. “He just came up behind me and…flipped.”

Before I could respond, the sound of screeching tires once again cut through the park. Tori and I both looked around quickly, expecting to see a crazed Gary behind the wheel of his pickup, headed our way.

Instead we saw a silver sedan speeding out of a side street and skidding onto the main road as it turned toward town. The driver gunned the engine and picked up speed, going way too fast for the quiet lane. Behind the car a black Humvee sped out of the same street, in pursuit.

“Now what?” was all I could say.

The silver sedan continued to accelerate, but didn’t get far. An ambulance with a SYLO logo on each side turned onto the street in front of it and sped toward a head-on collision. The two vehicles had the sedan boxed into a three-way game of chicken.

Tori and I could only watch and brace ourselves for what was sure to be a horrific crash.

The driver of the sedan bailed. He turned hard, bounced over the curb and onto the grass of the park. The move may have prevented a head-on crash but he was moving too fast to make such a sharp turn. The car skidded sideways, digging up grass and spewing dirt, then slammed into a cement bench and came to a sudden stop. The impact spun its nose until it was facing back the way it had come, just as the pursuing Humvee arrived and skidded to a stop, blocking his way. A moment later the ambulance arrived, pinning the sedan in place.

The sedan’s passenger door flew open and the driver scrambled out. It was a woman I didn’t know or recognize. She wore a yellow sundress and sandals and looked like any one of a thousand moms you might see walking along Main Street in Arbortown with a toddler in tow, shopping for sunscreen. She leaped out of the car, landed on her knees, then quickly jumped to her feet and started to sprint to get away.

“There’s nothing right about this,” I mumbled.

An older mom-looking preppie lady fleeing from the police wasn’t something you saw in Arbortown every day. Or any day. The Humvee doors flew open and several SYLO soldiers sprang out. One ran to the rear of his vehicle and went down on one knee to steady himself—as he took aim at the woman.

“He’s going to shoot her!” I exclaimed.

Tori grabbed my arm out of surprise and fear. She had the strong grip of someone who had worked on boats all of her life. If I hadn’t been so shocked at what we were seeing, it probably would have hurt.

The soldier fired, but what he had wasn’t a gun. My guess: It was some kind of Taser because there was no crack sound that would normally accompany a gunshot. The only reason I knew he had fired was because the woman suddenly stiffened, stood straight, and fell to the grass. Hard. The SYLO soldiers were on her instantly, picking her up and dragging her back to the vehicles. The woman was limp, her sandaled feet trailing across the grass. They bundled her into the back of the ambulance and the other soldiers jumped inside. One ran back and got into the Humvee, another got behind the wheel of the silver sedan. Moments later, they all drove off the grass and disappeared down the side street.

The only sign that there had been an accident were the tire marks on the lawn.

“What the hell?” I said with a gasp.

Where I was stunned, Tori seemed totally freaked by the scene and sprinted for her scooter.

“Hey!” I shouted. “Where are you going?”

She jumped onto the scooter, fired the engine, and sped off without saying a word.

“You’re welcome,” I called after her.

She didn’t hear. Or didn’t care. In a few seconds she was gone and the park was quiet once again.

It took me a minute or so to get my head back together enough to remember how to move my feet. I went straight home, rolling over in my head the two different events I had just witnessed. As much as the attack on Tori was frightening, in some small way it made sense. I had no doubt that Gary had been introduced to the Ruby because of his over-the-top energy and the fact that he moved with inhuman speed. It was wrong, but explainable. What disturbed me more was seeing the SYLO soldiers chase down and Taser that mom-looking lady. Everything I had heard was that those soldiers were here to protect us. But from what? Ladies who rolled through stop signs? The fact that they zapped her and dragged her away in handcuffs like some escaped prisoner seemed pretty extreme. What could she possibly have done to deserve that?

The event was so disturbing that I couldn’t bring myself to tell anybody about it. I had to hold on to the idea that SYLO was there to help us. I mean, President Neff told us so. What else could I believe? Before pointing fingers and making accusations, I wanted to know more about what was happening. But I had no idea how to do that.
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The rest of the week passed without any more disturbing events, unless you count the fact that Pemberwick Island had become the butt of jokes for every comic on TV. “Looking for a hot vacation spot?” Jay Leno asked. “Try Pemberwick Island. You’ll never vacation anywhere else…because they won’t let you leave!” We even made David Letterman’s Top Ten list of reasons to vacation on Pemberwick Island. “Number one: Free CAT scan with every cup of delicious, creamy chowder.”

I might have thought the jokes were funny if I lived anywhere else. Letterman’s line wasn’t even that far from the truth. Every person on the island was required to go to the town hall and give a blood sample. When my family went, I recognized several of the CDC people who had gotten off the troop transport under Granger’s cold glare. It felt a little creepy to have to give blood, mostly because we weren’t given a choice. But if they were trying to isolate a potentially deadly virus and feared that some people were genetically predisposed to contracting it, then I guess it would be stupid not to get tested.

It was one test I desperately wanted to ace.

In spite of the CDC’s bloodletting, Arbortown had started to feel close to normal. The tourists were poking out of their rooms and beginning to go back to the shops and restaurants. And why not? There was nothing else to do and the government was picking up the tab. I even saw people posing for pictures on the pier while pointing to the warship that sat ominously off shore. It was a surreal experience. A thin veil of normalcy had returned, though we all feared that just below the surface was a truth that we didn’t necessarily want to learn.

On Wednesday the announcement was made that there would be a football game on Saturday morning. We were scheduled to play Memagog High, from the other side of the island, in November, but under the circumstances the date was moved up. Captain Granger made the announcement on TV, saying that it would be good for everyone to get out and enjoy a game; and since there were actually two teams on Pemberwick, we were nominated to be the day’s entertainment. I guess that made sense. It wasn’t like either team could travel off the island, so why not play each other? My only problem was that with nothing else happening on the island, the game was sure to be a sellout. That meant I’d have an even bigger crowd to witness my lame attempt to fill Marty’s shoes.

I tried to talk to Tori a few times at school, but she avoided me and it was starting to tick me off. I had stood in front of a raging, armed maniac to protect her; the least she could do was acknowledge that I existed. I tried not to let it bug me and turned my focus to the challenge at hand…Memagog High.
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Saturday came up fast. The game was on our home field because our stadium was twice as big as Memagog Field. It turned out to be a wise move. When we came out on the field for warmups, the stands were already packed. I’d never seen that before, even when there was a county championship on the line. It seemed as though everyone on Pemberwick had shown up because we were the only game in town. Literally.

As exciting as this was, there was an ominous touch. Armed SYLO soldiers casually circled the field. They walked in pairs, keeping an eye on the crowd. They seemed to want to keep a low profile, but it was hard to miss them. None went into the stands. They weren’t there to watch the game…their eyes were on the people.

Kent was in his glory. During warmups, he ran around the sidelines, screaming things like: “This is our house! Nobody messes with our house!” It was all totally clichéd football psych stuff that was more for the crowd than for us.

When warmups finished, I jogged back to our locker room under the bleachers. Glancing up to the crowd, I saw Mom and Dad give me a thumbs-up. I also noticed that many people were wearing surgical masks, a grim reminder that we might all catch something deadly. I did a quick scan of the bleachers, looking for Mr. Feit. I didn’t see him but that didn’t mean he wasn’t there. The crowd was too big for me to see everybody.

One person I didn’t miss was Olivia because she was standing near the tunnel to the locker room. It was a warm morning and she looked incredibly cute in an Arbortown Wildcats T-shirt (that I’m sure Kent gave her) and mini jean shorts.

“Tucker!” she called, waving me over.

I took off my helmet and went to her.

“How’re you doing?” I asked.

“As good as anybody, I guess,” she said with a shrug. “It’s weird being here without my mother. It’s weird being here at all.”

“I hear you,” I said.

“I haven’t seen you all week,” she said.

It was my turn to shrug. “I’ve been keeping a low profile.”

“I miss you.”

She did? I couldn’t think fast enough to say something clever in return.

“Do me a favor?” she asked.

“Sure.”

She leaned forward and gave me a big kiss. Right on the lips. It wasn’t one of those friendly pecks-from-your-aunt kisses either. This was like…a real kiss. It’s not like I hadn’t kissed a girl before. I had. Once or twice. Or once. But Olivia was a couple of years older than me and, well, she knew what she was doing. In that one brief instant, I forgot all about the game. And SYLO and the Ruby and the mysterious exploding shadow. What can I say?

After a few seconds, she pulled back and gave me a sweet smile that was even more electrifying than the kiss. I blinked, cleared my throat, and croaked, “Uh, and what exactly is the favor?”

She touched my cheek and said, “Make me proud.”

I instantly went from the height of ecstasy to the depths of despair. Olivia had opened the door wide for me to impress her and maybe start a real relationship that held the promise of more kissing like that. But there was no way in hell that I could deliver on that favor. That door would slam shut two seconds after I was handed the ball for the first time.

“I’ll see what I can do,” I said with about as much casual cool as I could muster…which wasn’t a whole lot.

She gave me a flirty wink. I headed into the locker room.

The game was a good one, a real back-and-forth battle that kept the fans cheering until the final gun. I think it probably helped everyone to forget the mess we were in, at least for a couple of hours. The best thing I can say about my own performance was that unlike the first game, I didn’t embarrass myself. I guess that’s saying something. On the other hand, I didn’t make anybody proud, either. Coach tried working me into the offense early, but I couldn’t do any better than stumble for a few measly yards per carry. I guess the worst came when I was thrown a quick outlet pass in the flat. Our quarterback really put some heat on the ball. I wasn’t ready for it and the ball bounced off my hands—incomplete.

Normally during a game, you don’t really hear the crowd. It’s all just white noise and there’s too much to worry about on the field to even think about it. But the moment that ball bounced away, I heard a collective sigh of disappointment that meant everyone was thinking the exact same thing: “Pierce sucks.” It’s a horrible sound, one that most people never have to hear. But I heard it and it stung.

I have to admit, in that brief instant I wondered what would have happened if I had taken a small sample of the Ruby before the game. Would I have made that catch? Would that massive groan of disappointment and disapproval been turned into ecstatic cheers and the approval of my teammates? And Olivia? I shook the thought quickly. As tempting as the idea was, it was wrong. No, worse, it was dangerous.

As the game went on, I handled the ball less and less, which was probably for the best. The undeniable truth was that I wasn’t as fast or as strong as the other players. It wasn’t for lack of trying. I just didn’t have the physical ability.

Kent, on the other hand, played the game of his life. He kept up the steady cheerleading and pushed the defense to attack. I don’t know how many solo tackles he made, mostly after blasting through a couple of blockers to get to the ball carrier. He had two interceptions, one that he returned for a touchdown, and he caused a fumble that he recovered himself. That play ultimately led to the winning score. I was genuinely impressed…

…until I went over to him on the bench to give him some encouragement. I banged his shoulder pads and said, “Unbelievable, man. Great game!”

Then I saw his eyes. They were wild…just like Marty’s. Gary’s too. In that brief moment I realized the truth. Feit had lied to me. Marty Wiggins had taken the Ruby before he died. I must have been in denial to believe that his incredible performance had been natural. There was no doubt in my mind that he had been under the influence of Feit’s sea salts.

And now it was Kent’s turn.

The rest of the game passed in a blur. I couldn’t take my eyes off Kent, fearing that he might drop dead at any second. He played every play with the same speed and ferocity that he’d started the game with. The Ruby was indeed an amazing substance. When Kent fell on the fumble that gave us the ball for the last time, the crowd on our side went nuts.

I turned away and looked into the stands again because I knew he had to be there.

And he was. Feit was standing in the center of the bleachers, surrounded by a group of ecstatic fans who had no idea that Kent’s life was in danger. He stood out because he was the only one who wasn’t cheering.

He was looking straight at me. When we made eye contact, he pointed to Kent as if to say, “That could have been you.”

My mind was spinning wildly. What was I going to do with this information? Feit was pushing a wonder drug that helped people perform at superhuman levels…and could be deadly. It made our victory feel hollow because Kent was definitely the MVP of the game. If he hadn’t taken the stuff and played like a monster, we might not have won.

One other disturbing thought tickled the back of my brain: If Marty died after taking the Ruby, did this supposedly harmless ergo-whatever supplement have anything to do with the mysterious virus that SYLO was looking for? It wasn’t all that crazy to think that somehow they might all be connected. I wasn’t about to start running around telling people that the sky was falling though. I tried that once before and got nowhere. Nothing happened after we told the sheriff and the Coast Guard about the exploding shadow. Before pointing fingers I wanted to know more.

The game ended shortly after we scored the go-ahead touchdown. After the gun the crowd erupted with enthusiastic cheers for both teams in appreciation for the amazing game and the short vacation from the grim reality of the quarantine.

I showered quickly and was the first to blast out of the jubilant locker room. A crowd was waiting outside to congratulate the players on our first win, but nobody stopped me. I had been a non-factor in the game. I rounded the building to head for home and saw the one and only person who had stuck around to see me.

“Great game,” Mr. Feit said.

I was so shocked that I stood there with my mouth open.

Feit added, “Then again, you didn’t do much, but that was your choice.”

“Kent took the Ruby, didn’t he?” I said.

Feit’s answer was to smile.

“And Marty did too,” I added. “That’s what killed him.”

“Whoa,” Feit said. “We don’t know that. Did he take it? Yes. I told him to take only a few granules but he downed the whole vial. Hell, you can’t swallow an entire bottle of aspirin without getting sick.”

“You lied to me,” I said flatly.

“I didn’t want to scare you,” he said.

“Scare me!” I shouted. “You’re handing out drugs that are killing people and you’re worried about scaring me? You’re responsible for Marty’s death! Did Mr. Nelson take it too? And that carpenter, Gary. He nearly killed a friend of mine!”

“Hang on,” he cautioned. “Don’t go throwing around accusations. The Ruby is totally safe.”

“Tell that to Marty’s family,” I sneered. “And the SYLO people. Is that why they’re here? Is it the Ruby they’re looking for?”

“I don’t know what they’re looking for,” Feit said. “But it’s not my sea salts.”

“No? Is that a lie too?” I asked.

Feit walked slowly toward me. It took all of my willpower not to back off but I didn’t want to give the guy an inch.

“Look,” he said. “You saw what the Ruby can do. You felt it. Do you think Kent could have played like that without it? He took a small dose, the amount he was supposed to take, and what happened? You won your first game. He’s a hero, and the hero always gets the girl. That’s what it’s really about, isn’t it? That cutie with the jean shorts. Olivia, right? I’ll bet she’s outside that locker room right now waiting for Kent just so she can throw her arms around him and tell him how great he was. And you know what? That could have been you. I saw how she kissed you before the game. Don’t expect a repeat performance.”

He broke into a big smile and added, “Unless…”

Feit pulled a vial of the red crystals out of his pocket and held it up to me, shaking it temptingly.

“You can’t be serious,” I spat at him.

“It’s totally safe if you take it properly. Marty didn’t. But you’re smarter than that. What do you say? Don’t you want to be the one who gets the girl?”

I stood there, mesmerized, staring at the sparkling red substance. The dazzling glow that came from the crystals was almost…hypnotic. It was so tempting. Marty had overdosed; that much was obvious because Kent was fine. The Ruby could be used safely. What harm would it do? Nobody would know. I could finally compete. I could make that catch. Without it, I didn’t stand a chance. It would be so simple. Just a little bit and things would be so different.

I started to reach for the vial when…

“No!”

Somebody knocked the vial out of Feit’s hand. I came to my senses to see that it was Tori. She stood with her legs apart and her fists clenched, facing off against Feit.

“Get out of here,” she ordered Feit. “Take that crap with you.”

Feit was momentarily thrown but recovered quickly and scooped up the vial. He backed off with a smile.

“Easy now,” he said calmly. “No need to get all worked up.”

“I’m going to the sheriff,” Tori threatened.

Feit stopped walking and gave her a curious look, as if he didn’t understand what she had said.

“The sheriff?” he said and laughed dismissively. “Let me know how that works out for you.” He looked at me and added, “It’s your call, Tucker. I’ll be around.”

Feit turned and strolled off, whistling as if we had just had a casual, friendly conversation.

My brain had locked. Too much had happened too quickly, not the least of which was the realization that I had actually considered taking the Ruby again.

“You’re welcome,” Tori said. “Now we’re even.”

“You know about it?” I asked, desperately trying to collect my thoughts.

Tori kicked at the ground, as if buying time to decide on how to answer.

“Would you have taken it?” she asked.

I had to think about that for a second.

“I don’t know,” was my honest answer. “I’m being publicly humiliated. Taking that stuff would be dangerous, and totally unethical, but man, it’s so tempting.”

Tori nodded as if to say she understood where I was coming from.

“But I think it killed Marty,” I added. “And maybe Mr. Nelson. That makes Feit a killer. I think that guy with the baseball bat took it too, and he nearly brained you. You’re right, we’ve got to tell the sheriff. This could be what SYLO is looking for.”

“But we need more than theories,” she said. “We need proof.”

“Fresh out of that,” I said.

Tori gave me a small smile. It was the first time I had ever seen her smile. I liked it.

“Come with me,” she ordered and strode toward the parking lot.

“What? Why?”

“You need to see something,” she said without breaking stride.

I followed obediently until we arrived at her motor scooter.

“You want me to get on that? With you?”

“Unless you want to run alongside,” she said.

The seat was barely big enough for two, but there didn’t seem to be much choice.

“What about helmets?” I asked.

“Do you have one?”

“No.”

“Then I guess you don’t wear one.”

I slung my gym bag over my shoulder and sat on the back of the seat. Tori turned the key and the engine whined to life.

“Hang on,” she said.

“To what?”

She hit the throttle and I barely had time to grab her around the waist. The bike wasn’t big, but it was fast. At least it seemed pretty fast as we hurdled along with no protection.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“I’m going to show you what a huge mistake I just kept you from making…and how we’re going to get SYLO off this island.”
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I decided not to ask her any more questions until we had arrived at wherever she was taking us. The whine of the scooter was too loud and besides, I wanted her to focus on not wrapping us around a tree. Tori liked to go fast and take sharp corners. It felt just shy of reckless but I didn’t want to sound like a weenie by complaining.

Our trip took us past the Oak Hills Country Club where we saw that it had been transformed into the SYLO base camp. Dad had a contract with Oak Hills, so I’d spent a lot of time there tending the clubhouse gardens and knew the layout pretty well. Flashing past, though, I barely recognized the place. There were dark green military-looking tents erected up and down the golf fairways. Some were small and looked to be where the soldiers slept while others were massive, circus-tent-sized structures. I also saw the tops of some wooden structures that were going up. That made me nervous. They may have been prefabricated quickie buildings but it gave the impression that they planned on being there for a while.

Humvees and Jeeps came and went. A helicopter swooped overhead and skimmed the treetops before landing somewhere within. I caught a glimpse of a truck that had sprouted a dozen antennas, all pointed in different directions. The amount of equipment that had suddenly appeared on Pemberwick was incredible. The once-perfect golf course had a new personality. There had always been a tall ivy-covered wall surrounding the property but now with armed soldiers at every entrance, that wall had taken on a different, more ominous character. I saw the glint of silver razor wire peeking over the top as if another, more secure barricade had been erected within. This was now a secure military base. There would be no sneaking in to walk your dog or going for a run on the wide fairways as long as SYLO was there.

“I guess the members aren’t going to be playing a whole lot of golf for a while,” I said to Tori above the engine whine.

“So sad,” she replied with total sarcasm. “What’ll all those rich guys do with their time?”

“Seriously. I just hope my dad gets the contract to clean it up.”

Tori had probably never set foot inside the country club, I realized, unless it was to deliver a load of lobsters. Being so close to her, I caught the unmistakable scent of lemons. I couldn’t help but think that it was her way of masking who she really was. Was she ashamed? Or embarrassed? She said she hated Pemberwick, but was that because she hated being the daughter of a lobsterman? Or did she resent the “rich guys” who spent their days playing golf while her dad was out on the ocean pulling lobster traps? The more I learned about Tori Sleeper, the more I wanted to know.

We shot quickly out of town and sped along the winding Memagog Highway, which was a fancy name for the four-lane road that circled the entire island. It was the same road that Quinn and I used for our midnight rides. Every so often the road dipped closer to the shore, where glimpses of the ocean could be caught through the trees. A few times I thought I saw a military ship moving far offshore, but it was hard to get a good look through the dense foliage. It was a sobering thought. Did the Navy have the island surrounded?

We passed a farm where I spotted a familiar structure that I’d seen a thousand times before and never gave a second thought to…until then.

“Silo,” I said aloud without thinking.

It was a tall red-and-white grain silo with a rounded dome that was used to store feed for a small herd of dairy cows. Was that what we were dealing with? Was SYLO doing the same with us? Storing us for some purpose other than what they would admit to? It was a silly thought that I shook off quickly. There was no sense in letting my mind spin to possibilities that didn’t make sense.

After fifteen minutes of butt-numbing, teeth-rattling travel, Tori turned off the highway onto an unpaved road that led toward the shore. The sandy road was packed enough so that we didn’t spin out, but I had to fight to keep my balance as we bounced over the washboard-like surface. Finally, we arrived at our destination: a house that sat on the edge of a quiet salt pond. The place was classic Pemberwick Island, with steel-gray shingles and a porch that wrapped around the three-story structure. There was a narrow yard in back covered with a checkerboard of grass and sand that definitely could have used my dad’s expert touch. Beyond the yard was the water. A dock was built out from the shore that led to a long float where two lobster boats were tied up, bow to stern. It was a tidal pond, which meant the float would rise and fall with the tides.

A man was sitting on the float wearing a plaid shirt, jeans, and a worn Sox cap, working on a lobster trap. The place was classic Maine, like you’d see on a postcard.

Tori got off the scooter and strode toward the house.

“Wait here,” she commanded. She climbed the porch and went right into the house.

I wasn’t about to sit there like some barnacle, so I got off the scooter, dropped my gym bag, and followed. The place was old, but well taken care of. Across from the house was a gray barn that was nearly as big as the house and just as weathered. The expanse between buildings was nothing but hard-packed sand with sprouts of sea grass poking through everywhere. I walked onto the porch but rather than knock on the door, I rounded the house on the porch until I was on the pond side.

Tori had gone through the building and out the back door. She strode quickly across the yard, headed for the dock. It was low tide so the ramp at the end pitched down at a sharp angle. The pond must have been deep because even at low tide the lobster boats were floating. They looked to be twin thirty-five-foot Duffys. Or maybe Beals. Both had white hulls. One had a navy blue wheelhouse; the other was painted bright red. The red boat’s name was painted on the bow in fancy, scrolling letters: Tori Tickle.

Cute.

The blue boat looked to be older. The paint on the white hull was yellowed with age. It was probably the backup vessel. Its name: Patricia.

The guy on the float must have been Tori’s dad because she went right up to him and gave him a big hug. It was the same guy she’d been with when she made the lobster delivery to Lesser’s Fish Market. It felt like a hundred years had gone by since then. I never met the guy but I must have seen him around because he looked familiar.

I had no idea where her mother might be.

Though Quinn and I had spent the summer working on a lobster boat, I didn’t know much about the business end of lobstering. But I knew enough to understand that the only way a lobsterman makes money is by dropping traps and hauling up lobsters. The quarantine was keeping the lobster boats at their docks, which meant none of these guys could work. There was nothing good about this quarantine.

Tori said something to her dad and playfully pushed his cap down over his eyes. It was nice to see that she wasn’t cold toward everybody. At least she liked her father. When she started back toward me, I quickly shot around the porch and went to the scooter. No sooner did I sit down than the front door of the house opened and Tori came out.

“This place is like…classic,” I said. “Where’s the closest house?”

“I told you to wait,” Tori scolded.

Busted.

“I was just looking around,” I replied. “Is that your dad?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s gotta be tough,” I said. “Not being able to work his traps.”

“You think?” she snapped angrily, as if I had insulted her.

“Whoa, easy. Just making conversation,” I said defensively. “I work with my dad too.”

“Let’s go,” she said and walked toward the barn.

“Go? We just got here.”

She held up her hand to show me a key on a ring.

“We’re not there yet,” she explained.

Tori opened the barn door and I was hit with the distinct smell of horse.

“You can ride, right?” she asked.

The truth was I had been on horseback a couple of times but to say I could ride was a stretch.

“Sure,” I said, and instantly regretted it.

“Don’t sweat it,” she assured me. “It’s an easy ride, but we can’t take the scooter.”

Made sense, but it didn’t make me any less nervous. If Tori rode horses the way she drove her scooter, I was in trouble.

Tori quickly and expertly saddled two beautiful, golden palominos. It made me think of Quinn’s theory about people and knots. I wondered if the same applied to saddling horses because Tori definitely knew what she was doing.

She handed me the bridle of one, then led the other out of the barn.

“Does he have a name?” I called.

“It’s a she,” she replied.

Oh.

“Then what’s her name?”

“I don’t know.”

Tori was starting to annoy me. I looked up into the big brown eyes of the horse that I was about to trust with my life. She looked harmless enough.

“Are we cool?” I asked her.

The horse blinked. I hoped that meant we were cool.

“I gotta call you something so how about…Lassie?”

The horse blinked again. I took that as a yes and led her out of the barn.

Tori was already mounted and waiting. With only a minor amount of awkward struggling, I managed to get my foot into the stirrup and hoist myself aboard.

“Hi-ho Silver,” I said with a smile.

Tori didn’t think that was funny and/or charming. She reined her horse around and started off. With a small kick, Lassie and I followed. Seconds later we were bouncing back along her driveway the way we had come. Lassie was a calm old girl, which was fine by me. Tori led us back toward the highway, but before we reached the main road, we turned onto another sandy road that I hadn’t seen on the way in. This one was less used and the sand was soft, which was why the scooter wouldn’t have worked. The road traveled roughly parallel to the highway while gradually moving closer to the shore.

I trotted up to Tori and we walked side by side.

“You going to tell me what this is all about?” I asked.

“You’ll see when we get there. It isn’t far.”

We walked along in silence, which was making me crazy.

“You know, I’ve known you for four years and I don’t—”

“Five,” she corrected. “We’ve been in school together for five years.”

Oh. That was interesting. I didn’t even think I was on her radar.

“Okay, five years, and all I know about you is that you work with your father and don’t talk much.”

I wasn’t sure if Tori was going to say anything and was about to give up trying to draw her out when she finally spoke.

“That’s all there is to know,” she said flatly. “That’s the trouble with this island.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Don’t you ever get tired of living on a rock?” she asked.

“You mean Pemberwick? Uh, no. I kind of like it here.”

“Well, good for you.”

“That means you don’t?” I asked.

Tori gritted her teeth. She obviously wasn’t used to talking about herself. Or about anything.

“My father works hard,” she said. “He drops traps, pulls out spiders, drops more traps, and argues over prices. That’s his life. He’s a good guy. He deserves more than a bad back and a house that’s falling down.”

“Is that what he thinks?” I asked.

“No, but this is all he knows.”

“What about your mom?”

Tori’s expression turned dark.

“Sorry,” I said. “Don’t mean to be nosy.”

“She left when I was three,” Tori said, suddenly cold. Colder than before. “Never even said goodbye. I’m not sure if I should hate her for bailing on us, or envy her for escaping. I guess maybe I’m more like her than like my dad.”

“That sucks. Where does she live now?”

“I have no idea,” she said with no emotion, as if she couldn’t have cared less. Or at least acting as though she didn’t care.

I was beginning to get the picture of why Tori was so closed up…and hated Pemberwick.

“I wouldn’t do what she did to my dad,” she added. “So maybe I’m not exactly like her. But I wouldn’t hate it if we moved somewhere else and started over.”

“You sound like Quinn,” I said. “He’s ready to blast out of here the first chance he gets.”

“And you’re not?” Tori asked.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe there’s something wrong with me but I like it here. My parents chose to come here and Dad loves his garden—uh, landscaping business. I can see going into business with him someday.”

“And spend your life spreading manure on other people’s flowers?” Tori asked, as if I had said I wanted to be a professional assassin.

“Yeah,” I answered sharply. “Sorry if that doesn’t meet with your approval.”

Tori opened her mouth to say something quickly, but then thought better of it and stopped. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to insult you.”

“Yeah, you did. Why don’t you cut the mystery. I’m tired and I’m sore and I want to know why the hell you dragged me out here.”

“We’re here,” she said.

We had arrived at a fence with a gate that was shut and padlocked. Tori dismounted and went to unlock it.

“The horses don’t belong to us,” she explained. “Some rich guy pays us to board them so he’s got some toys when he comes out on weekends. Nice, huh?”

“You really resent rich guys, don’t you?” I said sarcastically.

She shot me a cutting look, swung the gate open, then climbed back on her horse and we walked through the gate.

“This whole area is fenced in. I think it may be the biggest parcel of undeveloped land left on Pemberwick. The guy said I should let the horses run free and get as much exercise as they wanted. Nice life.”

“His or the horses?” I asked.

“Both. It’s a great gig for me. I love the horses and ride whenever I want. It’s like they’re mine.”

“But you didn’t name them,” I pointed out.

“Derby,” she said. “Her name is Derby. This one is Racer.”

I patted Derby on the neck. “Sorry, Lassie.”

I thought I saw Tori smile, but it quickly vanished.

“There were two others,” she said softly. “Remi and Nimbus.”

“‘Were’?”

She fell silent and gazed out over the ocean. Her head had gone to another place, just like when we were at the Lobster Pot Festival. I’m not sure what made me finally realize the truth. Maybe it was seeing her on that horse as if she were born to ride. Maybe it was being out there on the bluffs. Or maybe it was the way the tears were growing in her eyes. It was probably all of the above, because in that moment, I understood.

“It was you that night, wasn’t it?” I asked. “You were the one riding on the bluffs when the shadow exploded.”

Tori didn’t answer right away, which was her answer. I looked around to realize we were very close to where we had chased the shadow down.

“It was your dad who spoke to Deputy Donald, right? I thought I recognized him.”

Tori kept her eyes on the ocean and said, “He didn’t want me to get involved. He’s always protecting me. He told them he was the one who got thrown from the horse when the shadow exploded.”

“Did you get hurt?” I asked.

“Just bruises,” she replied, trying to control her emotions. “I know how to fall.”

The image of the massive explosion that silhouetted the rearing horse and rider was one I thought I’d never forget. Now that I knew it was Tori, there was no chance I’d ever forget it.

“So then whose pickup truck was parked on the bluff that night?” I asked. “I thought it belonged to the guy who said he saw the whole thing, but if that was your father and he wasn’t out here, whose truck was it?”

Tori shrugged. “I don’t know. I wondered that myself. When I rode back to my house, it was gone.”

“So maybe there was another witness,” I said.

“Maybe,” Tori agreed.

“You could have told me this sooner,” I said. “I’m not a bad guy.”

Tori finally looked at me with a pained expression that I truly didn’t understand. She was hurting and it wasn’t from being tossed off the horse.

“What did you bring me out here to see?” I asked gently.

Tori took a deep breath and said, “A few days after the explosion, I rode Derby out here to round up the other three. Racer was waiting by the gate. The other two were…”

Her throat convulsed as if she had trouble saying the words. “I saw them coming over that rise,” she said, pointing. “They were galloping. Fast. Like, impossibly fast. I thought it was an optical illusion but they flew by me like they were, well, flying. Saliva was spraying from their mouths and their eyes were wild. They pulled up just beyond that dune and started jumping. Up and down, like bucking broncos.”

She was fighting to keep her emotions in check.

“I didn’t dare get off Derby. I was afraid they’d trample me. So I cautiously walked her over, calling to them, trying to get them to focus on me and calm down. It didn’t work. They were out of control. Their whinnying was horrible, like they were excited and in agony at the same time. Then suddenly they took off together, charging back the way they came.”

I was afraid I knew where this story was going but didn’t interrupt. Tori had to tell it her way.

“I galloped after them but there was no way I could keep up. They were just so fast. Eventually they circled back toward here and—”

The words caught in her throat as tears starting streaming down her cheeks.

“When I got over that rise, I saw them. Both on the ground. Dead. Just like that.”

“Just like Marty,” I said.

“They actually looked like they were at peace. Nimbus had her head on Remi’s belly. Those two loved each other.”

Tori sniffed back tears, then nudged Racer to walk, headed for the shore. I followed on Derby, quietly. After about twenty yards, we came to what looked like a pile of rocks that had washed up from the sea. When we got closer, I saw it for what it really was…two large graves. We stood over them silently.

After a few moments, I couldn’t take it anymore and said, “You think Feit gave them the Ruby?”

Tori’s look turned hard. “Is that what he calls it?”

I nodded and said, “How did he give it to them?”

“He didn’t.”

Tori reined Racer and continued toward the shore. We approached a sandy bluff that led directly down to a small, rocky beach. It was a beautiful view, looking out over the ocean and a brilliant, cloudless sky.

“They found it themselves,” she said and pointed down to the beach.

I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to be seeing. It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust and to register the horror that lay below. What at first looked like a beach covered with rocks, wasn’t.

Instead of tide-washed stones, the beach was littered with chunks of red crystal. Most of them were baseball-sized, but some were as big as grapefruits. The larger chunks rested on a bed of smaller, shattered crystals. There had to be a ton of the stuff, just sitting there as if it had washed up like so much sea glass.

It was the Ruby.

“I saw Remi and Nimbus an hour before they died,” she said. “They were down there, grazing. Whatever that wicked stuff is, it turned my horses into demons and then killed them. And now that Feit character is feeding it to people.”

“I took some,” I blurted out, without thinking.

Tori shot me a look of surprise and confusion.

“He said it would improve my performance,” I added. “Serious understatement. I only took a few tiny crystals but the result was incredible. I felt like like…Superman.”

“But you’re okay now,” Tori stated, confused.

“Because I hardly took any. Feit said Marty took too much, and obviously so did the horses. I guess your body can operate in overdrive for just so long before it crashes.” I looked at Tori and said, “You’re the only person I’ve told.”

“What is the stuff?” she asked. “Why is Feit pushing it?”

I got off Derby and walked to the beach where the Ruby was spread out.

“I don’t know,” I answered. “Maybe it’s an experiment gone wrong or some new toxic substance or something from Mars, for all I know. Whatever it is, it’s—”

I didn’t finish the sentence because I saw something else on the shore. Something out of the ordinary. Scattered throughout the field of red crystals were chunks of a black material that looked to be anything but natural. They were all sizes and shapes. Some as small as crackers, others the size of dinner plates. I picked one of the larger pieces up to see that it was like a piece of sheet metal, but much lighter, and paper thin. All the pieces were paper thin. It seemed to be made of some kind of plastic, which meant it was definitely man-made.

“I think that stuff washed up with the crystals,” Tori said. “It might be pieces of a boat that was carrying the stuff. Looks like it broke up on the rocks.”

“Smashed up is more like it,” I said. “It was totally destroyed. I mean, there’s nothing left but bits and pieces, like it was…” The words caught in my throat. I looked up to Tori and finished my thought. “Like it was blown up.”

Tori’s eyes went wide as the possibility hit her.

“Like maybe that shadow wasn’t a shadow,” she said, numb.

I quickly put one of the smaller pieces into my pocket, then knelt down, pulled my sleeve over my hand, and picked up a golf-ball-sized chunk of the red crystal. I didn’t want to touch it with my bare skin in case the poison could somehow leach through my pores.

“We’ll bring this stuff to the SYLO compound. This has got to be what they’re looking for. Those CDC brains can analyze it and—”

The sound of a speedboat powering up cut me off. We both looked up to see a high-speed cigarette boat blasting away from the island, headed out to sea.

“Where did that come from?” I asked.

“There are private docks up and down the coast,” Tori replied.

After watching the speeding boat for another few seconds, I said, “I think he’s making a run for it.”

The boat had huge twin outboard engines that churned up the water. Only one person was on board, standing at the wheel.

“What’s that sound?” I asked.

Tori listened. “All I hear is the boat. What does it sound like? Wait—I hear it.”

It sounded like the sharp, tearing sound of a jet engine. It quickly grew louder, which meant it was drawing nearer. Fast. Tori and I both looked back over the island and saw a slim, streaking shape flying high overhead. It had short stubby wings and a rounded nose. The thing was moving so fast it was hard to focus on, and it was headed out to sea.

“Oh my God,” I said with a gasp.

“What is it?” Tori screamed.

I didn’t have to answer. A few short seconds later my fear came true. The streaking shape was a missile. It tore by overhead, zeroing in on its target.

“Is that—?”

The missile hit the cigarette boat and exploded into a ball of fire. It took a few seconds for the sound to reach us, but when it did, it was deafening. The horses panicked and reared back. It was all I could do to hang on to Derby. The impact point had to be half a mile out to sea, but I felt a wave of heat wash over us. That’s how intense the explosion was as the boat’s gas tanks ignited.

“Easy! Easy!” I commanded Derby.

We both got our horses under control and turned our attention back to the water. The only thing left of the cigarette boat and its skipper were a few pieces of smoking wreckage. I looked back to the sky, wondering where the missile might have come from, and saw the dark speck of a military helicopter flying back inland.

“This can’t be happening,” Tori said, her voice shaking.

“Attention!” came an amplified voice.

We looked up the coastline to see a military Jeep with a SYLO soldier standing in the passenger side, holding a megaphone.

“Do not move,” he commanded. “Hold your position.”

“No way,” I said.

“What do you mean, no way?” Tori cried. “They’re the good guys.”

“Really? Well the good guys just blew somebody out of the water. I don’t care why they’re here. That’s murder.”

I climbed onto Derby’s back and slapped the reins on her butt. The old horse still had life and charged forward. I had no idea if I could even stay on the back of a galloping horse, but at that moment I would rather have taken my chances with her than with an army of murderers, no matter whose side they said they were on.
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Irode Derby back the way we had come, leading Tori up the rise that led back to the sandy road that snaked through the long stretch of sea grass.

“This is crazy,” she called. “We can’t outrun a Jeep.”

I didn’t care. They may have worn uniforms with official-looking arm patches and had the backing of the president of the United States but what we’d just seen was murder. If they could blow an innocent guy out of the water for trying to leave the island, they could just as easily do the same to a couple of kids who had witnessed it.

I crested the rise and was about to kick Derby into gear when I caught sight of two people sprinting across the open field. They were tourist types wearing khakis and sweatshirts.

“Hold up!” Tori commanded.

I looked back to see the Jeep speeding after them.

“They aren’t after us,” she declared.

I reined Derby to a stop as Tori joined me.

The Jeep bumped over the rough surface, closing on the two.

“Hold your position,” came the command through the bullhorn. It wasn’t directed at us but at the two running men.

The two guys didn’t stop. They split up. A soldier jumped out of the Jeep and chased after one while the Jeep went for the other.

“I don’t think they even know we’re here,” Tori said.

“Let’s keep it that way, c’mon.”

“No,” Tori shot back. “I want to see.”

The Jeep was gaining ground on the one guy. There were two soldiers on board. The driver and…

“Granger,” I said. “The head SYLO guy.”

The steel-haired soldier stood up in the Jeep as casually as if he were on solid ground—and lifted a rifle. He had done this before.

“No,” Tori said with a gasp.

Granger raised the gun with the calm authority of someone who had done it before and took aim at the fleeing man.

The guy dodged and weaved, trying to make a difficult target.

Tori said, “He wouldn’t—”

He would. Granger fired. There was a quick crack, and the man fell. Unlike with the woman who was run down and captured in the park, this weapon fired bullets. It was like seeing hunters chasing down and killing a fleeing animal, except that the animal was human.

The Jeep skidded to a stop right next to the fallen victim as the driver jumped out and went to the guy. Granger didn’t move. He didn’t even look down at the body. It was like he couldn’t be bothered. That job was left to his subordinates. He rested the rifle casually on his shoulder while scanning the horizon, maybe looking for his next victim. The driver hoisted the body onto his shoulder and dumped it in the back of the Jeep like a sack of fertilizer. Or a dead deer. He then quickly got behind the wheel and took off the way they had come.

They soon caught up with the other soldier, who came trudging toward them with the other guy draped over his shoulder. He had bagged his own kill. He dumped the body in the back of the Jeep, on top of the guy’s dead friend, hopped on, and the hunters charged off, headed for the road.

“Did that really just happen?” I said, stunned. “They could have captured those men easily. Same with the cigarette boat. They’re the freakin’ Navy. They could have caught that boat and arrested them but they killed them instead.”

“What do we do?” Tori asked, sounding equally numb.

We had just witnessed a triple murder carried out by the U.S. Navy. What possible explanation could there be that would justify that?

“The sheriff,” I said. “We’ll get this piece of the Ruby to him and tell him what we saw. He can get it to the CDC people. Or the FBI.”

“There’s nothing right about any of this,” Tori said, still stunned.

We trotted back toward the barn near Tori’s house. The whole way I kept glancing over my shoulder for fear that Granger would come blasting out from the brush in the Jeep with his rifle up and ready. It was a nerve-wracking ride, but we made it back safely and started to pull the saddles off the tired horses.

“Maybe we should tell your father,” I offered.

“No,” she said instantly. “He’s got enough to worry about, and…”

Her voice trailed off.

“And what?”

Tori struggled to find the right words, as if she was wrestling to understand her own feelings.

“I don’t want him to be in danger too.”

“You think we’re in danger?” I asked.

Tori shrugged. “I think we saw something they didn’t want us to see.”

“Damn,” I said. “Let’s get this stuff to the sheriff.”

We went right to Tori’s scooter and she drove us back into town. Neither of us said anything on the way. I think I was in shock. In the last few weeks I had seen more people die than, well, than ever. As horrible as the deaths of Marty Wiggins and Mr. Nelson were, they were nothing compared to what we saw out on the bluffs by Tori’s house. Those people didn’t just die, they were killed. Shot. Hunted down. Was it murder? Could it be justified? I had trouble believing that our military had a policy of killing unarmed civilians, quarantine or no quarantine. There had to be another way to deal with people who were trying to leave the island. I wanted to talk to my parents about it, but Tori’s words kept ringing in my ears. Maybe it was better if they didn’t know. My hope was that we would drop the sample of the Ruby and the mysterious black material off with the sheriff, he’d get it to the proper authorities, they’d figure out that it was the cause of all of our problems, and then the SYLO soldiers would get the hell off Pemberwick.

Riding into Arbortown, I was struck by how normal the place looked. Boredom had replaced fear and people had returned to the streets. The only sign that things were different from any other typical September day were the soldiers that patrolled the streets…and the warships lying offshore.

Tori took us right to Sheriff Laska’s office, which was a small one-story building on the opposite end of Main Street from the harbor. There was nothing official looking about the place. From the outside it could have been a candle shop or a bookstore. Tori and I stepped into the lobby area, where a receptionist sat behind a desk doing paperwork. Or a crossword puzzle, I couldn’t tell.

“Is Sheriff Laska in?” I asked.

“Sure is,” the lady replied brightly. She could have been somebody’s gray-haired grandma. “Who should I say has come calling?”

I looked to Tori to see if she wanted to answer for herself, but she had gone back into silent mode.

“Tucker Pierce and Tori Sleeper,” I answered. “We have something important to show him.”

“Well, then,” the lady said, putting on an official tone that I didn’t believe for a second. She had a hint of a condescending smile as if she thought we were two children who were there to report a cat stuck in a tree. “I’ll get him right out here.”

She stood and walked quickly down the hallway that led to offices in the back of the building.

“She thinks this is a joke,” Tori said.

“That won’t last,” I replied.

Sheriff Laska came right out, rolling his ample gut into the room. His receptionist followed and sat at her desk.

“So,” he declared. “Young Master Pierce and Lady Sleeper. What brings you here?”

I looked at Tori. Tori looked at the ground.

It was up to me.

Seeing this guy standing there in an official uniform suddenly made me tense up. This was no joke. We were about to throw down some serious accusations. I had to be careful. I decided to start with the Ruby and the black debris before jumping right in with the murder stuff.

“I…I think we found what SYLO is looking for,” I declared.

The sheriff lifted a surprised eyebrow.

“That so? And what exactly might that be?”

I looked around and saw a box of tissues on the receptionist’s desk. “Can I?” I asked the lady.

“Help yourself, sweetie,” she said with a smile.

I grabbed a tissue and used it to pull the chunk of Ruby out of my pocket. Using the tissue as a protective pillow, I held it out to the sheriff.

“It’s called the Ruby,” I said. “A ton of it washed up on shore not far from Tori’s house. There’s a guy named Feit on the island who’s been grinding it up and pushing it on people, trying to get them to take it. He’s calling it a sports supplement. Marty Wiggins took some before he died. That’s why he was playing like he did. I know some other players who took some, too, but not as much. They said it suddenly made them stronger and run faster.”

I decided not to throw Kent under the bus for having taken the stuff. Or myself, for that matter.

“Then a couple of horses that Tori was taking care of got into the load on the beach. They ran around like super horses, then dropped dead. Just like Marty. For all we know that’s what killed Mr. Nelson, too.”

The sheriff wore a scowl that seemed to deepen with every word I said. He glanced toward Tori.

Tori offered a small shrug as if to confirm what I’d said was true.

“We think this is what’s causing the deaths on Pemberwick. But the CDC people can tell for sure.”

Sheriff Laska stared at the red crystal and reached out to take it, but then pulled his hand back quickly and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. He was afraid to touch it. That was good. It meant he was taking us seriously.

“There’s more,” I said and showed him the chunk of black plastic. “A bunch of this stuff washed up on shore in the same spot. We think it’s wreckage from the boat or the airplane that was bringing this stuff to Pemberwick.”

“Airplane?” Laska asked, raising his eyebrow.

“We found it all really close to where Quinn Carr and I saw that shadow explode a few weeks ago.”

I intentionally didn’t mention that Tori had seen the explosion too. As far as the sheriff knew, the only witnesses were her dad, me, and Quinn.

I added, “We still haven’t heard any news about what that was. If you ask me, it’s got something to do with SYLO. It’s just too coincidental.”

Laska took the piece of material and looked at it with a frown. He kept turning it over and over as if expecting to find an answer to the puzzle written on the back.

“That’s some story,” he finally said. “You say there’s a bunch of that red stuff washed up on shore and some fella is going around giving it to people?”

“His name’s Feit,” I replied. “He’s an off-islander. He tried to get me to take it, saying how great I’d play if I did.”

Laska wheezed out a laugh. “Well, you couldn’t play much worse, now could ya?”

I didn’t appreciate the humor and stared at him blankly.

Laska stopped laughing.

“Sorry, that was a cheap shot,” he said sheepishly.

“There’s something else,” Tori said.

This was it. We were about to drop the bomb on SYLO.

“And what’s that?” Laska asked.

“Yes,” came a voice from the corridor. “I’d like to hear more.”

I froze. I recognized the voice from TV.

Laska stepped aside to reveal Captain Granger walking toward us from the sheriff’s office. The guy was as calm and cool as if he had just been sipping a lemonade on the porch, not gunning down a fleeing man.

“These kids seem to think they’ve found our culprit,” Laska said, pointing to the chunk of Ruby that I was still holding out.

Granger was more interested in the black plastic. He grabbed it out of Laska’s hand, examined it, then tossed it dismissively on a desk. He then held out his hand to me as if demanding to see the Ruby.

I gingerly held out the chunk. Granger snatched it with his bare hand—too tough to worry about something as trivial as being contaminated by a substance that might kill him. He examined the rock with a cold, appraising eye.

Laska said, “They said that some fella named—”

“I heard,” Granger said, cutting him off sharply.

It was obvious that Granger had no respect for the sheriff.

“Where can I find this fellow?” Granger asked.

“I…I have no idea,” I replied. “He’s not an islander. Said he was passing through but he keeps on popping up. He was at the football games. And Marty’s funeral too.”

Granger nodded thoughtfully.

“We’ll find him,” he said as though it was an absolute certainty. “It’s a tall tale but we can’t afford to discount anything. Thank you both for bringing this to my attention. I’ll dispatch a team to clean up the beach immediately.”

“What about that plastic?” I asked. “Do you know what that is?”

Granger gave me a smile that showed no warmth whatsoever. “My guess is that it’s a piece of a boat’s hull, but you would probably know better than me.”

Tori said, “That was no boat.”

Granger shot her a look. I was afraid that we had just put ourselves into his crosshairs.

“We’ll collect everything and determine its origin,” he said as if annoyed that he was being challenged.

“Great,” I said quickly.

Granger strode past us, headed for the door. He was about to exit when he pulled up short and turned back.

“You said there was something else?” he asked.

This was it. I looked at Tori. Her eyes were on the floor again. I looked to the sheriff with his belly hanging over his belt. Compared to the steely Granger, he was a joke. Granger was a professional soldier who looked as though he would ruthlessly impose his will on friend or foe. And why not? He had the power of an armed, occupational force at his disposal. All Sheriff Laska had was Deputy Donald. I trusted Laska, but there was no way he could protect us from Granger once we accused him of murder.

“Yeah,” I said before Tori could say another word. “I’m embarrassed to admit this but…I tried some of the Ruby. That’s how I know what it does. I only took a little but it was enough to feel the effect. It’s bad stuff.”

Tori shot me a surprised look, but didn’t say anything. She’d gotten the message.

Granger walked back to me, staring me down. His sharp gray eyes sent a chill up my spine. Did he know I wasn’t telling the whole truth? Worse, did he know we had seen him gun down that man? It was all I could do to keep my knees from knocking together.

“That’s it?” he asked, as if he knew there was a whole lot more.

“That’s it,” Tori said with conviction.

Granger shot her a look as if surprised she had dared to answer when he was addressing me.

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s it.”

“All right, then,” he said. “I’m sure the CDC people will want to talk with you.”

“No problem,” I replied. “I live over on—”

“I know where you live,” Granger said.

That one statement chilled me more than anything else he’d said or done. It meant Granger knew a lot more about Pemberwick Island and the people who lived here than some military officer who just so happened to be assigned the oversight of a quarantine. It was a warning.

“I’d like to ask you all to keep the information about this “Ruby” stone to yourselves and let the CDC do their investigation. It wouldn’t serve anyone to start rumors.”

“Makes sense,” Laska said. “Right, kids?”

Neither of us replied.

Granger put on his red beret and said, “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again, Mr. Pierce. Miss Sleeper.”

He turned and strode toward the door.

“Captain Granger?” Tori called out.

My stomach twisted. What was she doing? Granger stopped, did an about-face, and looked at Tori with impatience.

“How’s it going?” she asked.

“Going?” he repeated, puzzled.

“With the quarantine. It can’t be easy to keep people happy under the circumstances.”

Granger gave her an ironic smile. “It’s not my mission to keep people happy. I’m here to keep them safe.”

“Right, by keeping them on the island. What would happen if somebody tried to leave? Or should I ask, has anybody tried to leave?”

Granger stared at her, evidently trying to read her. My knees went weak. Tori was not only good at knots, she was pretty good at playing with fire. It would have been interesting to watch, if I wasn’t standing in the fire with her.

“No,” Granger finally stated. “Everyone has been very cooperative. Nobody has tried to leave.”

“But if they did, what would you do?” she asked. “I mean, what kind of force are you authorized to use?”

Granger gave a condescending smile that looked as painful as the time he tried to be charming on TV.

“That’s a situation I don’t anticipate having to deal with,” he said, trying to hide his obvious arrogance. “We’re all in this together, Miss Sleeper.”

“Yes, we are,” Tori said.

Granger gave her a nod and turned.

“Captain?” Tori called again.

I winced.

Granger stopped and looked back at her. Again.

Tori said, “How can you send a team to clean up the beach when you never asked us where it was?”

I wanted to scream at Tori for baiting the guy but couldn’t in front of the sheriff and the receptionist.

The smile dropped from Granger’s face. Tori had hit a nerve.

“You told the sheriff it was near your house,” he said. “And I know where you live as well, Miss Sleeper.”

With that he turned and left…and I started breathing again. Sort of.

Tori spun to the sheriff and said, “Who exactly is in charge here, sheriff?”

Laska sighed and shrugged. “Until this quarantine is lifted, it’s Uncle Sam. I’m stuck here just like everybody else.”

For a second I thought Tori might tell him about the shooting. I didn’t want that to happen and if she started I would have cut her off again. I didn’t want anyone to know what we knew, especially not somebody who was under Granger’s thumb.

“Let’s go,” she snapped and went for the door.

I could finally relax. At least we were on the same wavelength again.

“I hope you’re right,” Laska said to me.

“About what?” I asked.

“That red stone. Who knows? Maybe you two will be the heroes that end this nightmare.”

“Yeah, who knows?” I said and ran after Tori.

She hurried toward her scooter and I had to run to keep up.

“There’s more going on with this quarantine than we’re being told,” she said angrily. “This has to be far worse than they’re admitting or they wouldn’t be killing people who try to escape.”

“You keep saying escape, like we’re in prison.”

“It’s starting to feel that way,” Tori said with a slight quiver in her voice that told me she was as scared as she was angry.

“So what should we do?” I said. “We have to tell people what’s really happening.”

“Yeah, but not yet,” Tori said quickly. “At least until they figure out if the Ruby is causing the Pemberwick virus. If it is, then this nightmare will be over. When SYLO leaves, we’ll tell the authorities everything. We’ll tell anybody who’ll listen.”

“And what if it isn’t the Ruby?”

Tori frowned and looked at the ground.

“Then I don’t know. If they’re killing people to keep them from escaping, then whatever it is that’s on this island has got to be a lot scarier than anything Granger can do to us.”

We stood there for a long moment, not sure of what else to say. Tori and I had traveled in different orbits for years, but the events of the last few hours had thrown us together with a shared secret that meant we had no choice but to trust each other.

“Strange days,” I said.

“Tell me about it.”

“I’m not sure if I can keep this from my parents.”

“I can’t tell you what to do,” she said. “But I’m not telling my dad. Not until I have a better idea of what this is all about. We’re on Granger’s radar now. I don’t want my dad there too.”

I nodded. “I hear you. Let’s talk tomorrow.”

Tori didn’t respond to that. She turned, climbed on her scooter, and took off, leaving me alone on the far end of Main Street.

It was getting late in the day. I was exhausted. All I wanted to do was get home, grab something quick to eat, and go to bed. The less of my parents I saw in the process, the better. I didn’t want to be tempted into spilling my guts.

The walk home brought me past the Blackbird Inn. It was a quiet evening, but it was suddenly broken by a harsh, wrenching sound that was coming from behind the property. I’d spent a lot of time on the grounds working for my dad and couldn’t imagine what it could be. In spite of my being exhausted, curiosity won out and I went to investigate. I walked up the driveway of crushed seashells and around to the small parking lot out back.

The loud squeaking continued, followed by what sounded like something being thrown to the ground. Again and again. It was coming from beyond a row of tall hedges. The only thing back there was a dilapidated old tool shed that the Berringers wanted torn down, but Dad and I hadn’t gotten around to it yet. I walked across the lot and along the path that led through the bushes and up to the old structure. When I stepped through, I saw something that was disturbingly wrong.

It was Kent. He was dismantling the shed. It was strange enough to see him doing any kind of work because Kent never lifted a finger to do anything useful, but what went beyond strange and straight to unsettling was how he was doing it. Kent was tearing the place apart with his bare hands. The squeaking sound came from boards being ripped off the frame and tossed onto a pile as he worked at a fever pitch to dismantle the structure. He yanked on the boards, pulling out four nails at a time, as if the slats were made of Styrofoam. The guy was sweating and breathing hard, his total focus on the act of disassembling the shed.

Or destroying the shed.

He was still on the Ruby.

“Kent!” I called.

He shot me a surprised look. His eyes were wild, just like they were in the game.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

Kent dropped the board he had been holding and suddenly charged at me. I was so surprised that I didn’t even think to move. He came at me like he did the running backs from Memagog…with mayhem on his mind.

“Whoa, dude,” I said, taking a step back.

Kent picked me up by the front of my hoodie and threw me with such force that I must have traveled five feet in the air before my feet hit the ground. I stumbled back, trying to keep my balance, but the force was too much and I landed on my butt, hard. Kent was after me again, just like in practice, only now we didn’t have pads on and Kent was Ruby-fueled. He leaped at me and put his knee on my chest.

“It’s you she talks about,” he said, breathing hard, spitting in my face. “I win the game and all she talks about is you. Maybe she won’t like you so much if I mess up your face.”

He reared back, ready to punch me.

My arms were pinned by his knees so I couldn’t defend myself.

“Kent!” came the voice of my savior.

Kent froze and looked up to see Olivia standing at the opening in the hedge.

“What are you doing?” she screamed.

Kent was torn. He wanted to beat the crap out of me but not in front of Olivia. Still, he had to fight the urge to crush my face. With an anguished cry, he threw himself off me and knelt with his hands on the ground, breathing hard.

“Are you all right?” Olivia called to me, nearly in tears.

I was fine. The guy who was in real trouble was Kent.

“You took it again,” I called to him. “Didn’t you?”

Kent turned to look up at me. His eyes were still wild but the anger was gone. What I saw instead was confusion and fear…just like with Marty.

I added, “How much more did you take?”

“I didn’t,” he said, gasping for breath. “It never wore off. I have to keep moving…keep the blood pumping…work it off. I…I need to control it.”

Olivia ran up to us and cried, “What is wrong with him? He’s…he’s acting crazy.”

“I’ll take you to a doctor,” I said to Kent.

Kent jumped to his feet and backed away toward the half-demolished shed.

“No!” he screamed. “Nobody can know.”

“Know what?” Olivia shouted.

I ignored her and focused on Kent. “You’re in trouble, man. If you don’t get it out of your system, you could die.”

Kent went back to pulling boards out of the structure.

“I can work it out. Gotta keep the blood moving. Gotta keep breathing.”

I took a chance, went up behind him, and put my hands on his shoulders. I felt incredible tension, as if every muscle in his body was flexed.

“That’s the worst thing you can do,” I said, trying to sound calm. “Keep this up and you’ll flame out. Your body can’t handle this. You have to relax.”

He made a move to start pulling off more boards but I held him tight. He didn’t fight me. I had gotten through to him. Whether or not he could control himself was something else altogether.

“Listen to him, Kent,” Olivia pleaded, in tears. “Calm down.”

Kent looked at her, and I actually saw his eyes soften. He really did care about Olivia. It wasn’t me who got through to him, it was her. I felt the tension leave his shoulders. It was slight, but it happened.

“Okay,” he said. “Let me sit down.”

We both backed away from the shed until we hit a patch of grass. It took incredible self-control, but Kent sat down. I kept my hands on his shoulders in case he lost it again. Olivia joined us and held his hands.

“It’s okay,” she said to him soothingly. “Relax. Just breathe and relax.”

Olivia starting humming a song, like a mother might hum to a baby who can’t get to sleep. I didn’t know what the song was, but it worked. I felt the tension leave Kent’s body. Olivia was doing it.

She shot me a questioning look and asked, “Is it…the virus?”

“I don’t know. It might be. But he can fight it. He just has to relax. If he can do that, he’ll be okay. I think.”

“People were taken out of the inn,” Olivia said, her own panic rising. “These ambulances came up and the soldiers took them away. I think there are more people infected than they’re telling us.”

“I think so too,” I said. “But they’re going to figure it out soon.”

“How do you know that?”

I didn’t want to get into it with her. Granger was right about one thing: It wasn’t good to start rumors. If Kent wanted to tell her about the Ruby, that was his choice. I wasn’t going to rat him out.

I thought fast and said, “Because now they’ve got people who are still alive. That’ll make figuring it out much easier.”

I had no idea if that was true or not, but it sounded good. I was just happy that she didn’t ask me what the Ruby was.

Olivia nodded. It sounded good to her too.

“You’re such a good friend, Tucker,” she said.

She leaned over Kent, and kissed me on the cheek.

I instantly felt Kent tense up.

“Whoa,” I said to him. “Take it easy.”

I shot Olivia an Are you crazy? Why did you do that? look.

She gave me a sly smile and an innocent shrug. Olivia was trouble. She cared about Kent, but I wasn’t sure if she felt as strongly about him as he did about her. It was a potentially dangerous situation that I wanted no part of. I stood up and backed off before things escalated again.

“Talk to me, Kent,” I said.

Kent was fighting the aggressive urges, but he was winning.

“I’m okay,” he said with labored breaths. “Or I will be.”

“Good. Then I’m gonna go.”

“Pierce?” Kent called. “I don’t know why I went after you like that.”

“I know,” I said. “You’re not going to do anything else stupid, are you? Like before the next game?”

I was hoping he knew what I meant without having to spell it out in front of Olivia.

“No chance,” he said.

I believed him.

“Good. Sit there and stay calm for a while.”

“What is it?” he asked like a confused little boy. “How could it do this?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But I think we’ll find out soon.”

I took off and ran the rest of the way home with my eyes on the ground. I didn’t want to stumble across anything else that would add more drama to the already too-bizarre day. When I got to the house, I blasted in so quickly that I surprised Mom and Dad. Mom tried to hide it, but she had been crying.

So much for ducking more drama.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

Dad started to answer fast, but held back. It was like he hadn’t expected to have to explain anything just then and still needed time to figure out the proper response.

“Nothing,” was his eventual answer.

“Nothing?” I repeated, incredulous. “Why are you crying, Mom?”

“I…I’m just worried. That’s all.”

“About what?” I asked. “Besides everything?”

Dad was reluctant to answer, but he knew he didn’t have a choice.

“The TV works,” he said.

I waited. He didn’t continue.

“I’m not getting the tragedy in that,” I said, confused.

I looked at the TV. On the screen was the nightly six o’clock CNN news. Dad watched it every day. He liked the news guy, Dave Storm, but mostly it was because every night at six sharp, they had The Pemberwick Report. It was a live segment that told the world about what was happening on our island. Or at least they told the world what the government had been telling CNN. Mom thought Dave Storm was cute. I thought his name was probably made up…like he thought he was going to be a weatherman and ended up reading the news.

Dad took a deep breath and said, “We’re getting a TV signal. Radio too. We get news and shows and everything else.”

“So then what’s the problem?” I asked.

“What we’re not getting is out.”

“Out?”

“Phone service is gone,” Mom said. “So is the Internet. We can’t call, or text, or send e-mails.”

“Nothing is coming in either,” Dad added. “Nothing private, that is.”

I said, “So, maybe it’s just a power outage or something.”

Both Mom and Dad gave me these looks as if I were the most naïve person who had ever walked the face of the earth.

I said, “So we can’t talk to the rest of the world?”

“That’s right,” Dad said, “And that’s why Mom is crying.”


FOURTEEN

We spent the rest of the night watching TV, hoping for any news about why Pemberwick Island had had its communications cut off from the mainland, but there was nothing. The only update was that a few new cases of the virus in its early stages might have been identified and people had been brought to the hospital for observation and testing. The reporter said that the CDC was making steady progress and there was hope that they’d get to the bottom of the problem soon and blah, blah, blah.

There was nothing about the Ruby or the field of debris. There was no mention of the cigarette boat that was blown out of the water and the fact that two people were gunned down by SYLO killers, but I guess that was no surprise. It was torture not telling Mom and Dad about what I had seen but I followed Tori’s instincts. The less they knew, the better. It would all come out eventually. Of that I was certain. Once Granger and his army were gone and I felt safe, I’d talk to anybody who would listen about what we’d seen. I wondered how I might get in touch with somebody at the Boston Globe or the New York Times.

It had been an incredibly long day. The morning’s football game seemed like it had been played weeks before. My mind was racing in a million directions and if I hadn’t been totally exhausted, I never would have been able to fall asleep. Thankfully I nodded off fast and didn’t wake up until early the next morning.

When I got dressed and came out of my bedroom, Mom and Dad were already up and glued to the TV. I would have asked if they had been up all night but they were wearing different clothes.

Mom’s eyes were puffy and red. She had been crying again.

“Anything new?” I asked, not really sure that I wanted an answer.

“No, but there’s going to be an announcement soon,” Dad said. “Grab some breakfast.”

My heart started beating hard. Was this it? Did they figure out that the Ruby was to blame for the Pemberwick virus? Had somebody found the wreckage of the speedboat? I wasn’t hungry but couldn’t sit still so I grabbed some Cheerios and brought the bowl into the living room to join my parents. They were watching a Sunday morning news show that had nothing to do with Pemberwick Island. I watched the talking heads but didn’t register a single word anybody was saying. I couldn’t have cared less about what was happening with the rest of the world.

After about fifteen minutes, the screen went black. Seconds later, a SYLO logo appeared.

We all sat up straight. The logo stayed on the screen for a solid sixty seconds before it faded out and was replaced by the image of Captain Granger seated at a desk. The guy didn’t look any more comfortable than the last time he had been on the air. Only this time, I knew a little bit more about him and what he was capable of.

“Good morning,” he began. “I’m sure many of you know that there has been a massive failure of the communications infrastructure here on Pemberwick Island. While we are still able to receive digital data, the use of telephones, both hardwired and cellular, has been sporadic.”

“Sporadic?” Dad said, incredulous. “Try nonexistent.”

“Also, we are not able to access the Internet,” Granger continued. “Rest assured that the utility companies both here on Pemberwick Island and on the mainland are hard at work to identify the problem and restore service. Military communications have not been affected, so we are keeping tabs on the situation and will report the moment we have found a solution. We hope that we will all be back online and in touch shortly. Until then, we ask for your continued cooperation with the SYLO team during this time of inconvenience. Thank you.”

The picture dissolved back into the SYLO logo and moments later the news program picked up, in progress.

“I guess that’s it,” Mom said. She seemed relieved, as if she had been expecting some bad news.

“He’s full of it,” I declared.

“Why do you say that?” Dad asked.

“If there’s cable service, there’s Internet. And people have satellite phones. Satellites didn’t start falling out of the sky, did they?”

“Why do you think he’d lie?” Mom asked.

“I don’t know. But I’ll bet anything that Granger knows exactly why we’ve been cut off. Heck, he probably has something to do with it.”

I jumped up and headed for the front door.

“Where are you going?” Dad asked.

“We can’t use the phone but we can still talk,” I said. “I want to see what other people think.”

Dad ran ahead and cut me off.

“I think we should do what Granger suggested. We have to have patience.”

“Seriously, Dad, do you trust that guy?”

He thought about the answer then said, “I have no reason to doubt him.”

“Well, I do,” I shot back. “And I want to know the truth.”

I started back toward the door but Dad grabbed my arm and said, “We’ll all get that soon enough.”

He stared me straight in the eye as if he were trying to tell me something without actually saying it. I looked at Mom. Tears welled in her eyes again.

“What are you guys not telling me?” I asked with determination.

For a second I thought Dad was going to answer. Instead, he let go of my arm and backed off.

“Nothing,” he said, sounding defeated. “I just don’t want you getting in any trouble. Stay close to home, would you?”

“Where am I going to go?” I asked. “We’re on an island, remember?”

Dad gave me a shrug and a nod. Mom got up and went into the kitchen.

“See you later,” I said and headed out.

My parents were starting to piss me off. I didn’t like how they were so willing to accept what was happening. These were good people who got shafted, had to pull up their roots in Connecticut and then move to another town to find a better life. That took guts. Why weren’t they showing those same guts when their life here was being threatened?

I left the house, not sure of where I would go or what I was looking for. I wanted to be around people who were as upset as I was, and it didn’t take long to find them. I went to Main Street and quickly discovered that my instincts were correct: People didn’t accept Granger’s explanation for why our phone and Internet had been cut off any more than I did. People I recognized from all over the island, and many more I didn’t, were slowly gravitating toward town hall. It was the center of government for Arbortown and as good a place as any for people to vent about how they were being treated, even though it was Sunday and the offices were closed.

It started out as a few groups of people scattered here and there but the numbers soon swelled. They were all talking about the fact that we had been cut off, and nobody was happy about it. Everyone wanted to be heard, but nobody was doing much listening. I heard bits and pieces of angry outbursts coming from all around me.

“Who is he kidding?”

“It’s not right!”

“I haven’t pulled a single trap in weeks.”

“My kids are in Boston. I have to talk to them.”

“Without a phone, I’m out of business.”

It went on and on.

“The natives grow restless,” came Quinn’s familiar voice. He walked up to me and said, “I was wondering how long it would take before people started getting antsy.”

“I think SYLO cut us off,” I said.

“Really?” he said with exaggerated surprise. “That makes you…and everybody else. The question is, why?”

I didn’t tell Quinn about Granger for the same reason Tori and I hadn’t told our parents.

“If they’re not telling us the truth to keep us calm,” Quinn said, “it’s backfiring.”

The crowd had grown and spilled into the street, choking off traffic into town. Car horns blared but it didn’t help. It was gridlock.

“Not that I have any experience in these things,” Quinn said. “But this has all the makings of an angry mob. Kind of exciting.”

“Exciting?” I asked, incredulous.

“Yeah, in an anarchistic, overthrow-the-government kind of way. History is being made here and we’re part of it.”

I watched with apprehension as the small groups of angry islanders gradually drifted into one big group.

“I’d rather have things go back to normal,” I said.

“Ah,” Quinn scoffed. “Normal’s overrated.”

I gave him a sideways glance. “Do you mean that?”

“That depends,” he replied.

“On what?”

“On whether or not we live to tell our kids about it all.”

“Jeez, man, don’t even joke about something like that.”

“Who’s joking? This is going to get hairy.”

People started shouting to be heard. You could feel the energy growing, and it wasn’t positive. I only hoped that nobody had decided to sample the Ruby. That would have been like lighting a fuse on dynamite. Slowly, the crowd pushed toward the steps of town hall, where people stopped talking to each other and started shouting their questions at the empty building.

“Why have we been cut off?”

“Tell us the truth!”

“Check this out,” Quinn said. He cupped his hands around his mouth and started chanting: “Sy-lo, Sy-lo, Sy-lo…”

“Stop!” I commanded, pulling his hands away. “You don’t want to mess with Granger.”

“Yes, I do,” he replied and continued his chant. “Sy-lo, Sy-lo, Sy-lo…”

The crowd actually picked up on it and soon the chant was booming across town with the combined voices of a thousand angry islanders.

I grabbed Quinn by the shoulders and got right in his face.

“Don’t do this. It’s not a game!” I shouted at him over the chanting crowd. “You’re pushing the wrong buttons.”

“Or helping to start a revolution,” he said, then pulled away from me and continued to chant.

I didn’t know what to do. Quinn was having the time of his life…and helping to whip the crowd into a frenzy. Finally, a woman’s amplified voice came over a loudspeaker that was set up on top of town hall.

“Attention. Please clear the street to allow for the flow of traffic.”

“No!” was the basic response as everyone shouted her down.

“Please disperse,” the woman said calmly. “This assembly has become a public hazard.”

Her voice only seemed to rile the people up even more. The angry crowd had suddenly become an enraged mob. People I knew who were usually normal and friendly were showing their darker side. I saw my football coach and an art teacher. There were parents of my friends and even little kids. But the familiar faces were few and far between. Most of these people I had never seen in my life. No matter where they had come from, they were all getting swept up in the emotion.

A handful of guys broke from the crowd, charged up the stairs, and started banging on the doors. Everyone was yelling something different but the general sentiment was the same: They were tired of being held prisoners. Cutting off communications was the last straw.

“Come on!” Quinn said.

We pushed our way in the opposite direction and climbed up onto the second-floor balcony of a hardware store across from town hall. From there we had a perfect view of the action.

The street was jammed with people of all ages. Another chant began: “Sy-lo…Sy-lo…Sy-lo.”

Quinn smiled with satisfaction.

The guys in front of the town hall continued to pound on the doors. It seemed like it was only a matter of time before they’d break a window and overrun the place. I doubted that Granger was inside, but that didn’t matter. It was more about letting out frustration.

The announcements continued, “Please disperse immediately. This unlawful assembly has become a public hazard.”

The crowd reacted instantly and angrily to that statement with a new chant, “Un-law-ful…un-law-ful…”

“Not as catchy as my chant,” Quinn commented

“Where’s this going?” I asked.

The answer came from the crowd itself.

“The ferry!” I heard someone yell.

The men who had been pounding on the town hall doors immediately moved as one toward the harbor while continuing to chant and scream in protest.

“Enough!”

“We’re getting off!”

“They can’t stop us!”

The crowd parted to let the men through and they picked up speed, headed for the harbor.

“Are they seriously going to try to take over the ferry?” I asked, stunned.

“This is awesome!” Quinn declared.

“Awesome? They could get killed!”

“Nah,” Quinn scoffed. “Do you seriously think the United States Navy would hurt their own people?”

That was exactly what I thought.

The rest of the mob followed the guys, who began sprinting for the wharf.

“Let’s go with ’em,” Quinn said and made a move to climb down.

I grabbed his arm and pulled him back.

“Stop,” I commanded. “You want to live to tell your kids about this?”

“Aww, you’re no fun.”

To Quinn this was all an exciting game.

I knew better.

Up until that moment the SYLO soldiers had not shown themselves. That was about to change. In the center of Main Street, at the top of the rise that led down to the wharf, a dozen soldiers ran into position, forming a wall to block off the street. Each had rifles slung over their shoulders. Real rifles. Not the kind with a wide barrel that fires beanbags.

“Ooh, not good,” Quinn said, suddenly serious. “Maybe it is better we stay here.”

The crowd of guys charging for the ferry started whooping a battle cry.

“Somebody’s going to get hurt,” I said soberly.

“Look,” Quinn said, pointing to a rooftop across the street.

Captain Granger had arrived. He stood looking down on the action along with two SYLO subordinates. One of the soldiers had binoculars that he used to scan the crowd. Granger stood ramrod-straight with his hands clasped behind his back. If he was worried about the developments below, he didn’t show it.

“That is one cold dude,” Quinn commented.

He had no idea how true that statement was.

The angry sprinters were about twenty yards from clashing with the line of soldiers when the soldiers opened fire—with water. Fire hoses positioned on either side of the street spewed powerful blasts of water directly into the mob. Some people fought to keep going, but the force of the water was too strong. Many were knocked off their feet. Others were pushed back, only to hit the huge crowd that was following them. It was a madhouse. There were screams of anger and frustration floating everywhere. The people in the back didn’t realize what was happening up front and kept surging forward which made it harder for anyone to retreat.

Granger remained as calm as if it was all a day at the beach. He motioned to one of his soldiers to come closer to him. Without taking his eyes off the action below, he said something to the soldier, who immediately got on a walkie-talkie to relay whatever Granger had said.

“He’s running this show,” I said.

The crowd kept surging forward. The waterworks might have worked if it were only the handful of guys who were running for the ferry, but there were so many people behind them that they were caught between SYLO and the surging mob that kept pushing them forward. It was looking as though this was going to lead to an even more violent clash when…

BOOM.

There was an ear-splitting eruption that came from the sea. It was so loud that it instantly quieted the crowd. All eyes looked out to the warship that was floating at the mouth of the harbor. A cloud of dark smoke drifted up from its deck.

“I think they just launched something,” I said with dismay.

“I don’t believe that,” Quinn said, stunned.

A second later, he believed it. We all did.

A shrieking sound followed that meant something was headed toward us. Fast.

Pemberwick Island used two ferryboats. One had been turned back the day the island was invaded. The second sat empty and unused at the end of the pier. That ferry was an iconic image of Pemberwick Island that was duplicated on postcards and posters and photographed by every family that had ever experienced the idyllic pleasures of our island in the Atlantic.

But it would never carry another passenger, for a few seconds later it exploded. It was a solid hit. Flames spewed from the doomed craft as its fuel tanks erupted. I felt the heat from as far away as we were. It must have been searing hot down on the street.

The emotion of the crowd instantly turned from anger to panic. Dozens turned and fled. Women picked up small children to keep them from being trampled. People stumbled and fell, only to be stepped on by those desperate to get away from the wharf. Many of these people had been friends and neighbors for decades. None of that mattered when fear took over. Everyone wanted out and they didn’t care who stood in their way.

The soldiers kept washing them with the fire hoses until the crowd had fled out of range. A few dazed men stumbled away, staring back in disbelief at the ferryboat that burned at the end of the wharf.

A number of soldiers turned the fire hoses from the crowd to the boat to extinguish the inferno. The water hit the fire to create billows of black smoke that floated up and formed a dark cloud over the small harbor, blocking out the light and warmth of the sun. Within minutes, Main Street was nearly deserted. All that was left of the riot was wet pavement and the burning hulk of the ferry.

I looked to see Granger’s reaction to the mayhem—and gasped. He wasn’t looking at the street. He was staring directly at me. I could feel his sharp glare boring into my head. Once again I had witnessed him committing a ruthless act. There was no doubt in my mind that he had called in that missile strike on the ferry.

“We’re prisoners here,” I said numbly.

Quinn nodded. “There’s only one reason they’d do this. The Pemberwick virus has got to be way more deadly than they’re letting on. Why else would they go so far to keep us here?”

I started to climb down from the balcony.

“Where are we going?” Quinn asked as he followed.

“I want to see how Kent is.”

“Berringer? What the hell for?”

When we hit the sidewalk, I looked up to see that Granger had stepped to the edge of the roof so he could still see me. What was he thinking? Was he worried that I might know too much?

As we hurried away from Main Street, headed for the Blackbird Inn, I confessed to Quinn. There was no way I could keep it to myself any longer. I told him the truth about the Ruby and about how I had taken it. I told him about Feit and about my fear that the Ruby had killed Marty. I also told him that I brought a sample to the sheriff to examine and how Granger was there and said he would bring it to the CDC scientists. But that’s all that I said. I didn’t want him to know too much and be on Granger’s radar along with Tori and me.

At first he was pissed that I hadn’t confided in him earlier, but the revelation of the possible cause of the Pemberwick virus topped his anger.

“So…what did the Ruby stuff do to you?” he asked with wide-eyed curiosity.

“I felt like I could do anything, and it wasn’t just in my head. You saw the way Marty played. Kent was the same way. It gives you incredible strength and speed, but it’s impossible to function at that level for any length of time. If you take too much, you flame out.”

“So you think Kent is, like, dead?” Quinn asked.

“No, I think he beat it. But I want to know for sure.”

“Jeez…,” Quinn said, stunned. It was the only time I had ever seen him at a loss for words.

“You were right from the get-go,” I said. “There’s more going on here than they’ve been telling us.”

“More than they’re telling anybody,” Quinn added. “I think this is why communications have been cut off. They don’t want the rest of the world to know what’s going on either.”

The realization hit me like a punch in the gut.

“Oh my God,” I exclaimed. “Communications were cut right after I took the Ruby to the sheriff.”

“You were getting too close,” Quinn said.

The idea that Tori and I were the cause of the communication blackout was both stunning and frightening. If Granger was willing to execute people for trying to escape, what would he do to people who were in on his secrets? My only consolation was that I hadn’t told my parents. They couldn’t know until the rest of the world knew…which meant that somehow we had to tell the rest of the world.

We arrived at the Blackbird Inn to see an ambulance parked out front, along with two black Humvees.

“Uh-oh,” said Quinn.

We ran up the driveway in time to see SYLO soldiers stepping out of the front door carrying a stretcher. On it was Mrs. Berringer. She was strapped down, but not to keep her from falling off—it was to keep her under control. She fought against her restraints, desperate to break loose.

“They’re coming!” she shouted. “We have to protect our home! Let me go!”

Moments later, Mr. Berringer sprang from the front door and sprinted off the porch. He was an older guy. There was no way he could run like that. Not normally, anyway. Two SYLO soldiers sprang from behind a Humvee and tackled him. Mr. Berringer fought to get away, but the guys were too strong and quickly wrestled him toward the dark car.

“You can’t do this,” he railed. “We’ll be overrun. They’re coming!”

A second stretcher was carried out of the inn. This one held Kent.

I couldn’t stand it anymore and ran for the house.

“Kent!” I called. “What happened?”

The paramedics put Kent’s stretcher down and helped the others who were struggling to get Mr. Berringer into the Humvee. Kent had mostly come down from the effects of the Ruby, but when he saw me, his eyes flared. Not with power, but with anger.

“Why?” he snarled while straining against his restraints.

“Why what? Did your parents—?”

“The island’s in chaos. They wanted to protect our property from the rioters. What else could they do? And you turned us in.”

“What? No! I didn’t tell anybody.”

Olivia hurried out of the inn and stood close to me.

“This is horrible,” she said with tears in her eyes. “They just started going…crazy!”

She held on to my arm like a frightened child, pressing her body close to mine. It only made Kent angrier. He struggled against the straps that held him onto the stretcher, but he wasn’t going anywhere.

“You’re dead, Pierce,” he growled. “I swear I’ll kill you.”

The paramedics returned and one put a firm hand on his chest and said, “Easy. Calm down.”

“Where are you taking them?” Quinn asked.

“The hospital,” the paramedic answered. “Back away, please.”

They lifted Kent up and quickly slid him into the ambulance.

“I’m coming for you, Pierce!” Kent screamed as they closed the doors on him.

Seconds later the Humvees took off, followed by the ambulance with lights flashing and sirens blaring.

Olivia buried her face in my chest and cried. “Why is this happening? What is wrong with them?”

I wasn’t about to stand there and explain the Ruby to her.

“It’s the Pemberwick virus,” I said. “Hopefully they’ll catch it in time.”

Olivia looked at me and through sad, teary eyes said, “I’m never going to leave this island, am I?”

“Why don’t you go to the hospital and try to calm Kent down,” I said.

“No,” she said, backing away as if I’d suggested she pay a visit to a leper colony. “I’m not going anywhere near that place.”

She turned and ran into the house, slamming the door behind her.

“Well,” Quinn said. “We’ve got all sorts of drama going on.”

“The Berringers took the Ruby,” I said. “It’s spreading. Those CDC scientists can’t ignore it anymore. They have to put out an announcement to keep people from using it.”

“They won’t,” Quinn said. “Or they would have already.”

“You think they’re hiding the truth too?” I asked.

“I think the whole bunch of them know what’s going on and they’re doing everything they can to keep the truth from leaving this island.”

“But there’s no way they can keep it secret for long. I mean, people on the mainland are going to start asking questions.”

“Maybe,” Quinn said, sounding grim. “Or maybe this is bigger than we can imagine.”

“What do you mean?”

“Let’s go to my house,” he said. “I want to show you something.”

We left the inn and walked to Quinn’s house without discussing it further. Arbortown was deserted. The stores were all closed. A riot will do that. People must have gone back to their houses to hole up out of fear for what SYLO might do to them if they poked their noses out. I wasn’t worried about the soldiers so much. It was Granger who scared me. He was in charge. He knew it all. And I knew how ruthless he could be.

Worse, he knew I knew.

Quinn’s parents weren’t home. I figured they were doing extra duty at the hospital since so many cases of the Pemberwick virus were being brought in. We went right to Quinn’s room, where he fired up his computer.

“Have you been watching TV?” he asked while the laptop booted up.

“Sure. What else is there to do?”

“Have you noticed that there isn’t much news about Pemberwick anymore? When the invasion first happened, we were all over the place. I mean, Jimmy Kimmel did a whole sketch about being trapped in preppie prison where everybody was forced to wear bright pink and green and eat deviled eggs. But since those first few days, zip. We’re already old news.”

“What about CNN?” I asked.

“Ahh, The Pemberwick Report,” Quinn said as he keyed in some words. “Every night intrepid reporter Dave Storm comes on at exactly six o’clock with a live, up-to-the-minute report on the latest news from our troubled little island. Check this out.”

He brought up a media player and hit “play.” The familiar image of the CNN anchor Dave Storm came up. He sat at a desk in front of a busy newsroom to deliver the evening report on Pemberwick. There was a logo and everything. The Pemberwick Report. Quinn let it play, but the sound was muted.

“This was the first report. The day after the invasion. I set the DVR to record them all. You know. It’s history. I transferred it all to my laptop.”

“What’s your point?” I asked impatiently.

Quinn stopped the playback, hit a few more keys, and said, “I edited together a few seconds from every report. Check this out.”

He hit “play” again, and the image of Storm came up from the next day’s report. Everything was exactly the same except for his suit. It played silently for a few seconds and then cut to the next day’s report. Again, it was the same thing, only with Dave Storm wearing yet another different suit.

Quinn said, “I’ve got seven reports here. All live. All recorded one day apart at six o’clock.”

Two more clips went past.

“What am I watching?” I asked. “Is he saying something weird?”

“No,” Quinn replied. “He’s not saying much of anything. It’s all about how SYLO is doing a fantastic job and everybody’s fine. In the later reports he mentions the possibility of a few new cases of the virus, but that’s it. There was definitely nothing about the Ruby.”

“So then what am I looking at?”

Quinn scrolled back to the first report and let it play.

“Check out the digital clock deep inside the newsroom.”

I looked over Storm’s shoulder and saw a red digital clock that read 18:00. Six o’clock, using military time.

“Yeah—so?”

“Keep watching.”

The next clip came up. The clock again read 18:00. The third clip was different. The clock read 2:04.

“Whoa, freeze it,” I said.

Quinn hit “pause.”

“I thought it was live at six o’clock?” I said.

“Yeah, me too. Watch.”

Quinn hit “play.” When the next clip came up the clock read 2:45. The clock in the following clip showed 4:06. The rest were different as well. The clock never read 18:00 again.

“So what does that mean?” I asked.

“It means the reports aren’t broadcast live,” Quinn replied. “They were shot at all different times of the day and then passed off as live.”

“Is that normal?” I asked.

“Not for a live newscast,” Quinn shot back.

“Maybe they pre-taped the reports,” I said. “That’s not a crime, is it?”

“No,” Quinn said patiently. “But it’s weird if they’re calling it live, and so it got me thinking. I watch a lot of TV. I admit it. Don’t judge me. After seeing that clock thing on CNN, I started paying closer attention to what was on in general, and you know what I realized?”

“That you have to stop watching so much TV?”

“Since the day SYLO invaded, there hasn’t been a single new episode of anything. No reality shows. No prime-time shows. No daytime stuff. It’s all reruns. Everything. Even the rest of the news. That’s the weirdest thing. There are no big stories. None. It’s like nothing newsworthy has happened for over a week. All they’re showing is a bunch of fluff stuff like…like…”

“Like it was all recorded a long time ago,” I said.

“Exactly. Nothing we’re seeing is new.”

My head started to spin.

“So that means—”

“It means we’re not only cut off from talking to the outside,” Quinn said. “It means the outside isn’t getting through to us either. We’re totally isolated.”
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“I’ve seen some stuff,” I said tentatively.

“Who hasn’t?” was Quinn’s flip response.

“I mean, stuff I wish I hadn’t.”

“Again, who hasn’t?”

“I saw Granger murder somebody, okay!”

For the second time that day, Quinn was speechless. He sat there staring at me with his mouth hanging open. I hadn’t wanted to tell him about it. Not until we were all safe. But events were spiraling out of control. Safety seemed like a long way off. I wanted another ally.

“Details, please,” was all Quinn finally managed to croak out.

I told him everything. About Tori telling off Feit and how she showed me the horses and the Ruby that washed up on the beach along with the debris from what could have been the exploded shadow. I told him about the cigarette boat that was blown out of the water and the two guys who were hunted down and killed by SYLO soldiers…and by Granger. I also admitted to him that Tori was with me when I turned the Ruby and the wreckage in to the sheriff—and Granger.

He took it all in without a word. His nimble brain was taking each bit of information and placing it into an equation that would hopefully bring us to an answer that made sense. When I had finally gotten it all off my chest, I waited for his response.

Quinn nodded slowly then announced, “I knew you liked Tori Sleeper.”

“Seriously?” I shouted. “That’s all you got from that?”

“I’m kidding,” he said, then jumped to his feet and paced. He had gone from passive information gathering to full-on calculation mode.

“Okay, we know we’re being lied to,” he said, his words only a few steps ahead of his brain. “Or at least we’re not getting the whole truth about this so-called Pemberwick virus.”

“I think it’s all about the Ruby,” I declared.

“It can’t be that simple,” Quinn argued. “If that were true, all it would take is one announcement—‘Don’t eat the Ruby’—and poof, no more virus.”

“So then what do you think the Ruby is?”

“No idea,” Quinn said. “I’m more interested in SYLO. They’re grabbing people off the street but we’re only hearing about a few new cases of the virus. And now they’re so desperate to control the quarantine that they’re willing to kill people who try to escape.”

“I think the guy in that cigarette boat was trying to escape,” I said. “I don’t know about those men Granger hunted down and shot on the bluffs.”

“Whatever. It all comes back to the virus, and the reason SYLO is here,” Quinn declared.

“It’s gotta be about the Ruby,” I offered.

“But that doesn’t make sense,” Quinn said with frustration. “If the Ruby was causing the virus, why would they keep it a secret?”

“I don’t know! To keep us from panicking,” I shot back. “Look at what happened downtown. Reasonable people turned into an angry mob when they suddenly couldn’t log on to Facebook. Imagine what would happen if everyone found out that we were all…”

I couldn’t finish the sentence.

“What?” Quinn asked. “Being poisoned?”

We let that hang there for a second.

“I don’t buy it,” Quinn said. “There’s gotta be more to the virus than that.”

“But if SYLO truly has no idea of what they’re dealing with, why would all those soldiers volunteer to come here?”

“Who knows?” Quinn replied. “Maybe they were vaccinated. They might be here just to keep us calm until the end.”

“Don’t say that,” I said, sober. “That’s like…beyond horror.”

“So what do you think is going on?” Quinn asked. “What exactly is the Ruby?”

“I don’t know,” I said quickly. “But you’re right. It comes back to the virus. If we knew more about it, this would all make more sense.”

Quinn gave me a sly smile. I knew that look. It meant he had thought of something that nobody else had…including me.

“What?” I asked.

“I know how we can find out more about the mysterious Pemberwick virus,” he declared.

“How?”

“My parents. They’re doctors at Arbortown Hospital. Dad’s in the ER. They’ve got to know about every case of the virus that’s been brought in.”

“That’s right!” I exclaimed. “What have they said about it?”

“Nothing. They never talk about patients. Confidentiality and all that.”

“But this is a little extreme, don’t you think?”

“I do, but they don’t.”

“So they’re a dead end.”

“No,” Quinn said, once again offering the sly smile. “They might not tell me anything about their patients…but their computers will.”
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Minutes later we were on our way to Arbortown Medical. We grabbed bikes from Quinn’s garage and pedaled our way to the far northern end of town along roads that we had all to ourselves. Nobody was out for a casual drive. They were too busy hiding.

I’d only been to the hospital once, when I fell off my bunk bed and broke my wrist. It was a painful memory. The process of resetting bones hasn’t changed since medieval times. It was the longest four seconds of my life.

“Act casual and nobody will question us,” Quinn instructed as we stepped into the lobby.

“I wish you hadn’t said that,” I complained. “How exactly do I act casual?”

“By not acting.”

“You’re killing me.”

“Quinn Carr!” called the elderly woman who sat behind the information desk at the dead center of the large lobby. “I haven’t seen you around here in ages. You’re growing up to be quite the handsome young man.”

Under his breath Quinn said, “She says the exact same thing every time I see her.”

“Hi, Mrs. Guimond,” he said politely. Then in his most charming voice he added, “Are my parents around? I figure you’re the one to ask since you pretty much run this place.”

The sweet old woman chuckled and gave Quinn a coy smile. He knew the exact right thing to say to get people to do what he wanted. I was beginning to think he really was a brilliant student of human nature.

“Hang on a sec, sweetie,” the woman said. “Let me see.”

She checked her computer monitor, looking over her half eyeglasses.

Quinn leaned in to me and whispered, “She pretends to read the screen so people will think she knows how to use the computer.”

“Nope,” the woman announced. “They’re not checked in. Come to think of it, I haven’t seen them all day. Are you sure they’re scheduled?”

Quinn frowned. “They said they were. You absolutely sure they didn’t check in?”

“Sure as sugar,” she said with a smile.

“Okay, maybe I’m wrong. No worries. I’ve got to get something from their office. Homework.”

Before she could respond, Quinn grabbed my arm and hurried me past the desk.

“Wait, I’ll write you a pass,” Mrs. Guimond said.

“That’s okay, we won’t be long,” Quinn said and kept us moving.

“Shouldn’t we get a pass?” I asked him.

“Not if we don’t want any record that we were here,” Quinn said softly.

“What about your parents?” I asked. “I thought you said they were working today.”

“That’s what they told me,” Quinn said. He sounded troubled.

“Maybe she made a mistake,” I offered.

“Nah. Mrs. G may be a little dizzy, but she doesn’t miss a trick. If she says they aren’t here, they aren’t. What I want to know is why they said they were coming to work and didn’t.”

I didn’t want to speculate on the answer. There were too many bad scenarios.

Quinn led us quickly to a stairwell and down two flights to the ground floor and the emergency room, where his parents worked. A few people were being treated for what looked like scrapes and bruises. I wondered if they had gotten them on Main Street when the SYLO soldiers turned the hoses on the crowd. We didn’t stop to ask and kept moving down a long corridor of offices until we reached the end, and the office that was shared by Dr. and Dr. Carr, Quinn’s parents. Quinn gave a quick glance back toward the ER. There was nobody in sight so he opened the door and we slipped inside.

“Lock it,” he said as he hurried to one of the desks and fired up the computer. “Let me know if anybody’s coming.”

I twisted the lock and positioned myself near the door where I could see the corridor through the window.

“Doesn’t the computer have security?” I asked.

“Sure,” Quinn said as he keyed in a code. “High security. The passcode is my birthday. Then they each have their own personal codes…their birthdays. My parents may be great doctors but they’re clueless when it comes to computers. Got it!”

“Got what?”

“I’m on the secure hospital file server. I use the term secure with full sarcasm.”

“What’s there?” I asked while keeping an eye on the corridor.

“Everything. Schedules, budgets, equipment requests, even the cafeteria’s recipes. You name it. If it has to do with this hospital, it’s in here.”

“And what exactly are you looking for?”

Quinn continued to click through screens while he talked.

“The charts on the patients with the Pemberwick virus,” he replied.

“Aren’t you breaking a few dozen laws by looking through people’s personal medical history?”

“Absolutely. Ethical, moral, and criminal. But as far as anybody knows, my dad is the one who logged on and he’s allowed.”

A doctor hurried past the far end of the corridor and I ducked back so he wouldn’t see me.

“Whatever you’re doing, do it fast,” I said.

“Here, I got it,” Quinn declared. “Man, I am good.”

I couldn’t resist and hurried to the computer. Quinn was scrolling down a long list of file folders and came upon one that read PEMBERWICK VIRUS.

“That was easy,” I said.

“I told you, security is not their strength.”

Quinn dragged the folder onto the desktop and double-clicked it. The next level of files opened up, showing three different folders. They were marked DECEASED, ADMITTED, and UNDER OBSERVATION.

“Start with deceased,” I said. “We already know about them.”

Quinn clicked on the file and two more file folders appeared. One was marked MARTIN R. WIGGINS, the other PETER NELSON.

“That’s them,” I said. “Both dead.”

“Yeah, let’s see what the medical report said.”

Quinn clicked on the Nelson folder. It opened to reveal…nothing.

“How can it be empty?” I asked.

Quinn quickly clicked on Marty’s folder. It, too, was empty.

“Weird,” Quinn declared. “This should have all of their information, from the doctor’s evaluation to a death certificate and the autopsy report.”

“Check out ADMITTED,” I suggested. “The Berringers should be listed.”

Quinn closed out one folder and double-clicked on the ADMITTED folder. A new window opened. Quinn and I stared at it, neither comprehending what we were seeing.

“I don’t get it,” he finally said.

“Where are the files?” I asked.

“There are no files,” Quinn shot back. “According to this, not a single person with the Pemberwick virus has been admitted.”

“But they were,” I argued. “What about all those people that SYLO grabbed? And the Berringers?”

“I know,” Quinn replied with frustration. “That’s what I don’t get. I’ll check UNDER OBSERVATION.”

He closed out the file and opened the final folder. The result was the same.

“How can that be?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Quinn said, sounding shaken.

“Maybe there’s some kind of medical setup at the SYLO camp,” I offered.

“Then why did my parents tell me that all the suspected cases were being brought here? And those paramedics told us they were bringing the Berringers here.”

We both stared at the blank screen, hoping that it would provide some other clue.

“There has to be a mistake,” I said. “Are you sure this is the only record of patients for the hospital?”

“Yes!” Quinn shouted impatiently. “And it’s not just for this hospital. This is the database for the entire island. Even if patients were taken to some other place, the information would be entered here.”

I said, “Do you think that SYLO is hiding the information? Like a cover-up?”

“Maybe,” Quinn said tentatively. “There’s one other possibility.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

Quinn turned from the screen and looked at me. His face was gleaming with nervous sweat and his heavy glasses had slipped down to the end of his nose.

“Maybe there is no Pemberwick virus,” he said softly.

“Dr. Carr?” came a voice from the corridor.

We both froze.

There was a knock on the door.

“Dr. Carr?” the man’s voice called again.

This time he tried the doorknob. Quinn shot me a questioning glance. I nodded quickly—I had locked the door. Did the guy have a key? Four seconds went by. Four seconds that felt longer than when they had reset my broken wrist.

Finally, the guy gave up, and we heard footsteps walking away.

Without a word Quinn logged off the computer and shut it down. After a quick check to make sure nothing was out of place, we headed out. Neither of us spoke as we cautiously opened the door, checked that nobody was in the corridor, and hurried back through the ER.

“Quinn!” a man’s voice called.

Quinn’s back went straight as if he’d been hit with a cattle prod.

A guy dressed all in white and with a name tag on his shirt approached us. He looked like a staff guy, not a doctor.

“Hey, is your dad scheduled today?” he asked. “I’ve got some requisition forms for him to sign.”

I willed Quinn to hold it together and think fast.

“You know,” Quinn said, sounding way more casual than he deserved to, “I thought he was, but I can’t find him. He must be around somewhere.”

“No problem,” the guy said. “I’ll catch him tomorrow.”

The guy hurried off and we could breathe again. The two of us did all we could to keep from running out of there. We hit the stairs, climbed back to the lobby, and hurried out the front door without stopping to say goodbye to Mrs. Guimond.

Once outside, we finally gave in and started running. We grabbed the bikes, blasted out of the parking lot, and didn’t stop pedaling until we hit the war memorial on the edge of the village green. There, we finally dumped the bikes and sat on the edge of the large cement sculpture that had the engraved names of all the war dead from Pemberwick. We were both breathing hard and trying to catch our breath when I looked up at the long list of names…and was hit with an odd thought: All those guys had died fighting for our country. I wondered what any of them would have done if they had been asked to be part of an outfit like SYLO.

“Why did my parents lie?” Quinn said, gulping for air. “What do they know?”

“Don’t get all paranoid,” I cautioned. “They’re probably just as clueless as the rest of us.”

“No,” Quinn shot back. “My dad doesn’t miss a thing. Neither does Mom. They’re like…like surgeons. That’s how precise they are. No wasted effort. No wasted words. They say what they mean with no room for wiggle. They said they were both going to work.”

“So maybe something came up.”

“Sure. Okay. Possible. But they’ve definitely been lying about the virus patients. Why would they do that unless…” His voice trailed off.

“Unless what?” I asked.

“Unless they’re hiding something,” Quinn declared. “Tuck, could they be involved with this somehow?”

“No,” I answered quickly, then thought for a second. “I mean, that’s crazy. Right?”

He didn’t answer.

My mind raced ahead, trying to understand what it was we had uncovered, and what to do with the information. There was nobody to turn to. The sheriff was useless, we were cut off from the rest of the world, and the people who were supposedly protecting us were the ones keeping all the secrets.

“We gotta tell my parents,” I finally declared. “I didn’t want to before but this is getting out of control.”

“What can they do?” Quinn asked, skeptically.

“I don’t know!” I shouted. “But I don’t want to deal with this alone anymore.”

“Okay. Right. I’m with you.”

We had gotten our wind back enough to get on the bikes and ride to my house. It felt good to focus on riding. It helped keep my thoughts from spinning out of control, kind of like our midnight rides. My entire focus was on getting home, dumping everything I knew on my parents, and getting some sage parental advice that would help us figure out the right thing to do. That’s what parents did. It was their job. I was actually starting to feel a little bit better…

…until we turned the corner onto my street.

“Oh, crap,” Quinn muttered.

Two black Humvees were parked in front of my house.

My stomach hit the sidewalk.

“They must be looking for you,” Quinn said.

I didn’t know if that was true or not but wanted to find out before they knew I was there. We walked behind my neighbor’s house, past the hedge that bordered my backyard, and right to my back door. We dumped the bikes out of sight, then followed in reverse the route that I always took when sneaking out of my room at night for our midnight rides. I climbed onto the porch, shinnied up the column that held up the roof, and snuck across the shingled surface to my window. I was in my bedroom in under a minute. Quinn followed seconds later. We quietly moved across my room to the door. Luckily it was open a crack. From there we could hear what was happening in the living room below.

My parents were there. I recognized their voices. But I also recognized another voice.

“It is absolutely imperative that we find them,” the man said. “Both of them.”

A chill rolled up my spine. It was Captain Granger. He was in my house. Talking to my parents.

Quinn saw the look on my face and turned pale. There was no way to know how many other SYLO soldiers were in the room, but there had to be at least one since there were two Humvees parked outside.

“I have no idea where he could be,” Dad said.

“This is a critical moment,” Granger added. “All signs indicate that the event is imminent. The arks have all been secured. If there’s any trouble here on Pemberwick Island, then—”

“You don’t have to remind us,” Mom said. “We get it. All too well.”

I shot Quinn a look. His eyes were already wide behind his thick glasses.

What event? What were they talking about? What were arks? More importantly, how would my mother know about any of it?

“There were no casualties during the rogue insurrection this afternoon,” Granger said. “But I can’t promise that being the case the next time, especially if your son starts riling folks up.”

My knees went weak. My fears were correct. I was square in Granger’s sights.

Mom said, “You could be mistaken.”

“There was no mistake, Mrs. Pierce,” Granger shot back curtly. “We have the satellite intel. It was your son and the Sleeper girl who witnessed our ambush of the rogues out near the Sleeper house. I only wish we had seen them at the time.”

I had to hold my breath to keep from letting out a gasp. We were done. Granger knew we had seen him kill those men—and apparently so did my parents.

Granger continued, “This island is a powder keg and the fuse is burning quickly. If those two children start throwing accusations around, it will get very ugly very fast and it will be well within my mission to use whatever countermeasures are necessary to keep the peace.”

Dad said, “When he gets home, you’ll be the first to know.”

I knew that tone. His teeth were clenched in anger as he fought to keep from boiling over.

“I can’t wait for that,” Granger declared. “We’re going to find them.” It sounded as though Granger had stood up and was headed for the door.

“You mean like you found that Feit person?” Dad called sarcastically.

My head started to spin. Dad knew about Feit too! He knew everything!

“We’ll find him as well,” Granger shot back. “This entire operation is about timing. I want to minimize casualties but if your son interferes—”

“He won’t,” Dad assured him.

“I need you to understand,” Granger said sternly. “There is far too much at stake here to jeopardize our mission by protecting them.”

“We understand,” Dad shot back sharply. “We’ve all worked too hard and too long to let this get out of hand now. I can’t speak for the Sleeper girl but you won’t have to worry about Tucker.”

“I’m going to make sure of that,” Granger said. It sounded like a threat.

Someone’s cell phone chirped. I didn’t think for a second that phone service had been restored to everyone. It had to be one of the SYLO guys.

“Granger,” said the captain, answering the phone.

There was silence for a few seconds as he listened to whomever was calling him.

“When?” Granger barked angrily, sounding even more annoyed than he had been a second before. He listened for a few more seconds, then added, “Understood.”

He cut off the phone and announced, “Less than an hour ago, Dr. Francis Carr logged on to the Pemberwick Medical Database at the hospital and opened the files concerning the Pemberwick virus. However, Dr. Carr and his wife weren’t at the hospital. They are assigned to the SYLO base. But their son was seen at the hospital, along with another young man.”

“My God,” Mom said. “Quinn.”

Quinn let out a gasp that I feared was loud enough to be heard from downstairs.

“Quinn’s a smart kid,” Dad said. “If he smells a rat, he’ll find it, and this bogus virus is a very big, smelly rat.”

I had to keep from screaming. It was true. There was no Pemberwick virus—and my parents knew it all along.

“I want all three of those young people in custody,” Granger said, the tension in his voice rising.

“I’m going with you,” Dad declared. It sounded as though he was moving across the room.

“I’ll wait here,” Mom called. “And captain?”

“Yes?”

“Do not harm those children. Any of them.”

I’d never heard my mom talk with such intensity. It wasn’t a request; it was a threat.

Granger didn’t respond to her. A second later I heard a door slam, and soon after that, one of the Humvees roared to life. Only one. Whoever was driving the other vehicle was still downstairs with my mother.

I was ready to puke. How was this possible? My own mother and father knew exactly what was happening on Pemberwick Island…and they were working with Granger to capture me.

I didn’t know what to do, but Quinn and I couldn’t stay there, not with a SYLO soldier downstairs waiting to grab us. I motioned to the window and Quinn nodded. We were on the same page.

It took every bit of willpower I had to climb out of my room—the room that always felt so safe but was now just a room in a house of people I wasn’t sure I could trust. Quinn followed as I climbed out, and we made our way back to the ground. Without a word I sprinted to the far end of the property and dove through some tall hedges until we were out of sight and earshot of the house.

“What the hell?” Quinn exclaimed, with tears growing in his eyes. “What was that?”

“I…I don’t know,” I stammered. “They’ve been acting strange lately. Mom has been crying a lot and they’ve been talking about having moved to Pemberwick because it was ‘safe.’ What was so unsafe about Connecticut?”

“You didn’t ask?”

“No! Jeez, they’re my parents. They’re supposed to be looking out for me, but—”

“They’re looking out for you, all right,” Quinn said, interrupting. “And when they find you they’re going to turn you over to Granger. They’re working with him, Tuck, and so are my parents. There is no Pemberwick virus. The quarantine is just a cover for—what? Genocide? Or some freak experiment? Are we all going to be fed this Ruby stuff?”

“I don’t know,” I said, numb. I felt like I was falling and that there would be no soft landing.

“What was that about an event?” Quinn asked, clicking back into analytical mode. “Granger said it was imminent. And your parents knew what he was talking about. It sounded like they’ve known for a while. You heard the threat. Granger would sooner kill us than risk us telling anybody about it.”

We stood there, both trying to understand what it was we had heard. I didn’t know what bothered me more: the fact that the people of Pemberwick had been fed a steady stream of bull since the moment SYLO invaded our home or that my parents had known about it from the start. No, worse—my parents were actually part of it. Quinn’s parents too. They had lied to us. All that time my parents and I had spent wondering what was going on, it was all an act. The people I relied on the most, whom I loved, couldn’t be trusted.

“What are we going to do, Tuck?” Quinn asked softly. “They’re coming after us. We can’t hide forever.”

“I’ve got to talk to my parents,” I said.

“What? No! They’ll turn you in!”

“They’re my parents, Quinn. I don’t care what we’ve heard, there’s got to be some reason behind this that makes sense. I don’t believe for a second that they’d just turn on me like that. Your parents either. It just doesn’t fly.”

Quinn calmed down, which ended up being worse. In many ways anger and confusion were easier to understand and deal with than betrayal. He had to fight back tears.

“How could they lie to me like that?” he asked, as much to himself as to me. “Does that mean our whole lives have been based on lies?”

“I don’t want to believe that,” I replied. “I can’t. It sounded bad, but they were still trying to protect us. You heard. I’m going to hold on to that and I think you should too.”

Quinn nodded and wiped his eyes. “Well, we can’t talk to any of them now because we’re on the Pemberwick Most Wanted list and if we—”

“Oh no!” I shouted as a thought hit me like a bat to the head.

“What now?”

“Tori’s on that list too.”

I pulled out my cell phone and started dialing before realizing what a waste of time that was.

“Damn.” I exclaimed, snapping the phone shut.

“Yeah, you’re not on SYLO’s calling plan,” Quinn pointed out.

“C’mon,” I said and took off for our garage.

“To where?” Quinn asked nervously.

“We’ve got to warn her,” I shouted back.

“How?”

I didn’t answer because I wasn’t sure myself. It was like I was on autopilot. My legs were ahead of my brain as they carried me to our garage, where Dad’s pickup was parked.

“We’ll drive to her house,” I announced, jumping behind the wheel.

“You can drive? When did you get your license?”

“Yes, and about two years from now.”

Quinn crawled into the passenger side.

“Seriously? You’re going to drive us out to the far end of the island and you don’t have a license?”

I turned and looked Quinn square in the eye.

“Maybe you’re right,” I said sarcastically. “The island’s about to explode, people are being abducted and murdered, we’ve got the United States Navy hunting us down, and our parents are helping them. Wouldn’t want to add a driving violation to that.”

Quinn gave me a weak smile. “Point taken,” he said sheepishly. “Just keep us on the road.”

I had driven with Dad many times on the more desolate roads of Pemberwick, so handling the truck wasn’t the problem. Making it to Tori’s house without getting caught was the real challenge. I turned the engine over, eased into gear, and slowly drove out of the garage. Our driveway ran right by our house, which meant the SYLO soldiers inside would definitely see us. I had to take an alternate route. Rather than head straight along the driveway, I made a U-turn around the garage, drove across the grass, and straight through to our neighbor’s property. The folks behind us had a perfectly manicured lawn. Not anymore. It killed me to drive a truck over it and dig in deep tracks…but not really. There were way bigger things to worry about than lawn care.

“You realize this isn’t a road, right?” Quinn cautioned nervously.

I ignored him and drove slowly, hoping it would draw less attention. Gratefully, our neighbors didn’t come out screaming. I managed to get to the far end of their property and navigate across their bed of marigolds before hitting the gravel driveway. I made a mental note to replace their flowers as soon as I got the chance. The thought actually made me laugh. Why the hell was I worried about replacing flowers when we were fugitives?

“Now go!” Quinn yelled.

We hit the main road and I gunned it. Part of me wanted to jam the pedal to the floor and speed as quickly as possible out to Tori’s, but that would have been inviting attention. Our only chance was to blend in and avoid any SYLO soldiers who had been alerted to look for us.

Tori’s house was about ten miles out of town along the Memagog Highway. There was no alternate route. I gripped the wheel so tightly I was afraid it would snap, and I constantly glanced at the rearview mirror, expecting to see a black Humvee speed up from behind. My stomach was in a knot, waiting for the worst to happen at any second.

Quinn must have felt the same way because he didn’t say a word. I think he was holding his breath.

We were about two-thirds of the way there and I started to think we might make it, when a black speck appeared in the road far ahead of us. A red flashing light shot from the grill. It was a Humvee.

“Damn,” Quinn cursed.

I looked left and right, hoping for a side road, ready to roll the dice and turn off in the hopes that they hadn’t seen us. There was nothing but an unbroken line of trees. It was the worst possible spot to cross paths with the enemy.

“Turn into the woods,” Quinn cried.

“That’s crazy. We wouldn’t get twenty yards.”

“But we can’t just give up!”

I squeezed the wheel even tighter. The black speck with the flashing light grew larger as we sped closer.

“Maybe they don’t know it’s us,” I offered.

“Yeah, right, and maybe Granger’s really a good guy,” Quinn said sarcastically.

The odds of either weren’t good, but we had no choice. We had to keep going.

The Humvee loomed large. I took my foot off the gas in anticipation of the car skidding to a stop on our side of the road, cutting us off.

“Duck down,” I ordered.

“Why?”

“They’re looking for two guys. Maybe if they only see one they’ll—”

Too late. The Humvee screamed by without stopping.

Quinn and I kept looking ahead, both afraid to turn to see brake lights, which would mean it was going to come after us. Seconds passed and I finally looked in the rearview mirror to see the Humvee disappearing toward town.

We both let out a relieved breath.

“So then, who are they after?” Quinn asked.

My mind raced ahead to our destination, making the answer obvious.

“Maybe they already found who they were after,” I said and jammed the gas pedal to the floor.

The truck skidded on sand, the wheels bit, and we took off. My fear was that SYLO had already gotten to Tori and she was a prisoner in the Humvee. I didn’t care about being inconspicuous anymore. I wanted to get to her house as fast as possible. It took only a few more tense minutes before I saw the turnoff to the Sleepers’ lagoon-side house. I made the turn while barely slowing down and screamed up the sandy driveway. We bumped along until we hit the clearing that was their yard, where I slammed on the brakes, killed the engine, and ran toward the house.

“Tori!” I called.

I ran up onto the porch and right to the front door, where I hammered more than knocked.

“Are you in there?” I called.

My answer was a shotgun blast that blew out the window next to the door.

“Whoa!” Quinn screamed as we both hit the ground and covered up.

“The next one’s aimed at you!” Tori yelled from inside.

“It’s Tucker! And Quinn! Don’t shoot!”

Neither of us dared to move. I didn’t want to have to deal with Granger, but at that moment I was more worried about tangling with Tori. I dared to look up at the door and saw the curtain pull aside to reveal Tori inside, peering out.

A second later the door opened and Tori came out holding a shotgun to her shoulder, ready to fire again.

“You alone?” she demanded.

“Yes!” I shouted without getting up. “We came to warn you. Granger knows we saw him shoot those guys. He’s coming after us.”

Tori’s eyes were wild. She scanned the yard as if looking for any hidden threats.

“They’ve already been here,” she said, and I sensed the confusion in her voice. She was putting on a good show of strength, but she was upset.

“We saw a Humvee screaming the other way into town,” Quinn said. “What happened?”

“They took my father,” Tori replied. Her voice was shaking. Gone was the bold protector of their property.

Quinn and I stood up cautiously, neither convinced she wouldn’t suddenly turn the gun on us again.

Quinn said, “And they left you here?”

“They couldn’t find me,” Tori replied. “There’s a root cellar you can get to through the pantry. If you don’t know it’s there, you’d never see it. Dad made me hide down there just before they barged in and starting shoving him around. They wanted to know where I was. Dad reacted the only way he knows how, with his fists. He wasn’t about to let some thugs take his little girl.”

Tori lowered the gun and started to cry. Seeing that was almost as unsettling as her pointing the shotgun at me. The girl who rarely showed her emotions was finally breaking down.

“They dragged him out like…like some criminal,” she said, her words clutching. “What the hell is going on?”

I didn’t know where to begin to answer that question. The only thing I knew for certain was that the three of us were about as alone as could be. There was nowhere for us to go and nobody to turn to for help.

Quinn said, “Tuck’s parents, and my parents…they’re working with SYLO.”

Tori stiffened with surprise.

“What? How is that possible?” she asked.

“We don’t know,” I said. “But we heard that something is about to happen. Something huge. They’re afraid that if we tell people about what we know, there’ll be a riot and the island will explode.”

“What’s going to happen?” Tori asked, sounding lost. “What could be so bad that they’re willing to kill people to keep it quiet?”

My ear caught a faint sound that broke through the normal ocean and wind sounds of the remote property.

“Wait,” I said, holding up my hand. “Listen.”

We all stood still, straining to understand what the alien sound could be.

Tori heard it too. “What is that?”

The sound grew louder. It was a steady thumping noise that quickly grew louder.

“Helicopter,” Quinn announced. “They’re coming back.”
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“That root cellar!” Quinn declared, taking off on a dead run for the house. “We’ll all hide down there.”

Tori started right after him.

“No!” I shouted. “The truck!”

Dad’s pickup was sitting right in front of the house, a dead giveaway that we were there. Seeing that, SYLO would tear the place apart looking for us. Tori put on the brakes and changed direction.

“The barn,” she declared.

There was no need for her to explain. I sprinted back to the truck and jumped in the cab while Tori went for the barn and swung the doors open. The engine fired quickly, though I could still hear the sound of the rapidly approaching chopper over its rumble.

“Hurry, man,” Quinn urged through the driver’s window.

I hit the gas, spun the wheel, and drove straight for the barn. There was no way of knowing if they had already spotted the truck. All we could do was hope they couldn’t see this far ahead. And pray. Tori had barely gotten the doors open when I tore through, careening toward the back wall. I jammed on the brakes, skidded across loose hay, and crashed into a stack of lobster traps that came crashing down onto the hood. Racer and Derby reared up and whinnied at the sudden intrusion. Tori went right to them and calmed them down.

We were in, but was it too late? I killed the engine and jumped out in time to see Quinn swinging the big barn doors closed.

“Did I leave tracks out there?” I asked, breathless.

“Too late to worry about that now,” he replied.

Quinn and I leaned against the door, listening intently as the roar of the helicopter grew louder. Tori stayed with the horses, petting them and getting them to relax as best as she could. I couldn’t say which was beating faster, the rotors or my heart. The ground trembled as the powerful chopper flew closer. I wanted to peek out of the window next to the door but was afraid I’d be seen, so all I did was close my eyes and wait. A shadow moved across the sky, blotting out the sun that streamed through the glass. The helicopter was hovering directly overhead. The sound was so deafening that Quinn put his hands over his ears. The shadow remained for a good thirty seconds. Did they spot the tire tracks? Had they seen us scramble to get inside? Were soldiers dropping down on zip lines?

The shadow finally moved off and the sound of the chopper lessened. I held my breath. They might be gone, or they might have been drifting further down the driveway to find a safe landing spot.

The sound grew fainter. They weren’t landing. They were leaving.

I looked toward Quinn. His wide, frightened eyes asked the same question I had: Are they gone? It took several seconds for the sound of the helicopter to disappear altogether and that answered the question. They were gone. But had they left any soldiers behind? None of us moved for a solid five minutes. Once the ringing in my ears from the monstrous engine dissipated, I listened for any sounds of movement outside. There was nothing.

Tori was the first to move. She left the horses, grabbed a long, wood-handled boat hook, and tossed it to me. What was I going to do with that? Skewer a soldier? I wasn’t about to do that…but I didn’t give it up either. Tori raised her shotgun back to her shoulder and motioned for Quinn to open one of the barn doors.

He slowly eased the big door open, the squeaking of the hinges tearing through the silence. We all peeked out, fearing that we would be faced with a squad of armed soldiers.

The property was empty.

“Let’s go to the house,” Tori whispered. She still had the shotgun up and level to the ground.

The three of us moved quickly across the stretch of gravel between the barn and the house while constantly glancing around to see if any of the SYLO soldiers had been left behind. We made it inside and Tori quickly closed and bolted the door. It seemed silly to lock it, but if it made her feel better, I wasn’t going to criticize. Once we were in and feeling relatively safe, we had to face the reality of the situation.

“What is this thing that’s going to happen?” Tori asked. The wild look in her eyes was gone. She was back in control of herself.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “Granger called it an event…whatever that means. They don’t want anybody on Pemberwick to know about it for fear there’ll be a riot.”

“They don’t want anybody anywhere to know about it!” Quinn exclaimed. “Why else would they cut off communications with the mainland?”

“Is it about the virus?” Tori asked.

Quinn and I exchanged looks.

“There is no virus,” I announced. “We hacked into the hospital database. There’s no record of anybody having been treated for the Pemberwick virus.”

Quinn added, “And we heard Granger admit it, so that pretty much is that.”

“And that’s why they’re after us,” I added. “They know we know the truth and don’t want us to blow the lid off the deception.”

“So then, what about the Ruby?” Tori asked. “And the people who died?”

“I don’t know,” I said, trying not to sound defeated. “I don’t know how any of this fits together.”

We let that frustrating thought hang in the air.

Tori broke the silence by asking, “Your parents are with them?”

I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me or Quinn. Didn’t matter. We both had the same answer.

“Yes,” we answered simultaneously.

“How?” she asked. “Why? I mean, are they just going along with Granger or is it something more than that?”

“I don’t know!” I yelled with frustration. “I’m suddenly questioning everything I ever knew. Why did we move here? Why this island? My parents talked about moving someplace safe but it sure didn’t seem all that dangerous in Greenwich. Whatever the truth is, my parents haven’t been honest with me for a long time.”

Tori gave a questioning look to Quinn.

“Don’t look at me,” he responded with a shrug. “I don’t get it either. But it makes me think that this started long before last week.”

“What do you mean?” Tori asked.

“How could our parents suddenly be up to speed so fast? Whatever it is that’s got this island in its grip, it stands to reason that they’ve known about it for a while. Before SYLO showed up. Before people started dying. Probably before either of us moved here. Heck, for all we know it may be why we moved here! I have no idea. The implications make my head hurt.”

Quinn’s logic was flawless, as usual. But if he was right, my parents had been keeping a huge secret from me for a very long time. A secret that changed our lives. I loved Pemberwick Island. Unlike most of my friends, I expected to live there the rest of my life. Now I had to accept the fact that I might not want to live here for another minute.

Tori walked over to a window that looked out onto the lagoon behind her house. It was getting late in the day. Shadows were growing long. Her father’s two lobster boats bobbed gently against the dock. Under other circumstances I would have thought it was the perfect postcard image of Maine.

“We’re prisoners on this island,” she finally said. “All of us. What we don’t know is why.”

“The three of us are worse than prisoners,” Quinn said. “We’re fugitives.”

Tori kept staring out at the lagoon but her mind was somewhere else.

“What will happen if they catch us?” she asked.

“Who knows?” I replied. “They don’t want us telling anybody what we know, so I guess they’ll lock us up until, well, until the event happens that they’re talking about. That’s the best we could expect.”

“And the worst?” Tori asked.

I didn’t have an answer for that.

“People have to know,” she said flatly. “Not just here on Pemberwick. On the mainland. They have to know what’s happening. The only way to stop it is to shine a light on it.”

“We don’t have a light that big,” Quinn said. “Or a cell phone that works. There’s no way.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Tori said and pointed out of the window.

She was pointing at her father’s lobster boats.

I didn’t understand. Did her father have radios on board? That didn’t seem to matter. If SYLO could disrupt cell service, they could definitely jam radio signals.

It was Quinn who put it together first. “Are you serious?” he asked, stunned.

“About what?” I asked, stupidly.

“This is a small island,” she said. “We can’t hide forever. God knows what they’ll do once they get us. We’ve seen what Granger’s capable of. If he’s going to hunt us, I say we make it as tough for him as possible.”

“And how do we do that?” I asked.

Tori looked me square in the eye and said, “We escape.”

The idea was so far-fetched that I actually laughed.

“Why is that funny?” she asked, dead serious.

“It’s not,” I said. “It’s just…it’s just…dumb. How would we do that?”

“We’ll take one of my father’s boats. There’s no moon tonight and the sea is calm. I’ll bet we can slip past those warships without anybody even noticing.”

I couldn’t believe what she was suggesting. I looked to Quinn, who stood next to her, gazing out at the dock.

“Tell her,” I ordered. “It’s crazy.”

“I don’t know,” he said thoughtfully. “Maybe crazy is a good thing. They’d never expect us to try something that was so totally nuts.”

“What?” I screamed with surprise. “It’s not nuts, it’s suicide. You didn’t see what happened to that cigarette boat. They blew it out of the water.”

“That boat made a run in broad daylight,” Tori said. “At full throttle. Those are some big ships out there. If we go quietly, they might not even notice us.”

My mouth hung open in shock for several seconds before I declared, “You’re both crazy.”

Tori whipped away from the window and stalked toward me.

“So what do you want to do?” she said in a tone that was more accusing than questioning. “Sit around and wait until we get arrested and locked up? You can’t even go home or your parents will turn you in.”

“I…I still don’t believe that,” I said, though I wasn’t so sure.

“She’s right, Tuck,” Quinn said. “There’s nothing right about what’s going on. Granger’s a murderer and whatever the deal is with our parents, they’re cooperating with him. We’re alone here.” He turned to Tori and added, “It’s about five miles to the nearest landfall. We can ditch anywhere, then flag down a car and head for Portland.”

Tori said, “We’ll go to a local TV station. Or radio. I want to go on Big Hits Y100.9 and tell the world what’s happening.”

“Chris Mac!” Quinn declared. “I love that DJ. Can you imagine if we went on his show to blow the lid off this thing?”

“Stop!” I shouted. “You guys are talking like this is some big adventure. I know you both hate living here but you can’t use what’s happening with SYLO as an excuse to go looking for a little excitement.”

“I think the excitement came looking for us,” Tori said flatly.

“But this is serious,” I argued. “People are dying and I don’t want to be next.”

“Neither do I,” Tori said coldly. “That’s exactly why we have to get out.”

“No,” I shot back. “My parents wouldn’t let anything happen to us.”

“Neither would mine,” Quinn said. “But you heard Granger. Whatever’s going on is serious enough that he’s killing people to keep it quiet. You think our parents can stop that guy? Hell, he’s part of the United States Navy. He’s got the president on his side, which means he’s got the whole freakin’ government behind him. You think any amount of pleading by our parents would stop them from doing whatever they want to us?”

“There’s only one thing that can stop them,” Tori interjected. “They have to be exposed. This whole mess has to be exposed. We can do that.”

I looked from one to the other. They totally believed in what they were saying.

“Exposed,” I said. “What if that’s the exact right word? What if we’re mistaken? What if the virus is real? We could be carriers. If we left, we could spread it to the rest of the population.”

“You’re reaching, Tuck,” Quinn said dismissively. “You don’t believe the virus is real any more than I do. Not anymore. There’s some other reason we’re being held captive here. If you want your life back, the only way to do that is to let the rest of the world know too.”

Quinn looked at Tori and added, “I’m with you. We’re outta here.”

“I don’t think so,” came a strange man’s voice.

We all spun around to see a soldier standing in the doorway that led to the back porch. His right hand was at waist level, holding a pistol—aimed at us. He wore the dark red fatigues and red beret of SYLO.

The chopper had left someone behind after all.

The three of us stood frozen for what seemed like an eternity.

“We’re leaving,” Tori finally said. “You can’t stop us.”

The soldier flicked his gun to the right and calmly fired a shot that was as loud as it was shocking. The three of us flinched as an old vase on Tori’s mantle exploded.

“My orders are to bring you in,” he said coldly. “Ideally it would be alive, but that isn’t a requirement.”

He was an older guy with a cold look in his eye that made me believe he had seen more than his share of mayhem. Or caused it. I didn’t see a drop of sympathy or concern for us. He had his mission and I didn’t doubt that he would do anything necessary to carry it out.

It was over. They had us. To be honest, I felt a touch of relief. At least we wouldn’t be making an insane escape attempt in an ancient boat, trying to sneak past the U.S. Navy.

“Let’s all step outside,” the guy said coolly as he reached for a small walkie-talkie that was clipped onto a web belt.

“No,” Tori said.

Both Quinn and I shot her a surprised look. What was she doing? The soldier shifted slightly, aiming his pistol on her.

“Don’t be stupid,” was all I managed to say to her.

“Listen to your friend,” the soldier said, smiling condescendingly.

Tori was wearing a navy blue peacoat. She put her hands into her coat pockets and took a step toward the soldier. I couldn’t believe it. I wanted to reach out and grab her to keep her from taking another step, but with somebody pointing a gun on us, I didn’t want to risk things getting out of control.

“You’re not going to shoot,” Tori said with confidence. “Unless you’re a murderer.”

The soldier raised the gun and with his eyes still locked on Tori’s, he fired, blowing out a ceiling light. The explosion made Quinn and I jump again. The ringing in my ears was painful.

Tori didn’t flinch.

“Stop!” Quinn shouted.

I wasn’t sure who he was talking to.

Tori kept walking toward the soldier, who brought the gun back around to her.

“You are making a very big mistake,” he said.

Was his voice cracking? Was Tori right? Was he going to be the first to blink? He didn’t step back but he didn’t seem as confident as he had a moment before.

Tori stepped right up until the muzzle of the gun was pressed against her chest.

“The only mistake here would be if you hurt any of us,” she said, her cool unshaken. “Is that what you want? You want to be known as a kid killer? Your picture would be on the front page of every newspaper in the world.”

The soldier laughed. He actually laughed. It wasn’t maniacal or condescending. It seemed oddly…sad.

“Would it?” he said. “That would be good news.”

Quinn shot me a curious look.

“That’s good news?” he asked the soldier. “You want to be known as a kid killer?”

The soldier looked at him, then at me. His eyes focused like he was seeing us for the first time as something other than prey. He then spoke in a voice that was so soft I could barely hear him.

“It would mean people still cared.”

As he looked me straight in the eyes, I saw a brief glimpse of a real person. A person with a family and history and friends. It didn’t last long. His eyes quickly turned cold.

He looked back at Tori while reaching for his walkie-talkie. “Do us all a favor,” he ordered. “Take a step back and—”

Tori thrust her right hand forward, the hand that was in her pocket, and hit the soldier square in the gut. It wasn’t exactly a punch, but the guy reacted dramatically. His back went straight, he let out a pained gasp, and fell to his knees. Tori stepped out of the way and the guy fell flat on his face. She quickly kicked the pistol out of his hand.

Quinn and I didn’t move. I can’t speak for him, but I was in shock.

“There’s line on the porch,” Tori shouted at me. “Get it.”

I didn’t move. I couldn’t even think.

“Go!” she demanded.

That kicked me into gear. I ran out to the back porch, found two hanks of heavy-duty line, and brought them back inside to find Tori kneeling on the soldier and twisting both of his arms behind his back. Quinn hadn’t moved.

“Hurry!” she ordered. “He won’t be down long.”

I fumbled with the line, unfurling it as quickly as I could and feeding it to her as she expertly tied the stunned guy’s wrists together.

“What the hell was that?” Quinn finally managed to say.

Tori reached into her pocket and pulled out a black device that she threw on the floor.

“Taser.”

“Where did you get that?” I demanded to know.

“Dad gave it to me before I went into the root cellar.”

She continued to truss the soldier.

“Why does he have a Taser?” Quinn asked.

“Same reason we have a shotgun. Those boats are his life. We protect them.”

The soldier moaned. The electric shock had stunned him but he wasn’t unconscious.

“Help me,” she said. “We’ll put him in the cellar.”

I was operating in a daze. The three of us half-dragged, half-lifted the heavy man into the kitchen. Inside the pantry was a trap door in the floor that opened onto stairs that led down to a dark, damp chamber. We wrestled him down, feet first, until he hit the dirt floor.

“Lean him against the stairs,” Tori commanded.

The guy was still too stunned to resist. We sat him up while Tori looped the line under his arms and around the frame of the stairs. Her last move was to lash his legs together so he couldn’t kick. The entire operation had taken less than two minutes.

He was our prisoner.

“I told you,” Quinn said to me.

“Told me what?”

“It’s all about the knots.”

The guy couldn’t move. Tori had trussed him like a Thanksgiving turkey.

The soldier shook his head, trying to pull himself back to reality.

“That was incredible,” I said.

Tori began to tremble. It was as if the reality of what she had done had finally gotten through to her.

“You okay?” I asked, rubbing her shoulders.

She nodded quickly. “Yeah, I just gotta breathe.”

“We should gag him,” Quinn offered.

Looking around, I saw a worn rag that was draped across a work bench. It was filthy. I didn’t care. I grabbed it, rolled it up, stretched it across the soldier’s mouth, and tied it behind his head.

“The walkie,” Quinn said.

I snatched the walkie-talkie off his belt and jammed it into my back pocket.

“Can you hear me?” Quinn asked the soldier. “Do you understand?”

The guy focused on him. He was back with the living. He heard.

“We didn’t hurt you,” Quinn said. “Remember that.”

The anger in the soldier’s eyes told me that if he had the chance, he would not extend the same courtesy to us.

Tori leaned down and locked eyes with him. “And make sure somebody takes care of my horses. I’m holding you responsible.”

I think the guy wanted to take her head off, but she had trussed him so well that all he could do was shake with rage.

“Let’s get outta here,” I said and led them up the stairs.

Once the others were up, I slammed the trap door shut and Tori clipped on a padlock.

“That won’t keep him forever,” Tori said, “but it buys us some time.”

Quinn said, “Hopefully enough for us to get to the mainland.”

“Whoa, stop,” I said quickly. “You can’t still be thinking of escaping.”

Quinn looked me right in the eye and said, “Wake up, Tucker. They’re coming after us. They sent that guy for Tori, and I have no doubt that he would have shot us if she hadn’t saved our butts. There’s another guy at your house right now and I’ll bet you anything that somebody’s at my house too.” He reached down and picked up the soldier’s pistol. “They’re not going to stop until they get us, one way or another.”

I looked at Tori. She still seemed shaken.

“There’s no place to hide,” she said in a small voice.

The two of them stared at me, waiting for a response.

“I’m not like you guys,” I said. “We’re talking about changing our lives forever. I like things the way they are.”

“You mean the way they were,” Tori said.

“Yeah, the way they were,” I said wistfully. “I don’t want to believe my parents are doing anything wrong.”

“You think I do?” Quinn asked. “I’m their only kid. Same as you. You think I like knowing they’re part of some villainous plot? I can’t even begin to get my head around it. But people are dying, Tuck. That’s real. We can’t pretend like things are going to be okay.”

“They took my dad,” Tori said. “I’d do anything for him, but I can’t go blasting into that SYLO compound with a shotgun looking for him. I want to find people who will. I’m going—with or without you guys.”

Quinn looked me straight in the eye and said, “You promised me you were going to start taking care of the little things, remember? Well, sorry, we have to deal with a few big things first.”

I truly didn’t know what to do—other than to run home and demand that my parents tell me the truth. They had to have answers that would make sense and bring us back to normal. They were my parents. They watched out for me and complained when I wasn’t trying hard enough in school. My mother didn’t even want me to play football because it was too dangerous. How could they be part of a plot that could lead to my murder? I wanted answers and I wanted them to come from my mom and dad. That’s what I wanted. More than anything.

“So where does that leave us?” Tori asked.

I took a deep breath and said, “It leaves us in the dark and I don’t like being there. I want to know the truth…and I don’t believe we’re going to find it here.”

“So?” Quinn asked.

“So let’s get the hell off this island.”


SEVENTEEN

The sun was setting, casting a warm orange glow over the calm ocean.

It was beautiful, but in this case beautiful was bad. As far as I was concerned, the sun couldn’t drop fast enough. There was no telling how long it would take the SYLO soldier to free himself and let Granger know that the three of us were on the loose and on our way to the mainland. Our best hope of getting out of there undetected was under cover of night. If we left too soon we’d be spotted for sure. If we waited too long, somebody might come sniffing around, wondering why our pal in the basement hadn’t checked in. It was going to be a race.

Tori reached up to the telephone that hung in her kitchen, pulled it off the wall, and yanked the jack off the end of the wire. At least when the soldier got free, he wouldn’t be making any calls.

“Smart,” Quinn said. “Any more phones?”

Tori shook her head. She grabbed two heavy coats that were hanging by the back door and threw them to us.

“It’s gonna get cold,” she said with cool efficiency.

They must have belonged to her father because they had the faint smell of the sea. Or maybe it was lobster. What they didn’t smell like was lemons. That was Tori’s deal. She picked up the shotgun and peered out of the window for the twentieth time, hoping, like us, that it had gotten significantly darker since she had looked twenty seconds before.

“Can you navigate?” I asked Tori. “I mean, I don’t want to end up in Greenland.”

She shot me a withering glare. It was all the answer I needed.

“I think we’re making a mistake,” Quinn said.

“Seriously?’ I shouted. “Now you’re having second thoughts?”

“No. I’m just saying we’ve got to do all we can to make sure we get there.”

“It’s not rocket science,” Tori snapped. “We head due west and pray they don’t see us.”

“But we can increase the odds of getting there and getting the word out,” he said.

“How?” I asked.

“By taking two boats,” Quinn announced with conviction. “Tucker and I spent the whole summer pulling traps for the Willards. I can handle either of those boats. You and Tori take one, I’ll take the other.”

“You want to go alone?” I asked, incredulous.

“Not really, but with two boats there’s a better chance of one getting through.”

“That’s a bad idea,” I said dismissively. “We shouldn’t risk both of the Sleepers’ boats.”

Tori laughed. “Are you serious? My father’s been arrested, killers are hunting for the three of us, and you’re worried about risking a couple of boats?”

“Well, when you put it that way…”

Tori flipped open a bench on the porch, pulled out two ICOM walkie-talkies, and tossed one to Quinn.

“They’re charged and good for about twenty hours. Range is good. Maybe twenty nautical miles. Stay on channel twenty-one.”

Quinn examined the device and powered it up. He didn’t need any instructions.

“I don’t like this,” I said nervously. “We should stay together.”

“No, he’s right,” Tori said sharply. “This is as much about getting the word out as about escaping. With two boats we’ve got double the chance.”

“Then I’ll take the solo boat,” I said.

It was Quinn’s turn to laugh. “No offense, Tuck, but with your navigation skills you’d be lucky to end up in Greenland.” He looked at Tori and added, “The one time he took the helm of the Willards’ boat, we ended up stuck on a sand bar for six hours waiting for high tide.”

“Well, you’re not exactly Magellan either,” I snapped at Quinn. “We’re talking about navigating five miles of ocean in the dark with the Navy hunting for us. Are you seriously up for that?”

Quinn chuckled nervously. “Jeez, don’t sugarcoat it. Of course I’m not up for it, but what choice do we have? I can get there.”

“Then I’ll go with you,” I said.

“No,” Quinn snapped quickly. “Stay with Tori because, well, because—”

“Because I’m a girl,” Tori said sarcastically. “It doesn’t matter to me. Go with your friend.”

I looked at the two of them, horrified that we had come to this point. I had to make a decision…go with Quinn or with Tori. I’m not sure why I made the choice I did because Tori had way more experience on the water than both of us put together. But it didn’t seem right to let a girl go by herself, which meant she was absolutely correct about my thinking.

“I’ll go with Tori,” I said softly.

“Whatever,” she said and strode off the porch. “I’m tired of waiting. Let’s go.”

She walked quickly across the scrubby grass that was her backyard, headed for the docks.

“Jeez, Quinn,” I said. “Aren’t you scared?”

“Terrified,” he responded with a nervous chuckle. “But I’m more scared about what’s happening right here. At least out there we’ve got a chance.”

“Has it come to that? Do you really think Pemberwick is…what? Doomed?”

Quinn looked out at the lagoon and watched Tori step onto the dock and board the forward boat.

“Doomed? I don’t know. But we’re in serious trouble,” he said with no trace of his usual sarcasm. “Whatever it is that’s happening here, I think it’s wrong that we haven’t been told the truth. If it’s as bad as we think it is, or even if it isn’t, we have the right to know. Getting out of here and reaching people on the mainland will force the truth to come out.”

“Yeah,” I said soberly. “If we make it.”

Quinn gave me a playful shove and said, “We’ll make it. We’ll have lobster rolls at Newick’s and hold a press conference. I like the idea of being a hero.”

I chuckled, but my heart wasn’t in it.

“So you’re going to get your wish,” I said.

“What wish?”

“You’re going to leave the island and do something people will remember you for. I never doubted you would. I just didn’t think it would be so soon.”

“What can I say? Destiny calls. I’ve already got the name picked out for the story I’m going to write about this adventure.”

“Really? What is it?”

Quinn gave me a beaming smile and said, “The Pemberwick Run.”

I had to smile too. “I like it.”

“I’m telling you, we’re going down in history, man. And it won’t be the only time,” Quinn said, with more than a touch of cockiness.

“I don’t doubt that either,” I said.

“Look, Tuck, I like it here too,” he said, turning serious. “I might complain and say I want to kick the sand out of my shoes and live in the real world, but Pemberwick is my home. I like the place. I want it to be home again.”

“Me too,” I said.

“Then let’s make it happen.”

He reached down and picked up the soldier’s pistol. It was an automatic, like a Walther or a Glock.

“You know how to use that?” I asked.

Quinn shrugged. “Let’s hope I won’t get the chance to find out.”

We hurried down the porch steps and followed Tori’s route to the dock.

The boat with the red wheelhouse, the Tori Tickle, was tied up in front of the older boat with the navy blue wheelhouse, the Patricia. Tori was on board the Tori Tickle, preparing to get under way.

“Help me with these,” she commanded and started tossing over the lobster traps that were stacked to the stern. “We don’t need them to be slowing us down.”

Quinn and I caught the traps and stacked them on the dock. We had plenty of experience with lobster traps.

“Yeah,” Quinn said, scoffing. “The extra weight might keep these fine vessels from outrunning one of the Navy’s high-powered gunships.”

I didn’t laugh at the joke.

Neither did Tori. She stood with her hands on her hips, staring at Quinn.

“Sorry,” he said. “Just trying to keep it light.”

“Can you start those engines?” she asked.

“I think so,” Quinn replied.

“Then do it.”

Quinn gave me a quick look, rolled his eyes, and headed for the Patricia while I helped Tori offload the rest of the traps.

“I get Tori Tickle,” I said. “Who’s Patricia?”

Tori took a few seconds before she answered.

“My mother,” she finally said with no emotion.

“Oh.”

They say that it’s bad luck to change the name of a boat, but I couldn’t imagine keeping that particular name, bad luck or not. It would be a constant reminder of the person who had abandoned her family.

“It’s because my father still loves her,” Tori said. “In case you were wondering.”

“How do you feel?” I asked.

“I don’t,” was her quick answer.

It was not a good subject to get into on the verge of making a suicidal escape, so I dropped it. When we finished unloading the traps, Tori stood up and scanned the lagoon. Dusk had settled in. The sun was finally giving up the day.

“We gotta get going,” she said. “It should be dark enough by the time we clear the lagoon.”

Quinn fired up the engines of the Patricia and they caught with a throaty roar. Each of the boats had powerful twin diesels. They were built to be working boats, not speed burners. In spite of Quinn’s bad joke, we wouldn’t be outrunning any other ships, Navy or otherwise.

Tori jumped out of the Tori Tickle and walked back to the Patricia.

Quinn was at the wheel, tuning the engines. I was impressed. He actually looked as though he knew what he was doing. I could have handled the boat on my own just fine, but Quinn was right: I would have handled us right into getting lost.

Tori waved for him to come over.

“Dad always keeps the tanks topped off,” she said. “There’s more than enough fuel to get us to the mainland.”

“How should we do this?’ Quinn asked.

“We’ll go out first,” Tori explained. “Give us a five-minute head start. When I get to the mouth of the lagoon, I’ll head north for five minutes before turning west. You head south for a minute or two before making the turn.”

“So we’ll be what?” I asked. “About a mile apart?”

“More or less,” Tori replied. “Definitely within walkie-talkie range.”

Quinn said, “I don’t think we should use them unless there’s an emergency. They might be able to lock onto our band and track us.”

I hadn’t thought of that. Damn.

“Right,” I said.

Tori said, “If we both head due west from that point, I’m guessing you’ll hit land somewhere around the Portland Head Light. We’ll be north of that. Beach the boat. Not that it really matters, but try to hit sand. Or find a dock. I’d like to think my dad will get these back in one piece someday.”

“I’ll do my best,” Quinn assured her. “Then I’ll call you on the walkie.”

“What do we do from there?” I asked.

Quinn and Tori exchanged looks.

Tori said, “Let’s worry about that when we get there.”

Good point.

The three of us stood staring at one another. Up until that point, the idea that we were going to make our escape from the island was all theory. It had suddenly become a reality. We were about to try to sneak through a blockade enforced by the United States Navy. The only others who had tried were blown out of the water.

“This suddenly doesn’t seem like such a good idea,” I said, my stomach twisting.

“But it’s the only idea,” Quinn assured me. “We’ll make it. Keep your running lights off. Go slow and we’ll be on land sucking down a Moxie before soldier boy even gets out of the root cellar.”

I was glad that one of us was confident, even if it was for show.

“Good luck,” Tori said to Quinn.

There was an awkward moment where they weren’t sure if they should shake hands or hug. Tori finally took the lead and gave him a quick hug. Quinn actually looked over her shoulder and winked at me like I should be jealous. Dork.

“See you on shore,” he said.

“I’ll fire up the Tickle,” she said and jogged for the forward boat.

Quinn and I were left alone with an uncomfortable silence.

“Hell of a thing,” he finally said.

“Seriously,” I replied. “I, uh, I think what you’re doing is incredibly brave.”

“Yes. Yes it is,” he replied, matter-of-factly.

I had to chuckle.

“But you guys aren’t far behind,” he added.

“Maybe I should go with you,” I offered.

“Nah. She’s all tough talk, but she’s still a girl.”

“Yeah, a girl who took down a professional soldier. Jeez.”

“Really,” Quinn said, then added, “but you saw her afterward. She nearly lost it. I think she needs somebody steady to roll with.”

“And you don’t?”

“Nah,” Quinn said, scoffing. “I’ve got ice water in my veins…which is a saying I never understood. How would that work exactly?”

“I don’t know,” I said, chuckling.

I really would have preferred to go with my friend. The two of us stood there awkwardly, neither wanting to leave.

“I don’t know what to say, Quinn,” I finally got out. “I mean, I always talk about how much I like Pemberwick and a huge part of that has to do with you.”

“Okay, stop right there,” he said quickly. “I hear you. I feel the same way, but I’m not about to stage some dramatic farewell scene like we’re never going to see each other again. I’m serious. Even if we get caught, I don’t see them blowing us out of the water. They’ll board us, take over the boats, and bring us right back here, where we won’t be any worse off than we are right now. So let’s not get all weepy. We’ll either see each other on the mainland or on the deck of the U.S.S. Gotcherass.”

“Do you really believe that?” I asked.

Quinn stared at me for a good few seconds, then said, “Yeah. Of course I do.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I do too.”

Neither of us were telling the truth.

“Excellent. Now don’t go puttin’ moves on Tori out there in the dark.”

“I’ll try to control myself.”

We stood there for another long moment, putting off the inevitable.

“Let’s go!” Tori called.

A second later she fired up the engines of the Tori Tickle. Both boats were alive and humming, ready to take us on the next leg of our adventure. Or our escape. Or whatever it was we were doing.

“I’ll cast you off,” I said to Quinn.

He hopped back on board and I ran to the stern, unlooped the line from around the cleat, and tossed it on board. I then ran to the bow and unlashed the front line. I walked that one back and handed it to Quinn.

“There you go,” I said. “Good luck.”

“The Pemberwick Run, baby,” Quinn said.

I gave him a smile and watched him standing there for another full second. I don’t know why but I felt as though I wanted to remember that moment. Quinn was doing an incredibly brave and selfless thing by going alone.

“C’mon!” Tori called impatiently over the rumble of the engines.

I unlashed the stern line of the Tori Tickle, tossed it on the deck, then ran forward and released the bow line. Both boats were now drifting free in the pond. I jumped on board and stood behind Tori, who manned the large, chrome wheel.

“Nice and easy,” she said as she reached forward with both hands to grasp the dual engine throttles. She pushed both ahead gently and the engines rumbled louder.

We were under way.

I looked ahead through the Plexiglas windshield of the wheelhouse out to the horizon. It was still light but growing darker by the moment. That was good. By the time we maneuvered through the twists and turns of the lagoon to reach the ocean, it would be near dark. That’s when the real fun would begin. For a moment I let myself believe that everything would be okay. We would get away from the island and make it to the mainland without a problem. I didn’t want to think any further ahead than that. One step at a time. I settled in and took comfort in the familiar sounds of a rumbling engine and the far-off cry of seagulls.

My moment of optimism vanished when my eye caught something leaning against the console to Tori’s right. It was the shotgun. I hoped to God that we wouldn’t have to use it.

Tori stood straight at the wheel, her eyes focused on the course ahead. She had the brim of her USM cap pulled down low, though there was no sun to block anymore. It was probably out of habit. Or maybe that was just her style. Tori wasn’t exactly an open book. But she was an experienced sailor. She guided the Tori Tickle with confidence through the labyrinth of waterways that twisted through the marsh grass toward the sea. The tide was high, so I didn’t think there was much chance of grounding. At least we had that going for us. Still, she kept the small boat directly in the center of the narrow channel, just in case.

I caught the faint smell of lemons. It reminded me that, as confident as she was, part of her was self-conscious as well. It made me like her all the more, but at that moment I didn’t need her to be self-conscious. I needed her to be steely eyed and focused.

I glanced back to see the Patricia slowly drifting away from the dock. Quinn wouldn’t be following for another few minutes.

“I hope he knows the way out,” I said.

“He can follow our wake,” Tori said without breaking her focused gaze. “We hit this just right. There’s just enough light for me to navigate out of here and by the time we hit open water it’ll be dark.”

“Yeah,” I said. “We’re as good as home free.”

She gave me a quick, sharp glance. She didn’t appreciate my sarcasm.

The boat was a thirty-five-foot workhorse that was used for one purpose: catching lobsters. Quinn and I knew the routine all too well. There were empty bins on the deck behind the wheelhouse that normally held bait or the day’s catch. Bait would be put into a mesh bag and stuck in steel-cage traps. The traps would be lowered overboard and marked with a buoy. Every lobsterman had his own colors, so everyone knew whose was whose. After a few days, they’d travel back and haul them up with a winch to see how many dumb lobsters had wandered inside. They’d be measured to make sure they weren’t undersized and the lucky runts would be tossed back overboard. The bigger boys would have their claws strapped with rubber bands so they wouldn’t kill each other, and then they were all dumped into the deeper plastic bins that were filled with seawater to await the market and an eventual date with melted butter. The traps would be rebaited and dropped over to once again lie in wait. It was a Maine dance that had been going on forever. I couldn’t help but wonder if the tradition would continue on Pemberwick when things got back to normal.

Actually, I couldn’t help but wonder if things would get back to normal.

“You like lobstering?” I asked Tori, trying to make small talk that would take my mind off the steadily growing tension.

“If you had asked me that a couple of weeks ago, I would have told you how much I hated it.”

“And now?”

She shrugged. “Right now I’d give anything to be out here with my dad, just hauling out spiders. Funny how perspective changes things.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Perspective. Don’t it always seem to go that you don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone?”

Tori gave me a surprised look as if she were seeing me for the first time.

“That’s fairly profound,” she said sincerely.

I thought about taking the compliment and shutting up, but that wasn’t me. “It is,” I said. “And whoever wrote the song I stole the lyric from really knows what they’re talking about.”

I gave her a winning smile. She rolled her eyes and looked back ahead. So much for impressing her with my poetic observations on life.

“Keep an eye out,” she commanded.

As if on cue, I felt the boat rock as the V-shaped hull was buffeted by the surge of a wave. After chugging along for nearly ten minutes, we were one turn away from hitting the open ocean. I looked back to see the vague, gray shape of the Patricia’s wheelhouse making its way along the same route we had just taken. Quinn looked to be exactly five minutes behind us and finding his way without a problem. Ahead of us was the unknown. I ducked out of the wheelhouse and looked up to see stars appearing in the rapidly darkening sky. We had timed it perfectly. Tori wheeled us to starboard, skirted the last scrub-choked outcropping of sand, and gently pushed the throttles forward to help break us away from Pemberwick’s grasp. We motored through a protected cove where the surf was minimal. Still, I felt the Tori Tickle rise and fall on a wave as if we were being lifted up and given a gentle nudge that would send us on our way.

“And here we go,” I said without thinking.

We were officially in harm’s way. I scanned the horizon, hoping not to see any patrolling Navy vessels. If there was a destroyer waiting outside the cove, our journey would have been a short one. But there were no ships to be seen. I looked back to Pemberwick, scanning for any sign of a missile-carrying helicopter. The sky was clear. We had already gotten further than the cigarette boat had.

“I’ll get us out of the cove before heading north.” She looked at me and added, “Don’t want to run aground.”

It was a dig over what I had done with the Willards’ boat a few months before, but I didn’t call her on it.

She kept the running lights off and the engine throttled down. I wanted to lean forward and jam both throttles to the max to pile on the speed and get away from there, but knew that could be a fatal mistake. The whole plan was to move as quietly as possible and slip under their radar—perhaps literally.

The cove was on the western shore of Pemberwick, the side that faced the mainland. That was huge. If we had had to circumvent the island, we would have certainly run into one of the Navy ships. As it was, we only had to travel a straight line. It was five miles from shore to shore.

Five really long miles.

Tori spun the chrome wheel, turning us to starboard and on to a northbound course that would run us parallel to shore. I would have preferred that we just kept going west, but the whole point was to put some distance between Quinn and us. We’d be headed west soon enough. At least that’s what I kept telling myself.

The sea was calm, as predicted. At least seasickness wouldn’t be an issue, unlike the last time I had been out on the ocean when we traveled by ferry to my ass-kicking at Greely High.

I looked west to see the hazy outline of the mainland. It seemed much closer than five miles but that’s how it worked over the water. Distances always appeared smaller than they actually were. It was far enough away that I couldn’t make out any lights. The area where we would land was fairly remote anyway. It wasn’t like Portland was right there. Once we hit land, we’d have to find our way to the city. It was a problem I hoped we’d get the chance to face.

“Enough,” Tori announced. “Let’s get outta here.”

She was as anxious as I was. We hadn’t been traveling north for anywhere near five minutes but I didn’t complain. The longer we stayed near Pemberwick, the better the chance of being spotted from shore. Tori spun the wheel and we turned again, back on our original heading, due west. The island was behind us, the mainland ahead. I wondered if I would be able to hold my breath for the entire five miles.

“You see anything?” Tori asked, as if I would have kept it to myself if I had.

“Nothing,” I replied.

I kept moving my gaze from side to side, scanning up and down the coast for any signs of a Navy vessel. I didn’t think they’d be hard to spot. They had no reason to be out there with their running lights off, like us. At one point I thought I saw a single light bobbing far north of us, but couldn’t tell for sure if it was a ship, or a star reflecting in the water. I chose not to sound the alarm, not that we could have done anything about it, anyway.

“I don’t see Quinn either,” I said as I gazed south.

“Good,” Tori replied. “That means nobody else can either.”

We traveled in silence for several minutes. It was excruciating. I kept expecting to hear the shrill whine of a missile that was headed our way, or the bright floodlights from a Navy destroyer that had spotted us. Instead, there was nothing but the low, steady growl of the twin diesels and the lapping of the dark sea against our hull.

I stood right next to Tori and whispered, “Are we there yet?”

It was a joke. She didn’t find it funny.

“We’ve gone about a mile,” she whispered back.

We were both whispering for fear that the sound of our voices would carry over the water.

“A mile is good,” I whispered. “Two miles would be better.”

Pemberwick was shrinking behind us. I wondered how tight the naval blockade was. They had to be fairly close in order to spot any boats trying to leave. It wouldn’t make sense for them to hang too far back. That would only increase the area they had to monitor. My spirits started to rise. Was it possible? Could we have done it?

I stared south, trying to spot Quinn, but there wasn’t enough light. Again, that was good news. Visibility was low. By complete dumb luck we may have taken off on the perfect night. I fought the urge to grab the walkie-talkie and call him.

“What’s that?” Tori asked, listening.

I didn’t hear anything but the engines.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“Listen,” she commanded.

I did—and immediately heard it. An alien sound cut through the rumbling of the diesels. It was a sound I’d heard before. It sent a chill up my spine.

Tori said, “It sounds like—”

“Music,” I said, finishing her thought.

I instantly looked skyward.

“I’ve heard that before,” she declared.

I held my hand up to quiet her. It was the same sound we had heard on the bluffs the night the shadow exploded. It was a single, sustained note that could have been coming from some celestial instrument.

Only this time I sensed a slight difference.

“There’s more than one,” I declared.

The single voice was joined by another. And another. It was like a heavenly orchestra, with each instrument playing different notes that slowly grew louder…as if they were coming closer.

“Kill the engine,” I demanded.

Tori reacted quickly and shut down both engines. With nothing but the sounds of the open ocean to compete, the musical notes became more distinct. I scanned the sky but saw only stars.

“Is it the same thing?” Tori asked.

“Sure sounds like it.”

Tori ran to the stern and gazed out over the water.

“I don’t see anything at water level,” she declared.

The notes grew louder. I couldn’t tell how many were joining in. Five? Ten? A hundred? There was nothing threatening about them, except for the fact that they existed at all—and that they were growing closer.

“Maybe it’s the SYLO navy,” Tori offered.

“There they are!”

I exclaimed, pointing to the sky.

It was the same as before. A single shadow sailed high above, headed west. When it passed over us, the sustained note reached a peak and then dissipated as it moved west toward the mainland.

“So it wasn’t a boat,” Tori said, spellbound.

“And it’s not alone,” I added.

Another shadow sailed overhead, followed by another. The only time we could see them was when they blotted out the light from the stars as they crossed over us.

“Are they giant bats?” Tori asked.

“Giant musical exploding bats?” I replied skeptically. “That carry cargo?”

All of them were the same size and shape, like stingrays with no tails. They each traveled in a straight line with no obvious mechanical movement or engine sound to reveal how they were staying aloft. It was hard to tell how big they were because I couldn’t judge their altitude. If they were close, then they weren’t big at all. They could have been the size of dinner plates. But if they were far away and high in the sky, they were massive. I couldn’t judge their thickness either. All we could see in the dark were two-dimensional black shapes—shapes that floated by while playing musical notes.

“Are we hearing their engines?” I asked. “Is that what’s making the music?”

“I don’t know, but there are hundreds of them,” Tori said in awe.

A crackling voice came through the walkie-talkie. “Are you seeing this?”

It was Quinn. I grabbed the device and squeezed the talk button.

“Yes. Just like the other night,” I said.

“Maybe they’re angels,” Quinn responded.

I looked to Tori. She frowned.

“Be serious,” I called back. “And keep the air clear. We don’t want to be tracked.”

“I guess it could be SYLO,” Tori said. “Maybe they’re some kind of reconnaissance drones.”

“Then they’re not looking for us,” I announced. “Or they suck.”

Tori said, “But if they’re SYLO, it raises another scary possibility.”

“What’s that?”

“The explosion, the wreckage, and the Ruby. Does that mean SYLO was bringing the Ruby to Pemberwick Island?”

I snapped a quick look to her. “I don’t want to even think of that possibility.”

She shrugged. “Just sayin’. If they’re military, then they might really be from SYLO. And if the thing that exploded was full of the Ruby…”

She let her voice trail off.

Quinn called, “That’s the last of ’em.”

The sky was clear again, with nothing but twinkling stars shining down on us, unobstructed.

Quinn continued, “Let’s keep on going and—whoa, look!”

Without seeing where he was looking, I had no idea what he was talking about.

Tori did. She pointed toward the mainland.

“There,” she declared.

The sky over the mainland was lighting up, backlighting the contour of the horizon. It was a spectacular light show that stretched to either side but seemed concentrated over the area near Portland. There was no sound, only light. The colors were brilliant, as if a rainbow was erupting in the sky that was even more dramatic than the explosion we had seen weeks before. It looked like the aurora borealis had descended on the coast of Maine.

“Is there some holiday light show happening in Portland?” Quinn called over the walkie.

I keyed the talk switch but didn’t say a word. I couldn’t think of any.

The stunning lights silhouetted the swarm of black shadows that flew toward shore. There were too many to count. They flew together, as if—

“It’s a formation,” Tori said with a gasp. “They’re coordinated. Are they creating those lights?”

I had no answer. We floated there, watching the light show for several minutes. Unlike my earlier sighting of the mysterious shadow, there were no flashes of light that came from the ocean. The impossible display had momentarily made us forget our own dire situation…until reality came flooding back.

“I got trouble,” Quinn announced over the walkie.

“What?” I called.

“I killed the engines so I could hear the shadows and now I can’t start ’em up again. I think maybe they’re flooded.”

I looked at Tori and said, “We gotta get out of here. If we’re seeing this, so is the Navy, and they might come to investigate.”

“Damn,” Tori snarled and grabbed the walkie to talk to Quinn. “You may have a gas fume buildup. Put the throttles in neutral and run the electric bilge blower. It’s the silver toggle to the right of the ignition. Do you see it?”

We waited. I couldn’t take my eyes off the mainland and the spectacular light show.

“Quinn?” she called.

“I got it,” he replied. “The blower’s working. How long will this take?”

“I don’t know. Maybe five minutes. Be patient. When you crank it, don’t do it for any more than ten seconds or you’ll flood it again.”

“Understood,” was Quinn’s response. “What the hell is going on over there?”

The light show not only continued, it grew more dramatic, rising high into the sky and blotting out the stars above Portland.

“What about us?” I asked, nodding toward the throttles.

Tori cranked the ignition and the engine fired. The second started just as easily.

“Maybe we should go get Quinn,” she said.

I kept staring at the mainland as if hypnotized by the display. I don’t know how long we floated there. Minutes? Many minutes?

“Tucker? Are we going after Quinn?”

A shrieking sound tore through the sky. There was nothing musical about it. The sound was so painfully deafening that we had to cover our ears. We both fell to the deck and dared to look up to the sky to see…

“Fighters,” I cried.

Four fighter planes, also silhouetted against the stars but much more recognizable as military aircraft, tore over us, headed in the same direction as the shadows. They traveled in formation for several more seconds, then broke apart. One went left, another right. The two in the middle stayed the course, headed straight for the shadows. We could see them easily because of the backdrop of flashing lights over the mainland.

“What the hell is going on?” was all I could say.

My answer came quickly. The fighter jets opened fire on the shadows.

“It’s a dogfight!” Tori screamed.

The fighter jets started launching missiles that blasted from beneath their wings and tore into the formation of shadows. Several were hit and exploded in the air, erupting into spectacular fireballs similar to the one we had seen near Tori’s house. Some splashed into the ocean; others crashed and erupted on land.

Another four fighter jets arrived and bore into the fight. They swooped in and out in an aerial ballet that would have been fascinating to watch if it had been some CGI movie.

When the fighter jets arrived, we got more of a perspective on the shadows. They weren’t dinner-sized plates at all. They were nearly as large as the fighter planes—plenty big enough to be carrying a pilot or two. Or a load of the Ruby.

I grabbed the walkie and yelled to Quinn, “We gotta go. Crank the engine again.”

We waited, glued to the aerial battle that was playing out over Portland, Maine.

“No good,” Quinn called back. “It’s starting to smoke and—no! I’ve got a fire!”

Tori grabbed the walkie and shouted, “There’s an extinguisher aft of the wheelhouse.”

I was torn between worrying about Quinn and the impossible air war. As we floated halfway between Pemberwick Island and the mainland, we had no idea who was attacking and who was defending or who was who, for that matter. The fighters were all about taking out the shadow craft, but there was no way to know what the strange shadows were or what they were doing. After what we’d seen from the military on Pemberwick, I wasn’t so sure who were the good guys and who were the bad guys.

Up until that moment, the shadow craft were being shot out of the sky without putting up a fight.

That didn’t last.

A laser-like white light streaked from three of the shadow craft at the exact same moment. All were focused on a fighter. The three lights hit the jet—and the plane vanished.

There was no explosion. No flash of light. No fire. No sound. The plane glowed for an instant and disappeared.

I fell to my knees on the deck, realizing that I had just once again witnessed death…along with a deadly technology unlike anything I had ever heard of.

“Did you see that?” Quinn screamed over the walkie.

I think I was in shock. I couldn’t move, or think. I kept staring at the mainland and saw the same scene play over and over. Three shadow craft would target a fighter, hit it with multiple streaks of light, and the fighter would disappear. One by one the fighters were being picked off. They continued to do damage, splashing several of the shadow craft with their missiles, but it was clear that it would only be a matter of time before every last fighter was evaporated.

Tori’s head was clearer than mine. She went for the boat’s ship-to-shore radio—the same radio we didn’t dare use in case we would give away our position. That fear had been replaced by a much greater one. She flipped on the power and the radio hummed to life.

“Who are you trying to call?” I asked.

“Nobody. Somebody might be on the air to say what’s going on.”

She spun through the frequencies, searching for a call. A voice. Anything. What we got back was a garble of static and confusion. Multiple voices seemed to be screaming over one another. It was such a mess that nothing understandable came through.

It was the same with every other frequency. All we could hear, loud and clear, was something horrifyingly unmistakable—the frantic sounds of panic.

Tori gave me a grave look. “Are we at war?” she asked.

“Who is ‘we’? And who would we be at war with?”

“I can’t find the extinguisher,” Quinn yelled over the walkie. “The fire’s spreading.”

I forced myself to focus. “We gotta get him. Jeez, we’ve already waited too long.”

“We’re coming,” Tori shouted at the walkie. “What’s your position?”

“I don’t know!” Quinn called back. “Somewhere south of you.”

“There!” I yelled. I saw a faint flicker of light on the water that had to be the fire. “Let’s go!”

Tori hit the throttles, the engines roared, and we were on our way. All thoughts of stealth were gone. What we were witnessing over the mainland made the quarantine of Pemberwick Island seem trivial.

As we roared closer to the burning boat that held Quinn, I kept staring at the sky over the far shore. There were only two fighters left. Each launched missiles that took out a shadow craft, but there were too many of the mysterious planes. Unless the fighters flew off, they wouldn’t be in the air much longer. They wouldn’t be anywhere for much longer.

Tori screamed.

I spun to look ahead of us to see a massive black creature rising up out of the water between us and Quinn’s boat. The light from the boat fire was soon blocked as the enormous black shape rose up like some monster from the deep—and kept coming.

“Turn!” I bellowed and grabbed the wheel.

Together we spun it hard and fishtailed into a turn to starboard without easing back on the throttles. I didn’t know what it was in front of us. I didn’t care. All I wanted to do was avoid hitting it.

“Guys! Get me outta here!” Quinn shouted over the walkie.

I heard the desperation in his voice, and it terrified me—even more so than the rising monster. Tori got her wits back and kept control of the boat. We spun clear of the leviathan until we could once again see Quinn’s boat.

The wheelhouse was ablaze. Quinn stood on the stern, waving his arms.

That’s when I heard the music return.

Tori and I looked up to see several of the flying black craft headed our way.

“We’re coming!” I shouted into the walkie.

“I’m bailing out before this thing explodes,” Quinn shouted back.

“Go,” I yelled. “We’ll pick you up and—”

Three white laser streaks flashed out of the sky. All were focused on the Patricia.

“Jump!” I screamed into the walkie. “Get off the boat!”

The last image I saw of Quinn Carr was him stepping up onto the deck rail to jump into the water…too late.

The beams hit the boat, there was a quick burst of light, and then it was gone. The fire. The boat. Quinn.

Tori pulled back on the throttles. There was no longer a need to hurry.

“My God,” was all she managed to say.

We stood there watching the dark sea where the Patricia had once been. I kept expecting to see it reappear. Or to hear Quinn’s voice over the walkie. Neither of those things happened.

“No,” I said numbly. “No, no, no!”

I grabbed the walkie and screamed, “Quinn! Come in! Quinn!”

I was so out of my mind I don’t think I was even pressing the talk button. It didn’t matter anyway. We were close enough to the spot where the boat had been that Quinn would have heard my screams even without the walkie-talkie. I threw the walkie to the deck and leaned out over the rail.

“Quinn!” I cried. To nothing.

Tori came up behind me and held my arms.

“He can’t hear you,” she said, crying.

“Yes, he can,” I shouted. “He could be in the water. He could be out there.”

There was a rumbling, and then a sharp whoosh sound that came from our left. I barely had the will to look and see what it could be. I was aware of two eruptions coming from underwater, followed by a roar and the sight of two streaking cylinders. Missiles. They flashed into the sky toward the flying shadows that had targeted Quinn.

They found their mark. Two of the flying shadows exploded above us and crashed into the sea not fifty yards from where we were floating. The third escaped.

That solved the mystery of the rising leviathan. We were hit with a bright searchlight. I didn’t even bother to raise my hand to shield my eyes.

“Attention,” came an amplified voice. “Are you armed?”

Armed? We had just witnessed an aerial war using unheard-of weapons and this guy wanted to know if a couple of kids in a lobster boat were armed?

Tori was more together than I was. She grabbed the shotgun and threw it over the side.

“Prepare to be boarded,” came the voice.

The dark, massive shape that had risen up before us loomed closer and I now saw it for what it was. It was a conning tower. The giant sea beast was a submarine. Painted boldly beneath the bridge was a logo.

SYLO.

My best friend was dead. His adventure was over.

But ours was only beginning.


EIGHTEEN

My head hurt.

That was the first conscious thought I’d had since staring up at the giant SYLO logo on the side of the submarine. After that, everything had gone black. What had happened? Had I been shot? Knocked out? Drugged? Or was I dead? Dead probably wasn’t an option. Not that I had any experience with the afterlife, but I didn’t think being dead involved having a pounding headache.

I opened my eyes, I think. It was hard to tell because it was dark. I was lying on a thin mattress that didn’t do much to cushion the hard floor. A quick check of my body showed no injuries. The only thing that hurt was my head.

And my heart.

Quinn was dead. It was hard to imagine, let alone accept.

His last moments were the ones that kept playing in my head. It was like a horror movie on an endless loop. Three converging streaks of light hit the Patricia and…did what? Vaporized it along with my best friend? There was no sound. No explosion. No cry of surprise or agony. One second the boat was there, the next it wasn’t. It simply disappeared—along with Quinn. I couldn’t even kick my brain into searching for explanations. All I could do was dwell on the fact that Quinn was gone. He had made a selfless decision to fly solo. If he hadn’t, all three of us might be dead. The attack could just as easily have been directed at the Tori Tickle.

Could I have saved him? What if I had gone with him instead of Tori? Could I have gotten the engine started and put the fire out? If I had been there, we might have been under way and out of there before the shadow planes arrived. But I wasn’t there. I was on the other boat. The second Quinn put out the SOS about the fire, we should have gone for him. But we didn’t. Tori asked me to. I remembered that. But I was too caught up with the light show over the mainland to worry about a little thing like my best friend needing me. What if I had been just a little more selfless? Would he still be around? I’d have to live with that guilt for the rest of my life.

Quinn had always talked about one day leaving the island to do something important, something that would be remembered. As far as I was concerned, he had done just that. He had saved our lives—and sacrificed his own to do it.

“Tori?” I called out.

All I got back was the sound of my own voice. It seemed as though I was in a small room on land. That much I figured because there was no rocking motion. I reached out and banged my knuckles into a wall. Fighting the kettledrum-like pounding between my ears, I managed to sit up and lean my back against the solid surface.

“Hey,” I yelled. “I’m awake.”

Soon after, a bright light flashed on, blinding me. Squinting against its glow, I looked to see the silhouette of someone standing ten feet away.

“How are you feeling?” the silhouette asked.

I was feeling horrible and hearing that voice made me feel even worse.

It was Granger.

“Where am I?”

“In the SYLO compound,” was his simple answer.

“Why am I hurting?”

“You were tranquilized,” he said matter-of-factly. “The discomfort will pass.”

Discomfort? That was a nice way of describing a pain that felt like I was being thumped by a sledgehammer…not to mention the anguish over having lost my best friend.

“Where is Tori Sleeper?” I asked.

“In the same situation as you,” was his reply.

“What situation is that?”

“That is what I would like to know,” he said. “Why were you out on the water?”

“I want to talk to my parents.”

“You will first answer my questions. Why were you out on the water?”

“To get away from here,” I shouted angrily. “And from you. Why else?”

“To what purpose?” he asked, emotionless.

“Purpose?” I repeated, incredulous. “We’re prisoners and you’re the warden. I saw you hunt down and kill people. How many others did you take out? Why? To contain some mysterious virus that doesn’t even exist? And you killed my best friend. The only thing he did wrong was look for the truth.”

My tirade had no impact on Granger. He glanced down at a tablet computer he was holding and said, “You are familiar with Kent Berringer?”

“Why?”

“What is your relationship to him?”

“We’re on the same football team. What’s the big deal?”

Granger stepped forward into a light that allowed me to see his face. His cold eyes were locked on me. There was no humor or sympathy coming from this guy.

“How long have you known him?”

“I don’t know. A while. My father works for his family. Why are you asking? Is he okay?”

Granger looked back down to his tablet.

“Tell me about the man known as Feit,” he said coolly.

“No!” I shouted and struggled to get to my feet. “First you tell me what the hell is happening here. I just saw a war in the sky and whatever was flying around up there killed Quinn with a weapon like I never knew existed. Why don’t you tell me. Who are you? What is SYLO? And what is really happening on Pemberwick?”

Granger stared at his tablet as if he hadn’t heard a word I’d said.

“You sampled a substance you call the Ruby, is that correct?”

I started walking toward Granger.

“Do my parents work with you? Do they know what’s going on here? Do Quinn’s parents? Do they know that he’s dead because of you? Who gets to tell them? I hope it’s you.”

I charged toward Granger. It was idiotic, but I was out of my mind. To me, he was responsible for the entire nightmare that had gripped my home and killed my friend. I wanted to hit him. Maybe wrap my hands around his throat and squeeze until he told me the truth. I wanted to see fear in his cold eyes. I suppose I should have realized how foolish a move that was, especially because he stayed focused on his tablet and didn’t even brace to protect himself. When he didn’t react, I had a fleeting thought that my move was a complete surprise and that I might actually have a chance against him.

The thought ended abruptly when I ran full speed into a hard, clear surface. I slammed my shoulder and was knocked backward. For my effort I was rewarded with a sore shoulder to go along with my aching head.

Granger was standing on the opposite side of protective glass. He looked down at me over his tablet with no sympathy.

“You will be moved to more comfortable quarters,” he said, simply stating fact. “I trust that you will control your impulses or you will find yourself back in here. Alone.”

“You killed him!” I shouted. I was trying to hold back tears but it was a losing battle. “He was a good guy. He got nothing but straight As in school. He read every book he could get his hands on and he liked every one of them. He was the smartest guy I know. He made me laugh. And now he’s dead. Why? Why are people dying? What are you doing here?”

Granger stared at me with no emotion as I blathered on.

“We’ll talk again when you are in control of yourself,” he said. The light behind him went out and the room went black.

I slid down to the floor, crying and gasping for breath.

“Granger!” I screamed for no better reason than to let out my frustration.

I was back in the dark, in every way. I’ve heard about people “hitting bottom” and hoped I’d never have the experience. Lying there hurting, having lost my best friend and everything else to do with my life made me think the bottom was actually being hit because I couldn’t imagine anything lower.

I sat there for a few minutes, crying. Why not? I didn’t care who was watching or what they thought about me. I guess that’s what happens on the bottom. Once I let my emotions take over, my sorrow and self-pity were slowly replaced by another more powerful emotion. Anger. These people had come to my island and taken over our lives. What did any of us do to deserve that? Nothing. We were victims. We all were. Yet Quinn was executed. Yeah, I’ll use that word. Executed. We were in a war. We didn’t ask for it, yet we were in the middle of it. But who were we fighting? SYLO? That was just the Navy. The military needs orders and a mission. Did that come from Granger? He was calling the shots but it was dumb to think that he was solely responsible for the nightmare. He was taking orders too. But from whom? He had the backing of the president of the United States. Richard E. Neff. Was he the villain here? That was too much to get my head around. I had to stay focused on what I knew, and what I knew was Granger. He may not have been acting alone but he was in charge. Granger was the enemy.

That was something I could understand.

As I sat on the floor in that dark room, lost in rage and confusion and sorrow, I made a decision. I couldn’t just wish for the trouble to go away and for my life to return to normal. I couldn’t hope that my parents would tell me the truth and it would all make sense and somehow go away. That wasn’t going to happen…unless I made it happen. We were in a war. I had made a decision. I was going to fight. For me, for my old life, and for my best friend.

I promised myself that someday, somehow, Granger would pay for Quinn’s death. I owed my friend that much.

I don’t know how long I sat there in the dark. A couple of minutes? An hour? It was long enough to get back some control. I couldn’t let my emotions rule my actions. I had to be as cold as Granger. Every move I made had to be calculated while taking one step at a time—and I knew what that first step had to be….

I had to escape.

I had to make another Pemberwick Run.

A door opened, flooding the room with light. Standing there was a SYLO soldier with a pistol in a holster on his hip.

“Come with me,” he commanded and stepped back outside.

I struggled to my feet, fighting the pain of my bruises and the residual effect of whatever it was that had knocked me out. I saw that the wall I had run into was a mirror. A two-way mirror. Was Granger still watching me? I didn’t care. I staggered toward the door on stiff legs and stepped out into bright sunlight.

The dark room was actually a small stand-alone hut. It was one in a long line of similar prefab wooden huts with no windows that had been erected along the par-5 sixth fairway of the Oak Hills Golf Course. I wondered how many of the other huts were occupied by prisoners of SYLO…and if Tori might be one of them.

Looking out onto the fairway, I saw what looked like a pleasant fall afternoon. People were scattered everywhere. Some lay on their backs, soaking up the sun. A few jogged. A couple of elderly folks sat on benches, just staring into space. It could have passed for a typical day in a town park, except for the high chain-link fence topped off with a coil of razor wire that circled the perimeter.

This was the recreation yard of a prison.

Armed SYLO soldiers were stationed everywhere, silently watching the inmates.

“Follow me,” my escort said.

He led me along the row of huts toward the north end of the fairway. As we walked I stared out at the people, wondering why they were there. Had they crossed Granger too? Did they know too much, just like me? I saw no obvious link between any of them. There were older folks, both men and women, and some as young as me. I recognized a few people who lived on the island, but most were strangers. That wasn’t odd since so many off-islanders had stayed to enjoy the warmer-than-usual autumn and were trapped because of the quarantine. I guarantee they all wished they had cut their vacations shorter.

Everyone wore their own clothing. There was no “prison garb” that would have helped to complete the image of a prisoner-of-war camp. It was odd to see everyone dressed in casual vacation clothing like shorts and T-shirts and sandals. A few even wore tennis whites, as if they had been plucked off the courts. There was only one thing they all seemed to have in common: They were all alone. There were no couples talking or strolling. Nobody playing catch. No groups sharing conversation. From what I could tell, all of these people were on their own.

“Through here,” the soldier commanded as he opened up a gate in the fence.

I was about to step through when my eye caught something that froze me.

Kent Berringer was standing on the far side of the compound, staring at me. He must have been watching me walk the whole length of the fairway. I should have felt it sooner because the heat of his gaze was that intense. The last time I’d seen him, he was pissed, thinking I’d turned him and his parents in to SYLO for using the Ruby. I hadn’t, but that didn’t matter to him. He’d wanted to take my head off and from the look he was giving me, he still did. At least he was alive and looking somewhat normal. The effects of the Ruby were gone.

I didn’t wave to him or acknowledge his presence. Not because I wanted to continue our feud, but because Granger was so interested in our relationship. That couldn’t have been a random question he asked. I figured I had to be careful around Kent Berringer for all sorts of reasons.

The soldier led me through a narrow walkway between two fences until we were let through a gate on the far side and into another section of the SYLO base. What was once a driving range was now occupied by large, temporary structures that gave the area the feel of an instant city. The place was teeming with soldiers and civilians alike. When did all these people arrive? They must have been transported to the island from the naval ships at night.

The civilians all seemed to have purpose, hurrying between buildings. They wore red jumpsuits with a four-inch SYLO logo over their hearts. Most carried papers, clipboards, and tablet computers that they read while walking. It was a wonder that there weren’t any collisions. There were no smiles. No laughs. It was all tense and urgent. Everyone was busy; nobody seemed happy.

The soldiers weren’t as busy. They were watchful…and armed.

A truck was being unloaded that was stacked with large crates, all with the SYLO logo stenciled on the outside. It seemed like there was a steady flow of deliveries coming in from the mainland. There had to be. How else would the people of Pemberwick be fed? I watched as one large wooden crate was cracked open and saw that it contained smaller boxes with markings that indicated what each held. I saw: Wheat Cereal, Light Bulbs, Hand Soap, and Marshmallows. Marshmallows? Like it was important to bring in marshmallows to a prison camp? Whatever. The variety of stuff made it seem as though SYLO had been doing some damage at Walmart.

I was led into the one and only building that had been there before the occupation—the clubhouse. It was a big old white structure that had probably been around since the turn of the last century. It was a place where the wealthier residents of Pemberwick Island socialized, along with the type of visitors who stayed at the Blackbird Inn. The kind of people Tori hated. The place was all polished wood and overstuffed leather furniture with oil paintings of whaling ships on the walls and beautiful scale-model ships inside glass cases.

Normally it was crowded with men wearing navy blazers or loud golf clothes and women in tennis outfits but those people were nowhere to be seen. Instead, the place was overrun by SYLO soldiers and civilians. The antique furniture in the large sitting room was gone, replaced by rows of steel desks. Each one was occupied by a soldier or civilian busily filling out paperwork or talking on a cell phone.

I was led past the front desk and down a flight of stairs. Our journey ended in the men’s locker room, where a few temporary walls had been set up to create a makeshift doctor’s examination room. There was a padded table with sanitary paper stretched along its length next to a counter with a sink. No sooner had I entered the room than three men wearing medical-looking white lab coats arrived.

“We need to do a thorough exam,” the first guy announced. “Please try to relax. Your cooperation will make this a simple process.”

I looked at the soldier, who gave me a blank stare that said, “Do exactly what he says or I’ll hurt you.”

“Whatever,” I replied.

What followed was an experience that gave new meaning to the word “thorough.” The three of these guys operated quickly and efficiently, as if they’d done this several times before—that same day. They didn’t ask me a single question and barely spoke to each other. They weren’t interested in my opinion, they were gathering data. While one entered the information into a laptop, the other two proceeded to take me apart. They began with the usual poking, prodding, deep breathing, eye-looking, tongue-depressing stuff that comes with a normal exam. It quickly evolved into something more annoying. Using long cotton swabs they took samples from every orifice I owned. The worst wasn’t what you’d expect. One guy came at me with two swabs on the ends of long, wooden sticks. He grabbed my forehead then jammed them both up my nose, one in each nostril. He pushed them so high I thought they would hit the top of my skull. The only good thing I can say about it was that it was quick. Each sample was put into its own plastic bag, sealed, marked, and placed on a tray.

They also took blood samples. Lots of them. I don’t know how many vials they filled, but it made me wonder how much blood they were leaving behind for me to use. I didn’t say a word the whole time. I didn’t want them to know how freaked out I was.

After the physical abuse in the exam room, I was taken down the corridor into a room with a huge device that looked like a human-size donut.

“MRI,” the one examiner said. “It’s a scan. There’s no discomfort.”

Fine. So long as they didn’t go sticking swabs where they didn’t belong, I didn’t care what they scanned. I was strapped down onto a table so I couldn’t move, then slid into the donut. The whole process took about twenty minutes and didn’t hurt at all. When I was pulled out, the examiners were gone. The soldier wasn’t.

“You’re done,” he said and led me out of the building.

I guess you could say that I felt violated. I wondered if the experience was anything like what those people said they went through after being abducted by aliens. There had been far too much probing going on. They gave me no clue as to what they were looking for or why they were being so thorough, but it made me wonder if we had been wrong about the Pemberwick virus. Granger knew that I knew it was bogus, so then why go through the motions of examining me like that? Was there really something scary that they were looking for? The whole process ended up leaving me more confused than I had been before.

While my anger grew.

The soldier led me out of the clubhouse, past the driving range, and back to the recreation fairway.

“You’ll be called to dinner at seventeen hundred hours,” he said perfunctorily. “After that you will be assigned a bunk.”

“Any chance of you telling me why I’m here?” I asked.

The soldier ignored me, left through the gate, and locked it behind him.

“Guess not,” I said to nobody.

I had no idea of what to do so I wandered around aimlessly, trying to think. I needed a plan. Finding Tori was key. I had to hope that she was being kept somewhere on the same compound. I had the horrible thought that something may have happened to her out on the water but I forced those ideas away. It wouldn’t do any good to stress over something that might not be true. I also had to do all I could not to think about Quinn because as soon as my thoughts went to him, my heart started beating faster and my head started to spin. I couldn’t let that happen. I had to think clearly, so I did my best to lock Quinn away in a remote part of my brain.

It was strange walking along the perfectly mowed and manicured fairway. This was a place for fun, not for holding criminals. I tried to make eye contact with the other prisoners, but everyone was making a distinct effort to avoid any interaction. My guess was that they were all just as angry and confused as I was and felt it was better to keep to themselves. Or maybe they were all plotting their own escape.

The sound of an incoming helicopter broke the silence. I looked up to see a chopper skim the treetops, headed toward the opposite end of the recreation compound. With nothing better to do, I picked up the pace and made it to the fence on the far side. Beyond was a landing pad with a windsock. I watched as the helicopter hovered and landed softly. A soldier ran up to slide open the door and the new arrivals began jumping out.

There were a few older soldiers who were probably officers, followed by two men wearing business suits. The suits were incongruous with anything I’d seen before. What were these guys dressed up for? A board meeting? I was about to turn and walk away when the last guy jumped out—and I did a double take. It didn’t seem possible, but there was no mistake.

It was my father.

He carried a thick briefcase (like I’d never seen before) and was talking animatedly to the guys in suits. He wasn’t wearing a suit himself—he had on his usual khakis and polo shirt. Between the whine of the rotors and the fact that he was a good fifty yards away, I couldn’t hear what he was saying. It didn’t matter. I was staring at proof positive that my father was working with SYLO. It took all I had not to scream. Or cry. Or puke.

“Just keeps on getting more interesting, doesn’t it?” came a voice from behind me.

I turned quickly to come face to face with Kent. He, too, was staring at my father while casually tossing a white Wiffle ball into the air and catching it.

“Turn back around,” he barked.

I did what I was told. I was too surprised to do anything else. I faced the fence and the helicopter beyond. Kent stood several feet behind me, facing the same way.

He said, “We don’t want them to think we’re talking…unless you’re with them now.”

“If I were with them, would I be on this side of the fence?” I asked.

I glanced around to see that several other people had gathered near the fence to watch the helicopter. It was the only game in town at the moment and better than staring at grass.

“So your father is with them,” he said.

“I…I don’t know,” I said over my shoulder. “It looks like it.”

“You didn’t know?” Kent asked.

“Not at first, but I wondered. Now I know. I didn’t turn you in, Kent.”

“I know. I was out of my head.”

“Why did your parents take the Ruby?” I asked.

“They were afraid. They thought there would be riots and the Blackbird would be looted. They were protecting their property.”

“They got it from Feit?” I asked.

“Who else?”

“How are they?”

Kent didn’t answer right away. I thought he might have walked away but a quick look back showed me that he was still there.

“My mother is fine, I think,” he finally said. “I haven’t seen her in a while. They keep us separate.”

“What about your father?”

“Dead,” was his simple, emotionless answer.

I turned quickly without thinking.

“Turn around,” he demanded again, through clenched teeth.

I turned back to the helipad. Dad was still in an animated discussion with the suits.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“Why? It wasn’t your fault.”

“I tried to escape,” I said. “To get off the island and tell people what’s going on here.”

If he was surprised, he didn’t show it. “Yeah? And how did that work out for you?” he said, back to his usual sarcastic self.

I ignored the obnoxious comment and said, “There were three of us. I don’t know what happened to Tori Sleeper. My guess is she’s here somewhere. But Quinn is dead.”

“Quinn who?”

I spun back to him. I didn’t care what he or anybody else thought about it.

“Quinn Carr,” I barked. “You know exactly who he is. Don’t pretend you don’t. He doesn’t deserve that because he died trying to help the people on Pemberwick.”

I expected some backpedaling from Kent. What I got instead was unexpected. He had tears in his eyes. I realized then that bold, arrogant Kent Berringer had also reached bottom and was barely holding it together. I turned back around to give him some space.

“They’re watching us,” he said, his voice cracking. “That’s why we’re all here. They want to see who’s working against them. It’s why nobody talks to each other. They don’t want to be accused of conspiring against SYLO.”

I glanced around at the SYLO guards. It suddenly seemed as though they were doing more observing than guarding. Was this why I was sent out to the recreation area? To see who I would talk to? To see if Kent and I were planning something?

“There was a battle,” I said. “In the air. We saw it from out on the water. Something happened over the mainland. There were planes firing on one another. They had this weapon—it was like a laser or something. It’s what killed Quinn.”

“Who was fighting who?” he asked.

“No idea. SYLO was part of it but I don’t know on which side. I don’t even know what the sides were or what they were fighting over. The only thing I can say for sure is that the truth is being kept from us. There is no Pemberwick virus, Kent. It’s all a lie. The world has to know.”

“I want out,” Kent said. “Out of this camp. Off this island. I want the world to know what Granger is doing…what everybody is doing that has anything to do with SYLO. I want to blow this place up.”

As I let Kent’s bold words sink in, I watched my father finish his conversation and get back onto the chopper. Oddly, it was a familiar scene. Not the chopper, but seeing my father in a discussion with guys in suits. It was the kind of thing I saw him do all the time when I was a kid and he worked for the town of Greenwich. He was always fighting for something he believed in. I wondered what he could possibly believe in that was happening on Pemberwick Island.

The rotors sped up and the craft lifted back into the air, headed for…who knew where? It was painful to realize I didn’t know anything at all about who my father really was.

“Then we want the same thing,” I said. “But it won’t be easy. Like you said, we’re being watched and we’re stuck behind some very big fences.”

“How badly do you want it, Rook?” Kent asked, suddenly sounding like his old, brash self. “What are you willing to risk to get out of here and get a little payback?”

“I think I already answered that,” I said, trying to match his bravura. “I tried to escape, remember?”

“But how far are you willing to go?” he asked.

He was getting at something but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

“Why?”

“Because I can get us out of here,” he said. “Out of this compound. I can even get us a shot at escaping from this island. But you have to want it, desperately, to take the risk.”

I gave his ominous warning some thought then said, “I’ve already lost it all. What more is there to risk?”

“Just your life,” he said.

“I already did that once,” I shot back. “Maybe the second time will be easier.”

There was a long silence. Kent was thinking it over.

“All right, Rook,” he said. “We’ll talk again. Until then…have a ball.”

I stood there waiting for him to say something else.

“Kent?”

No reply.

I turned to see that he was halfway across the compound, strolling away casually. I didn’t like that he was being so mysterious about what he knew, and what his plans were, but I guess when you’re being watched, you can’t be too careful.

I glanced back up to see the helicopter with my father onboard flying away. I was filled with both sadness and anger. I knew I would have to confront him at some point, but that wouldn’t be soon. A reckoning would come, but not until I had taken back a little control.

I took a step to head back into the compound and accidentally kicked something on the ground.

Kent’s white Wiffle ball went skittering across the grass. Had he dropped it without knowing? Or had he left it there?

Have a ball.

That’s what he said. Was he being literal?

I picked up the ball and immediately realized that it felt off. The closed half, the half opposite the air holes, was heavier than normal. Something was inside. I casually lifted the ball, trying not to arouse suspicion from the ever-watchful guards as I peered through the air holes.

What I saw made my throat clutch. Kent’s words suddenly made sense, as did his plan. He was right. Doing things his way was a risk. A huge risk. There was no guarantee that his plan would work and even if it did there was a good possibility that we wouldn’t survive. The question was, was I willing to take the chance?

I needed to think. What was I willing to risk to expose SYLO, stop Granger, and get revenge for Quinn’s death? What I held in my hand might give me that chance.

Nestled in the closed side of the seemingly innocent Wiffle Ball, glued firmly in place, was a thick layer of sparkling crystals.

Ruby red crystals.


NINETEEN

At five o’clock a horn sounded that was the call to dinner. I had no idea if it was actually five o’clock because I didn’t have my cell phone, but that’s what the soldier told me would happen. Everyone in the recreation yard stopped what they were doing and immediately started moving toward a gate that had swung open along the northernmost fence. Nobody said a word. They simply started walking as if it was a well-practiced routine. I didn’t know what else to do so I followed. Besides, I was hungry.

“My name’s Tucker,” I said to the guy in line next to me.

He must not have been a local because he wasn’t familiar. He gave me a quick glance then looked straight ahead without answering.

“Do you know why they’re keeping us here?” I asked.

“Mind your own business, kid,” the guy said, without looking at me.

“Why?” I asked, pressing. “Why won’t anybody talk to each other?”

“Because we want to stay alive,” was his sober response.

He pushed through the line to get further ahead—and away from me. Just as well. His answer stunned me into silence anyway. I tried to make eye contact with a few other inmates but got the same response. They were scared. But why? They were prisoners. Why would talking to other prisoners get them into more trouble than they were already in? And why were they in trouble in the first place? It made me even more determined to escape, not just to save my skin, but to find out what was really going on.

We were funneled through open gates guarded by two SYLO sentries. I felt the weight of the Wiffle ball in my jacket pocket and hoped that the guards weren’t doing body searches. I had a moment of panic when I feared that Kent had set me up.

To my relief I walked past the guards without a problem. We filed through a narrow walkway with high fencing on both sides leading to a large tent that had the distinct smell of cooking food. It actually made my mouth water. I couldn’t remember when I had eaten last.

Once inside, the crowd split into two orderly lines that each led to a different serving station. I followed everyone’s lead and picked up a sectioned tray and a flimsy plastic spoon. I suppose there were no knives or forks because they could be used as weapons, though I’m not exactly sure how much damage you could do with a plastic fork.

We had no choice with the food. Everyone got the same thing as they slid their trays past the steam tables manned by workers with white smocks that had SYLO logos on the arms. If you didn’t like what they were serving, too bad. Kind of like the cafeteria at school. But the food was pretty good. There was sliced turkey with gravy, mashed potatoes, green beans, and a slice of pumpkin pie. It was your basic Thanksgiving dinner, though at that moment I couldn’t think of anything to be thankful for. There was only water to drink but that was okay. The portions were big and it all smelled delicious.

The whole setup was efficient and orderly. There was plenty of food and enough workers to keep it all running smoothly, which said to me that this operation hadn’t been put together in a hurry. Food had to be ordered and delivered. Workers had to be brought in. Uniforms had to be made. You don’t just slap something like this together overnight. It made me realize that whatever the truth was about SYLO being on the island, it had been planned and prepped for a good long time. When I left the line with my tray, I scanned the tent for a place to sit. There were long tables running the length of the space. Prisoners were filing in from different entrances so I got the chance to see some of my fellow inmates. I saw Kent but we didn’t acknowledge each other. If we were being watched, it would be better not to be seen together too often. The person I really wanted to see was Tori, so I pretended to look for a place to sit while walking slowly along the rows of tables, checking faces.

SYLO guards stood silently along the walls, watching our every move. My guess is that there were a few hundred prisoners. Nobody spoke, which wasn’t a surprise but it sure was eerie. The inmates all sat at their tables and ate without so much as looking up at anybody else or even asking for the salt.

I saw a few faces I recognized from around the island, but none that I had been friendly with. Most were strangers. I was about to give up on Tori when I spotted a USM cap. Yes!

I walked quickly to the end of the table and saw her there, quietly eating. It was total relief. I didn’t want to say anything to her because I would have been the only person in the whole room speaking, so I walked past her and cleared my throat to get her attention.

I thought I was being subtle, but when a room is mostly silent, any noise is jarring. At least ten people looked up. Thankfully, one of them was Tori. When she saw me, I could see the relief in her eyes. She was just as worried about me as I was about her. I gave her a wink and continued on.

Seeing her gave me the resolve to make a decision. I was going to trust Kent. I was going to escape with him…and Tori was coming with us.

I sat between a lady wearing a bright pink warm-up suit and a guy who looked like any of the hundreds of lobstermen who worked off Pemberwick. It was a bizarre assortment of people in that they were a cross-section you would see on any day on the island, not the types you would expect to find under military arrest.

The one person I didn’t see was Tori’s dad. If he had been arrested, why wasn’t he there?

I followed everyone’s lead and ate silently. It didn’t take long. I suppose I should have taken my time and enjoyed it but I was starving. I was happy to see that people were going up for seconds and I wasn’t shy about joining them. I marched right back up and doubled up on the meal. Not only was I hungry but there was no telling when I might get the chance to eat again.

The mealtime lasted twenty minutes, which was plenty. It wasn’t like people were sitting around chatting afterward. When they were finished, they dropped their utensils and sat silently, staring at nothing.

A horn sounded. Everyone diligently stood up and filed out, depositing their trays in a bin by the door. I took a quick glance back to see Tori doing the same thing on the far side.

We marched out the same way we had come in and were herded toward the recreation yard. I wondered what the rest of the schedule for the day was. Were we just going to hang out on the fairway until somebody told us to go to bed? I hadn’t even been shown where I was supposed to sleep. I entered the yard, prepared to do nothing, when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I spun quickly to see it was a SYLO soldier.

“Come with me,” he ordered.

I figured I was about to see my prison cell and followed him without question. He led me back toward the row of huts and opened the door of one. I was about to step inside when I heard, “Hey! Tucker!”

It was strange to hear a friendly voice in the otherwise silent yard. I turned to see Kent jogging up. Oddly, he was all smiling and bright as if he were having a great time.

“My turn,” he said. “Let’s have the ball.”

My brain locked. Why was he asking for the ball with the Ruby? The SYLO guard was standing right there. Was Kent throwing me under the bus?

“C’mon, man,” he cajoled. “I’m bored out of my mind.”

Not sure of what else to do, I reached into the pocket of my hoodie, took out the crystal-filled ball, and tossed it to him.

“Thanks!” he said. “We’ll have a catch later.”

He turned and jogged off, tossing the ball into the air and catching it like it was the most fun thing in the world. I didn’t understand what had happened and wasn’t going to get any answers standing there, so I continued into the hut. The soldier closed the door behind me and I was once again alone.

It wasn’t my new home. At least I hoped it wasn’t. It was empty except for a single chair in the middle of the room. There were three blank walls and one that was a floor-to-ceiling, wall-to-wall mirror. I stood there for a second, unsure of what to do, when the mirror turned to clear glass as a light came on behind it. It was a two-way mirror and standing on the other side was Captain Granger.

“Sit down, please,” he ordered dryly.

I walked tentatively to the chair but didn’t sit.

“Once again,” he began. “Why were you out on the water last night?”

“What do you want to hear?” I said. “I told you. I was trying to escape.”

“Why?”

“Are you serious? What don’t you get? There’s no virus. I know that. So that means we’re prisoners. Not just in this camp, the whole island. We’re cut off from the rest of the world and I want to know why.”

“Who helped you escape?” he asked.

“Nobody. It was just the three of us.”

“The boats you used belonged to Michael Sleeper. Did he plan the escape?”

“No! He was arrested before I even got to his house. You must know that.”

“Was the escape planned before that?”

“No.”

“Tell me who else was involved.”

“Jeez, dude,” I said, frustrated. “You can ask me the same questions over and over, but I’ll keep giving you the same answers because it’s the truth.”

The door to the outside opened and two more medical guys in white jackets entered.

“Oh, man,” I said. “Again? What else do you want to squeeze outta me?”

“Please remove your clothing,” one of the guys said.

I looked at Granger, who had his eyes on his tablet. Glancing to the door, I saw the SYLO guard with his hand resting on his holstered pistol. I decided to cooperate.

“You’re not gonna use Q-tips again, are you?”

“No,” was the medical guy’s simple answer.

I took off my jacket and handed it to the first guy. He immediately searched through it, turning out all of the pockets. They did the same with my pants and my shirt. Whatever it was they were looking for, it wasn’t part of my physical body—which meant that Kent had just saved me by asking for the Wiffle ball. He must have known I would be searched.

I didn’t have to drop my boxers, I’m happy to say. The two were satisfied that I wasn’t carrying anything suspicious and handed my clothes back.

“Get dressed,” the first guy said and the two left.

“What was that for?” I asked Granger.

“A random check.”

“What did you expect to find?” I asked as I got dressed. “A weapon?”

“Information,” was Granger’s curt answer.

“How often are we going to be having these little chats?” I asked.

Granger’s answer was to turn out the light. The clear glass turned back into a mirror.

“Okay! See you next time!” I called out cheerily. “I’ll have the same answers for you!”

The SYLO guard opened the door and motioned for me to leave. I stepped out of the hut to see that it was getting dark. It may have been warm but it was autumn and the days were growing shorter. The guard led me back through the now-empty recreation area toward another gate in the fence. I followed silently until I caught sight of something beyond the fence near the food tent.

“Stop,” I said to the guard.

He spun around as if surprised that I would challenge him. His gaze traveled to what I was looking at.

“Can I have a minute?” I asked.

The guard hesitated as if unsure of what to do. Finally, he relaxed and said, “Make it quick.”

He stayed put while I walked to the fence. It was the longest walk I’d ever taken. Part of me wanted to get there faster, the other part wanted to turn and run in the other direction. My feet felt leaden, but I kept moving until I was standing right at the fence…directly across from my mother.

“Hi, sweetie,” she said softly. “How are you doing?”

Her eyes were red and swollen from crying.

I didn’t know what to say.

“I heard you would be by this way,” she said, her voice cracking. “I wanted to see you.”

“Quinn is dead,” I said flatly.

Mom closed her eyes as if the words physically hurt her.

“I know,” she said in a soft whisper.

It was all I could do to keep from crying myself. This was my mother. I loved her. She had taken care of me my entire life. She didn’t even want me to play football for fear I might get hurt and here she was standing on the other side of a fence from me in every way possible.

“Why?” was all I managed to say.

She opened her mouth, but didn’t answer.

“Did you know all along?” I asked. “Is that why we moved to Pemberwick? Was this all part of some plan?”

It seemed as though it was physically painful for her to keep the words in, but she did.

“Talk to me,” I begged. “Why can’t you tell me?”

I was starting to lose it. As much as I didn’t want to cry, I couldn’t help myself. Once I gave in to my emotions, I couldn’t hold back and the waterworks began.

“You can tell me the truth,” I said, pleading. “I mean, why not? It’s over for me now, right? I’m in prison. What harm can I do here? I just want to know what’s happening. You owe me that.”

Her tears flowed too. I honestly believe that it pained her not to tell me what I wanted to know, but something was preventing her. She wasn’t allowed to talk to a prisoner, even though he happened to be her son.

“Tell me!” I shouted.

The SYLO guard walked up behind me, took my arm, and said, “That’s it. Let’s go.”

“No,” I bawled and pulled away. My defenses were gone. I had become a desperate, lost little boy.

“Mom!” I screamed, my throat already sore from crying. “You’re supposed to watch out for me! How could you let this happen?”

Mom put her hand up on the fence and said, “You’re safe here. Tell them whatever it is they want to know.”

“But I don’t know anything! You never told me anything! Mom, what is happening?”

She pressed closer to the fence as if she wanted to get through to hold me. At least that’s what I hoped she was doing. I couldn’t be sure of anything. Not anymore.

“Tucker?” she said, crying. “Don’t trust anyone.”

Those words cut through to me. It wasn’t what I wanted to hear. I wanted her to tell me that everything was going to be fine and that she and Dad would take care of things and explain it all. Instead, she issued a warning.

My tears stopped. My head cleared. That was the moment that I fully accepted the truth.

I was completely on my own.

“Really?” I asked. “Does that include you?”

Mom winced like I had punched her in the stomach. It felt good—and made my heart ache.

“C’mon,” the guard said and pulled me away from the fence.

“I love you!” Mom called, sobbing.

I didn’t turn back and it killed me not to. I loved her too. She was my mother, for God’s sake. But she wasn’t taking care of me. Not anymore.

“That was a mistake,” the guard said. I sensed a touch of compassion.

He led me through the gate and along another corridor of fencing until we reached yet another fairway and a large, temporary wooden structure. He opened the door and gestured for me to go inside.

“What happens here?” I asked. “More questions? More searches? More tests?”

“It’s your barracks,” he said flatly.

Oh.

Inside were two rows of cots along the walls. It looked like a military barracks, with a small locker at the foot of each bed.

“Take number fifteen,” he said. “Soap and towels are in the locker. There are clean socks and underwear too. Leave your clothes on top and they’ll launder them overnight. There’s a library in back next to the bathrooms. Take what you want. Three-minute showers. Lights out at twenty-one hundred hours. Breakfast call at oh seven hundred. Any questions?”

“Yeah. Why am I here?”

He left without answering—no big surprise.

I counted forty bunks in all, twenty on each side. I wondered if any of them belonged to Kent. A few guys read in bed while others showered. With nothing else to do, I wandered to the library. It wasn’t much, maybe a hundred paperbacks tucked into a corner of the tent in a cheap bookcase, but it was more proof that this operation had been planned and prepared for. The books were brand new. Most of the bindings had never been cracked. They had been chosen, collected, and shipped to Pemberwick for the purpose of being used by prisoners in this camp.

I grabbed The Catcher in the Rye, one of my favorites. I sat on bunk fifteen and tried to focus on it, but it was a no-go. It felt too odd to be doing something as normal as reading. I was more interested in watching as the other men wandered in. I didn’t recognize any of them. Like in the food tent, nobody spoke and I wasn’t about to break the tradition. I decided to take a shower and grabbed a towel out of the footlocker, along with a new toothbrush and flip-flops. I put my clothes on top of the locker and went to the bathrooms.

It looked pretty much like the showers at school, with pump soap and shampoo dispensers on the wall. I took a quick shower in water that wasn’t quite warm enough, brushed my teeth, and headed back to my bunk.

My clothes were gone. So were my cross-trainers. It struck me as a pretty effective security trick—taking the clothes from prisoners at night so they don’t have anything to wear in case they decide to jump the wall at midnight. It made me wonder what Kent’s escape plan was and if we were going to go at night. I couldn’t imagine going anywhere wearing old-man white boxers and flip-flops.

I stretched out on the cot, let the squeaky springs settle, and stared up at the tent’s ceiling. I was exhausted in every way imaginable. There was no telling what the next day would bring. I had to rest and be ready. I hoped for a long night of sleep with no nightmares because I sure couldn’t stop them when I was awake. Sleep would be the only thing to stop me from seeing the image of my mother on the far side of that fence, not helping me. That would stay with me for a long time, maybe as long as the sight of Quinn about to jump from that boat…and disappearing in a lethal flash of light.

“No worries, my friend,” I whispered aloud. “Somebody’s gonna pay for that.”

I didn’t care who heard me.

By the time the lights went out, I was long gone.
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The next time I opened my eyes, it was to the sound of another horn. It was the wake-up alarm. I opened one eye to see that all of my bunkmates were quietly rising and getting dressed.

True to the soldier’s words, my jeans, shirt, sweatshirt, socks, and underwear were on the locker at the foot of my bed, freshly cleaned and folded. Even my cross-trainers were there and looked as though they had been buffed up a little. It creeped me out that little SYLO elves were scurrying around at night messing with my stuff. I dressed quickly and followed the others out, headed for the food tent. The breakfast experience was pretty much a duplicate of dinner, only with scrambled eggs, bacon, wheat toast with jelly, and juice.

Tori sat in the same spot. I tried to get a seat across from her but there were too many ladies crammed in. All I could do was walk by and give her a little smile. She winked. I took that to mean that she was doing okay.

I found a seat not far from Kent but we didn’t speak. When breakfast ended, he made a motion with his head as if I should follow him. The whole group was let back out into the recreation yard, where everyone quickly went about their business of doing nothing. I walked to the far end of the fairway and up to the fence where I had confronted my mother. I’m not sure why. Maybe I was hoping that she had come back to see me.

She hadn’t.

I scanned the compound to see that every so often a SYLO soldier would approach one of the inmates and lead them into a hut. I had to believe that everyone went through random interrogations the same as me, which was probably why nobody spoke to anybody else. If they had any secrets, Granger would do his best to get it out of them.

“It’s why we’re all here,” Kent said. He had walked up behind me without my realizing it. “They’re afraid of us.”

“Of us?” I repeated, incredulous.

“They’re afraid of what we know.”

“I don’t know anything,” I argued.

“They don’t know that,” Kent said. “And who knows what anybody else knows?”

“That makes no sense,” I said.

“C’mon,” Kent said and took out the Wiffle ball. “Let’s just have a catch.”

“Is this allowed?” I asked. “I mean, nobody else is—”

“So let’s give ’em something to think about,” he said. Kent was back to being the cocky son of privileged parents. For once, I didn’t mind.

He tossed me the loaded ball, and I tossed it back. It was about as innocent a scene as you could imagine. At least that’s what I hoped. I also hoped that the guards didn’t notice the odd wobble of the loaded ball.

“There’s something about to happen,” Kent said. “Something big and they’re afraid somebody might scuttle it. That’s why we’re here. We’re the suspects. They’re looking for somebody to rat on somebody else and smoke the troublemakers out.”

“I heard them call it an event,” I said, showing Kent that I wasn’t totally in the dark about what was happening. “Do you know what it is?”

Kent shook his head. “And I haven’t met anybody else who does either, but that doesn’t stop SYLO from asking.”

“How did you get the, uh, the…?” I held up the Wiffle ball. I didn’t want to use the word Ruby in case we were being listened to.

Kent smiled. “Sorry, Rook. I’ve gotta watch my own ass. Until we get outta here, you’re on a need-to-know basis.”

I tossed the ball a few more times while letting his words sink in, then said, “Sounds to me like you might be one of those people who have information they’d like to know about.”

Kent’s answer was to smile. He tossed the ball back and said, “We go tonight.”

He walked passed me but I grabbed his arm and said, “Tori’s coming with us.”

He pulled away quickly. “No chance.”

“Then I’m out,” I said and tossed the ball back to him.

Kent looked at the Wiffle ball, weighing his options.

“I can do this without you,” he said.

“Then do it,” I replied. “But I don’t think you will or you wouldn’t have asked me in the first place.”

I’d seen Kent angry before. He wasn’t good at hiding his emotions and just then he was clenching his jaw. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he flipped me off, or took a swing at me. Instead, he lobbed the ball back.

“Okay, Rook,” he said. “But she’s your responsibility.”

“So what’s the plan?” I asked.

“The plan is for you to shut up and wait for me to get you,” he said with a snarl.

He really was angry. I guess he didn’t like it when “the help” bit back.

“What barracks are you in?” he asked.

“First one beyond the gate.”

“Keep your clothes on,” he said and walked off.

I watched him for a few seconds and was about to turn away when a SYLO soldier came up and grabbed him by the arm. Kent pulled away angrily, but then gave in and walked toward the row of huts. It was his turn to be interrogated. Was it because the two of us had been talking?

Before he went into the hut, Kent threw me a quick “See? I told you” look and stepped inside.

I was glad to be the one holding the loaded Wiffle ball.

The rest of the day was spent swinging between boredom and total stress. I wasn’t pulled into a hut again, but I was nervous about what Granger might have gotten out of Kent. Was the plan still on? I had no way of knowing because I didn’t see Kent for the rest of the day.

The Wiffle ball o’ Ruby felt as though it weighed fifty pounds in my pocket. Whatever Kent’s plan was, I felt certain that it involved us taking the stuff. With the Ruby doing its work, we would have an advantage over anybody who tried to stop us—so long as we didn’t get shot. But the idea of putting myself under its influence again was terrifying, and not just because it was dangerous. I wasn’t worried about overdosing. I knew how much I’d taken from Feit and would make sure I didn’t take any more than that. I was more worried about losing control.

Though it had given me incredible strength and impossible speed, the experience was just that—incredible and impossible. There was nothing right about doing that to your body. It was frightening, yet strangely exciting. I didn’t want to do it again, but to be honest, in some perverse way I was also looking forward to it. I wanted the feeling again and that scared me even more than the physical danger.

There was yet another wild card in the mix. Where did the Ruby come from? I was pretty sure that SYLO had brought it to Pemberwick based on the wreckage on the bluffs and the fact that they had total control of the island. But why? Were we all being used in some massive, sinister experiment by the government? Was that the deal? Were we just guinea pigs?

I wouldn’t have considered taking it again if I hadn’t been driven by a load of other factors. I was angry over so many things: Quinn’s death and the betrayal by my parents, to name just two. The new reality of my life was that there was nothing for me on Pemberwick anymore.

Nighttime couldn’t come fast enough.

At the end of the day, I lay on my cot, fully dressed, doing my best to pretend as though I was reading The Catcher in the Rye. I watched the various prisoners file in, take showers, or just hit their cots. I didn’t know any of them from Pemberwick Island. They had to have been summer people who had been unlucky enough to be stuck on the island when it all hit the fan…or spies planted by SYLO. Was everyone there as innocent as I was? Or did some of them have a connection to the “event”? I had no hope of finding out because if all went according to plan, I’d be out of there that night and never have to see any of them again.

The lights went out at nine o’clock, and the barracks went dark. Soon the sounds of snoring filled the tent, but I was nowhere near sleep.

An hour went by. Two hours and then the door to the barracks slowly creaked open. I lifted one eyelid, hoping to see Kent but instead I saw a team of white-jacket-clad SYLO workers enter quickly and pick up the dirty laundry at the foot of the cots. One worker stopped by me and for a second and I feared he might wake me up and ask for my clothes. I hoped that pretending to be so deep in sleep that I couldn’t be roused would work, but I didn’t have to worry. The guy moved on and soon the team left with their bundles.

Another hour went by. And another. I was beginning to worry that maybe Kent’s latest interrogation had broken him and the escape was off.

Finally, I felt a slight tapping on my shoulder. I was so surprised that I nearly screamed. I must have dozed off because I hadn’t heard the door open. Kent put his hand over my mouth to stifle any sound, then left me and padded for the door. I slipped on my shoes and followed quickly.

The compound was lit by a series of lights on poles that reached up from outside the fences, but the place was not evenly bright like daytime. Only so much light could be thrown by temporary lamps and there were shadows everywhere. Kent was waiting for me in the shadow just beyond the door of our barracks.

“You got it?” he whispered.

I held up the Wiffle ball.

“The Porta-potty,” he said. “Go inside and crush it with your foot. The seam is already scored. It should come apart easily. If anybody hears you, just tell them you had to take a leak.”

“Why don’t you do it?” I asked.

Kent frowned and shook his head. “I’m already on their radar. If they catch me in there, they’ll know something is up.”

I was too nervous to hang around and debate so I hurried to the portable bathroom and stepped inside. These toilets were all over the compound because it wasn’t like they had time to bury sewer lines. Each had a white SYLO logo stenciled on the door, proving once again that the occupation had been thoroughly planned.

Once I went inside and closed the door, it was pitch black. And it smelled bad, no big surprise. I took the Wiffle ball out of my pocket, placed it on the floor, then lifted my right foot and brought it down hard in the general vicinity of where I thought the ball was.

I crushed it on the first shot, but the sound rang like a gunshot in that tiny plastic room. I debated about whether I should wait and see if somebody might come to investigate or to just take off. I took off. If somebody came looking, they’d find an empty potty.

I ran back to where Kent was waiting and handed him the two halves of the plastic ball. He grabbed the half with the Ruby and dug at it with his fingers.

“It was glued in here,” he whispered. “They dropped Elmer’s down through the holes, then sprinkled in the goods.”

“Who’s ‘they’?” I asked.

Kent smiled. “Let’s hope you get the chance to find out.”

He scratched out what amounted to a palm-full of the red crystals—about twice as much as I’d taken from Feit.

“Give me your hand,” he instructed.

I held out my palm and he sprinkled half of the strange mineral into it.

This was it. The moment I never thought I would face again.

“You gotta tell me what the plan is,” I whispered. “Or I’m not taking this.”

“It’s simple,” Kent said. “They’ve got ambulances leaving from the clubhouse all the time. Day and night. I think that’s how they bring in the prisoners. We’ll make our way over there and—”

“How? The gates are all locked between here and there.”

Kent held up his handful of crystals. “That’s where this comes in. This isn’t Alcatraz. They put this place up in, like, a minute. Those locks aren’t any stronger than something you’d get at a hardware store. With this in our system, we can tear right through them. Or climb over. There’s no razor wire on the interior fences, only around the perimeter. They don’t have cameras here either. If we can avoid the guards, we can make it.”

“And then what?”

“We stow away aboard one of the ambulances.”

“What if there’s somebody in back, like a soldier?” I asked.

“I hope there is,” Kent replied. “I’d love to kick somebody’s ass.”

“Kent, that’s, like, a really lame plan.”

“It isn’t,” he argued. “Not with the power the Ruby gives us.”

I was hoping for something a little more clever or ironclad than Kent’s crude plan, but I wasn’t about to back out.

“I’ve got to find Tori first,” I said.

“That’s a mistake,” he said quickly. “The longer we’re running around out here, the better chance we’ll have of getting caught.”

“Too bad,” I said. “She’s coming or I’m staying.”

Kent clenched his jaw. “All right, but we’ll go to the clubhouse first. I’ll wait for you but if I get the chance to jump an ambulance, I’m going alone.”

“Understood,” I said.

The two of us looked to each other. There was no more putting it off.

“I’m trusting you, Kent,” I said.

“And I’m trusting you.”

With that, he lifted his hand and licked off the Ruby.

“Now you,” he said.

I stared at the pretty red crystals. They looked so innocent. I thought of the rush of adrenalin I had gotten when I had taken it before. Adrenalin and power. I lifted my hand.

The last thought I had before licking it clean was the sight of two graves by the seaside that held the remains of two dead horses.


TWENTY

The effect from the Ruby was instant and dramatic.

As before, it felt like an electric charge had fired up every nerve in my body. Any trace of fatigue was wiped away. My head cleared. In a word, I felt powerful. There was a moment of fear as I remembered the dangers of what it was doing to my body, but it didn’t last. I felt as though I could see better, hear better, and leap over any fence that stood in my way.

“I am so ready,” I said to Kent.

“After you,” he replied with a sly smile.

I scanned the area, looking for any SYLO guards. I was surprised to see that none were around. Did they really believe that once everybody went to sleep in their underwear, nobody would try to escape? That was fine by me. I took off sprinting for the gate that led to the seventh fairway and the women’s section of the compound. The distance was maybe fifty yards but I was there in an instant. Anyone running that fast would have to appear as a streaking shadow to a guard who happened to be looking. My confidence soared.

The Ruby was doing its job.

The gate was locked, no big surprise, but Kent was right. It wasn’t exactly a formidable device. It would have stood up to a normal person trying to break through, but at that moment I wasn’t a normal person. I laced the fingers of my right hand through the lattice of the door and pressed my left hand against the frame. I knew I could break it open because I had to break it open. I gritted my teeth, gripped the fence, and pulled.

The lock snapped and the door opened as easily as if it were a flimsy latch on a dollhouse. The metal lattice of the door was bent and twisted by the sheer force of my grip. I had a feeling of complete dominance. I couldn’t wait to use it again. I was ready to tear down an entire section of fence, if need be.

I turned back to see Kent running up behind me.

“Don’t stop now,” he whispered, breathless.

I ran through the gate, confident that Kent would close it to cover our tracks. I sprinted the distance of the corridor, sure that my fleeting shadow wouldn’t be seen, until I reached a gate on the far side. Tearing this open was as easy as opening the first. We had arrived at the driving range, beyond which was the clubhouse where I had been repeatedly Q-tipped. An ambulance was parked in front.

Kent caught up and closed the gate behind us. Without a word we both sprinted for the safety of the shadows behind a row of Porta-potties. My confidence was high. I felt invincible. It took a load of willpower to stay calm, both physically and mentally. All it would take was being spotted by a SYLO guard and we’d be done. No amount of the Ruby would protect us from a bullet.

“You still want to go after Sleeper?” Kent whispered.

I nodded.

Kent frowned, then peered around the corner—and quickly pulled back. He held a single finger to his lips. There was no need to explain. Somebody was out there. He held his hand up as if to say, “Don’t move.”

I heard the door of the Porta-potty squeak open. Whoever was out there had come to take a leak. All we had to do was wait him out, but that was easier said than done. The Ruby was surging through my body, demanding that I move. It felt like a bomb had gone off inside of me and the only way I could release the pressure was to do something physical.

I heard the splash of the guy peeing and hoped that was all he had to do. If he had gone in there with a magazine, I’d have to scream. I looked at Kent to see how he was holding up. He was doing better than me. He held both hands out as if to say, “Stay calm.” I clenched my fists, hoping that pumping them would help relieve the pent-up energy.

Mercifully, I heard the sound of the potty door slam. Kent got on his hands and knees to peer around the corner.

“C’mon,” I urgently whispered.

Kent held up his hand to keep me back for a few more seconds, then motioned for me to come forward.

“He went inside the clubhouse,” he whispered. “Let’s make our way around the outside. I want to get close to the ambulance before you go after Sleeper.”

He didn’t have to tell me twice. I jumped up and ran for the fence, staying low, relieved to be moving. I ran parallel to the fence, jumping over obstacles, willing myself to appear as nothing more than a fleeting shadow. I wasn’t frightened. The Ruby gave me a feeling of invincibility. This wasn’t good because we were extremely “vincible.” That much had been proven by Marty Wiggins. And Peter Nelson. And Kent’s father. And, and, and.

I ran up to one of the large military trucks that were used as troop transports and hid there. From that vantage point I could see the ambulance parked in front of the clubhouse. A guy wearing a red EMT-like jumpsuit with a SYLO logo on the sleeve entered the driver’s side. He wasn’t armed, which gave me hope.

It didn’t last. My stomach sank when I saw a SYLO soldier who was armed open the rear door of the ambulance and climb in back. He was riding shotgun. Literally. The ambulance rolled past the clubhouse and up to a small guard shack near the front gate of the country club. The driver spoke a few words to the guy in the shack, after which the iron gates swung open and the ambulance drove out. The gate remained open long enough for another ambulance to drive in and stop in front of the clubhouse. The back door opened and a SYLO soldier jumped out along with a lady who was the perfect image of somebody’s grandma…except that her hands were cuffed behind her back. I didn’t recognize the lady. She was yet another unfortunate victim of the quarantine—and now a prisoner of SYLO. The soldier roughly pulled her into the building and the ambulance drove off to get back in line.

“My God,” I whispered. “This is just crazy!”

“They don’t trust anybody,” Kent replied. “Doesn’t matter how old they are.”

The ambulance did a U-turn and parked back in front of the clubhouse. The EMT-looking driver got out and the ambulance was left unguarded.

Kent said. “I think they just wait there until they get called out to pick somebody up.”

“So we could be waiting here all night,” I said.

“Or it could take off a minute from now.”

“I’m going for Tori,” I said and started to move.

Kent grabbed my arm and said, “If that ambulance goes, I’m on it. With or without you.”

“I’ll be back,” I said and took off.

The women’s area was set up on the next fairway over from the medical area. I knew that from watching where the women went at the end of the day. It was easy to see pretty much everything through the fences. I made my way there quickly, always keeping an eye out for anybody in a uniform. I got as far as the gate that led through to the women’s area when I saw my first patrolling guard. It was a woman who stood like a sentry near the closed and locked gate. She didn’t look as though she was going anywhere soon, so I had to find another way through.

The answer was simple. I climbed the fence. None of the interior fences had razor wire. There was no way we could climb our way out of the compound to freedom without getting slashed, but moving between fairways was easy, especially when fueled by the Ruby. I was up and over the fence in seconds. Getting Tori back over wouldn’t be as easy.

There were five barracks, all similar to mine, and I had no way of knowing which one Tori was in. My only option was to search. I had to hope that if any of the women prisoners were awake and saw me, they’d think I was one of the laundry elves coming to pick up the day’s work. I sprinted to the first building, took a deep breath, and entered.

My only strategy was to get in and out fast. With luck I’d be moving so quickly that I would appear to be nothing more than a shadow, though I couldn’t move too quickly or I might not spot Tori. I zipped in, sprinted between the two rows of cots, quickly checked out the sleeping women on one side then did an about-face and repeated the process while checking out the other side on the way back.

No Tori. At least I didn’t think so. One sleeping lump didn’t look much different from another. I was able to see most of the faces but some of the woman had their blankets up over their heads. I could have missed her but I had to play the odds and keep moving. I flashed into the next barracks and did the same thing. Still no luck. I was beginning to think I would have to come up with a different plan.

I went into the third barracks and sprinted along the row of cots. The last bed on the right held a woman with the blanket covering her face—and a USM cap resting on the footlocker. I moved quickly to the side of the cot, knelt down, and gently pulled back the blanket.

The sleeping woman wasn’t sleeping. Touching her was like releasing the catch on a coiled spring. She lunged forward, hands first, and closed her fingers around my neck in a powerful grip that had to have come from hauling lobster traps her whole life. Her eyes were wild with fear and I have no doubt that she would have strangled me if I hadn’t had ridiculous strength from the Ruby. With one hand I grabbed her wrist; the other I clamped over her mouth.

Tori’s mouth.

“We’re getting out of here,” I said with a strained whisper as her hand stayed clamped around my throat.

It took a second for her to register what was happening. I watched her eyes. They went from terrified to knowing. She released her grip. I let her go and without a second’s hesitation she hopped off her cot fully dressed, slipped on her sneakers, grabbed her hat, and led the way out of the barracks. It was as if she had been waiting for me.

She didn’t say a word until we left the building. I took her by the shoulders and guided her to the shadows on the side of the barracks and out of sight.

“What’s the plan?” she asked in a whisper.

“Kent is at the clubhouse. We’re going to hijack an ambulance.”

Tori nodded in understanding. She didn’t question. Just the fact that she was sleeping in her clothes meant that she was ready for anything. My coming to get her was far less of a surprise than I thought it would be. I suppose I would have felt the same way. It wouldn’t have surprised me at all if she had come for me.

“I’ve got to find my father,” she said.

“I don’t think he’s here,” I replied. “I’ve been looking. He’s nowhere in the men’s area or the recreation fairway and I didn’t see him at meals. Have you?”

Tori shook her head. “No, but I’m not leaving without him.”

“I get it, but I wouldn’t know where to begin looking. Not now. We’ve been lucky so far; nobody’s seen us. That won’t last.”

Tori was staring right into my eyes.

“What’s wrong with you?” she asked.

“What do you mean?” I replied, suddenly self-conscious.

She continued to stare at me as if searching for the answer to a question she couldn’t quite grab hold of. Two seconds later, she had it.

“You’re on the Ruby,” she stated flatly.

“I am. Kent and I both are.”

“Damn. Are you okay?”

“Sort of, though I feel like I swallowed jet fuel. I did it to get us out of here. If you want, I’ll stick around to keep looking for your father, but whatever we do, we have to do it now.”

Tori started to argue but then thought better of it.

“Thanks for that,” she said. “And for coming to get me.”

“I knew where to find you. I can’t say the same about your father.”

“Okay, I get it,” she said. “Let’s get out of here and hope the rest of the world will help us get him out.”

I hate to admit it but I was relieved that we didn’t have to find Mr. Sleeper. Not that I didn’t want to rescue him, but looking for him would probably have sunk us all.

“One way or another, we’ll get him out,” I said. “I promise.”

“You can’t make a promise like that,” she said sternly.

“I can promise to try.”

Tori nodded. “I’ll hold you to that. How do we get out of here?”

I grabbed her hand and ran for the fence that would lead us back to the medical fairway and the ambulances.

“Whoa, slow down,” she whisper-yelled.

I had to consciously force myself to go slower because there was no way she could keep my Ruby-fueled pace. It didn’t take long for us to get back to the area I had climbed over earlier.

“There’s a guard outside the gate,” I explained. “Can you climb up the—”

She finished my sentence by hopping up on the fence and scaling it with the confidence of a cat. I stayed below in case she slipped. When she reached the top, I hyper-climbed up and back down the other side to get under her again. A few seconds later, she joined me on the ground.

“That’s just wrong,” she said with dismay.

It was, but I wasn’t about to stop and debate my decision to use the Ruby. We hurried back the way I had come, retracing my steps until we got back to the truck to find Kent still there, cautiously peering at the ambulance that hadn’t moved.

“I was about to give up on you,” he said without taking his eyes off the vehicles.

“Nice to see you, too, Kent,” Tori said sarcastically.

“There’s been some activity down there,” Kent explained. “But no driver.”

Tori looked around the enclosure, the wheels turning in her head.

“Why aren’t there more guards?” she asked. “It’s a prison. Shouldn’t there be more security?”

“Who cares?” Kent said. “That’s their problem.”

“Maybe now’s the time to get in the ambulance,” I suggested.

“No,” Kent shot back. “We could be sitting there for hours. We’ve got to—wait! Look.”

A SYLO guard walked quickly to the ambulance, opened the rear door, and climbed in.

“They’re getting ready to roll,” Kent declared. “Get down there and take him out before the driver shows up.”

“What do you mean, ‘take him out’?” I said skeptically. “I’m not some ninja.”

“You don’t need to be. Not with the Ruby. Open the door fast and punch his lights out. He won’t know what hit him.”

“Why don’t you do it?” Tori asked.

“Because I didn’t take it.”

At first I thought I hadn’t heard right.

“Wait—what?” I asked.

“I didn’t take the Ruby,” Kent said.

I grabbed him and spun him around to face me.

“Are you serious?” I screeched in an intense whisper.

“Why should we risk both our necks? I took the chance of smuggling it in—the least you could do is use it. And one of us has to be thinking straight.”

I wanted to punch the living crap out of him.

“That’s why you needed me,” I said, seething. “You didn’t want to take it yourself.”

“I nearly died on that stuff,” Kent said through clenched teeth. “It killed my father. No way I’d take it again.”

It suddenly made sense why he had been lagging so far behind ever since we had left the barracks. I was angry enough to hurt him, especially since I was fueled by the Ruby. He was lucky. Tori got to him first. She grabbed him by the throat and forced him to look at her.

Kent’s eyes bulged under the pressure.

“If anything happens to Tucker because of this,” Tori snarled. “I’m coming after you.”

“Then let’s make sure nothing happens and get the hell out of here,” he said in a strained whisper.

Tori pushed him away and Kent fell back against the truck, hitting his head and letting out a pained whimper.

“We’re on the same side here,” he complained. “Try to remember that.”

“I could say the same to you,” Tori shot back.

I snuck a peek around the corner and saw a guy who had to be the driver walking down the clubhouse stairs, headed for the ambulance. There wasn’t time to think or question.

“I’m going,” I said.

“You sure?” Tori asked.

“No, but it’s as good a plan as any. After I get inside, wait a second and then follow me.”

“What are you going to do to him?” Tori asked, wide-eyed.

“I don’t know. But whatever it is, it’ll be fast. I’ve got that going for me.”

I gave her a wink.

She gave me a nervous smile.

Before I could second-guess myself, I took off running. The more effort I put out, the more the Ruby produced. I covered the distance in what seemed like a second and yanked the rear door of the ambulance open. Kent was right about one thing—the guard didn’t know what hit him. I jumped in and tackled him like I was headed downfield on kickoff coverage. That much I knew how to do. The guard let out a grunt because I probably knocked the air out of his lungs. He hit the deck so hard I wouldn’t have been surprised if I’d broken some ribs.

Seconds later I was joined by Tori and Kent. They jumped inside and closed the door.

“What the hell are you doing back there?” the driver said.

There was a partition with a sliding glass window between the cab and the back of the ambulance…that the driver was sliding open. In seconds he would look back and see us all.

Kent reacted first. He grabbed the rifle from the dazed guard, jumped to the front of the cab, and leveled the weapon at the face of the startled driver.

“Drive,” Kent said with a slight quiver in his voice that betrayed his nervousness. “Just like normal.”

The driver’s eyes went wide.

“No problem,” he said quickly. “I ain’t no hero.”

The driver started the engine and a second later we were moving. I didn’t believe for a second that Kent would actually shoot the guy. I doubt that he’d ever fired a rifle except maybe on a shooting range. But as long as the driver didn’t know that, we’d be okay.

The stunned guard moaned. Tori stuck her knee on his neck and twisted his arm behind his back. Where did she learn to do that stuff?

“Easy,” she said. “Your rifle is aimed at the driver’s head. Don’t do anything stupid.”

The guard strained to look up and see who his tormentors were but Tori dug her knee in and he backed down. He wasn’t going to be a problem.

I held my breath as the driver rolled up to the guard shack.

“I can hear everything you’re saying,” Kent warned him.

We came to a stop and the driver lowered his window.

“Evening,” the guard in the shack said. “Got a lead on somebody?”

“Yup,” the driver said casually. “They just keep turning up. It’s gotta stop sometime.”

“Let’s hope so,” the guard said. “Be careful. Good hunting.”

Good hunting? These SYLO characters were cold.

I imagined the gate swinging open. We were seconds away from being outside. The driver had done exactly what we needed him to do. We could only hope that he hadn’t given some secret signal that would have alerted the guard to the fact that there were a couple of escapees on board. I held my breath for what felt like an eternity, and then the ambulance rolled forward. A quick glance through the back window showed that we had left the compound.

“Now what?” the driver asked.

“The Blackbird Inn,” Kent replied.

Tori and I exchanged glances.

Kent looked back at us and as if reading our minds said, “Relax. There’s a reason.”

I had put our lives into Kent’s hands. He had already shown his true colors by lying about the Ruby and using me. It was difficult to know how far we could trust him. I had to hope that as long as we were together, we had the same goal. Staying alive.

It didn’t take long to get to the Blackbird Inn. The driver pulled up to the front and stopped.

“Need some help with your bags?” he asked, sarcastically.

Kent jammed the barrel of the rifle through the window and clipped him on the side of the face.

“Ow,” he screamed. “What was that for?”

“For being clever,” Kent said coldly.

Kent scared me sometimes.

“You got the guard?” Kent asked.

“He’s not going anywhere,” Tori replied.

“C’mere, Rook,” Kent ordered.

I moved to him and he handed me the rifle.

“If this clown so much as farts, shoot him.”

I took the weapon and Kent moved to the back of the ambulance.

“Where are you going?” Tori asked.

“I’ll be right back,” he replied and jumped out of the van.

I turned my attention to the driver, who looked at me with wide, scared eyes. I had never held a gun on anybody before. It was a frightening feeling of power. I could pull the trigger and end somebody’s life. Bang. Just like that. I could. But would I?

“You’re not going to shoot me, are you, Chief?” he asked. “You look kind of squirrely.”

With the Ruby surging through my body, I wasn’t in my right mind and I think the driver sensed that. He looked at me like I was some deranged lunatic, and maybe at that moment I was. I had been sitting still for too long and it was driving me crazy. I kept fidgeting and shuffling, doing anything I could to keep from crawling out of my skin.

“Take it easy,” the driver said. “We’ll do whatever you want.”

The guard that Tori was holding finally spoke. “Tell us what you want and we’ll do what we can.”

“I want you to shut up,” I snapped at him.

It was like the words had come out of somebody else’s mouth. Tori thought so too, based on the surprised look she gave me. The Ruby was doing a number on my body and on my head as I fought to stay in control.

Thankfully the rear door opened and Kent climbed in. He came right to me and took the rifle back.

“Drive out to Quahog Beach,” Kent ordered. “Don’t break any traffic laws.”

“You got it,” the driver said and got us back under way.

Nobody said a word on our way to the beach. I was dying to know what Kent had planned but didn’t think he’d explain it to us in front of our captives.

Our captives. Up until that point, I felt as though we hadn’t done anything wrong, but the fact that we had captured two people and were holding them prisoner changed that. We were kidnappers. I hoped the night would end before anything worse happened.

In my gut I knew that wasn’t likely.

Kent glanced out of the window as we drew nearer to the beach.

“Drive us right out to the bluff,” he commanded.

I could feel the ambulance bump as we drove off the road and started to travel over sand. We continued on for a minute or so, but then the driver pulled to a stop.

“That’s as far as we go,” the driver finally said. “Another few feet and we’ll be wet.”

“Get out,” Kent said. “Everybody.”

I took charge of the guard. Tori may have been more skilled at controlling people, but I had strength that came from the Ruby. As soon as I grabbed the guard’s arm, he knew it. He was not about to try to fight me.

“Everybody move over there,” Kent ordered once we were out.

The four of us stepped back from the ambulance and stood together facing him. I suddenly had a sick image: firing squad. What was Kent doing?

“C’mere,” he said to me.

I was happy to see he was still aiming the rifle at the bad guys.

“What?”

“Put it in neutral, and push it over the edge.”

Ordinarily I would have laughed at that, but not then. He was talking to the right guy. I opened the driver’s door, put the gear shift into neutral, then ran to the rear.

“Yeah right,” the driver said, scoffing.

I took that as a challenge. I leaned down, put my shoulder against the rear bumper, pumped my legs like I was hitting a blocking sled, and pushed the ambulance forward.

“Jeez!” I heard somebody exclaim in awe.

It only took five strides before I felt the ambulance begin to slide forward on its own. I stopped pushing and stood to watch as the white vehicle went over the edge and tumbled end over end down the steep bluff before crashing into the sea.

“That’s, like, impossible,” the driver exclaimed. “Can all you people do that?”

“You people?” Tori said quickly. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

The driver didn’t answer. He looked at the ground as if he had already said too much.

“Now what happens?” the guard asked.

“Drop your gear,” Kent commanded. “Your walkie, cuffs, baton, everything.”

The driver and the guard obeyed quickly.

“Now climb down the bluff,” Kent ordered.

“What?” the driver exclaimed.

“Or I could shoot you,” Kent said.

The driver and the guard exchanged nervous looks.

“You’ll be fine,” Kent said quickly. “All we want is a head start.”

The two gave in and marched to the edge of the bluff. The driver went first, carefully climbing down the steep embankment. It was treacherous but not impossible. The guard was next, but before dropping over the edge, he looked up at Kent with hatred like I’ve never seen before.

“We’ll never give up,” he said defiantly.

Tori gave me a questioning look.

“Stop talking! Go!” Kent barked.

The guard began his descent.

“What did that mean?” Tori asked. “And what did he mean by ‘you people’?”

“Who cares?” Kent replied. “By the time they make it back up, we’ll be long gone.”

Kent walked quickly to the edge and looked over to make sure that the two men continued to climb down.

I didn’t know what to think about the guard’s odd comment. I was too busy fighting to stay in control of my racing heart. I wondered how long the Ruby would be working on me. It seemed as though once it was in your system, so long as you called upon it, it gave you what you needed. It wasn’t until you forced yourself to calm down that the effects would lessen.

But it wasn’t time to calm down. Not yet.

“Oh my God,” Tori exclaimed. “Listen.”

At first all I heard was the sound of crashing surf. Before I could ask Tori what she meant, I heard it too.

“They’re back,” I said fearfully.

“Who’s back?” Kent asked.

Once again the eerie music floated down from the sky. We all looked up to see another formation of dark shadows approaching from the east.

“What the hell is that?” Kent asked.

The shadows moved fast, headed west toward the mainland. There looked to be about a dozen of the stingray-shaped objects, each emitting the same incongruous musical sound. They were moving fast, far faster than what we’d seen two nights before. They flashed overhead and were gone in seconds. Moments later, the sky to the west lit up with the same kind of brilliant display we had witnessed before.

Kent took a few steps toward the light show, as if those few feet would give him a better view.

“What’s going on?” he asked, numb.

“It’s the same as the other night,” I answered. “There’s a battle going on but I have no idea who’s fighting, or why.”

Unlike the previous night, the light show didn’t last long. Nor was there another dogfight. No fighter planes arrived to challenge the dark shadows. The light show soon ended and I expected to see the mysterious aircraft flying back our way, having completed whatever mission they were on. But they didn’t.

The three of us stood there, staring west, trying to understand what it was that we had just seen. It was at that moment that a pair of headlights appeared on the sandy road in front of us, headed our way.

“Uh-oh,” Tori uttered.

“It’s okay,” Kent assured us. “All part of the plan. Pick up their gear and toss it.”

I snapped back into the moment, the disturbing light show momentarily forgotten. I didn’t care about the handcuffs and the baton, but the walkie would cause us trouble if the guard got it back too quickly. I picked it up and heaved it into the sea. It was the longest throw I had ever made.

Kent did the same with the rifle. He wound up and tossed it away, spinning it into the sea. Part of me was relieved. I didn’t like the way he was waving that thing around. I wouldn’t have put it past him to use it on us. But we were on the run and could have used the protection, especially since somebody was driving toward us.

“C’mon,” Kent said and ran toward the car.

“Do you trust him?” Tori asked.

“It’s not like we have a choice,” was my sober reply.

We followed Kent, who became a silhouette against the approaching headlights. He ran right up to the driver’s side as the car came to a stop. The driver jumped out and threw her arms around him.

“It’s about time,” she cried.

It was Olivia. The stop at the Blackbird Inn now made sense.

“I’ve been so worried,” she squealed while hugging Kent and giving him a big kiss. She was wearing her usual short-shorts with a halter top—not exactly a practical uniform for aiding a prison break.

“Are you okay?” she added when they came up for air.

“Fine,” Kent said perfunctorily. “But we gotta keep moving.”

Olivia looked at me and said, “I was afraid I’d never see you again, Tucker.”

Maybe not as afraid as not seeing Kent again, but I appreciated her concern.

“Strange days,” I said with a shrug.

“Who is she?” Tori asked me.

“Kent’s girlfriend, Olivia,” I answered. I guess that was official now.

“And who are you?” Olivia asked, giving Tori an appraising once-over.

“Kent’s other girlfriend,” Tori said without missing a beat as she walked past Olivia toward the car. “Didn’t he tell you about me?”

Olivia stood stock-still with her mouth open, stunned. I would have laughed if my head weren’t still exploding. Seemed as though Tori liked pushing buttons too. Quinn would have loved it.

Quinn.

Thinking of him snapped me back into the mission.

“Where are we going, Kent?” I asked.

“Someplace where all your questions will be answered,” he said. He put his arm around Olivia’s shoulders and said, “Tori’s not my girlfriend.”

Olivia smiled with relief. “I knew that.”

We all got into the vehicle, which turned out to be a Jeep. Olivia sat behind the wheel while Tori and I climbed into the back seat. Olivia hit the accelerator and turned quickly, slinging up sand while the wheels spun. For a moment I thought she had no idea of how to drive and I feared we would follow the ambulance over the edge. But the tires bit, she spun the wheel back, straightened out, and we were on our way.

“Tell me everything,” she said.

“Not until we get there. Turn out the lights.”

“The lights?” she complained. “I won’t be able to see.”

“I’m more worried about somebody seeing us. Your eyes will adjust.”

Olivia shrugged and killed the lights. It was disconcerting for a moment as everything went black. But our eyes adjusted quickly and Olivia kept us on the road to…somewhere.

Tori put her hand on my arm and said, “How do you feel?”

“Okay. I think I’m coming down.”

“Perfect timing,” Kent said.

“That was a rotten thing to do, Kent,” Tori said to him. “You used him.”

“And he used me. You both did. But we’re out, right?”

“Yeah, we’re out,” I said. “So now tell us what’s going on. How did you get the Ruby inside?”

“And where are we going?” Tori added.

Kent gave us a cat-that-ate-the-canary smile. “When you see where we’re going, you’ll know how I got the Ruby.”

We had trusted Kent this far and it had worked out okay, mostly. We had to let him play it his way. I took a deep breath and actually could feel the effects of the Ruby lessening. I had survived. At least that part of the nightmare was over.

Tori kept her hand on my arm and said softly, “Thank you.”

I shrugged.

“You’re welcome,” Kent said.

Tori smiled. It didn’t happen often, but when it did her face lit up. I was beginning to really like Tori Sleeper. She took my hand and gently rubbed my arm. I wasn’t sure if it was an affectionate thing to do, or if she was trying to calm me down. Either way, I didn’t hate it.

Olivia drove without saying another word. Thankfully. She must have been using all of her brain power to keep us on the road. I knew the island as well as anybody and saw that after moving along the Memagog Highway for several miles, we turned onto High Pine Road, the road that led due north and ended at Chinicook Island.

Chinicook was a desolate stretch of land that was technically part of Pemberwick but surrounded by water. The only access was by a long wooden one-lane bridge that had been built before the Second World War. Islanders never went out to Chinicook unless they were bird watchers. There wasn’t much there except for miles of beach surrounding dense scrub. Tourists were the only ones who made the trip. It was supposedly romantic to pack a picnic and get away from the crowded island beaches. At least that’s what it said in the guidebooks. But the drive took over an hour and then there was the half mile of narrow bridge. It was a trip that was daunting enough to turn back most casual explorers.

The longer we stayed on High Pine Road, the more certain I became that we were headed to Chinicook. The question was why?

Olivia drove fast, considering we were flying without lights and the road was covered with sand. I closed my eyes, suddenly feeling weary after losing my Ruby boost. Tori rubbing my arm helped with that. I think I might have fallen asleep because the next time I opened my eyes, we were approaching the Chinicook Bridge.

“Take it easy here,” Kent warned. “We don’t want to go over the side.”

It was good advice. There was no rail to speak of, only a long wooden beam that ran the length of both sides a foot off the deck. One wrong move and—splash.

“You’re awake, Olivia, right?” I asked.

“Wide awake,” she replied quickly.

I sensed the tension in her voice. She was alert and locked in.

We had gotten maybe halfway across the bridge when she jammed on the brakes. Tori grabbed my arm as we skidded forward. I thought for sure that we were going over the side but Olivia managed to keep the Jeep going straight until we came to a stop.

“Why did you do that?” I demanded.

“What’s that?” Olivia cried nervously, pointing forward.

Something was on the bridge ahead of us. In the dark it appeared to be a moving gray shape.

“Kent?” Olivia whined, her anxiety growing.

“It’s okay,” Kent said with confidence.

He got out of the Jeep, walked to the front, and stood directly between the two headlights.

“Flash the lights,” Kent commanded. “Two short. Two long. Two short.”

“What?” Olivia asked, totally confused.

“I’ll do it,” Tori said impatiently and reached forward.

She flashed the lights, just as Kent had instructed.

The gray shape offered a reply with its own flashing light. Two long. Two short. Two long.

“Very James Bond,” I said.

Kent got back in the Jeep and said, “Drive. Slowly.”

Olivia obeyed. She gently stepped on the gas and we rolled forward, staying a good thirty yards behind the gray shape that now looked to be moving back toward Chinicook.

“Friends of yours?” I asked Kent.

Kent didn’t answer.

After a nerve-wracking few minutes, we reached the far end of the bridge and drove onto the sand of Chinicook Island. Now that we were closer, I saw that the gray shape was actually a group of four people.

Kent turned to us and said, “This is what SYLO wants to know about.”

“What?” Tori asked. “A bunch of people hiding out in the dark?”

“Hiding out in the dark,” Kent said. “And planning to take the island back.”

Kent got out and went to the group. They all shook hands.

“This is just plain creepy,” Olivia said.

I couldn’t argue with her.

Tori and I got out of the Jeep and stood in front, not sure of what to say or do. If what Kent had said was true, we had found the people Granger referred to as “rogues.” It sounded like some kind of revolutionary underground that wanted to fight back against SYLO. Knowing that, all of Kent’s caution about saying anything about his plan made sense. It raised him up in my estimation. At least a little.

“Tori?” one of the gray shadows called. “Is that you, Tickle?”

Tori immediately tensed up. “Daddy?”

The man hurried toward us and I quickly recognized him as the guy who was sitting aboard the Tori Tickle working on his lobster traps when I first visited their house.

Tori ran into his arms and the two hugged.

“What are you doing here?” he cried, full of emotion.

“I gotta ask you the same thing,” Tori said through her tears.

Another mystery was solved. We now knew why Michael Sleeper wasn’t hanging around the SYLO compound.

“Young Tucker Pierce!” called another of the shadows. “Never thought I’d be seeing you out this way.”

It was my turn to tense up, but not for the same reason as Tori. I knew that voice and as soon as I heard it, I realized that yet another mystery had been solved.

I knew where Kent had gotten the Ruby.

The man stepped forward and held out his hand to shake. “Welcome to the revolution,” he said with a warm smile.

It was Mr. Feit.
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I didn’t shake his hand.

I punched the smile off his face.

“Whoa, dude!” Kent yelled with surprise the second my fist connected with Feit’s chin.

I’ll put the blame on the lingering effects of the Ruby. It’s easier than saying I had lost control. Or maybe I wasn’t the same guy I used to be, but in that moment, the smug smiling face of Feit represented all that had gone wrong on Pemberwick Island.

Hitting him felt pretty good.

Feit’s head snapped to the side and he went down hard, landing on his butt. I hadn’t knocked him out, but he wasn’t in a hurry to get back up again.

At first nobody made a move. I think they were stunned and maybe afraid I might take a swing at them too. After a tense few seconds, Tori walked up to me and said softly, “Can I hit him next?”

Her words actually calmed me down, which I think she was trying to do.

Feit rubbed his aching jaw and when he looked up at me, the smile was gone. I had knocked it into next week.

“You can hit me again if it’ll make you feel better,” he said.

“I don’t need your permission,” I snarled.

Kent approached me and said, “I don’t blame you, man, but you should listen to what he’s got to say.”

I looked around at the others. They were keeping their distance, staring at me with concern, wondering what I would do next. I liked the feeling. For a change, I was the one in control.

“Get up,” I ordered.

Feit gingerly got to his feet, making sure that he was out of punching range. He looked the exact same as I’d remembered him, complete with baggy shorts, flip-flops, a hoodie, and a few days’ growth of beard. He looked every bit the part of a surfer dude who was a little too old to be a surfer dude.

“I get it,” he said, with no hint of his usual charm. He wasn’t laughing either. “Some of the people who took the Ruby died. That’s tragic and I have a lot to do with it. But it wasn’t all my fault.”

“You brought it here,” I said.

“I did.”

“And you were the one getting people to use it.”

“Guilty,” he admitted.

“And it was your company that made it.”

Feit didn’t reply to that right away.

“That’s what you told me,” I said.

“I know,” he admitted. “I lied.”

“So then where did it come from?” Tori asked.

Feit looked to Mr. Sleeper as if asking his permission to answer.

“Tell him,” Mr. Sleeper said. “You owe him that much.”

Feit let out a laugh, though it was more out of nervousness than anything else.

“I do work for a company that makes sports supplements,” he said. “It’s my own company. I’m the only employee. I’m a biochemist. MIT graduate.”

“If you’re trying to impress me, I might have to hit you again,” I said.

“Okay, sorry,” he said, laughing.

I almost clocked him again just for that annoying laugh, but I held back.

“About a year ago this guy came to me. Said he worked for a well-funded private think tank that was developing a revolutionary dietary supplement. He said it was light years ahead of anything else out there, but they were running into problems getting it tested and quickly approved by the government. He said if I helped them, I’d be a joint patent holder when it finally got approval. Do you know how much money something like that is worth?”

“No,” I said flatly.

“A lot. Millions. Many millions. To a guy who is struggling just to get by, it’s too tempting an offer to resist.”

Tori asked, “What did he want you to do?”

“Run a test. A secret test. In a contained, controlled environment…like an island community.”

“Like Pemberwick Island,” Kent added.

“Yeah. He wanted me to casually introduce it to the population, take notes, record all the results, and then get back to him. He said with that data they could streamline their testing and cut years off the approval process. He promised me it was safe…and offered an incredible future. So I went for it.”

“But the tests didn’t go so well,” Tori said.

“They went too well!” Feit said. “A lot of people took it. Most you don’t even know about. The Ruby did everything it was supposed to do. The problem was dosage—and controlling it. It wasn’t until Marty Wiggins that…”

“That people started to die,” I said, finishing the thought.

“So the Ruby has nothing to do with SYLO?” Tori said. “Or the quarantine?”

“Oh, no,” Feit said quickly. “SYLO has everything to do with the Ruby being here.”

“How’s that?” I asked.

“The guy who came to me with the offer was Captain Granger.”

I thought my knees would buckle.

“No!” Tori said with a gasp.

“Yes,” Feit said. “I had no idea he was actually working for the government. With the military. There wasn’t anybody more surprised than me when he stepped onto this island with an invasion force. I’ve been hiding ever since.”

“But…why?” was all I could say. “Why would our own government poison us with that stuff?”

“Or invade us,” Kent said. “None of this adds up.”

“Whatever the reason, you’re still responsible,” Tori said to Feit with disgust. “You’re going to prison for this.”

Feit shrugged. “I’m already in prison. We all are. Irony is, the Ruby might be our only hope of getting out.”

“No,” I declared. “No way.”

“Easy there, Rook,” Kent said. “It helped us break out of the SYLO camp, didn’t it?”

“We smuggled the Ruby into the SYLO compound,” Mr. Sleeper said. “We’ve got a lot of people on our side.”

“Who is we?” Tori asked.

“People who are ready to fight back,” Mr. Sleeper said. “Many of them were picked up by Granger and his thugs and stuck in that camp. He doesn’t want anybody challenging his authority.”

I thought back to how all the prisoners kept to themselves and wondered how many of them were part of this group…whatever this group was.

“Look,” Kent said. “I hate this scum. The Ruby killed my father, remember? But if it gives us a way to fight back, I say we use it. Use him. Just like we did tonight.”

“You mean just like I did tonight,” I corrected.

“Whatever. After that he can hang, for all I care.”

There was a long moment of silence, and then…

“I don’t know about you people, but I would really like to get off this crappy island and go home,” Olivia said softly.

Tori’s father stepped between the two of us, but faced me.

“You should see what’s going on here, son,” he said. “This Feit character is only part of it.”

“I thought they arrested you,” I said.

“They took me out of the house, but we never quite made it to the golf course,” he said, then smiled knowingly. “Somewhere along the route there’s a wrecked Hummer and a couple of soldier boys with severe headaches.”

“You don’t mess with my dad,” Tori said proudly.

Mr. Sleeper was a big guy with thick arms and huge hands that came from a lifetime of working on boats. There was nothing complicated about him. When he spoke, he looked you straight in the eye, and if he was anywhere near as good as his daughter at taking down people who crossed him, I had no doubt that the SYLO soldiers who had arrested him regretted it.

“C’mon,” he said. “Let me show you.”

I looked at Tori, who shrugged and nodded. She didn’t like Feit any more than I did, but she wasn’t about to argue with her father.

“Okay,” I said and instantly felt the tension melt away from the group.

Mr. Sleeper looked to the other men and said, “Get that Jeep out of sight.”

The guys got right on it and took charge of the Jeep while Mr. Sleeper led us along the sandy road, headed deeper onto the island. He had one arm around Tori, while I walked on his other side. Kent was next to me. The rest followed, including Feit.

“We started this group a couple of days after SYLO landed,” Sleeper began. “It was casual at first. A bunch of us old-timers got together to try and sort it all out. Nobody bought the story they were feeding us about the quarantine. We tried contacting the state and even made some calls to Washington but kept hitting stone walls or getting doubletalk. We started holding meetings every couple of nights at a different location for fear of Granger catching on to us.”

“How did I not know about this?” Tori asked.

“I didn’t want you involved.”

Tori snickered. “Great. I thought I was protecting you and the whole time you were in way deeper than any of us.”

“My father was part of it,” Kent added. “That’s how I knew all about it.”

“I kept thinking it would all just go away,” Mr. Sleeper went on. “Of course, it didn’t. More and more frustrated folks started showing up to vent. Not just locals either. Many of them were tourists who came here for vacation and got stuck. It got to be tricky keeping it all quiet. Those SYLO goons were always poking around, asking what we were up to. It came to a head when communications to the mainland got cut.”

“The riot in town,” I said.

“The anger just boiled over. We never bought the virus story. It wasn’t until Feit here paid us a visit that we knew for sure.”

“Knew what?” Tori asked.

“That there was no virus.”

Feit came forward and said, “I told them why people were dying. I wanted to…”

His voice trailed off.

“Just say it,” Mr. Sleeper demanded.

“I wanted to confess,” Feit said, barely above a whisper. “I told them how everyone who died had taken the Ruby…and that Granger was behind it all.”

I glanced at Kent. He kept his eyes on the ground but I could feel his anger bubbling.

“That’s when we knew we had to do something,” Mr. Sleeper said. “Sitting back and waiting for it all to blow over wasn’t going to happen. So we mobilized and came out here. It took a while. We didn’t want to raise any suspicion. We could only move at night and had to cover our tracks. But we made it. Been here a couple of days now.”

“You’re all just camping out here?” I asked.

“Not exactly out,” Sleeper said. “More like camping under.”

We were met in the road by a guy carrying a shotgun with the stock against his shoulder, up and aimed.

“It’s okay,” Mr. Sleeper said to him. “It’s my daughter and her friends.”

I knew the guy. He worked at the drugstore in town. He lowered the gun and said, “Welcome.”

We walked past him and then by five other men and women who were stationed on the road to keep out unwanted visitors. I knew them all. One guy worked on my dad’s car. I recognized a woman who taught algebra at the middle school. There was even a husband and wife who owned one of the ice-cream stores in Arbortown. Seeing them guarding the desolate island, with weapons, was like stepping into a surreal dream.

“Won’t it be easy for SYLO to find us?” Tori asked. “I mean, they have helicopters.”

“And we got camouflage,” Sleeper replied proudly.

We arrived at the edge of what was normally a dense scrub forest. Even in the dark of night, I could see that camouflage netting had been erected in the trees.

“We only travel at night, and keep the lights out,” Sleeper said. “During the day we’re hidden beneath the canopy. Besides, we won’t be here long.”

We stepped into the forest to see an elaborate camp filled with small tents. There were no campfires to give them away. Instead there were multiple containers stacked everywhere for storing food. Dozens of camp chairs were scattered about. Most were empty because it was so late, but there were still plenty of people awake and talking in hushed tones.

Calling this a camp for guerilla fighters seemed silly, considering that the people didn’t look anything like hardened revolutionaries. It seemed more like a campground for parents who wanted to get away for the weekend. All that was missing was the beer. The only sign it was something more ominous was that most of them carried guns.

“What’s the point?” I asked. “I mean, you’re not really planning some kind of revolution, are you?”

“Depends on your definition of revolution,” Mr. Sleeper said and kept walking.

As we moved through the campground, we kept getting suspicious glares from the people we passed. There were no smiles or waves or words of welcome. These people were living on the edge—and they were scared. I recognized a few more faces, but there were just as many people I had never seen before.

Mr. Sleeper led us to the largest tent in the campground. Inside were several portable picnic tables. It could have been a food tent, or a meeting hall. The only light came from shielded camp lanterns that were hooded to keep the light contained.

“Take a load off,” Mr. Sleeper said.

Tori and I sat at one table, Kent and Olivia at another. Feit sat by himself.

“We’re not kidding ourselves here,” Mr. Sleeper said. “We have no hope of bullying SYLO off the island. But we can make ourselves heard.”

“How?” I asked. “They’re an army. You guys…aren’t.”

“We’re going to kidnap Granger,” Mr. Sleeper said as nonchalantly as if he had said, “Pass the salt.”

None of us reacted. I think we might have been in shock. I know I was.

“Why?” Tori finally asked.

“To force their hand. You know as well as I do that we’re isolated here on Pemberwick. Nobody on the outside knows what’s happening. They haven’t since the day communications were cut. We figure that if we can pull in SYLO’s most important player, somebody somewhere will finally listen to us.”

“But there’s no guarantee of that,” I argued. “Even if you get Granger—and I’m not so sure you can—we’d still be cut off. Nobody outside of Pemberwick would even know.”

“Exactly. That’s why we wouldn’t keep him here,” Sleeper said with a satisfied smile. “The plan is to bring him to the mainland. We’ve got a half dozen speedboats ready to make the run. We’d send them all at once so they won’t know which one’s got Granger. Once we get to the mainland, we can parade him in front of every camera we can find and let the world know what he’s been doing here.”

“Awesome,” Kent said. “I can’t wait to see that guy squirm in front of TV lights.”

I wanted to tell Mr. Sleeper what a crazy plan that was, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized it wasn’t much different from what Quinn, Tori, and I tried to do. We wanted to get to a radio or TV station to blow the whistle on SYLO and that was exactly what Mr. Sleeper was planning. The only difference was that he wanted to do it armed with some serious evidence. Granger.

Tori must have been reading my mind because she looked at me and said, “It’s not bad.”

“Where are the boats?” I asked.

“Out here on Chinicook. Hidden in Crescent Bay. It was a hell of a risk getting them out here at night, but we pulled it off.”

My mind raced—and it had nothing to do with the Ruby.

“Is there a plan to get him?” I asked. “I mean, sneaking a couple of people out of that compound is one thing. Breaking in and nabbing the boss is a whole ’nother ball game.”

“We’ve got a lot of people on our side,” Mr. Sleeper said. “Out here and on the inside.”

“Prisoners?” Tori asked.

“That’s how we smuggled in the Ruby. SYLO doesn’t know who is innocent and who they have to be afraid of. People have sacrificed themselves just to get inside. We have total surprise on our side. And something else too.”

Sleeper nodded to Feit. Feit walked to the side of the tent where a tarp was stretched over a bulky object. He grabbed one end of the tarp and yanked it off to reveal eight clear plastic containers, each the size of a cooler—and each packed solid with the Ruby.

“Oh, man,” I exclaimed and jumped to my feet. I couldn’t help myself. Seeing that much of the deadly substance was a shock.

“It’s like making a deal with the devil,” Mr. Sleeper said ominously. “But if used properly, it’ll give us the advantage we need to get Granger, bring him to the mainland, and end this nightmare.”

“I like it,” Kent said enthusiastically.

“Shut up, Kent,” I snapped.

Kent was ready to jump at me but thought better of it and backed off.

“Let me make one thing clear,” Mr. Sleeper said. “I’m only telling you this so you know what’s been going on. You all are not going to be part of the operation. You’ve been through too much as it is.”

“You get no arguments from me,” Kent said.

I shot him a dirty look but he avoided eye contact.

“When?” I asked.

“Tomorrow night. There’s no telling how long we can keep Chinicook a secret so we have to move fast. One last thing we need before we move is something from the three of you.”

“Anything,” Kent said quickly, but I didn’t think that extended to him taking the Ruby.

“You’ve been inside the compound,” he said. “We need maps and any other information you can give us about how it all works. Hopefully between the three of you, we can get a good idea of what we’ll be faced with.”

“What about me?” Olivia asked. “How can I help?”

Kent took her hand and kissed it. “You’ve already done your part by getting us out here.”

Tori rolled her eyes and said, “I think I just threw up a little in my mouth.”

Olivia ignored the cut.

There was so much to digest. What had started out as the search for answers about a mysterious virus had become something far bigger.

“There’s something else,” I said. “Have you seen those flying shadows?”

“We have,” Mr. Sleeper said. “We think they have something to do with SYLO.”

He looked at Feit, as if expecting him to add something.

“They do,” Feit said. “I don’t know what kind of aircraft they are, but they’re SYLO all right.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

“Two weeks ago I was supposed to get a shipment of the Ruby. I got a call to be out on the bluffs on the east side of the island at midnight. I drove out there and saw this shadow fly by—and it exploded. Scared the hell out of me so I just took off.”

“And the next day a boatload of the stuff washed up on shore, along with the wreckage,” Mr. Sleeper added.

“And killed my horses,” Tori said.

“The pickup truck,” I said. “The one we saw on the bluffs. That was you?”

Feit nodded. “I didn’t think anybody saw me.”

“But that doesn’t explain what the shadows are, or what they’re doing,” Tori said. “There was a dogfight over the mainland. If those shadow planes were SYLO, who were they fighting? And why? Planes were blown out of the sky. People died.”

“Quinn died,” I said.

“What?” Olivia exclaimed. “Quinn is dead?”

Tori ignored her and said, “Even if you get Granger and make it to the mainland, what are you going to find there? Whatever SYLO is doing, it’s not just about Pemberwick.”

“We thought about that,” Mr. Sleeper said. “All of it. I’m sorry to hear about your friend, Tucker. And your father, Kent.”

“I can’t believe that Quinn is gone,” Olivia said, genuinely upset.

“And I’m sorry about my parents,” I said. “They’re working with SYLO.”

That shut the conversation down. With each new revelation about SYLO, I kept thinking about my mom and dad and wondering what part they were playing in this nightmare. For me, that was the nightmare.

“We don’t have a whole lot of answers,” Mr. Sleeper said. “But we all feel certain that the only way to get the truth is to blast off of this rock and get back to civilization. Nobody knows what we’re going to find there and who might be on our side, but what other choice do we have?”

“None,” I said quickly. “I’ll help. I’ll draw you as many maps as you want and tell you every last thing I learned about the place, but I want something in return.”

“What’s that?” Mr. Sleeper asked.

“I want Tori and me to be on one of those boats going to the mainland.”

“What about me?” Kent asked.

“And me?” Olivia chimed in petulantly.

“You do whatever you want, but Tori and I will be on one of those boats.”

Mr. Sleeper frowned and shook his head. “No. Too dangerous.”

I stalked toward him and said, “It’s no more dangerous than what we’ve been through already. We’ve been out there, Mr. Sleeper. In your boats, in the middle of a battle. One of them was vaporized with my best friend on board. That’s how Quinn died.”

Mr. Sleeper went white. “You made a run for the mainland? Tori?”

“We did,” Tori said. “The Patricia was hit by a light that vaporized it, along with Quinn.”

“Seriously?” Olivia said, stunned. She looked whiter than Mr. Sleeper. “Evaporate? Like…poof?”

“I don’t know who is fighting who,” I said. “Or why. But they’re not taking prisoners. We saw it all, which means we have a hell of a lot more experience making a run for the mainland than any of your weekend warriors here. We will be on one of those boats, Mr. Sleeper. In fact, Tori will be the captain. I trust her more than anybody. It’s not a request, it’s a fact. Accept it or you won’t be getting any map from me.”

Tori stood up and said, “Or from me, Dad.”

I looked toward Kent. He saw how serious I was. He gave a resigned shrug and said, “Or me. I don’t want to be stuck here either.”

Mr. Sleeper was speechless. Tori went to him, wrapped her arms around his waist, and pressed her cheek against his chest.

“Don’t think that leaving us here is the same as protecting us,” she said. “We stand just as good a chance of surviving by making a run as staying on the island.”

Mr. Sleeper closed his eyes and hugged his daughter. She was all he had in the world. It must have pained him to think that he would lose her. But he wasn’t the kind of guy who would step back, hope for the best, and let fate play out on its own.

“All right,” he said softly, then looked at me and added, “You know how to pick ’em. If anybody’s got a chance of piloting a boat through a crapstorm, it’s my daughter.”

“That’s what I figured,” I said. “Do I have your word?”

He nodded. “You do.” He wiped his brow and added, “Let’s get to work on those maps.”

We spent the next hour drawing, talking about what we saw in the SYLO compound, and answering questions thrown at us by a group of people that Mr. Sleeper brought in. Most I knew from around town. They were Mr. Sleeper’s buddies, and now they were his lieutenants. It was clear that Mr. Sleeper was the boss. He’d grown up on Pemberwick; he knew every inch of the island and most of the people. He also had a very strong personality. When he spoke, his buddies listened.

They didn’t fill us in on the details of their plan to snatch Granger. I think they were still figuring it out, especially since we had dumped a boatload of new information on them. All we knew was that once the team left Chinicook, we would move down to the boats and wait.

Feit was not part of this discussion. When the lieutenants showed up, Feit was asked to step out. Obviously, nobody trusted him. He wasn’t going to play a critical role in the kidnapping other than to provide a boost from the Ruby. I got the feeling that nobody liked him much. Made sense. As far as I was concerned, the guy was a murderer. I hated that the good guys had to rely on him and worried that they were going to take the Ruby, but it was a small risk compared to everything else that was going on.

It didn’t help my opinion of him that he was such a good liar. Everything he first had told me about the Ruby was bogus. It made me wonder where his lies stopped and the truth began. We accepted everything he told us about SYLO and Granger because it fit and helped to explain some things. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder if everything he said was the absolute truth.

It was nearly four in the morning by the time we finished. I hadn’t slept much earlier that night and I was definitely feeling low after coming down from my adventure with the Ruby. Olivia had already crashed somewhere because she didn’t have anything to offer. Kent got bored quickly and was asleep on the floor of the tent.

“Get some rest,” Mr. Sleeper said. “If you think of anything else, you can tell me later. And sleep in. We don’t move around much during the day. We’re like a camp of vampires.”

The lady from the ice-cream shop came in with a couple of sleeping bags and pillows for us and started to lay them out near the crates of the Ruby.

“Thanks,” I said. “But I’d rather not sleep near that stuff.”

She glanced at the Ruby and nodded. “Right. Sorry.”

She laid both of the bags down on the opposite side of the tent and I went right for one, ready to crash.

Tori gave her father a playful poke in the chest. It reminded me of when she pushed his hat over his eyes on their dock. “I’m proud of you, Dad,” she said. “If anybody can pull this off, it’s you.”

“It’s not like I have a choice,” he said. “I’ve gotta take care of my little girl.”

He kissed the top of her head and headed out of the tent.

Tori came over and lay down on the sleeping bag next to mine.

“Did you ever imagine that your father would be the leader of a revolution?” I asked.

“No, obviously,” she said. “But if there’s gotta be a revolution, there’s nobody better to run it. People listen to my dad.”

“Seriously. I can’t imagine telling him what to do.”

Tori leaned over, kissed me on the cheek, and whispered, “But you did tell him what to do. And he listened. Not bad.”

She lay down on her sleeping bag and was asleep in seconds.

It wasn’t fair. I was about as exhausted as I’d ever been in my life, but I had been jolted awake by a kiss that I never saw coming.

There was so much rattling around in my head, good and bad, that I feared I’d never get to sleep. I probably lay there thinking for, oh, a solid eight seconds before dropping off.

I didn’t sleep for long though. Can’t say why. I definitely needed more downtime but my brain needed my body to be awake so we could both get back to stressing over the situation.

It was still dark. I saw that Tori was fast asleep. Kent and Olivia were, too. I wanted to fall back to sleep but knew it would be impossible so I got up and left the tent.

The sky was slowly growing lighter. The sun would soon rise on what promised to be a dramatic day—maybe the most important day of our lives. Witnessing the dawn on that kind of day felt like the right thing to do, so I walked through the campground, snaking past tents, looking for a trail that would lead me out from under the protective canopy. The entire camp was surrounded by dense scrub trees. There was no way to bushwack out. I had to walk halfway around the perimeter until I found a trail.

I followed the narrow meandering path for at least thirty yards until I broke out into the open to find a wide expanse of sand and grass that stretched to the ocean. From the end of the scrub where I stood to what looked like the edge of a bluff was about fifty yards. Luckily I had come out on the east side of the island, the side where I would see the sunrise.

It was spectacular.

The sky was growing brighter by the second. I thought about walking out to the edge of the bluff but remembered Mr. Sleeper’s warning. It wouldn’t have been smart to be spotted by a passing Navy ship. So I stayed close to the edge of the scrub, where I had a perfect view of the sunrise.

Standing alone with only the sounds of the ocean and the occasional squawking seagull to keep me company, I felt oddly at peace. As uncertain as I was about how the day would unfold, it was good to know that there was a plan. I wasn’t so naïve as to think that we would put a quick end to the nightmare, but at least we now had direction. And friends. We weren’t alone anymore. I guess you have to appreciate the good stuff when it comes because there was more than enough bad stuff to go around.

If there was anything positive to take from recent events, it was that in some small way I had proven to myself that I was able to rise to a challenge. That’s saying a lot. I guess you could say that I had been floating. I didn’t like to fail—at anything—which meant I usually didn’t try. Quinn loved to point that out about me. When I was faced with a challenge, I backed off, whether it was in school or with girls. It was always easier for me to pretend as though I didn’t care than to put myself on the line and risk falling on my face. If I had known I was going to land in the spotlight on the football team, I never would have joined in the first place. Maybe it was because I didn’t want to look bad. Or to be seen as somehow lacking. I think that’s why I never allowed myself to have the kind of dreams that Quinn had: to leave Pemberwick and make a difference somewhere. That was the kind of stuff other people did. I didn’t think I had it in me—whatever “it” is.

But that changed when life changed. I could no longer sit back and say, “Really? The island’s been invaded? Oh well, pass the popcorn.” Maybe you have to have things taken away before you can truly understand how valuable they are…or however that song lyric goes. I had been pushed. Hard. I’m proud to say that I finally pushed back. And I would continue to push back. It was a strangely exciting feeling. It made me wonder what I might be capable of once we got past all of this crap and life settled back to the new normal. Maybe I’d start thinking more like Quinn and start looking around to see what could be accomplished. I’m not sure if that kind of thinking frightened me before, or if I just couldn’t see myself succeeding. But after what we had been through, I no longer had those doubts. I felt confident that I could rise to the challenge. Any challenge.

I wanted the chance to prove it…for myself, and for Quinn.

While I stood there contemplating the wonders of my newfound enlightenment, the sun began to peek up over the horizon. The strip of sky above the sea quickly turned orange, lifting the curtain on a new day. It was a day that would set the course for the next chapter in this strange adventure. I felt certain that the next time the sun came up it would be on a whole new reality—one that we all had a hand in shaping because we were about to make another Pemberwick Run.

Then I saw something on the horizon.

It started out as a black speck on the sun…that soon turned into two specks.

I stared at the aberrations, not sure of what I was seeing as the mysterious blots grew larger. It was the sound that brought it all into focus. It took a few seconds after I had registered the black specks for me to hear it because the speed of sound is painfully slow.

It was a steady, low thumping sound. It was incessant. It grew louder. Fast.

I don’t know why it took so long for me to react. Maybe it was ignorance or disbelief or wishful thinking—or stubborn resistance to the fact that all of our carefully crafted plans were about to go into the toilet.

The black specks were flying out of the rising sun.

They were helicopters.

SYLO had found us.


TWENTY-TWO

“Wake up! Get up! We’re under attack!”

I ran through the camp screaming like a lunatic, trying to roust the dozens of people who were sleeping peacefully, totally unaware that the game was about to change. People crawled out of their tents, wiping sleep from their eyes, looking more annoyed than worried.

“Get up! Helicopters are coming this way!”

Nobody reacted. Maybe they were still asleep and didn’t trust the ravings of a guy they didn’t know. They wandered about, grumbling, rubbing their eyes and generally looking dazed. I had the odd thought that this was what it must have been like on Pearl Harbor just before all hell broke loose.

“Tucker!” Mr. Sleeper called as he crawled out of his tent. “What’s going on?”

I opened my mouth to tell him, but didn’t get the chance.

His answer came from the sky as the first helicopter swooped in low and unleashed a torrent of machine gun fire on the camp.

They hadn’t come to capture anybody. This was an all-out attack.

Nobody saw the flying beast. The camouflage cover worked both ways. What we saw instead was the sky falling and the ground torn up by two lines of bullets that raked the ground, splintering trees, tearing through tents, and sending small explosions of dirt into the air.

That woke everybody up.

Some people went for their shotguns. Others turned and fled into the scrub. Still others crawled out of their tents with looks of shock, as if the reality was too much to comprehend.

I hit the ground but didn’t know why until I realized that Mr. Sleeper had grabbed me and thrown me down while shielding me with his body.

“Get Tori,” he said. “Go for the boats.”

I jumped up and started running for the big tent just as the next helicopter made its attack run. I hit the ground on my own this time, grabbing my head for protection—not that that would have helped against a white-hot bullet. The stream of bullets strafed the camp, pulverizing the plastic coolers, blowing them into the air with a shattering barrage. This time people were hit. I saw a guy running through the center of the camp, headed for his shotgun. He didn’t make it. At least one and probably more bullets hit him, dropping him instantly. A red cloud that seemed strangely pretty erupted from his back. My mind wouldn’t accept it for what it really was. The poor guy hit the ground and didn’t move.

“Go!” Mr. Sleeper yelled to me.

I scrambled to my feet and sprinted for the big tent.

Inside, Kent was just starting to wake up. Fool.

“What’s all the noise?” he asked, groggy.

“Get up!” I shouted. “We’re under attack.”

“Attack?” he repeated dumbly as if it didn’t register. “By who?”

“Where’s Tori?”

“Here!” she called.

Tori was huddled under one of the picnic tables with Olivia, who looked like a deer caught in the headlights with wide, frightened eyes.

“New plan,” I said, breathless. “We’re going for the boats now.”

“I knew it,” Tori said angrily. “That’s why we escaped so easily. They let us go.”

Kent crawled over and scrambled under the table.

“No way,” he argued. “My plan worked perfectly.”

“Because there weren’t any guards around, you idiot!” Tori screamed. “They knew exactly what we were doing. We were set up. They followed us here.”

Her words stunned me, but made total sense.

“Kent?” Olivia cried with confusion. “Are we going to be okay?”

Kent didn’t get the chance to answer as another strafing run hit the camp. The pounding sound of the helicopter flying low over the trees was broken up by the nasty chatter of its guns. I jumped under the table just as the surface was hit, sending splinters of plastic all over the tent.

Olivia screamed. Kent did too.

I grabbed Tori and held my breath, bracing against the pain I expected to jolt me at any second. But the strafing run ended and I was still in one piece.

“Anybody hit?” I asked.

I was answered with wild, frightened gazes.

“We gotta go,” I declared.

“No,” Olivia cried, shaking her head like a petulant two-year-old. “I’m not moving.”

I grabbed her and stuck my nose right in her face.

“That’s your call,” I said. “But if they keep pounding the camp, this might not be the safest place to be.”

She was on the verge of hysteria but she had enough sense to understand that staying could mean death.

“Okay,” she said, nodding quickly. “I’ll go.”

I pushed her toward Kent and said, “Watch out for her.”

“Seriously?” Kent snarled. “Who’s gonna watch out for me?”

I don’t think I could have hated Kent any more than I did in that moment.

“I gotta find Dad,” Tori said as she crawled out from under the table.

“No,” I said, grabbing her arm. “He’s okay. He told me to get you and head for the boats.”

A helicopter roared over. Olivia grabbed her head and screamed again as Tori and I dove beneath what was left of the table. This time the helicopter didn’t unload.

“They’re just messing with us now,” I said.

“They’re doing a good job,” Kent whined.

“I can’t believe this is a mass execution,” I said. “They’re going to land and try to round us up. Our best bet is to get lost in the trees and bushwack out.”

Nobody disagreed. They needed guidance and mine was as good as any.

“Then let’s go,” Tori shouted.

We headed out of the tent to witness total chaos. Many people had shotguns pointed to the sky at…what? Sunlight streamed through the bullet holes in the camouflage, making it look like a giant spaghetti colander. At that moment I was more worried about getting shot by a trigger-happy friend than by SYLO. There were a few people down and hurt, or worse. Others huddled together, staring up, waiting for the next attack.

“This way,” I said and started for the trees on the north end of the camp.

Tori didn’t follow. She stood still, staring at something.

“C’mon!” I yelled.

She took off in the other direction.

“Let her go,” Kent demanded.

There was no chance of that.

“Tori? What are you—”

I saw where she was headed. Lying in the dirt on his back, unmoving, was her father. She ran to him and fell to her knees. I hurried up behind her to see that he was alive, but barely. His eyes were vacant and dreamy. His mouth hung open and, worst of all, a thick pool of blood was growing under his back. Tori lifted his head and put it on her knees.

“Dad?” she said, holding back tears. “How bad is it?”

Her father focused on her. Surprisingly, he smiled.

“Not bad,” he said in a weak whisper. “But I won’t be paying Granger a visit tonight.”

“We’ll get help,” she said, her voice cracking. “I’ll stay with you until the soldiers get here and—”

“No,” he said and grabbed Tori’s hand. “Go. Now. While there’s still a chance.”

“I won’t leave you,” Tori argued. She was losing the battle to keep from crying.

“You have to,” Mr. Sleeper said and winced. The guy was in serious pain.

“Don’t move,” Tori pleaded.

“I lied, Tickle,” he said. “I’m hurt. Bad. You staying here won’t change that.”

“I’m not leaving,” Tori argued as she stroked his hair. “Not until we get help.”

“If you wait for me to get help, then they’ve got you,” her father said with as much urgency as he could offer. “We’d both be done and then this was all for nothing.”

A voice came booming at us from a loudspeaker that was somewhere outside of the campground.

“Attention in the camp,” the voice called. “Place your weapons together in plain sight. We will discontinue the attack so long as there is no resistance. At the first sign of aggression, we will resume the strafing. Do not make the mistake of underestimating our resolve.”

The voice belonged to Granger. There was one thing I could say for that guy: He did his own dirty work.

“There you go,” Mr. Sleeper said. “You’ve got a window. Please, please use it.”

Tori tried to say something but it caught in her throat.

“I couldn’t be any more proud of you, sweetheart,” Mr. Sleeper said. “I know it’s been rough for us but you’ve been strong and smart and I couldn’t have made it through without you. You’ve always taken care of me but now it’s time to take care of yourself.”

“I can’t,” Tori sobbed.

“Yes, you can. I know you can. Go. Get to the mainland and put a stop to this nonsense. I’m counting on you.”

Tori leaned over and hugged her father tight.

“I love you, Daddy,” she said softly.

“I love you, Tickle,” he said. “You’ve always made me proud. Don’t stop now.”

Tori nodded, gave him one last hug, then gently rested his head back down.

“Goodbye, Daddy,” she said and backed away.

Her father didn’t respond. I don’t think he could bring himself to say those same words.

As Tori retreated, I knelt down next to Mr. Sleeper and said, “I’ll watch out for her.”

He smiled and gave a little chuckle. “I think she’ll be the one looking out for you.”

His chuckle turned into a cough. Pain creased his face. His eyes went wide and then blank. In that brief instant I saw the spark of life leave Michael Sleeper.

I steeled myself, stood up, and went right to Tori, blocking her view.

“I think he’s going to be okay,” I lied. “They’ll take him to the hospital in the SYLO compound.”

Tori nodded. I wasn’t sure if she believed me or not.

Granger’s voice returned, sounding closer this time. “We will allow two minutes for you to surrender your weapons. Our forces have gathered and will enter the camp after that. They are armed and have been ordered to shoot at the first sign of aggression.”

Tori looked me right in the eye and declared, “We’re getting out.”

Glancing around the camp, I saw that most of the people were cooperating with Granger’s demands. Men and women gathered toward the center of the camp and dropped their various rifles and pistols in a pile. Most of those who were cooperating I recognized as longtime islanders. It seemed to be the off-islanders who were the most reluctant to give up.

“If we’re going, it better be now,” Kent said.

I scanned the camp, looking for what I thought would be the best route out. I chose a spot where the scrub was dense and would provide us with some cover.

“C’mon,” I said and ran for the trees.

Tori, Kent, and Olivia were right behind me. I dove into the thick brush, shoving aside the tangle of branches that blocked our way. Olivia was not dressed for this kind of adventure. The branches had to be tearing her legs up. But to her credit, she kept moving. Fear helps you do some crazy things.

“This is horrible,” she complained. “We should take one of the trails.”

“Sure,” I said. “And meet a team of soldiers coming in from the other direction.”

She stopped complaining.

We had only gotten a few yards into the brush when a gunshot sounded.

“Down!” I commanded.

Everyone dropped without question. I looked back to see that the two minutes were up. SYLO soldiers poured into the camp from three different trails. Unlike the guards back at the compound, these guys were dressed for battle, complete with deep red helmets and flak jackets. They also carried automatic rifles. This was a full-on combat unit. It struck me as overkill. The “rogues” were nothing more than a collection of pissed-off civilians. I’d bet most of them had never fired a gun at a target, let alone another human being.

The soldiers moved quickly and efficiently. They surrounded the people in the clearing, forming a circle around the perimeter of the camp. The frightened people huddled together, making sure to stay away from the pile of weapons so there would be no question that they had given up.

The last to arrive in the camp was Granger. He too was dressed for combat but didn’t carry a weapon or wear a helmet. He strode around the frightened prisoners, making a full circle to inspect them all. He stopped over the body of Mr. Sleeper and nudged it with his foot.

Tori dropped her head.

If she hadn’t known that her father was dead before, she knew it then.

“Is this Sleeper?” he asked anybody who would answer.

A few of the prisoners nodded or mumbled that it was indeed their leader. I thought back to when Granger interrogated me about our failed escape. He was asking questions about Mr. Sleeper and the boats and how it was planned. He knew Mr. Sleeper was involved with this group and wanted to know if I was too.

Granger put his hands on his hips and glared at the prisoners.

“Make no mistake,” he announced coldly. “This is far from over. Do not underestimate our resolve. We will fight. There will be no surrender. No compromise. No negotiation. You have chosen the wrong road and you will pay for it.”

Tori and I exchanged puzzled looks. Granger’s speech wasn’t making sense. It almost sounded as if he were the one on the defensive.

Granger continued, “I understand that not all of you are aggres-sors. Rest assured that we will separate the wheat from the chaff. Until then, you are all considered enemy combatants. You will be treated humanely, that I promise, though it is more than most of you deserve. Transport vehicles are waiting on the far end of the bridge that will take you to the SYLO compound. You will march in an orderly fashion, single file. Do not step out of line or you will be shot.”

Not exactly my idea of humane treatment.

“And may the Almighty have mercy on your wretched souls,” Granger added.

Granger waved his arm and the soldiers sprang into action, forcing the people to put their hands on their heads while funneling them into a line.

I wanted to keep going but I was afraid that any little movement might be spotted by a soldier. Precious time was ticking away. For all I knew there were SYLO soldiers swarming all over Chinicook and we had no chance of making it to the bay that held the speedboats. But until the camp was cleared, we had no choice but to wait it out.

The prisoners were marched out of the clearing and the dead were carried out.

Tori looked away when the soldiers lifted her father’s lifeless body. I reached out and squeezed her arm. She closed her eyes and let the silent tears fall.

Soon the camp was empty except for Granger and two soldiers. Granger scanned the space, looking beyond the camp and into the woods. I held my breath, for whatever good that might do.

“Where are those children?” Granger asked one of the soldiers. “Sleeper’s daughter and the Pierce kid?”

“We haven’t seen them since they crossed the bridge early this morning,” the soldier replied.

That confirmed it. We had been allowed to escape so they could follow us. We had led SYLO directly to the only people who had a chance of stopping them.

“They can’t get off the island, sir,” the soldier added. “The bridge is secure.”

Granger nodded, thinking.

Hearing those words gave me hope. They didn’t know about the speedboats that had been waiting to take Granger to the mainland. There was still a chance.

“Smoke ’em out,” Granger said. “Burn it down. All of it.”

No sooner did he give that command than he strode from the clearing and was passed by another soldier on his way in. This guy had a steel tank on his back and held a nozzle that was connected to the tank by a hose.

“Uh-oh,” I whispered. “Is that—”

With a loud woof, a jet of flame shot from the nozzle.

“Yup,” Kent answered.

The flamethrower sent out a monstrous line of fire that had to be at least ten feet long. The soldier strolled casually through the campground, sweeping the flame about, turning the place into an instant inferno.

“Move!” I commanded and jumped forward, hacking my way through the dense brush an instant before the soldier swept the flame in our direction and turned the dry scrub behind us into a wall of fire. There was no way to know how far we would have to fight through the tangle before breaking out into the open.

“Tucker?” Olivia called nervously. “It’s getting hot.”

I turned and was shocked to see the fire was spreading quickly.

“Keep moving,” I said.

“Pick up the pace, Rook,” Kent called. “Or we’ll roast in here.”

I tried to move faster but the tangle of growth was relentless. The very same thick foliage that was keeping us from being seen was also preventing a quick escape.

“How much further?” Tori asked.

“I don’t know,” was my honest answer. “But the longer it takes, the closer we’ll get to the bay.”

“Or burn trying,” Kent added.

There was nothing we could do but keep moving and hope we were faster than the fire. I felt the heat at my back, which made me fear we were losing the race. I realized that we were no longer running from Granger—we were escaping from the fire.

“We’ve gotta get outta here,” Tori warned.

I looked to either side but couldn’t tell which way was the most direct route to safety. Going north would take us to the bay, so I kept leading us in that direction. My hands were crisscrossed with bloody slashes from pushing aside the branches, and I got whacked in the face more times that I could count. I didn’t want to see how badly Olivia’s legs had been cut. But she didn’t complain. I guess having fire nipping at your heels makes a few cuts seem trivial.

Finally, with the flames growing so close that I feared my sweatshirt would combust, we reached the edge of the scrub. I held up my hand to stop the others but with the fire so close it was a waste of energy. Nobody stopped and we all quickly leaped out of the thicket and onto a stretch of sea grass.

“Damn,” was my first reaction.

There was still a stretch of at least a hundred yards between us and what looked to be the edge of a bluff that surrounded the bay.

“What do you think?” Kent asked.

“Don’t think,” Tori said. “Run.”

She took off at a dead sprint. I was right after her and the others followed. There was nothing strategic about it. We needed to get to the bay before the SYLO soldiers thought to look for us this far north. A second one way or the other could mean the difference between escape and death. I kept glancing back, fearing that I would see a helicopter headed our way or soldiers sprinting around the perimiter of what had become a monstrous fire. Chinicook Island would soon be nothing but a charred ember.

Kent picked up the pace and ran up alongside me.

“You sure we’re going the right way?” he asked, gulping air.

“We’ll know soon enough,” I replied.

We made it to the edge of the bluff, where we could look down on the crescent-shaped bay that was cut into the northernmost shore of Chinicook. It was a long way down to the water.

“Where are the boats?” Olivia asked frantically. “I don’t see any boats.”

“They wouldn’t be out in the open,” I said. “Or they would have been spotted.”

“So then where are they?” Kent demanded to know. “This isn’t the right spot.”

“Yes, it is,” Tori said. “Look.”

She pointed down to the right, where we saw several people hurrying down a winding switchback trail, headed for the water.

“They have the same idea,” she said.

“There’s the trailhead,” I exclaimed and ran twenty yards along the bluff’s edge until we hit the narrow spit of sand that marked the beginning of the trail.

The path was steep and the footing was bad. One slip and it would be a very long drop to the rocky beach below.

“I’m wearing flip-flops!” Olivia complained.

“Take ’em off!” I yelled back.

I don’t know if she did it or not, but she kept moving.

We had gotten about halfway down to the water when I heard someone yell, “Tucker!”

I stopped and looked back up to see Mr. Feit standing on the edge of the bluff. I had almost forgotten about the guy.

He started running for the trailhead and shouted, “I’m coming with you!”

“No, he’s not,” Kent growled. “Keep moving.”

For once I agreed with Kent. I was about to continue moving when we heard a sharp crack. It was a rifle shot. SYLO had caught up.

I looked back up to see that Feit wasn’t running anymore. He wasn’t moving at all. He just stood on the edge of the bluff as if admiring the view.

“What is he doing?” Olivia asked.

The answer came quickly. Feit’s knees buckled and he fell. Not to the ground—over the cliff. It was a grisly sight that I couldn’t take my eyes off as he bounced from rock to rock, each impact changing his direction, spinning his body, until he landed with a huge splash in the bay.

Just like that, the pusher who had brought the Ruby into our lives was gone.

“I hope to God he was dead before that fall,” Tori said.

“I hope he wasn’t,” Kent snarled. “He deserved to feel all of that.”

The shock of witnessing Feit’s gruesome death momentarily made me forget why it had happened. SYLO was closing in.

“Let’s move,” I ordered and continued the treacherous journey down the narrow path.

There was no way to know how close the shot came from. Was it long-range sniper fire? Or would SYLO soldiers be peering over the edge at any second and take aim at us? When we hit bottom, we found ourselves on a narrow, rocky beach with gentle waves lapping onto the shore. The curve of the bay knocked down the biggest waves, making it a cove that was just right for landing a small boat. Or hiding several.

“Where are they?” Kent asked anxiously.

We all looked up and down the coast, searching for the people who had gotten there before us.

“It’s like they just disappeared,” Olivia cried. “Did we really see them?”

I ignored her. But I didn’t know where the boats were, either—until the loud rumbling of an engine firing to life told us that we were in the right place.

“Where the hell is it?” Kent asked.

The sound intensified. The engine was throttling up.

“There!” Olivia shouted, pointing.

A sleek cigarette boat blasted out from behind a rock outcropping that had been shielding our view. The monster boat was at full throttle, headed out to sea. On board were four people I didn’t recognize. The sight reminded me of the boat Tori and I had witnessed being blasted out of the water.

“You can’t outrun the Navy like that,” Tori said. “If we’re going to make it, we have to be smart.”

“Lead on, Captain,” I said.

We took off running along the beach and quickly climbed up and over the rock outcropping. Beyond it, the bay curved back toward the bluff where a cave was cut into the steep rock wall that was large enough to accommodate several boats. All the craft were hidden in the shadows but I could see them lined up side by side, waiting. Without a word we scrambled over the rocks and splashed through the waist-deep water until we reached the mouth of the cave.

“That one,” Kent said, pointing to the largest of the set. “That’ll fly.”

“No,” Tori said with authority as she sized up the rest. “I told you, we can’t outrun them. We have to be able to maneuver, and that thing looks like a pig.”

“A fast pig,” Kent argued.

“Sure, if we were taking a single heading,” Tori shot back. “We’re going to need more options.”

“Listen to her, Kent,” Olivia said. “She’s, like…a boat person.”

Tori made a quick appraisal of the small fleet and said, “That one.”

Without waiting for anybody’s approval, she hurried for the chosen boat. It was on the far right end, which made it easier to access. I have to admit that I wasn’t so sure about her choice at first. It was a V-hull open-deck sport boat, about thirty-seven feet long with a center console and two padded pilot seats. There weren’t any bells and whistles. All the boats were simple craft that were built for performance, not comfort. Mr. Sleeper and his rogues must have scoured the island until they found the five fastest boats on Pemberwick. Tori’s choice looked like it could maneuver well enough, but at first glance it didn’t look to have the same horsepower as the other, bigger craft.

That is, until we climbed on board.

“Wow,” Kent said. “Never saw a rig like that.”

The boat was powered by four identical 250-horsepower Mercury engines. Any one of them would have provided enough horsepower to make the boat fly. I couldn’t imagine what they would do together.

“You say we can’t outrun the Navy,” I said. “But this gives us a shot.”

Tori was focused on the console, familiarizing herself with the controls.

“That’s not why I picked it,” she said. “I want to maneuver.”

“Can we go now?” Olivia asked.

“Cast off the line,” Tori commanded.

I jumped to the stern to see that all the boats were anchored to a spot deep within the cave. I cast off the line and tossed it to shore.

“Clear,” I announced. “It’s deep enough to turn the props.”

Tori fired up the first engine. Its low, throaty growl boomed through the cave and rattled my gut. She started each of the others in turn. The power these motors put out was almost scary.

“Kent, walk us out of here,” Tori commanded.

Kent went to the starboard side, reached over the rail, and walked his hands along the rail of the next boat over to move us forward.

I sat down on the stern bench and looked forward as we slowly slipped from the protection of the cave. There was nothing for me to do but go for a ride. It was a sobering moment.

This was it. Our last shot. We were going to make a run for the mainland in broad daylight. There was no halfway. No moral victory to be had. No Plan B. We were either going to make it…or die.

I felt strangely at peace, much like I had felt that morning as I watched the sun rise. The plan may have changed but the feeling that I had that morning remained true. This was the end game. It was an oddly peaceful feeling, though I knew it was the calm before the storm. The final storm. One way or another, it would soon be over.

I thought of Quinn and said, “This is the Pemberwick Run.”

“Buckle up,” Tori barked.

The boat crept into the sun, slipping out from its hiding place, purring, ready to launch. I got up and sat next to Tori, who was buckling her seat belt. What kind of boat had seat belts? It was yet another clue that we were in for a wild ride. I sat to her right and did the same. Kent and Olivia sat directly behind us on the seat that ran the width of the stern. They too buckled in.

“You sure you know what you’re doing?” Kent called.

“I don’t see anybody else on board who knows more,” was Tori’s cocky reply.

I had total faith in her, and in her father’s opinion. He said that if anybody could pilot a boat through a crapstorm, it was Tori. I also put faith in Quinn’s opinion. Tori could sure as hell tie knots.

“Ready?” she asked me.

“Absolutely,” I replied.

Tori turned her baseball cap backward and hit the throttles. The engines roared, the boat lurched forward—and the crack of a rifle cut through it all. I spun around to look back at the bluff to see a SYLO sharpshooter sitting on top, with his rifle trained on us.

“They’re here!” I shouted over the roar of the engines. “That must have been the guy who got Feit.”

I looked at Tori. She was slumped over the wheel.

“Tori?” I called.

She didn’t answer.

A blossom of blood was growing on her back, soaking her shirt.
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My brain locked.

I didn’t know if I should shake her or scream for help or grab the wheel. I probably should have done all three, but I felt as though I’d been hit in the head with a baseball bat.

It was the second gunshot that pulled me back into the moment. I heard a crack and then the fiberglass console directly between the two of us was shattered by the impact of a bullet.

“Kent!” I shouted.

Turning around I saw that both Olivia and Kent were huddled down on the seat, beneath the stern rail and the engines.

“She’s hit, help her!” I screamed.

He didn’t move.

“Now!”

I tried to gently pull Tori back off the wheel but this was no time for being careful. We were flying over the water’s surface under full power and nobody was steering. First priority was to take control.

Kent finally came forward and grabbed her by the shoulders.

Tori moaned in pain.

“What do I do?” he cried. He was near brain-lock as well.

“Get her back there and lay her on the deck,” I screamed. “And stay low!”

He unbuckled her seat belt, then reached under her arms and dragged her off the seat. I didn’t have time to worry about her. We were under attack. I undid my own seat belt and slid into the captain’s chair.

“She’s bleeding!” Olivia cried, as if she was more worried about getting blood on her clothes than about Tori’s life.

“Get us outta here!” Kent yelled.

Thank you, stater-of-the-obvious. I hoped that with each passing second we were getting further out of range of the sharpshooter. Just to be sure, I made a short turn to keep from traveling in a perfectly straight line and making us a perfectly easy target. I barely touched the wheel and the boat responded instantly.

“Whoa, easy!” Kent hollered.

Tori had called it. This boat could maneuver. The slightest adjustment made a dramatic turn.

No more shots followed. We were definitely out of range. But now I was the captain of the boat so I set a course that would take us out of the mouth of the bay. Chinicook was north of Pemberwick Island and the bay was to the northernmost shore of Chinicook. All I could think to do was get out of the bay, round the top of the island, and then head west, staying as close to the island for protection for as long as possible before turning into the open sea and the five-mile crossing to the mainland. It was the best I could come up with.

“How is she?” I called back.

“I don’t know,” Kent replied. “She’s bleeding bad. Front and back. The bullet must have traveled straight through her shoulder.”

“It freakin’ hurts,” Tori moaned out.

She was conscious. At least that was something.

“Put pressure on it to stop the bleeding,” I ordered. “Then find something to bandage it.”

I didn’t know anything about bullet wounds, but it seemed like Tori may have caught a break if the bullet went through her shoulder without hitting anything vital—like her heart or her lungs. If she could talk, I had to believe we had some time to get her help. But where? There were no hospitals in the ocean, and we definitely weren’t going back to Arbortown. It made getting to Portland all the more critical.

“What do I use?” Kent cried. “There aren’t any bandages back here!”

“Look under the seats,” I ordered.

Olivia responded and started lifting up cushions. It wasn’t an easy job because we were bouncing over the swells, but she stayed focused.

“Here!” she exclaimed and pulled out a first-aid kit.

“There’s gotta be gauze or something,” I said. “Pack the wound and then use a bandage to tie it up.”

“Got it, got it,” Kent said. “Jeez, there’s blood everywhere.”

“So shut up and stop it,” Tori ordered.

It was good to hear her voice. She was with us and alert. But for how long?

We were nearing the mouth of the bay. It was time to turn but I had no idea how shallow the bottom was. The last thing I wanted to do was run aground or hit a rock, like I did the last time I was in command of a boat. To be safe I steered a wide course that I hoped would get us out of the bay.

I kept glancing back to see how Tori was doing and was surprised to see Olivia really stepping up.

“I don’t think it’s so bad,” she said to Tori, though it sounded like a lie to make her feel better. “It looks like the bullet went clean through. We’ll stop the bleeding and you’ll be okay.”

She gingerly took off Tori’s sweatshirt and then her flannel shirt to reveal the wound. Olivia used some alcohol on cotton pads to clean it up. It actually seemed as though she knew what she was doing. Once the blood was wiped away, the wound didn’t look quite so bad.

“Jeez,” Kent said. “It really did go clean through. It’s just a hole on either side.”

“Yeah, a hole that’s bleeding,” Tori pointed out.

Olivia made two thick pads out of gauze and placed one in front on the wound just below her collarbone and the other on her back, just inside of her bra strap.

“Get the bandage,” she instructed Kent.

There was an Ace bandage for wrapping sprained ankles that Olivia used to hold the gauze pads in place. She wound it under Tori’s armpit, covering both gauze pads.

“Sorry, I’ve got to make it tight,” she said to Tori kindly. “It’s the only thing that’ll stop the bleeding.”

Tori said, “It’s like you’ve done this before.”

“You learn all sorts of things in the Girl Scouts,” Olivia answered casually.

“Really?” Tori said. “I don’t remember going for the gunshot-wound merit badge.”

Olivia wrapped the bandage several times around then secured it with adhesive tape.

“I think that’s got it,” Kent declared.

“I do too,” Olivia said.

“Looks like you really dodged a bullet,” Kent said. “So to speak.”

“Shut up, Kent,” Tori barked. Then looked to Olivia and softened. “Thank you.”

“No problem,” Olivia replied, then staggered to the side of the boat, leaned out, and puked.

Kent gave me a surprised look and a shrug.

Olivia could have puked on my shoes for all I cared. She had earned it. Fixing up Tori like that was probably the hardest thing she’d ever done in her life, but she didn’t back down. It gave me new respect for her. She wasn’t the liability I thought she would be.

With Tori stable I turned my attention to the hardest thing I was ever going to have to do—getting us somewhere safe. I hadn’t seen any trace of the other boat that had blasted off before us. They must have taken another route. Or maybe it was already on the bottom of the sea.

I worried that the helicopters might come after us, but there was nothing in the air. As far as I could tell, we were alone on the ocean.

There was a moment…a perfect moment of peace in which I allowed myself to believe that we were only small fish in the general scheme of things. Granger had invaded the rebel camp and had either killed or captured most of the people he was after. The revolution had been squashed; his hold on the island was secured. Did that mean we didn’t matter to him anymore? It was a nice thought that I tried to convince myself was true.

We were approaching the northernmost spot of Chinicook. Once we rounded the point and turned west, we’d be able to see the mainland five miles away and begin our run to freedom. I gripped the wheel and gently eased the hurtling boat into a turn. The craft responded instantly. Tori had chosen well. I looked ahead to see the rocky promontory that was the tip of Chinicook. I had to be careful not to cut it too close. I eased the wheel to port, made the gentle turn and…

…my moment of peace instantly vanished.

“Oh my God,” Kent said with an incredulous gasp.

Though we were facing due west, we couldn’t see the mainland because the view was blocked by a line of naval warships that stretched across the horizon for miles.

“Please tell me this is a bad dream,” Olivia muttered.

There was every kind of ship imaginable: cruisers, destroyers, assault ships, frigates…it looked like the entire Atlantic fleet had arrived at the Maine coast. Pemberwick Island was blockaded. Access to the mainland was completely cut off.

“Turn back,” Kent said.

I didn’t react to his demand. I think I might have been in shock.

“Turn back!” Kent screamed into my ear.

“Why?” I yelled back at him. “To end up back in that prison?”

“Tori needs help,” Olivia announced. “We can get her to a hospital on the island.”

“We all need help,” Kent argued. “They’re gonna blow us out of the water!”

“Stop, all right,” I shouted. “I gotta think.”

“There’s nothing to think about,” Kent shouted. “This is suicide.”

“No,” Tori called in a weak voice. “Going back is suicide. Out here we’ve got a chance.”

“Seriously?” Kent replied. “There’s us—and the entire freakin’ Navy. What kind of chance is that?”

As we argued, we continued to speed toward the fleet. It was hard to tell how far away the ships were. A mile? Two miles?

“My father died fighting back against SYLO,” Tori said. “He didn’t give up and neither will I.”

“Hey, my father’s gone too,” Kent yelled back. “We’ve all lost family. Except Tucker. His parents are fine. They’re working for the bad guys.”

I let go of the wheel and nailed Kent with a punch that sent him to the deck.

“Stop it!” Olivia shouted in tears.

I grabbed the wheel again and kept us heading west—toward the blockade.

“That’s just great,” Kent said, rubbing his sore jaw. “Are you trying to get us killed?”

As I stood at the wheel, I honestly didn’t know what I was trying to do. Going back meant prison, assuming we even made it to shore without getting shot or blown out of the water. Going forward meant sailing into the teeth of the Navy. There was no third option. I didn’t think that the situation could get any worse until—

It got worse.

“Oh no…no,” Olivia cried with despair.

I turned to see that she was looking back toward Pemberwick, where another boat had just rounded the tip of Chinicook and was headed our way.

“Please tell me that’s one of the boats from the cave,” she whined.

Kent stood up and took a hard look back.

“It isn’t,” he replied soberly. “That’s a fast-attack military boat.” He turned to me and said, “What do you want to bet that Granger’s on board?”

“I hope he is,” Olivia said hopefully. “We can surrender to him.”

Any thought of surrender being a good idea was shattered when the pursuing gunboat opened fire on us. The clatter of a machine gun was unmistakable, even above our roaring engines.

“Jeez!” Kent yelled and fell to the deck along with Olivia.

I started to do short, quick course corrections to make us a difficult target. I had no idea of the range of that gun, or if we were fast enough to stay ahead of them, or if I even knew what I was doing. I was acting out of instinct rather than experience. I knew boats, not hurtling pieces of machinery. Or guns.

“Still want to go back?” I yelled.

I got no answers.

The hope of escape was fading rapidly. It was now about survival.

“I’m going for the fleet,” I said. “Maybe there’s somebody there with a cooler head who will capture us instead of—oh my God.”

“What now?” Kent yelled.

I pointed west, to the sky over the mainland, where a long line of what looked like black dots had appeared. They were high enough that they could be seen above the warships—and they were growing larger.

“They’re back,” Tori said, aghast.

“I don’t think the Navy’s going to worry about dealing with us,” I added soberly.

“Why?” Kent asked anxiously. “What are they?”

There was too much engine noise for us to hear the musical engines of the incoming aircraft, but there was no mistake: A formation of the mysterious fighter craft was headed our way. Behind us the gunboat was closing but had stopped firing. I didn’t know if that was because they were waiting until they could get a better shot, or because they had seen the incoming aircraft and were just as stunned as we were.

“What do we do?” Olivia asked in a shaky voice.

I had no idea and didn’t have time to wonder because the war was about to begin.
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The first shot was fired by the Navy.

A missile was launched from one of the ships. Followed by another and then another…all aimed at the incoming swarm of planes.

As the dark spots in the sky grew close enough for us to make out their stingray shape, they quickly scattered to evade the missiles. There were far more of them than we had seen in the earlier battle. It was an invasion-level force with multiple waves of planes. Several missiles found their mark, hitting the dark crafts and turning them into spectacular fireballs in the sky. The fiery wrecks plummeted to earth, splashing down in the ocean on the far side of the line of Navy vessels.

Kent joined me at the control console, his eyes fixed on the mayhem in the sky.

“What are they?” he asked numbly. “Stealth bombers?”

“I don’t know. They’re not like any planes I ever heard of. According to Feit, they belong to SYLO.”

“So that would make the Navy the good guys,” Kent said. “But SYLO is part of the Navy, so why would they be shooting at their own planes?”

My mind raced, calculating the possibilities.

“It doesn’t make sense. Unless…”

“Unless what?” he pressed.

“Unless Feit was lying.”

We shared sober looks. That possibility turned everything on its ear, once again.

“So who do we root for?” Kent asked.

“I wish I knew.”

The clatter of a machine gun added to the mayhem. I whipped around to see that the attack boat had drawn closer and had opened fire on us. I’d almost forgotten about it. Almost. I took another quick turn, nearly throwing Kent off of his feet.

“Stop that!” he complained.

“Do you want to get shot?” I yelled.

Kent started to argue, but held back and said, “Do what you gotta do.”

The Navy kept launching an intense barrage of missiles, creating a daytime fireworks display in the sky. Some hit, most didn’t. The black fighters were amazingly agile as they quickly veered to avoid being hit. I had the fleeting hope that the Navy’s attention would be so focused on the aerial attack we would be able to slip past them unnoticed.

Behind us, the attack boat was still closing but had stopped firing again. All I could do was keep pushing ahead.

From the south, four new fighters entered the fight. They were traditional military jets that had probably come from an aircraft carrier. With their arrival the sea-to-air battle turned into a dogfight. The streaking military jets broke formation and made runs at the black crafts, launching their missiles, then pulling out to set up for another pass. Several more shadow planes exploded and dropped from the sky.

“This is horrible,” Olivia said with a gasp. “We’re watching people die.”

“Why aren’t they fighting back?” Tori called.

Her answer came seconds later, when the black planes went on the attack. I expected them to unleash the laser-like weapons we had witnessed before. Instead, what we saw were explosions on the Navy ships without any sign of the missiles that caused them. There were no flashes of light, no smoke trails, no clatter of guns. But the black planes were definitely firing, for they would swoop down low for an attack run and then seconds later an explosion would erupt on one of the ships. The only thing I can say for sure was that they were not using the weapon that made the Patricia evaporate.

The four fighter planes were given the same treatment. A black plane would chase one down, and then seconds later it would be blown out of the sky without warning.

Tori struggled to join us at the console. She was in pain and needed to hold on to the control panel for support but she fought through it to be with us.

“I don’t get it,” she said. “Why aren’t they using the weapons they used before?”

Nobody had the answer. Instead of the ships lighting up and disappearing, the results were much more conventional. Fires burned everywhere. The ships finally started to take evasive maneuvers as the long line that had blockaded Pemberwick Island went ragged. Within minutes most every ship had been hit and was damaged to one degree or another. Some fatally. A few listed and started to sink. Smoke billowed from the ships and settled over the ocean like a dense, dark fog. The smell of burning oil hit us quickly.

“This is our chance,” I exclaimed. “We can try and make our way through.”

“You want to drive us through that mess?” Kent said.

I glanced back at the attack boat that was still on our tail.

“It’s either that,” I said, “or face off with them. I’d rather take my chances picking our way through.”

I had seen movies of battles at sea, but nothing compared to the reality of what we were barreling toward. The Navy was taking heavy losses. We were still maybe a half mile from the first ship but we could already see lifeboats in the water. The jet fighters weren’t doing much better. Several more rocketed in and took down their share of the black planes, but every last one of them paid the price and was blown out of the sky. Still, there was no sign of the deadly laser weapons.

“It’s daylight,” Tori said.

“Yeah, so?” Kent said.

“Maybe that’s why those laser-light weapons don’t work. They might not function when it’s light out.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Kent said. “They don’t need any laser guns. The Navy’s getting their ass kicked.”

“Are they?” Tori argued. “They’re knocking a lot of those planes out of the sky.”

“But the planes keep coming,” Kent shot back. “There could be thousands of ’em.”

“And that’s as far as they’re getting,” Tori said thoughtfully. “The Navy’s targeting the lead planes like they’re trying to prevent them from getting any further. None of them have made it past the ships.”

“Why would the Navy care?” I asked. “If they’re protecting the mainland, it’s back the other way.”

Tori looked me dead in the eye and said, “But Pemberwick Island is this way.”

The idea rocked me.

Was it possible that the Navy was here not just to quarantine Pemberwick Island, but to protect it?

The sound of machine gun fire brought us back to our immediate trouble. The attack boat had closed considerably and was firing at us again.

“Doesn’t that guy ever give up?” Kent asked angrily.

“We gotta go for it,” I said. “I’m driving us through the battle. It’s our only chance of losing him.”

I changed direction slightly to take us on a more direct path to the turmoil on the sea. Thick smoke from the burning vessels was growing. It would make perfect cover.

“When we hit the smoke, I’ll change direction,” I said.

“You gotta be careful, Tucker,” Tori cautioned. “There’s a lot of debris in the water.”

Debris was a nice word for the mess we were speeding toward. Huge chunks of steel that had been torn from the warships were floating everywhere…and then there were the warships themselves. Most were still under power and taking evasive action but many were foundering. Several were dead in the water or sinking fast. We didn’t want to collide with a ship fifty times our size or run down a life raft full of sailors. It was a dangerous, moving minefield but navigating through it was our best hope for escape—and survival.

“I don’t like this one bit,” Olivia said the instant before we hit the leading edge of the smoke.

It was like driving into a fog—a dense black fog that smelled of death.

“Slow down, Tucker,” Tori wisely suggested.

I eased back on the throttles and it was a good thing I did because no sooner did we drop our speed than our bow was crossed by a frigate that had no idea we were there. We were buffeted by its wake and Tori was thrown to the deck. She hit hard and yelped with pain.

Olivia instantly ran to her and helped get her into the copilot’s seat.

“I’m okay,” Tori said through gritted teeth.

“You should buckle in,” I said.

Before Tori could respond, Olivia snapped the belt around her waist.

“That feel okay?” she asked.

Tori nodded, though she wasn’t feeling close to okay.

Olivia gave her a comforting rub on her good arm. I was beginning to like Olivia, and it had nothing to do with memories of her bikini. She may have been totally out of her comfort zone, as we all were, but she showed a caring side that made me realize she was more than just a pretty, spoiled rich girl. I guess conflict brings out the best in people. Or in some cases, the worst. I won’t mention any names.

It was no longer about speed. We had entered into a game of cat and mouse with an attack boat on our tail that was hunting for us.

“Relax Tucker,” Tori said. “If you grip the wheel any tighter, you’ll snap it.”

“I’m fine,” I said, lying.

“I know you are,” she replied. “You’re doing great.”

From her, that was a huge compliment. It helped my confidence. A little. My entire concentration was focused on the few feet ahead of our bow.

“I’m changing course,” I announced. “Or it’ll be too easy to track us.”

Visibility was near zero but not being able to see the action didn’t mean that it didn’t exist. The steady whoosh sound of missiles being fired and tearing through the sky, exploding planes, and watery crashes meant that the fierce battle was still raging. Being in the center of the conflict, blind, was beyond nerve-wracking. There was no way to know if we were on a collision course with a ship, beneath a burning plane that was tumbling out of the sky, or about to be strafed by Granger.

“Keep headed west,” Tori said, tapping the compass.

I listened for the engine of the gun boat, but there was too much else going on for me to pick it out. For all I knew it was only a few feet back, ready to blow us out of the water.

“Look out!” Kent called.

Too late. We smashed into a chunk of floating debris that looked to be a hull section the size of a VW. We hit it hard and our boat rocked so violently that I thought we would capsize. I spun the wheel to my left and managed to regain control—in time to run head on into a massive gray wall. The impact sent us all tumbling forward. Kent and Olivia fell to the deck. I was thrust onto the steering wheel so hard it knocked the wind out of me. The only one who didn’t move was Tori because she was buckled in, but the sudden jolt was painful for her just the same.

The gray wall was the hull of a ship that was so monstrous I couldn’t see up to the deck. Gasping to fill my lungs with air, I spun the wheel hard to the right and we quickly came around until we were traveling parallel to the ship. But we were still so close that we scraped against the steel hull, creating a shrieking sound that made it seem as if our boat was being ripped apart.

“Pull away, Tucker,” Tori said coolly.

Her calm voice helped me get my head back together enough to steer away from the behemoth and end the torturous noise. It took another minute for my heart to stop thumping.

“Anybody hurt?” I called out.

Nobody answered, so I took that as a good sign. Tori gave me a smile. I looked at her bandage and was grateful to see that no blood was seeping through. Maybe Olivia had earned a gunshot-wound merit badge after all.

“I’m fine!” Tori yelled, as if annoyed by the fact that I had been looking at her for too long.

“Kent, go to the bow,” I commanded. “Check for damage.”

I expected him to complain and refuse but he immediately crawled forward, knelt on the seat, and leaned over to inspect the bow.

“The fiberglass buckled,” he called back. “There are some cracks but I don’t think it’s fatal.”

“Stay there,” I called. “You gotta be my eyes.”

Kent didn’t question and stayed where he was, his attention focused ahead.

Olivia crawled back to us and stood behind Tori’s chair, holding the back for support.

“Let’s not do that again, okay?” she asked sweetly.

“We’re headed north,” Tori pointed out. “We want to go west.”

“We’re still on the outside of the blockade,” I said. “The ship we just hit is between us and the mainland. We have to get around it. As soon as we clear it, I’ll make the turn west.”

The big ship seemed to be still in the water. As we moved alongside, I could hear the thrum of its engines and the occasional shudder as it launched another missile. This appeared to be one of the ships that had not yet been hit. Yet. I hoped its luck would hold out—at least until we got by.

The thick smoke was burning my eyes and making it hard to breathe. Both Olivia and I kept coughing. Tori did too and it was clear that the pain caused by each cough was excruciating. Olivia saw how much trouble she was having. “I’ll see if I can find you some water,” she said.

She never got the chance.

A shrill, screaming sound grew quickly.

“Hang on,” I yelled. “Something’s coming in.”

A moment later one of the black planes fell out of the sky and crashed into the water not twenty yards from our starboard side. The force from the crash created a wave that rushed at us and drove us into the big ship again. The violent impact threw Olivia onto the deck and nearly flipped us. I managed to hang on to the wheel since I already had a death grip on it.

Kent was sent sprawling to the deck and lay flat on his stomach.

“Are you hurt?” I asked.

He didn’t answer.

“Kent?” I called, more insistent.

“I…I’m not moving,” he replied.

Kent sounded shaky, as if the last near-miss had finally blown away whatever courage he had managed to find up to that point.

“You gotta get up, man,” I said. “I can’t see where we’re going.”

“I—I can’t. I won’t. We’re going to die here.”

“We’re not going to die,” I yelled angrily. “But if you don’t get your act together, we might!”

It wasn’t the most diplomatic way of handling somebody who had a legitimate excuse to panic, but I was tired of dealing with Kent. And I didn’t want to die. But my tirade didn’t get through to him. He lay on the deck, his face down, shivering.

It was Olivia who once again saved the situation. She crawled forward and sat on the deck next to him. She stroked his head gently and spoke in the sweet voice of a little girl. “I need you, Kent. Now more than ever. I’m so scared. Please don’t let me down.”

Kent slowly raised his head and looked up at her with frightened eyes.

“Please?” Olivia added sweetly.

Kent nodded. He wiped his eyes then managed to pull himself up and get back to his post in the bow.

Olivia came back to the console and gave me a smile and a knowing wink. She had totally played Kent.

“Now let’s get the hell out of here,” she commanded with confidence.

“I think I see the bow of the ship,” Kent called back. “Maybe another twenty yards to go.”

The smoke had momentarily thinned enough for us to see more than just a few feet ahead. Of course that meant we could be seen as well.

“Ten yards,” Kent called out. “Get ready to turn.”

I didn’t want to cut it too tight in case the ship started moving.

Kent called, “And…we…are…clear!”

I continued on for another two seconds for safety and was about to turn to port when the gunboat came charging from the direction we were about to turn toward. It was under full power with its dark bow riding high, appearing out of the smoke like some vengeful demon.

“Turn hard!” Tori screamed.

I spun the wheel, missing the speeding boat by only a few feet as it flew by. We must have surprised them as much as they surprised us, for as they sped by I saw a guy on its deck spot us, start with surprise, and then scream at his men to change course.

It was Granger.

In that one fleeting moment, the hope that we no longer mattered to him was shattered. From the very start he had proved that he was ready and willing to do his own dirty work and this was no different.

He wanted to be there for the kill.

Granger stood behind the wheelhouse with the mounted machine gun and the soldier who manned it. The soldier looked just as surprised to see us as Granger did. He quickly swung the machine gun toward us and began firing, but there was little chance of them hitting us as we were flying in opposite directions. They were traveling at a dangerous rate of speed, considering the bad visibility. I hoped they’d hit some debris and bye-bye Granger.

“They’re turning,” Kent called out. “And coming after us.”

They had been going so fast that making the one-eighty would take some time…time we desperately needed.

“Throttle up, Tucker,” Tori said calmly.

I jammed the throttles forward and the four mighty engines roared. It was still too dangerous to be traveling so fast, but at least the smoke had cleared enough for me to see several feet ahead. It was a chance we had to take because once Granger made the turn, he wouldn’t be moving cautiously.

Though the military ships were in disarray, they still made a formidable gauntlet that blocked us from an easy run to the mainland. We were trapped on the outside of a dozen foundering ships with Granger about to close in.

“Up there!” Kent screamed, pointing skyward.

I looked up to see a flaming black plane falling from the sky directly in our path. I turned the wheel to the right and banked the agile boat hard before the doomed shadow splashed down only a few yards to our left. This time we were gone before the surge of water could hit us.

“Where’s Granger, Olivia?” I called.

Grasping the back of my chair, Olivia looked back for our pursuers.

“I can’t see them. I think they had to make a really wide turn so that big ship is blocking them now and—no, oh no, here they come. They’re moving past that ship now.”

“We can’t outrun them forever, Tucker,” Tori said, still calm.

“I’m open to suggestions.”

Tori scanned the watery battlefield and the endless line of ships while I did my best to dodge obstacles. We were traveling so fast that I nearly ran down a life raft carrying a dozen sailors. They screamed at me angrily as we flew by but I wasn’t about to stop and apologize. Besides, they were the bad guys. I think. We kept getting bounced and thumped as we flew over pieces of junk. It would only be a matter of time before we ran into something more substantial, and at that speed it would mean catastrophe.

“Kent, come here,” Tori called.

“No, I’m the lookout!”

“Come here,” Tori said more insistently.

He reluctantly joined us.

Tori was oddly calm. I feared she may have been in shock from the injury, but her eyes were clear and she seemed focused.

“We could die out here,” she said to all of us.

“Gee, you think?” Kent shot back sarcastically.

Tori gave him a withering glare and he shut up.

“Granger isn’t going to give up. Even if we get past this line of ships, he could follow us all the way to the mainland and shoot us down on shore.”

Nobody said a word because she was saying what we all had been thinking.

“If we don’t do something drastic,” Tori said. “We’re dead.”

“Drastic like what?” I asked. “It’s not like we can turn and fight.”

Tori looked forward. We were still traveling north along the line of foundering ships that stood between us and the mainland. Far ahead was a destroyer in flames. It was perpendicular to the mainland and listing to its side, away from us. Beyond it was a battleship that was dead in the water, parallel to the destroyer.

“Drastic like we could die,” she said. “But we’re going to die anyway.”

I looked at Kent and Olivia. Both looked sick.

“Do you have an idea, Tori?” Olivia asked with surprising calm.

Tori said, “I do. But it has to be now—and you have to trust me.”

Kent looked back and announced, “That damn black boat is right on our tail. They’re going to start shooting any second.”

“Do it,” I said to Tori.

“Hurry,” Olivia added.

Tori glared at Kent.

Kent said, “Go.”

Tori instantly unbuckled her seat belt and said, “I’ll take the wheel.”

“You sure?” I asked.

Her answer was to push me out of the captain’s chair and grab the wheel with her right hand. Her injury was to her left shoulder, making that arm useless, but I trusted Tori with one hand on the wheel more than any of us with both.

“Take the throttle,” she commanded.

Tori gently nudged us to port, getting us closer to the line of ships. She had to make two quick course adjustments to dodge floating debris, and with each movement of the wheel, I saw her wince with pain. Yet even with the handicap, she could maneuver the speeding craft with an expertise that I couldn’t match.

“Olivia! Tell me what’s happening back there,” she commanded.

“They’re getting closer,” Olivia cried.

“Maybe fifty yards back,” Kent added. “And closing.”

I looked ahead at the destroyer that was perpendicular to the mainland. Its entire superstructure was ablaze and it was listing hard to starboard, away from us. It would roll onto its side at any second—and probably hit the battleship that was lying next to it.

That’s when I knew.

“You can’t be serious,” I said to Tori.

“Everybody hold on to something,” was her response. She was locked in, calculating the physics of what she was about to attempt. I hoped she was working with something more solid than guesswork.

I buckled into the copilot’s seat. Kent and Olivia each grabbed safety rails.

“What are you going to do?” Olivia asked nervously.

Tori ignored the question and called out, “How far back are they?”

“Forty yards,” Kent replied. “The guy’s standing at the machine gun. He’s lining us up.”

Tori said, “Tucker, when I tell you, power down by half but keep your hand on the throttles.”

“Got it,” I replied though my mouth had gone dry.

The doomed destroyer loomed over us as we came up quickly on its stern. I saw sailors jumping for their lives off the port side.

“Thirty yards!” Kent called out.

The machine gun behind us opened fire.

We were about to cross the stern of the flaming destroyer when—

“Now!” Tori called.

I pulled back on the throttles as Tori spun us into a sharp left turn. We had been traveling so fast that I feared we would flip, but with an expert touch she kept us righted as we side-slipped forward, passing the stern of the doomed ship…

…with our bow now pointed toward the mainland.

“Throttle up!” Tori yelled. “Go, go, go!”

I thrust the throttles forward and the monstrous engines roared back to full power. The jolt of acceleration was so sudden that Olivia and Kent were nearly thrown over.

“You’re crazy!” Olivia shrieked in terror.

I couldn’t argue with her. The listing, burning destroyer was now to our left. To our right was the battleship. Between them was a narrow corridor of water. The battleship was doomed. Even if it had power, it wouldn’t be able to clear in time. The burning superstructure of the destroyer was seconds away from toppling onto the deck of its neighbor—with us sandwiched in between.

“My God,” Kent screamed. “We’re in hell.”

The heat was quickly becoming unbearable as the listing ship tilted toward us. The flaming superstructure loomed directly over our heads, creating a ceiling of fire.

Tori didn’t show a hint of fear or concern.

“Are they coming?” she asked.

I twisted to look back and was shocked to see Granger’s gunship sliding into the same maneuver we had just made. It was about to follow us into the suicide corridor.

“Yeah, they’re coming,” I called out. “They fell back a little making the turn. I don’t think they expected us to do that.”

“Neither did I,” Kent wailed. “We’re gonna be incinerated.”

Tori stayed focused. I kept my hands on the throttles, pressing down hard as if that might help us go faster, but the engines were already wide open.

We made it to the mid-ship point—and Olivia screamed.

A chunk of flaming metal fell off the superstructure and dropped toward us. It would have landed directly on the deck if Tori hadn’t made a subtle but lifesaving shift toward the battleship. The flaming mass hit the water to our port side, the hot metal sizzling as it slammed into the water.

“The whole thing’s coming down on our heads!” Kent screamed.

The destroyer had reached the tipping point and was on its way over. Our engines roared and dug into the water that was being churned up by the massive ships on either side of us. Bits of molten metal fell like sparkling rain all around, each drop as dangerous as acid. Some hit our front deck and quickly melted holes in the fiberglass. We huddled under the canopy to avoid the burning shower, but the thin top would do nothing to protect us from the tons of flaming metal that was seconds away from hitting us.

Above the pounding of our engines and the white noise of the inferno, I could hear the panicked shouts of sailors from both sides who were abandoning ship.

I reached out and held on to Tori’s shoulder. I wanted her to know that in spite of what was about to happen, she had made the right move. The only move. Besides, I wanted the last moment of my life spent making human contact with someone.

She looked at me and I gave her a smile. “It’s okay,” I said with surprising calm.

“I know,” she said with a cocky shrug. “We’re gonna make it.”

She gave me a wink…

…as the superstructure came down.

It hit the battleship and we were instantly enveloped in a cave of fire. The heat was so intense I feared it would melt the fiberglass boat. The screaming sound of a thousand tons of wrenching, burning metal cut through the roar of our engines. Above it all I could hear the panicked cries of sailors from both doomed ships who were desperate to escape the death trap.

I braced myself, ready to be crushed or burned alive…as we cleared the destroyer’s bow and charged into open water.

Safe.

“Yahhh!” Kent screamed in triumph as we flew on, leaving the carnage behind.

Olivia screamed too, out of pure joy.

The superstructure erupted like an angry volcano, shooting massive spikes of flame high into the sky. A powerful wave of heat hit us in the back as the two ships collapsed into each other to create a single massive floating inferno.

“Granger?” Tori asked while keeping her eyes straight ahead.

I focused on the flames at sea level, expecting to see the attack boat come charging out of the fire.

A second passed. Then another. The destroyer was nearly on its side, its burning superstructure having hit the battleship and crumbled into the space between the ships. Kent had called it. It was hell.

Olivia said, “Do you think they—”

An explosion erupted in the space that had once been the corridor between the ships. A cloud of debris blew from the impact point, creating a fiery bloom of burning metal. For a fleeting instant I saw the dark silhouette of a machine gun spinning out of control. The one thing I didn’t see bursting out of that explosion…was the attack boat.

Olivia, Kent, and I kept staring back, not daring to believe what we had seen. Seconds passed as the two massive ships burned as one.

“There’s no way they turned around in time,” I finally said.

“And they sure as hell didn’t make it through,” Kent added.

We all shared stunned looks.

“Is it possible?” Olivia asked.

“I think it is,” I said, hardly believing it myself. “They’re done. Granger’s dead.”

The four of us let out a spontaneous cry of triumph. Kent threw his arms around me and lifted me off my feet.

“We did it, Rook,” he said with tears in his eyes. “We beat him. We won.”

Olivia wrapped her arms around the both of us. She was sobbing.

I think she said, “We’re not going to die,” but it was hard to tell because she was such an emotional mess.

Tori stayed focused ahead.

I leaned down to her and whispered, “You know something? You are crazy.”

Tori gave me a quick look—and a smile.

“I told you we’d make it.”

Olivia gently put a hand on each of her cheeks and kissed her on top of the head.

“Sister, you are my new hero,” she said. “But I will not go on a boat with you ever again.”

“Take a break, Sleeper,” Kent said as he put one hand on the wheel. “You earned it.”

That’s as big a compliment as Kent was capable of giving.

Tori hesitated, as if not wanting to give up control. Or maybe her hand was frozen to the wheel after having gripped it tightly for so long. She leaned forward, winced with a twinge of pain in her shoulder, and eased back on the throttle.

“She’s all yours,” she said to Kent. “Get us the hell out of here.”

We had done it. We’d escaped. And as a bonus, we had cut off the dragon’s head. SYLO’s leader was on his way to whatever level of hell he belonged in.

It was a moment filled with relief and joy. I walked to the stern of the boat, alone, to look back on the miles of floating devastation that had once been a fleet of ships spread across the horizon. Several were still intact and under power, though just as many were foundering. The sky had grown dark with the smoke of a hundred floating fires.

Pemberwick Island was completely blocked from view. I wondered if I would ever see it again.

“We did it, Quinn,” I whispered. “We made the Pemberwick Run.”

Against all odds we had survived. But the feeling of triumph was soon replaced by another nagging thought.

Was this the end of our journey, or just the beginning?


TWENTY-FIVE

I took control of the boat from Kent.

Driving actually helped calm me. The battle seemed to be over but I wouldn’t be able to relax until we hit dry land. Tori lay across the stern seat with her head in Olivia’s lap. Kent stood over them, staring back at the war zone.

Several of the black planes flew overhead, their incongruous music now clearly audible as they headed west, back toward the mainland and away from what was left of the naval blockade. They were no longer flying in perfect formation but instead were scattered across the sky like shell-shocked soldiers staggering back from the battlefield after having lost most of their comrades.

Casualties were heavy on both sides. Looking back at the line of damaged ships that grew steadily smaller the further we moved away made it clear that the Navy had taken just as bad a beating as the invaders from the sky.

“How many people died?” Olivia asked wistfully, to nobody in particular.

“I only care about one—Granger,” Kent replied without a trace of sympathy.

“What was the point?” I said. “Who won? Those planes came from over land. Don’t invasions usually come from the sea?”

“I guess that depends on what’s being invaded,” Tori pointed out.

That reminded me of something she had said earlier.

“Is that possible?” I asked. “Could those Navy ships have been trying to keep the black planes away from Pemberwick Island?”

Kent snickered and said, “Possible? Are you serious? Why use logic now? I’m thinking anything is possible.”

“But then…why?” I asked. “More important, who? We just saw two huge military forces going at it. Who has the kind of technology we saw with those singing planes?”

“We know the United States is involved,” Tori offered. “President Neff himself set up the quarantine.”

“So then who was flying the black planes? Were they from SYLO, like Feit said? Why would they be attacking their own navy?”

“It could be the Chinese,” Kent said. “Or the Russians.”

“What about that laser weapon we saw the other night?” I asked. “Where on earth did that come from? And why didn’t they use it today?”

“Maybe you hit it, Rook,” Kent said soberly. “Who on earth has that kind of technology? Maybe nobody. What if that attack came from somewhere else?”

I didn’t register what he meant at first but when it finally struck me, I had to laugh. “You can’t be serious. You think this is, like, an alien invasion?”

“This is real life, Kent,” Tori admonished.

Kent stiffened.

“No, it isn’t,” he said with absolute conviction. “This is fantasy. There’s nothing that happened over the past few weeks that has anything to do with real life. At least not the life I know. When you cross that line, I don’t think you can rule anything out.”

I’d disagreed with pretty much everything Kent Berringer had said and done since I’d known him—until then. In the absence of any real explanations, how could we rule anything out, no matter how wild it seemed?

“So then, what do we do now?” Olivia finally asked.

Tori said, “All we can do is stick with our original plan. We go to Portland, find a TV station, and talk to the world. Let somebody else figure this out.”

Now that her adrenaline spike had left her, Tori was left looking pale and fragile. She was right, we had to stick with the plan, but that plan had to include finding a hospital to get her help. For that we had to get to Portland, so we pressed ahead, drawing ever closer to the mainland and hopefully to answers.

It took us another hour to make land and find a dock to tie up to. Part of me wanted to continue up the coast until we reached Casco Bay and the city of Portland, but none of us wanted to be on the water, and vulnerable, anymore. Having dry land under our feet would be a good thing.

We motored a short way north until we came upon a rickety old private dock with a float. I brought the boat around and Kent jumped off to tie us up.

“How are you feeling?” I asked Tori.

“I’m good,” she said.

She wasn’t. She was white. I didn’t think she had lost a dangerous amount of blood, but until she saw a doctor and got patched, we had to worry about her.

We had landed in a wooded section of the coast. It wasn’t the middle of nowhere, but there weren’t a whole lot of houses around either.

“We gotta find transportation into Portland,” I said. “Olivia, wait here with Tori. Kent and I will go looking.”

I figured that Kent wouldn’t want to do anything but sit on the dock and vegetate, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. He jumped from the boat, ran off the dock, fell to his knees, and leaned over until both his hands were on the ground. He then started to laugh. He couldn’t control himself. He laughed until tears ran down his cheeks.

I exchanged nervous looks with Olivia and Tori.

Tori shrugged. She didn’t know what his deal was any more than I did.

“Dude,” I called out. “You all right?”

He turned to us and sat on the ground.

“I never thought I’d set foot on land again,” he said through gasping breaths. “We could have died like a couple of dozen times back there but—here we are. How awesome is that?”

I couldn’t help but smile. I looked at Olivia and Tori, who were suddenly beaming. I took a deliberate step off the dock onto the dirt and gravel to plant my foot firmly on the mainland. It felt good.

I laughed too. That’s how relieved I was. It wasn’t until I felt solid ground under my feet that I truly believed we had made it. We had escaped. It was a great moment. One I hadn’t expected. There was no way to know what the future would bring, but it was good to be able to stop and take a few seconds to appreciate what we had done.

“All right,” I finally said, trying to control the giddiness. “We’re awesome. Yay us. Let’s keep going and end this for good.”

I walked to Kent and held out my hand. He took it and I helped him to his feet.

“Yeah,” he said. “Let’s end this for good.”

Kent and I climbed up a steep hill from the dock to find that we were at the end of a desolate but paved road.

“We’ll walk until we find a house,” I said.

A few hundred yards in from the coast, we came upon a big old rambling white house that had probably stood there for a hundred years. It was the kind of place that usually belonged to wealthy boating people. They probably owned all the land right up to the shore and the dock where we were tied up.

I hurried up the driveway and rang the doorbell. Nobody answered so I knocked. Hard. If somebody was inside, they would have heard.

“They’re probably at work,” Kent said. “Or maybe they’re weekend people.”

“Or maybe they’re hiding in the basement because, oh, I don’t know, there was just a huge battle raging off shore.”

“Or that,” Kent said soberly.

I left the porch and rounded the house to the detached garage.

“We’re trespassing,” Kent said nervously.

“Do you really care?” I asked.

“I care about getting shot by somebody who doesn’t appreciate people snooping around their house.”

“I am way beyond worrying about that,” I said and continued on to the garage. Looking in through the window, I saw two cars parked inside, an old Saab and a Subaru Outback.

“Maybe they really are hiding in the basement,” Kent observed.

“Then they’ll come out when they hear their car starting,” I said and lifted the garage door.

“What are you thinking, Rook? You want to steal a car?”

I threw the garage door up the rest of the way then looked straight at Kent. “I’m thinking about borrowing one of these cars, and I hope there are people inside who are watching and that they call the police and the police will show up and arrest us so we’ll get a ride into town and Tori to a hospital, which would save us the trouble of getting there on our own. And when they give us our one phone call from jail, I’ll call the New York Times and tell them what’s been happening on Pemberwick Island. What are you thinking?”

Kent rolled that over in his head, then said, “Yeah, that’s pretty much where I was going.”

I looked into the Outback and, sure enough, the keys were in the ignition. Gotta love the country. Nobody expects a car thief to mosey by.

“You’ve got a license,” I said. “You’re driving.”

“Seriously?” Kent exclaimed. “After that big speech, you’re worried about getting in trouble for driving without a license?”

“No,” I replied patiently. “I’m worried about wrapping us around a tree because I have zero experience driving on the highway. But if you want to take that risk—”

“Enough, enough, I get it,” he said, throwing his hands up.

Kent got behind the wheel and started up the car. As he backed out of the garage, I kept my eyes on the house to see if anybody was watching, but there was no sign of life. It was looking as though we would have to make our way into Portland on our own.

I hopped in and Kent drove us back to the shore. Olivia had already helped Tori up from the dock and they were sitting in the grass waiting for us. I guided Tori into the back seat and slipped in next to her. Olivia sat in the front with Kent.

“Whose car is this?” she asked.

“Friend of Tucker’s,” was Kent’s curt reply.

Nobody questioned further. Kent hit the gas and we were on our way.

Portland, Maine, is more like a big town than a booming metropolis. It was built around fishing, turned to manufacturing, but then eventually became one of those cities that you don’t really know why it exists other than to take care of itself. The population was only around sixty thousand, but that still made it the biggest city in Maine. Mom and Dad and I would take a trip there every once in a while so we could remind ourselves what it was like to be part of the outside world. Mom liked Portland because it was culturally diverse and had a great art scene. Dad liked the architecture of the Old Port and its cobblestone streets. He always pointed out that the streets, technically speaking, were made with paving stones, not cobblestones. Me? I liked the Italian sandwiches at Amado’s. We always found something in Portland to keep us happy.

On this trip the only thing that would make me happy was a hospital for Tori and a reporter who would help us get our story out to the world.

Kent drove us along winding wooded roads following signs for I-95. There was probably a faster way into the city using local streets, but none of us had much driving experience or knowledge of the area so we figured the most obvious route was the best, even if it took a little longer.

Tori put her head down on my lap and closed her eyes. I didn’t mind. I watched her, wondering which of us had it worse. Years before, her mother had abandoned their family and that morning her father had been killed by SYLO. Was that worse than finding out your parents were liars, playing a part in a conspiracy that was responsible for the deaths of dozens of people—including your best friend? In my mind it was a toss-up.

Though we did have one thing in common: neither of us had parents to take care of us anymore. We would have to look out for each other. I brushed Tori’s hair back from her forehead. She didn’t open her eyes, but she smiled. I wished we could get to the hospital faster.

“What day is it?” Kent asked.

Nobody answered because nobody could remember.

“Why?” I asked.

“Must be Sunday,” he said. “There’s no traffic.”

I hadn’t noticed because I had been lost in my own thoughts, but once he said that, I started looking around. We drove through a fairly rural area but every once in a while we’d pass a row of shops or a gas station. Not once did we see another car moving on the road.

Or another person.

When we turned onto the interstate, the lack of activity was even more obvious. There were no other moving cars. None. Several were pulled over to the side as if broken down, but nobody was with them. The stretch of I-95 outside of Portland wasn’t a typically busy interstate, definitely not like the section that runs past my old home in Greenwich, Connecticut, outside of New York City. Still…

“I’m getting a creepy feeling,” Kent said.

For the second time that day, I didn’t disagree with him.

We switched from I-95 to I-295, which went past downtown Portland. Since we were getting closer to the city, I kept expecting the traffic to pick up. Or to see another person—or any sign of life, for that matter. I didn’t. Portland may have been a sleepy city, but on that day it was downright comatose. The only increase in activity was the growing number of abandoned cars on the side of the road.

“My God, look,” Olivia said.

Tori struggled to sit up. She needed to see what we were seeing.

Not all the cars were abandoned. Olivia pointed to one that had driven off the highway and slammed head-on into a tree.

“Pull over,” I said.

Kent eased the car off the highway and came to a stop.

I got out to see if anybody needed help. It was a horrible wreck. The entire front end was caved in and wrapped around the tree. All the doors were still closed, which meant whoever was in the wreck was probably still in there. I slowed down and approached cautiously. I could only imagine how gruesome the scene would be. I got closer to the car, squinted, and looked inside to see…it was empty.

“Are they dead?” Kent called.

“They’re not even here,” I replied.

I felt the hood of the wreck. It was stone cold. There was nothing more to do so I hurried back to the car.

“How could they have gotten out?” Tori asked.

“I have no idea, and I’ll tell you something else—the engine is cold.”

“So what?” Olivia asked.

“So that means it didn’t happen during the sea battle. That wreck’s been there for a couple of days. Whatever happened here happened a while ago.”

We all exchanged looks but nobody knew what to say to that.

“Can we please keep going?” Olivia asked nervously.

I got back in the car and Kent got us back on the highway. We passed several more wrecks like the one we first saw. It seemed like the people had driven off the highway, hit something that destroyed their vehicles, and somehow magically disappeared.

“Things are not right in Portland,” Kent said ominously.

“You think?” Tori said. “Look at that.”

She was pointing to the side of the highway, where a hole the size of a swimming pool was cut into the ground on the edge of the forest.

“Is it a construction site?” Kent asked.

“Doubt it,” I said. “What would they build on the highway in the middle of nowhere? It looks more like a—look out!”

There was another crater in the center of the road.

Kent looked forward in time to yank the wheel and swerve around it. We missed falling in by inches.

“Hell of a pothole,” Kent said nervously.

“Or a bomb crater,” I said. “There were missiles flying everywhere. Some of them must have hit land.”

Tori said, “So does that mean Portland was attacked too?”

Nobody had an answer to that, but we’d find out soon enough.

As we traveled closer to the city, we passed several more craters. Not all were harmless looking. Some still had smoke drifting up from within. Not all the stray missiles had hit empty stretches of land. We passed an industrial building that was on fire and another that had been reduced to rubble.

“This was recent,” I said. “It must have happened during the battle.”

Olivia said, “So where’s the fire department?”

Good question.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught movement and looked toward the far side of the highway. What I saw seemed impossible, yet it wasn’t. It looked like a giant jellyfish moving across the barren landscape.

“What exactly is that?” I asked.

It moved slowly, its tentacles brushing against the ground.

“It’s a parachute.” Kent answered with dismay.

The large, white half dome of silk was full of air, which made it float gently on its own. The tentacles were the lines that hung down to the ground.

Kent stopped the car to let it cross in front of us. It seemed to be moving in slow motion as the soft breeze gently pushed it along, its silk skin rippling. It was a strange and haunting sight.

“So where’s the pilot?” Tori asked.

“Keep driving,” I said to Kent.

We were nearing downtown. I looked ahead to the skyline, fearing that I would see buildings going up in flames. Thankfully, nothing looked out of the ordinary.

“I don’t think the city was attacked,” I said. “Everything must have happened out over the ocean.”

“Almost everything,” Olivia said soberly and pointed ahead of us.

There was another wreck. This one was in the center median. It wasn’t a car.

It was a gray jet fighter.

“I guess that tells us where the parachute came from,” Kent said, numb.

The plane must have slammed into the ground going full blast because there was little left of it but wreckage. Flaming wreckage. This plane hadn’t been down for long. There were a few recognizable parts, like the tail fin and…

“The cockpit,” Kent said. “I gotta see.”

Before anybody could protest, Kent turned onto the median and drove right up to the largest piece of the wreck.

“The canopy’s gone,” Kent said. “They must have ejected before they—oh, man.”

Of course we all looked…and wished we hadn’t. Kent was right. One of the pilots must have ejected because the front seat was empty. The rear seat wasn’t. We could clearly see the outline of a charred body slumped forward, still strapped into the seat.

Tori turned away and buried her head in my shoulder. I looked forward, already regretting having seen it for only a brief second. Kent did the same.

“I…I’m sorry,” he said as he jammed on the gas and peeled out.

The only one who didn’t take her eyes off the grisly scene was Olivia. She kept staring back at the poor victim until we were far past it. I couldn’t tell what was going through her mind. Was she in shock? Or fascinated by the horror?

“We are so stupid,” Tori said, battling tears. “How could we have thought that everything would be normal here?”

“Because that’s what we wanted to think,” I said.

“This doesn’t change anything,” Kent said. “We’ve still got to get the word out.”

“We’ll go to Maine Medical Center first,” I said. “Tori’s got to—”

“No!” Tori shouted. “There’s plenty of time for that,” she said as she struggled to sit up. She may have been in pain, but she was still stubborn. “I’m okay. Go to the TV station on Congress Street. WCSH.”

Olivia turned around and in her best mothering voice said, “We need to get you to a doctor.”

“We need to do what we came here for,” Tori said adamantly. “Until then I’ll be fine.”

End of discussion. We were going to WCSH.

“Do you know where Congress Street is?” I asked Kent.

“I’ll find it,” was his reply.

“Center of town,” Tori offered.

The closer we got to the city, the more my stomach twisted. I kept looking ahead, fearing that I would see damaged buildings or more bomb craters or fires or any other kind of destruction, but there was nothing. Though there were no obvious signs of an attack, things still weren’t right.

Besides the distinct lack of activity, the first definite sign that something was truly off was that none of the street lights worked.

“The city looks wrong,” Kent said.

“You think?” Tori said sarcastically.

“I don’t mean because we’re not seeing anybody. That’s plenty weird, but I’m talking about the city itself. I’ve been here a hundred times and something about it doesn’t look right.”

I couldn’t imagine what Kent was talking about, but then again I didn’t know Portland as well as he did.

“It’s, like…abandoned,” Olivia said. “Maybe people are hiding in their basements. I know I would be.”

That made sense. We were so focused on Pemberwick and escaping from Granger and the quarantine that we didn’t give much thought to how the people on the mainland would be reacting to the naval blockade and the battle in the sky.

“Even if that’s the case, the TV stations will still be operating,” I said. “That’s what they’re there for. If there’s a war, you don’t shut down the TV stations unless…”

“Unless what?” Kent asked.

“Unless there was an evacuation,” I replied.

With that sober thought left hanging, we drove into town.

There wasn’t a single soul on any of the streets. There was no life behind the windows. Trash blew across the cobblestones…or the paving stones.

“Congress Street,” Olivia said, pointing to a sign.

“Take this right,” Tori directed. “The station’s a few blocks down. It’s the building with the big NBC peacock logo on it.”

Kent made the turn, not bothering to stop at the dead light, and continued down Congress Street through a gauntlet of abandoned or wrecked cars.

“It’s up there on the right,” Tori said. “Just past the—oh my God.”

“What?” Olivia asked nervously.

“The building. It’s…it’s not there.”

The spot that Tori had directed us to was nothing more than a giant hole in the ground.

“You must be wrong,” I said. “Maybe it’s further down—”

“No,” Tori said adamantly. “I came here with my father about a month ago when he did an interview. Look, there’s the NBC logo.”

There was a parking sign with a WCHS logo and the rainbow peacock, but there was no building. No WCHS.

“That’s it,” Kent declared. “That’s what’s wrong.”

“What?” I asked with growing fear.

“It’s the skyline,” he said. “It isn’t the same.”

“How can that be?” I said. “A whole skyline can’t change.”

“It can,” he said. “If buildings are missing. That’s what I sensed. Some of the buildings aren’t here anymore.”

Without waiting for a response, Kent drove us back through the city, where we passed many similar holes in the ground, just like the site of the former WCHS. Each time it was the same thing. There was no rubble, no signs of destruction, no smoke from an exploded bomb, and no building—not even a foundation. Nor was there any damage to the buildings on either side of the holes.

The grim reality was that several of the city’s buildings had been cherry-picked out of existence.

“It’s like they just…disappeared,” Kent said, his voice shaking.

“The weapon,” I said.

“What weapon?” Kent asked, his voice shaking.

“The one that vaporized the Patricia…and Quinn. That night we saw the lights flashing over Portland, those planes could have been attacking Portland. But not with bombs, with that laser weapon.”

“This war started before the battle on the ocean,” Kent said, numbly. “That’s why the car wrecks were cold. This happened days ago.”

“Go to the Old Port,” Tori said. “If there are still people in town, they’ll be there.”

Kent jammed on the gas and with a squeal of tires we launched forward, headed for the easternmost end of town and the most popular and populated district in the city. Along the way I noticed many more empty lots. Had they always been empty? Or was it the work of the strange marauding planes that came at night and serenaded a sleeping city with their murderous song?

We drove down Pearl Street until we hit the intersection at Commercial Street, the street that ran parallel to the shore and the downtown piers. This was the quaint tourist center of Portland. People came from all over the world to sample lobster rolls and Moxie soda, to buy miniature lighthouses and bibs with smiling lobster designs. It was the heart of Portland.

It was deserted.

When we made the turn onto Commercial Street, Kent hit the brakes hard and screeched to a stop.

“Oh, this isn’t good,” Olivia said with dismay.

Lying in the dead center of the empty street was another wreck.

It was one of the black shadow planes.

The thing wasn’t huge, maybe the size of a Hummer. It squatted like a giant roosting bird of prey that had decided to make its nest in the middle of the wide street.

“It’s been here for a while,” I observed. “There’s no smoke or anything.”

“It must have crashed when the city was attacked,” Tori said, stunned. “Does that mean the city’s been empty since then?”

“I gotta take a closer look,” I said and started to get out of the car.

Tori grabbed my arm to stop me, which made her wince with pain.

“Don’t,” she said, gritting her teeth to fight the sting. “That thing could be ready to explode.”

I looked ahead at the mystery wreck. It seemed dead.

“We want answers,” I said. “That thing might give us a couple.”

Kent added, “There’s gotta be markings. At least we’ll know what country we’re at war with—or what universe.”

I smiled at Tori and said, “I have to.”

Tori nodded and reluctantly let go of my arm.

“Be careful,” she warned.

“Seriously,” Olivia added.

I got out of the car. Nobody followed. Tori had an excuse. The other two were just scared. Can’t say I blame them. I was too. But that wasn’t going to stop me. Not anymore.

I rounded the Subaru and walked slowly toward the dark wreck, ready to bail at the first sign of trouble. There was no smell and no sound. There didn’t seem to be danger of an explosion, and if it was leaking invisible radioactivity, we were already doomed.

Its rounded lines reminded me of a B-2 bomber but with no obvious wings or engines. There didn’t appear to be any hatches or windows either. It was like a giant clamshell with absolutely no aerodynamic qualities. Kent’s crazy theory of these craft being from another world was beginning to seem less crazy. I walked with caution, hoping that there wasn’t an injured alien trapped inside preparing to defend his craft.

As I drew closer, I actually thought of Marty Wiggins. This had all started with his final moment of glory. The crowd was going crazy. Marty was on top of the world—until he fell off. It didn’t seem fair that somebody’s life could end at a moment of such triumph.

Or maybe that was a good thing. What better last memory to have than the joy of hearing the cheers of adoring fans? In light of all that had happened since, he might have been the lucky one.

Marty’s death was the beginning.

Or was it?

I had to accept that my parents had moved us to Pemberwick Island years before to prepare for SYLO’s arrival and some big event that was planned long before Marty had taken a fatal dose of the Ruby.

The event.

What was the event? Was it the battle between the Navy and the dark aircraft? Was it the attack on Mr. Sleeper and his band of rebels? Or did the event have something to do with the lights in the sky and the fact that sixty thousand people from Portland seemed to have disappeared, along with some of their buildings?

Had the event already happened? Or was it still to come?

I stopped a few feet from the edge of the dead aircraft and scanned its surface, looking for any clues that might help me understand. It was coal-black, with seams and rivets that told me it had been manufactured. This was no organic, alien creature. Check that off the list. I took a chance and ran my hand across its surface. The cool skin looked and felt like the pieces of wreckage that had washed up on the beach, along with a ton of the Ruby. That made it more likely that the exploding shadow Quinn and I saw on our midnight ride was indeed one of these alien-looking planes. Had it actually been loaded up with the Ruby and on its way to make a delivery to Pemberwick, courtesy of SYLO?

That’s what Feit said. But he was a liar.

I circled the wreck, looking for something. Anything. This was one of many lethal weapons that had attacked a fleet of warships from the United States Navy. Was it because the Navy, under the command of Granger and his SYLO goons, had blockaded Pemberwick Island? Were they trying to blast past the Navy to rescue us?

Or had they meant us harm and the Navy’s mission was to protect us?

Either way, why would anyone care so much about Pemberwick Island? The reason for the battle may not have been obvious, but this much was clear: These aircraft had flown over Portland and lit up the sky. Now a major city lay empty and several massive buildings had been vaporized.

Between the deaths on Pemberwick and those from the air and sea battles, there was no way to know exactly how many people had died. Wars are fought for many reasons: religion, power, land, riches, prejudice…Name a basic human conflict and you can bet that a war was fought over it. But what was the issue here? There had to be a good team and a bad team but it was impossible to know which was which without knowing who was fighting and what was at stake. I was hoping that I would find something about the aircraft that would at least tell me where it had come from and maybe open a few doors that would lead to understanding.

I walked further along and saw something on the skin of the craft that was totally out of place. It looked like somebody had crudely scrawled a line of graffiti using white paint. I didn’t understand the words because it definitely wasn’t English, but the letters were recognizable.

SEQUENTIA YCONOMUS LIBERTATE TE EX INFERIS OBEDIANTER!

Was it Latin? I had no idea. Who could have done it? Someone from Portland who was angry over the attack on their city? If it were me, I probably would have just thrown a rock at the downed plane or hit it with a baseball bat. I was looking for answers and found yet another maddening mystery.

“Anybody know what it says?” Kent asked.

I turned quickly to see that he had joined me, along with Tori, who leaned on Olivia for support. Tori looked pale and I didn’t think it was from the blood loss.

She was staring at the graffiti.

“Do you know what it says?” I asked.

“No,” she said, sounding numb. “But I can guess what it means.”

She picked up a stone from the street, leaned down to the plane and underlined four letters, scraping a mark under each.

“Sequentia yconomus libertate te ex inferis obedienter,” she said, sounding it out awkwardly.

“Oh my God,” Olivia said, stunned.

The four letters Tori had underlined were S – Y – L – O.

“SYLO,” Olivia gasped.

“So what the hell does that mean?” Kent demanded.

Since the moment of Marty’s death, I had been grasping at pieces of a hundred maddening clues, desperately trying to understand what was happening to us. It took the revelation of those four letters for my brain to finally start putting the pieces together.

“It means Feit was lying,” I said with confidence.

“How do you figure that?” Kent asked.

“Somebody scrawled this after the plane crashed, marking their kill. These planes aren’t SYLO. That never made sense. SYLO is part of the Navy. They wouldn’t battle themselves.”

Tori said, “So Feit lied about Granger asking him to bring the Ruby to Pemberwick?”

“Absolutely,” I said with total conviction. “I don’t think SYLO has anything to do with the Ruby.”

“How can you be sure of that?” Olivia asked.

“When Quinn and I were on our midnight ride, just before the black plane full of the stuff exploded, there was a steak of light that came from the ocean—”

“I saw that too,” Tori said. “I have no idea what it was.”

“I think I do,” I declared. I’ll bet it was a missile fired from a submarine. I think SYLO blew that plane out of the sky, just like all the others they’ve been shooting down since.”

“Whoa,” said Kent.

“That makes total sense!” Tori exclaimed as the realization hit her. “The battle began long before anybody was aware of it. Before Portland was attacked.”

Kent asked, “So if these aren’t SYLO planes, what are they? Who are they? And why were they bringing the Ruby to Pemberwick Island?”

“Whoever they are,” I said, “Feit was one of them.”

“But that doesn’t matter anymore, right?” Olivia offered hopefully. “Feit’s dead.”

“Yeah, he is,” I said. “But if he was waiting for a delivery of the Ruby, whatever he was up to, he wasn’t doing it alone.”

Pieces of the puzzle were falling together quickly and the implications were frightening.

“There were a lot of strangers on the island,” Kent said thoughtfully. “Way more than normal. I thought it was because of the late summer and the quarantine but…”

He let the thought hang.

“Who were all those people?” Tori asked. “Strangers were being arrested all over the island, and being held prisoner in the SYLO camp, and rioting downtown, and plotting with my father on Chinicook Island and—”

“It’s like there were two invasions of Pemberwick,” I said soberly. “One obvious, one not. I don’t think SYLO is the only enemy on Pemberwick Island.”

Olivia was on the verge of tears. She leaned into Kent and said, “I don’t want to be here anymore.”

I took a long look around the Old Port and at the once lively city that was now very dead.

“So where do we go?” Kent asked.

“We have to find somebody who knows what’s happening,” I replied. “And somebody who can help us tell the world what we’ve been through. I say we go to Boston. That’s the closest big city.”

“And what if Boston was attacked too?” Tori asked.

“Don’t even think that,” I replied quickly. “But if it was, we’ll keep going. To New York. Or Washington.”

“Maybe my mother went back to New York,” Olivia said hopefully.

I doubted that, but I didn’t say so.

“Maybe,” I said. “I don’t know. But one thing’s clear—there’s nothing for us here.”

“And we sure can’t go home,” Tori added.

That was the most sobering thought of all. I can’t speak for the others, but as much as I wanted to escape from Pemberwick, my goal was to find the truth, blow the whistle on SYLO, and get them the hell off our island so we could get back to normal. Seeing what had happened to Portland made me doubt that would be possible. Ever.

Kent kicked the plane in anger. “Who the hell are you?”

“Let’s get Tori to the hospital,” I said. “Even if it’s deserted, we’ll get medical supplies.”

We started back toward the car, finishing the full circle around the downed plane.

That’s when I saw it.

I stopped short.

“What?” Kent asked.

It was a simple clue, but unmistakable. If the sun hadn’t been hitting it at just the right angle, I probably wouldn’t have noticed it because it was the same shade of black as the skin of the craft. It stood out only because it had a slick sheen that reflected the sunlight.

It was a logo, no more than ten inches wide. There was a star inside a circle with two flaps, like wings, to either side with three stripes on each. Normally it would be red, white, and blue but there was no mistaking the monochrome version.

“This is no alien spaceship,” I declared, pointing to the logo.

Kent joined me, took a look, and gasped. “Oh, man.”

It was the logo of the United States Air Force.

We had been in the middle of a monstrous battle between two different branches of the military from the same country. My country. It was no drill. It was no training exercise.

“So what does that mean?” Kent asked.

“It means that the United States of America is at war with itself.”

Tori said, “It’s the second Civil War.”

It was almost too much to accept that such cataclysmic events, events that were sure to shake the world, had begun in my own backyard, at a high school football game, on a warm fall evening that turned out to be the perfect night for death.

The first death.

How many more were to come and how far would we have to go before it would end?

“Do you hear that?” Olivia asked.

We all held our breath and listened.

Portland was dead. Dead quiet. There were no normal sounds of life. No traffic. No voices. No screams or laughter. All we could hear was the forlorn cry of seagulls floating on the ocean breeze…

…and music coming from the sky.

TO BE CONTINUED…
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