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      Cage felt his muscles clench as he almost tipped over into the clear, blue water.

      The water itself terrified him. He'd told himself—and Joule—that it was okay. This was clear. They could see anything coming and it would only be fishes and dolphins. The good marine mammals. They'd certainly had enough of bad fish in the past.

      But his lungs froze as the shape lifted out of the water beside him, the hump large and gray. Pasty and rough, it’s skin broke the surface, swelling upward, and his brain went haywire.

      Surely it was the Loch Ness Monster.

      It was huge. In case he thought it was just his imagination running toward real and imagined terrors, the thing bumped at his pole. His toes clenched against the board. He hadn't been the most upright paddle-boarder from the start, and he was going in. He'd go under. He'd die.

      His eyes darted quickly to his sister, and he saw Joule, too, was frozen with fear.

      "Breathe!" he wanted to yell at her. To tell her it would be okay. But he couldn't even tell himself that. His own lungs hadn't expanded. His eyes were trying to squeeze shut even as he forced them open to the warm, sunny Florida day. If he closed them, he'd see the murky swirls and rising floods they'd faced before.

      This.

      Wasn't.

      That.

      Through sheer force, he sucked in air. He tightened his core muscles and managed to stay upright, despite the bump he felt from the monster from the deep.

      Around him, squeals and screams cut the air.

      "Oh, my God!"

      "Look!"

      He didn't want to, but with a second forced inhale, he did. Eyes downward, he watched as the hump slowly went back under the water, the dark beast receding beneath the surface.

      "It's a manatee!"

      This time, the words broke through his racheted-down thoughts. A manatee.

      Safe. Not dangerous.

      Cool, even.

      It had taken Joule and him two years to use the tickets for this trip. Job opportunities had interfered. Grampa’s health had worried them. But finally, they were here, and he was going to enjoy it.

      "They aren't supposed to be here this time of year!" another voice called out.

      "Actually, manatee haven't had 'normal' migratory patterns for the last twenty years," the guide informed them. Jeff slowed his own paddling to let his group stop and watch as five of the giant beasts slowly checked out their poles and shadows. The crystal clear water here was a natural aquifer fed by underwater springs. Something both the people and the manatees appreciated. It was why Cage and Joule had been willing to spend a half-day of their vacation on the surface of the water.

      They'd been to the beach, but only stood on the shore. The waves, though blue and bright, were not clear. Cage knew with more certainty than most—with far more conviction than he'd ever wanted—what waited beneath the breakers. The salt air, at least, hadn't smelled like the flood. And here in the clear backwaters, he'd felt... not comfortable, but safe enough.

      A manatee. He could handle that.

      But his eyes went immediately to his sister. Joule's face, though pale, was now looking downward. Her cheeks were pink and rounded, and she was smiling at what she saw. He then found his own courage to look at the water.

      Pink fishes, almost a foot in length, darted between the sea cows. Black fishes, smaller and often striped, zipped between them with a vivaciousness that neither the big fish nor the manatees felt compelled to mimic. Even smaller, gray, minnow-type fish moved in tight schools between the others, and he thought he saw one of the pinkish fish open its mouth and inhale a swath of smaller ones. The little guys had been there one second and gone the next.

      The big fish hadn't changed expression at all. But that was life. Big fish ate the small fish. Sharks ate the students when they fell overboard. But manatees ate only grasses and ... he didn't know. He hadn't finished that marine biology degree he'd started. He'd moved to the biology of more land-based creatures after the waters had risen. So the manatee habits were beyond his knowledge.

      He stayed still as he looked down. Tracking the gentle beasts, with only one ear listening to the guide explain their habits. What they ate. That the scars on their backs—Jeff had pointed to one in particular—were from boat rotors and careless tourists. "When they say no wake, they mean no wake. When the sign says under ten, this is why."

      The scars tugged at Cage’s heart... which was now almost back to a normal rhythm again. Not that it had been low and relaxed since he'd climbed on the board and learned he was not a natural at this. Not since his toes had begun gripping the board’s rough surface and his pole digging into the bed of the shallow waterway every handful of seconds, just to stay upright. Jeff had been good, though. He'd been calm and soothing, full of information to distract them.

      Cage looked up just in time to see the guide slap at his neck. "If no one has anywhere they have to be,” he said, “we'll stop and let the manatees roll on past us, and then we'll continue our tour."

      No one protested. Not even Joule. Not even Cage. He could do this.

      Wasn't this part of why they'd come? He and his sister had never openly discussed it, but they each had something to prove here.

      "Ugh!" Jeff slapped at his arm and this time—though he didn't seem to notice—Cage was close enough to see a slight smear of blood. At least he'd gotten the sucker.

      Cage looked to his sister. Joule shook her head and shrugged her shoulders. She probably would have raised her hands, but her death grip on the pole didn't allow it. It wasn't her, anyway, who was allergic to bites. It was him. She was just sweet. The biteys liked her. He, on the other hand, already sported one quarter-sized reaction to a simple mosquito bite after a morning at the botanical gardens. The tree crabs had distracted him. He'd not even realized something was buzzing around until he'd felt the almost imperceptible pinch.

      Now, Joule shook her head again, and he could read it. She'd sprayed herself with bug repellent. Something she'd concocted from internet instructions using essential oils. She'd also used commercial stuff that he was pretty sure had DEET in it. Her look told him, "Not me. Not getting bit."

      He'd done the same. So when Jeff reached down and slapped at his leg, and almost tipped, Cage didn't feel much sympathy. The man was supposed to be a professional. He did this every day, probably twice. He should have known he'd get bit.

      "Okay, the big guys are moving on, it seems." Jeff pointed toward the lead manatee, though if that was the actual leader, Cage didn't know. Jeff hadn't said, or Cage had just been paralyzed with fear over some gentle sea cows and he'd missed it. But the manatees were swimming the opposite direction of the paddle-board tour.

      Despite knowing what they were and that they wouldn't hurt him, Cage found himself relieved to see them go. He didn't need them bumping his board. At least this was cool and he'd tell people he had been out with the manatees. But he was grateful they were moving on.

      "If you look up and to the right, on the shoreline you can see a nutria. It looks like—" Jeff coughed. A harsh throat-clearing, then continued. "It looks like a big rat. But they aren't rats, they're⁠—"

      He coughed again, as though to move something lodged. "One second," he told them. But even that sounded raspy.

      As the guide reached down by his side and pulled up his water bottle, he coughed again.

      That couldn't be good. He tipped his head back to take a sip and Cage heard his sister's gasp just as he saw it.

      Jeff had a rash blooming in real time across his neck. Pink welts moved down his arm like an army of marching ants.

      "Umm, Jeff?" one of the other tourists, a mom with several teenage kids in tow, asked with her most mom voice. "Jeff, I think you have⁠—"

      But Jeff didn't answer. He was clawing at his throat, opening his mouth like one of the big pink fish, only he was terrified. Sucking sounds came from his lungs as he tried for air and failed. His eyes grew wide, and he looked at Cage as his face began to turn purple and his frantic motions toppled him into the water.
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      Startled by both his tour guide’s sudden spasm and splash into the water below, Cage lost his tenuous grip on his own stability. He tipped and flailed, his lack of attention dooming him.

      So he did the only thing he could do: he went into the water. Pushing his hands in front of his head, he shoved with his foot off the board and tried to dive as cleanly as possible. The water wasn't deep, but it was deep enough for manatee and clear enough that he could see where to aim.

      The water, cool and soft, closed in around him, a sensation that almost paralyzed him. The sound of voices, frantic above him, didn't help.

      His head popped up in time to see the manatee darting away, not liking the sudden commotion that humans had caused. He spun quickly, his feet not touching the bottom and his arms paddling frantically, to shouts of, “Right behind you!” and “Find Jeff!”

      The twins had been given swimming lessons when they were small. They'd even been on a swim team and raced competitively during the summers. Though they'd won their handfuls of ribbons, they’d been nothing special. Still, a couple quick crawl strokes brought Cage to Jeff.

      The guide was now face-down in the water, twitching and thrashing. Flipping the man over, Cage saw the now-swollen face and the rash. Maybe the cool water had made them easier to see. Above him, he heard Joule taking command. She had seen that Jeff wasn’t able to breathe. Cage’s own lungs stopped working as his adrenaline kicked up another notch and Jeff’s flailing arms nearly hit him.

      It was supposed to be a vacation! he thought as he looped an arm under Jeff’s chin. This was certainly not the best way to haul someone, but if he tucked his arm under the man’s shoulders, Jeff would surely swing back and clock him. Also, it wasn't like he was what was cutting off Jeff's air, and he needed speed.

      “To the shore!” Joule was yelling to everyone, aiming the paddle-boarders in the same direction Cage was moving. Luckily, the waterway was narrow. The crystal clarity of the water was the only thing keeping  Cage from panicking.

      Quickly, his feet found purchase in the sandy bottom. Several places sported dark patches and though he assumed they were mossy rocks; Cage avoided them. The place seemed far too beautiful and far too serene for an emergency like this.

      Jeff, who had been rocking back and forth when Cage first grabbed him, now started to diminish his fight. It seemed his airway had been completely closed, or very close to it, when Cage flipped him over. Jeff had had enough oxygen in his system to fight for air, but even that was gone now. The sucking sounds that insisted he was trying still to breathe through a narrow pipe had all vanished as his forehead broke out in a fevered sweat.

      With quick, muscle-aching steps, Cage dragged what was now a lifeless body onto the shore. He thought about CPR but couldn’t make sense of it in this case. ABCs. He'd learned that somewhere and he was pretty sure they were failing at A—Airway. No airway, no breathing. No breathing, and pretty soon there would be no circulation.

      His own breath sucked in frantically, his body taking over when his brain didn’t want him to breathe at all. For a moment, he thought through all the things he wished. He should have taken CPR or first-aid classes. He’d had a bit of it, and the twins had gotten some on-the-fly medical training from Dr. Brett Christian a small handful of years ago. But this hadn't been included.

      Cage tipped his head up and looked into the crowd. The roaring that blocked his ears suddenly disappeared and he heard a cacophony of voices. “Is he dead?”

      “If he's not, he will be soon.”

      “What's the rash? Is it contagious?”

      “He can't breathe.”

      And then Cage heard Joule. “It looks like an anaphylactic reaction. Does anyone have epinephrine?”

      The tourists all looked to each other, eyes wide, motions short and stunted. Each expression clearly said, Not me. But then one of the teenagers tapped his mother's arm.

      “Mom, do you still have mine? Do you have it?”

      The woman's eyes flew wide and she began to paw through the small bag strapped to her waist. Cage looked back down at Jeff. His head had lolled to the side, his neck and face obviously swollen now, red blotches covering every inch of him.

      “Holy shit! Holy shit!” It was the woman.

      Cage snapped his head up to see her. Though his hope was running thin, she held out an oddly rounded plastic device. It was covered in orange and yellow direction labels.

      “The EpiPen! It's out of date,” she warned even as she pushed it toward him. “We haven't had any trouble with Sterling in years.”

      The excuse didn’t matter as she thrust the small thing at him. But instead of taking the device, Cage moved back. “Can you do it?”

      He’d never worked an EpiPen. All he’d seen was the movies where someone jammed a large-bore needle directly through the sternum into someone's heart and pushed the plunger until someone gasped themselves alive again.

      Before he could finish asking, the woman was on her knees next to him, tugging at the hem of Jeff shorts to expose his thigh. With her teeth, she yanked what Cage now saw was a cap and she stabbed the pen deep into the spotted quads. A small click told Cage the needle also had a mechanical action.

      He was fascinated by the tiny machine, but the mom already had her head turned, counting to herself as she looked toward Jeff's face. Cage couldn’t quite bring himself to look elsewhere until he heard the sharp intake of breath and watched as the body twitched. Only then did the mom pull her fist away, revealing the small, exposed needle of the EpiPen.

      “Holy shit! Holy shit!” she said again. Probably not the phrasing she’d taught her kids, but Cage wasn't going to call anyone on their language even on a non-emergent day.

      Jeff was still wheezing and sucking air, still sweating and feverish. It wasn't quite the instantaneous revival that movies and TV shows would have led Cage to believe. But the man was alive.

      This time, Cage rocked back on his heels, his own breath whooshing from his lungs as he took his first deep breath. He'd been on heightened emergency mode. And God if he didn't know what that felt like from too many times in the past. But this time, it was going to be okay.

      It wasn’t always okay. Today it would be.

      However, he didn’t have a clue where they were. Their tour guide was still incapacitated. But they were all upright. Joule was still on her feet, not even wet like he was now, and she was marshaling the crowd.

      “Who has cell signal?” she asked, but her tone brooked no argument. “We need to call a medevac for Jeff and someone to get us the hell out of here.”

      Still sitting on the ground, knees folded under him, not quite ready to stand up, and not quite certain if his legs would hold him if he did, Cage let her run the show. He needed a few more deep breaths. So he watched as his fellow tour groupers flexed their phones, held them high, and began the odd human ritual of searching for a signal.

      His brain was still coming down off the rush, and it took a moment to register that one husband and wife were standing slightly aside. They waved their hands in front of their faces and scowled as they looked at the screens on their phones.

      The man waved to his wife in question as he shook his own head no, then resumed holding his phone up high. Though he was burly and wide, he was also tall. And the couple wasn’t that far away. Cage could hear him as he said, “Hey, babe. I think I've got a sig⁠—”

      But his words cut off as he reached up and slapped at his neck and offered a grunt. As he moved his hand away, Cage saw the small smear of blood.
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      Joule carefully scanned each member of the tour group even as she held her own phone out, trying to catch a spare signal. She’d seen the slightly older gentleman slap his neck. Her eyes darted immediately to her brother's only to find that Cage was looking at her with a worried expression on his own face.

      The tour guide had clearly had an anaphylactic reaction to something, and he'd been bitten several times. Joule and Cage both kept wary eyes on the older man. She watched as he slapped again at something.

      Did it take several bites to take someone down? Or was Jeff just suffering an odd reaction? She didn’t know, and when Joule didn’t know the answer, she tended to turn to the things she could do. She raised her voice. “Does anyone have signal?”

      “One bar!” one of the kids called as he moved farther away from the water, back into the dense trees. His bare feet walked on ground she didn't trust. They weren’t supposed to get out of the water. Then again, they also weren't supposed to have their tour guide stop breathing and splash face-first into the manatees.

      “Me too,” the older man called back, appearing absolutely none the worse for wear.

      Joule told herself what happened to Jeff was just something freak. Anaphylaxis was basically an allergic reaction as far as she knew, which meant Jeff had been allergic to whatever had hit him—maybe the bug bite, maybe a plant he brushed by, or even a food from lunch. She didn't know. But surely, it was just a quirk of Jeff's.

      The older man seemed to be fine.

      “If you've got signal, call 911.”

      “But just one of us needs to call,” the mom pointed out.

      “I got two bars!” her kid called from even further back into the trees now.

      Joule felt her brows pull together and her gaze narrowed. She didn't like it, but his mom did seem to have an eye on him and he wasn't her kid. She put her effort where it could make a difference. “Everybody with signal should call 9-1-1. If the calls drop or doesn't connect, then hopefully at least one of us will have gotten through.”

      Some of her fellow tourists were already dialing. Joule held her phone aloft, swaying it back and forth and cursing her phone plan and cell towers alike. Her eyes still darted everywhere.

      She'd long ago lost the faith that she was safe. That she could stand with her eyes in one direction and nothing would sneak up behind her. She was pushing buttons and watching her phone attempt to connect, even as she checked all corners. She didn’t trust what might be lurking in the trees and marsh.

      “Hello?” the older man was asking, and Joule's heart soared. He had a connection!

      She was looking at her own phone, still trying to connect and holding it higher. It was probably a futile gesture, but she couldn’t not try.

      “I’m Gary Mitchell. We were on a tour⁠—”

      She’d taken a deep breath of relief only to hear him cut himself off mid-sentence.

      “Honey. What's that?” Gary sounded worried and Joule felt her head swivel at the sound.

      She wasn’t the only one alarmed by Gary’s tone. Cage had bolted to his feet and was rushing to where the couple stood. Still a little separate from everyone else, the man was turning to his wife, no longer paying attention to the emergency operator.

      The group had been out paddle-boarding. They were in swim suits, a few in wetsuits of the tank variety. Some wore shorts. It was a hot day and Joule herself was in a two-piece with a pair of shorts pulled on over the bottoms.

      They were all just exposed skin… waiting.

      She could see—they all could—the small red welts that started at the woman's feet and crawled up her body in a pattern somewhere between a leopard and a giraffe, but 100 percent petrifying.

      For a split second, Joule froze, and then she, too, bolted into action. She almost asked, Is anyone here a doctor or a nurse or an EMT? Maybe someone had been a lifeguard previously. But the fact that Cage had still been on his knees, monitoring Jeff the tour guide, and that the mom with the expired EpiPen had been the one to deliver it, told Joule that no—no one here was any of those things.

      The wife reached up as though to scratch at her throat, the pink welts now popping up on her forearms. A frown appeared on her face and Joule wondered what she felt. Early signs of her throat closing, most likely.

      She wasn't sure if the woman's face was beginning to swell. It was hard to tell as she didn't know anyone else here personally, except for her brother. She couldn't say she'd gotten a good enough look at everyone to recognize early signs.

      The mom, who was now desperately calling her three boys back, gathered them into her arms, despite the fact that two of them were much taller than she was. Looking frantically around the group, she blurted, “I'm out of EpiPens!”

      Of course she was. It had been lucky that anybody even had one—expired as it was. Still, it had worked well enough to save Jeff. That there might be another one in this small crowd would be unheard of.

      They were out of luck.

      Joule scanned the crowd as though she might find something in their eyes this time. That someone might know or remember something they hadn’t when Tour Guide Jeff had toppled into the water. Instead, what she saw was a tall, teenage boy smacking at his forearm.

      Shit.

      She had only her tiny backpack with her, but it held the one thing she thought she might need now. There was nothing she could do for Clara. She knew the woman's name now because her husband was frantically repeating it.

      “Clara, can you breathe? Clara!”

      Cage was there, telling her, “Tip your head back!”

      Smart, Joule thought. It would open the airway as much as possible. But she couldn't deal with Clara. There had been ten other people on this tour. Though she couldn't see any bugs flying around, she'd certainly seen enough of her fellow tourists slapping at their skin.

      With her bag now hanging from one hand in front of her, she pawed through with the other, looking a lot like the frantic EpiPen Mom. She knew it was here.

      She was too panicked to search methodically. She knew that, but she couldn’t make her heart rate slow down, couldn’t control the jerky movements. She was not going to die here, in the stand of trees, next to the beautiful water, her throat closing from something she couldn’t see.

      The backpack wasn't that big. It should have been easy to find.

      Her head snapped up as she heard it again—the horrible sucking noise that Jeff had made right before he went into the water. Clara still stood, making the scary sound, her feet planted wide apart. Her small hands clawed at her throat, ringing her neck, almost as though she were trying to strangle herself. But Joule understood. The woman couldn't reach what was harming her. She couldn't stop it, but her hands were still trying anyway.

      Clara’s head tipped back, her face aiming to the clear blue sky and puffy white clouds overhead. Joule looked up, too. It was easier watching the sky that peeked over her head where the water cut through the trees, but it didn’t change that all she could hear was Clara gasping for air.
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      Cage's thoughts went two different directions simultaneously as his heart tightened into a small, lead weight in the center of his chest. There was nothing he hated more than being helpless.

      There were no more EpiPens, he had no CPR training, and there were no doctors in the group. They all watch helplessly as Clara pawed at her own throat, her husband frantically trying to help.

      Did they even have the supplies to perform an emergency tracheotomy? Lord knew they'd all seen it done on TV often enough, but could anyone here even find the trachea if they had the necessary items? He turned next to that list. Did they have a knife and a pen or a tube of some kind?

      Cage didn't think so.

      They were stripped down to the minimum—only what they could carry on their paddleboards. He wouldn’t have listened, but the noises were inescapable. Birds chirped and called in the trees, there was a soft rush and burble from the water, and there was Clara, desperately trying to suck in any air she could get.

      This time, the sound was harsher, the wheeze of the constricted airway louder. But Cage turned his face away and watched Joule. His sister busied herself digging through her bag until she pulled up a white can triumphantly.

      Though the two of them generally worked hard to use sustainable products, right now, he'd never been happier that they’d found only an aerosol can on the shelves. With one continuous motion, Joule pushed the top and sprayed herself down again.

      Then she shook the can and moved to the next person. She didn’t ask permission, just assaulted them with high-end bug spray.

      His parents had always referred to Joule as bait when she was little. His mom, too, had been of the “sweet” variety, she’d always said: one of those that the bugs particularly enjoyed snacking on. But with Joule around, even Kaya Mazur hadn't been bitten as much as her daughter. Cage, on the other hand, was actually allergic to bites. Mosquito marks swelled up the size of quarters or even silver dollars. Sometimes, he could find a faint bruise where he had been bitten a good week or two later.

      So the twins had started the day doused in the serious stuff. Now, he turned his head to the side and held his breath as Joule enveloped him in a cloud of chemical spray. She was hitting everyone, but she’d beelined for him. He wouldn’t say thank you now, but he knew she understood and that it would go the other way when it needed to.

      Even as he thought that, he realized some of the spray was liquid now, running down his arm. Ah! She wasn't wasting it into the air, she was holding it close, putting streams of it directly onto people and telling them to rub it in.

      On a normal day, he would have done no such thing. Today was different. Today was punctuated with the sound of Clara, suffocating in open air.

      Joule turned to aim for Gary. Gary waved her away, his attention entirely on his wife as he issued orders that made no sense. When Joule finished with him, Cage offered what little comfort he could as the woman began flailing in her attempt to get oxygen.

      Joule still fought for her task and managed to hit Gary in the back of each leg, before turning away. With bold and almost frantic motions, she lined up the mom and her three sons. Joule sprayed up one person and down the next. She motioned for them to turn around after she'd hit them, and then quickly she moved to the next tourists.

      Cage heard this behind him. His eyes were now solely trained on Clara, her lips turning a pale blue. She wasn't transitioning quite as fast as Jeff had.  With her head tipped back, she was still able to suck a wheezing breath.

      Without looking away, Cage called back, “Did anyone get through to 9-1-1?”

      “Gary did!” one of the boys said.

      “Get his phone,” Cage instructed, hoping the operator was still on the line. He watched as Gary absentmindedly pulled it out of his pocket and handed it back to a kid he couldn't see. His gaze was changing from confused and panicked to accepting and petrified.

      Gary kept issuing instructions. “Look left. Look right! Tip your head back, Honey. Take a deep breath.” None of it seemed useful, and all of it sounded frantic.

      Joule stepped back. Her work was done. The group was small, and she'd hit everyone with the repellent. Cage watched as she shook the can near her head, feeling and listening for the weight of the liquid left. Would they need another hit? How long would they be out here?

      He listened to the boy who’d grabbed Gary's phone talking to someone.

      “We have someone with a closing airway—anaphylaxis!” Jeff called from behind him.

      Cage’s head snapped back. Though the tour guide was still on the ground, his hand pressed to his chest as if to assure himself his heart was beating or he was breathing, Jeff's eyes were wide, perhaps over-alert. But he was alive, and he was breathing.

      His rash even seemed to be fading. The man would probably need treatment for being hit with an expired EpiPen, and he might need it right away. It was possible Jeff wasn’t out of the woods yet, but no one had the bandwidth to worry about the tour guide when Clara was still clawing at her throat.

      Cage then had an idea and turned to Jeff. “Did you have first-aid or CPR training?”

      Now towering over the tour guide, Cage pointed back toward Clara, sending the second worst-shape person to take care of the first. Then he began pushing through the small crowd. Everyone now reeked of chemical bug spray but was hopefully safer. “Do you have a knife? Do you have a pen? Do you have anything like a small tube? Is it clean?”

      Though people dug quickly through their pockets or the small bags they carried, no one really had what he needed. Cage had no idea—if they even had any rag-tag supplies—whether any of them could do the kind of emergency tracheotomy Clara would need. Hopefully, Jeff could.

      But Clara was blinking frantically, tears squeezing from her eyes and sweat breaking out on her forehead as the fear took hold. Cage didn't hear noises from her anymore and she was starting to sway on her feet. It was Jeff who jumped up and motioned to Gary to grab his wife. The two of them laid her down into the dirt and rocks and leaves, Jeff tipping her head back and attempting to breathe into her lungs.

      Cage didn't want to get into that. Exhaled air still held plenty of oxygen, he knew, but less than the external air did. But her problem wasn’t her breathing so much as the airway that led to her lungs¸ which was swollen shut now. Still, Cage hoped Jeff knew what he was doing. He hoped maybe the force of attempted rescue breathing would get some air in where Clara struggled.

      Cage couldn't figure it out, so he continued to search the group for supplies. There was no knife. EpiPen Mom managed to find a ballpoint pen. The little sack she carried had apparently been on numerous trips and held leftovers from previous expeditions, because there was no need for a pen here.

      Jesus, it was a ballpoint. Worst-case scenario, they could jam the point into her neck to create the hole and then break the pen case and use it as a tube. But that was stunningly un-sterile, and the pen was so tiny. How would she get enough air? Still, it was better than nothing.

      Gripping the pen in his fist, Cage turned around in time to see Clara's eyes roll back.
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      “This is all I could find.” Cage stood over Jeff, holding out the ballpoint pen.

      Jeff didn’t seem to see. He and Gary were frantically moving Clara about, one way or another. They tipped her head back. They lifted her shoulders. They lifted her feet, as per Jeff's instruction. But she thrashed only once, then immediately passed out again.

      When she didn’t respond to several gestures in a row, Jeff finally looked up. Seeing the blue ballpoint didn’t do much for his expression. It didn't even have a cap.

      Cage shrugged. “Emergency tracheotomy?”

      “Can you do it?” Jeff was quick to turn it away, as Gary looked up and asked the same thing. The older man, however, had hope shining in his eyes.

      Cage had none to offer. “I've seen it done on TV. I'm no better than anyone else.”

      Cage thrust the pen toward the tour guide again, waiting for Jeff to take it from him. This time he added, “You, at least, have CPR and first-aid training. I don't even have that.”

      Jeff nodded and finally reached for the pen. He clutched it tight but didn't do anything.

      “What are you waiting for?” Joule asked, having come to stand beside Cage. Somehow, he hadn't even noticed.

      He understood that she was asking a real question. When Jeff looked up at her, brows together in a frown, she raised her hands. “Just curious. I don't have anything to add, I'm sorry.”

      The last part, she directed at Gary, who looked back down at his wife, the slump of his shoulders showing that he was losing faith fast.

      Though Jeff didn't answer Joule, it was clear that he was taking her thought into consideration.

      What were they waiting for? “Do you think her airway will open any other way?” Cage asked.

      Jeff only replied, “You shouldn't have used the EpiPen on me.”

      “We had no idea there would be more.” It was the only reply Cage could think of that didn’t argue the logistics of someone not wanting their life saved.

      Jeff had the decency to look to Gary for decisions. “Here's what we're proposing…” He described the grim details of an emergency, in-the-woods tracheotomy with a ballpoint pen.

      Gary did not look pleased, but Clara was turning more and more blue. The older man looked to both of them as though they would have answers. “What's the alternative?”

      “Prayer.” Jeff was decisive about that much. “We can hope that her airway opens up on its own enough and that she can breathe. We can do chest compressions to help push her heart and her lungs. But if the airway isn't open, we won't move any air by doing that.” He waited a beat, then looked into the small crowd of his tourists. “How long has she been out for?”

      It was one of the boys, fancy watch on his wrist, who flicked it up and rattled off, “It's been five minutes since she started showing signs of welts and forty-five seconds since she passed out.”

      Damn, that was sharp! Good kid. Also, that was a way-too-fast timeline. There wasn’t any wiggle room. He looked back to Gary. “She was already oxygen-deprived before she passed out.”

      Jeff reached out and put a hand on Gary’s shoulder, as if to comfort him in a situation where no comfort could actually be offered. “She probably has another minute or two.”

      “How long will it take you to do the trachee— the trasty—the—” Gary couldn't even say it. “How long can we wait before this is our only option?”

      Once he'd rephrased it, the words were solid, his tone forceful. The man was in the process of watching his wife die, and he didn’t have the vocabulary, but he knew what he meant. Cage respected that.

      Jeff looked up to Cage and Joule who, merely by standing there, had somehow been granted a level of expert status. Cage did his best. “Most people have three minutes of oxygen before brain death. She has fewer because she was airway-compromised before she passed out. She was low oxygen for several minutes before this.”

      Gary nodded along, but it clearly wasn't the answer he wanted. Cage was grateful when Jeff said the words.

      “I don't know how long it will take to do this. I don't know if we can do this right, but I don't think we have any more time to decide.”

      “Do it.” Gary’s tone was full of conviction.

      “Does anybody have any alcohol? Even hand sanitizer or hand wipes?” Jeff asked into the crowd.

      Shit. Cage hadn't even thought to look for something like that. But infection could be dealt with later. And hopefully the medevac was on the way. He turned to look behind him and found the mom still on the phone with 9-1-1, shaking her head no at the request for sanitizer.

      The woman multitasked like a pro, but Cage found her catching his gaze. Through his confusion, he saw her mouth something she clearly didn't want to say out loud. Cage thought it was thirty minutes.

      No, they didn’t have thirty minutes. If he’d read that right—and the expression on the mom’s face said he had—there was no way in hell Clara was holding on for the medevac.

      Reaching out, Cage motioned for the phone. The mom handed it over immediately and Cage began speaking harshly to the operator, not even introducing himself. “We're considering an emergency tracheotomy with a ballpoint pen.”

      “Is the airway closed?” the operator asked calmly, not seeming flustered by his radical announcement.

      “I'm confident that it is. It has been for over a full minute, and we think she was low on oxygen before that because her airway was already closing. Hold on.” Having reached the point where he was standing at Clara’s feet, Cage handed the phone over to Jeff.

      With the phone pressed to his ear, the tour guide nodded several times before saying, “Yes, I'm confident her airway is completely closed. She's passed out and not breathing at all that I can tell.”

      With shaky fingers, he put the phone onto speaker, as Cage looked down to check the battery. Only five percent. Jesus, they were screwed.

      “I see it.”

      He listened to Jeff get talked through what they could do, though mostly Jeff was saying no, they didn't have anything better—just the pen.

      Cage turned around. “We need to get someone else on the line with 9-1-1. This phone is almost dead.”

      He waited as everyone else behind him began scrambling to pull their phones back out and dial. Then he turned back to see Jeff gently pushing at the base of Clara's throat, testing for something the woman on the phone was instructing him to find. Then he pulled his arm up, pen poised, ready to stab, and he plunged it into her neck.
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      Joule went to stand at the edge of the water. The clear view to the pale, silty bottom was mesmerizing and relaxing. She took a deep breath and tried to tune out everything behind her.

      But the second she let her shoulders sink, the sound of rotors pulled her attention upward.

      Hovering above her was the medevac helicopter. Her hands raised high of their own accord, waving over her head as if one tiny person could draw their attention. She was the only one though—the others were a short distance back, hidden under the canopy of trees.

      A moment later, she heard a voice behind her. Jeff called out, “They see you.”

      She stopped waving. The chopper wasn’t going to send a basket down. They were here, hovering and waiting in case anyone else went into anaphylaxis before the rescue team came in. But there was no one to save right now. Nothing worth risking the basket being dropped and crew coming to the ground.

      “How far away are the crew?” Joule asked.

      “They think five minutes,” Jeff replied. He’d come up to stand close behind her. Maybe the water soothed him, too.

      Most of the group stood around, somber. No one had spoken until one of the boys said he thought he’d heard the helicopter a short while ago. It had taken five more minutes before they began to catch which direction the sound was coming from.

      Gary sat silently on the ground, holding Clara's hand. Clara hadn’t made it.

      The emergency tracheostomy had not been good enough. Or it hadn't been the right thing. Or it had been too late. They wouldn't know until an autopsy was done. Even then, Joule thought, she and Cage likely wouldn’t get the results. Who was going to tell them about the autopsy of a woman they’d met for a few brief hours and barely spoken to on a paddle-boarding tour in Florida?

      Joule stayed where she was, her gaze glazed over, the water barely touching the soles of her feet through the aqua shoes she'd carried in her bag. She’d slipped them on after Clara had died. Only then had she remembered that she’d brought them. She had rinsed her feet in the water, shaking them one at a time to remove the soft, silty sand that covered the bottom of the crystal clear waterway.

      No more manatees had come by. Maybe the people had been too noisy. There were still fish, though—they didn't seem to scare quite as easily.

      Joule felt much calmer, standing and facing the open water and the light that reflected from the slash of open sky above rather than facing what was behind her. The tour would not go on. Jeff, though able to walk, was going straight to the hospital. The rescue team apparently would be moving Clara—actually Clara’s body, Joule corrected herself.

      Though she heard the rustling of the approaching rescue crew in the distance, Joule stayed where she was. Having applied another layer of bug spray to herself and to Cage, she felt reasonably safe. Still, she knew “safe” was relative and it was just an illusion.

      The mom and the three boys had readily accepted when Joule offered them another chemical dousing. Everyone else had declined, saying they could still smell it. Joule couldn't give two fucks about what she smelled. She wasn't going to get bitten, even though she wasn't positive that it was the bug bites that had caused all of this.

      She'd watched as Gary slapped his neck and his arm, but nothing had happened to him. She couldn't even say with certainty that what had happened to Clara was the same thing that had happened to Jeff, but it sure looked like it

      The noise behind her became louder as the other tour members began moving to meet the rescue team. The odd noises threatened to pull her attention, but Joule thought that if something was going wrong, she didn't want to know.

      “Hello?”

      The voice was in the distance, and she didn’t respond.

      “Can anyone hear us?”

      Other members of the group called back, a few sounding almost excited, the rest dejected as the crew arrived.

      Joule took one last look up and down the beautiful waterway. This vacation had made her happy until about an hour ago. She and Cage had gone out on a boat in the bay and watched dolphins. They'd visited the botanical gardens and another sculpture garden. The weather had been beautiful.

      It wasn't full-on summer, just far enough into spring for Florida to be the right temperature. It wasn't even likely anyone’s spring break, so the tour spots had been easy to book, the little bungalow available for the week. She hadn't asked if the three boys on the trip were homeschooled or what?

      She and her brother had rented a little house and enjoyed having their own four walls. There was a patio set where she'd eaten breakfast most mornings. The backyard was fenced. They tried restaurants that they passed that grabbed their attention or just seemed like a good idea. She’d eaten some of the best shakes and burgers in a long time.

      Neither of the twins was much for the ocean. So aside from standing on the beach and watching the waves roll in, just so they could say they had seen the Gulf, they hadn't done much more. The boat tour was about as much water as she could stomach. Each time she'd watched a dolphin surface—as excited as she'd been—Joule had also wondered if something would grab it and pull it under.

      She didn't like water that she couldn't see through. Now, she didn't even like water that she could. She knew in her head the water wasn’t the problem, but her feelings didn’t agree.

      Turning around, she answered the question she heard, but only vaguely processed. “Joule Mazur.” She gave her age and hometown to the young woman quickly tapping away on a tablet.

      Did she have an internet connection? Did it matter? A team of seven had arrived to take their guide and the eight still-standing tourists and one body out of the woods. Several of the team hovered over Clara. It was clear from their complete lack of urgency that they, too, understood there was nothing that could be done for her now.

      The one with the tablet was apparently done once she got Joule’s information. So Joule turned softly back toward the group and watched as her brother slowly walked over to stand beside her. The tourists were starting to cluster in family units. Only a young man, probably close to her and her brother's age, stood alone.

      Joule was about to say something to him, when Maria introduced herself, explained that she was a paramedic, and motioned to him—Ethan, apparently—to join Joule and Cage. The twins nodded and welcomed the stranger the best they could.

      “It's a two-mile walk out of here. Mostly flat.” Maria was looking at each of them as she said it, gauging reactions. No one flinched. A two-mile hike was nothing after the last hour they’d had.

      Then Maria looked at their feet. “No one has shoes?”

      Most shook their heads. Joule lifted one foot to show off what could hardly be called “shoes.” The mom said, “They told us to leave them when we got in the water. So, we did.”

      Maria only nodded. No one had expected to have to hike out of the woods. “We’ll go slow. Please step carefully. If you step on anything, let us know. We have first-aid.”

      She seemed to finally notice Joule’s aqua socks. “You three will be in the front.”

      Joule nodded along. Aqua socks made her a leader? That was sad.

      Maria lined them up, subtly checking each of them for physical condition, probably wondering who might fall behind, who she and her team might have to pick up and carry.

      The walk out was solemn. It began with everyone stepping past Clara's body. Though the team had her strapped to a backboard, they all knew. Her head had lolled to the side before the sheet was pulled over her. The four rescuers carrying her would bring up the rear.

      It was almost an hour before Joule could see the trees begin to thin and hear civilization in the distance. The walk was slow and agonizing, having paced to one of the kids—the slowest among their group, who was always complaining about stepping on rocks he didn’t seem to be looking out for.

      Joule wasn’t a fan of kids, and this didn’t help, but she couldn’t fault him. She knew what a shock to your system it was the first time you watched someone die. She knew what it was to have that happen at sixteen. But she kept her gaze ahead, searching for the end. Quickly, they cleared the edge of the trees and picked their way across a small, open field with a brightly colored playground.

      In the far parking lot, several ambulances waited, and it was another hour before they were each checked out, though none of the living needed much beyond care for their feet. They were loaded in and driven back to the small building where they’d first put into the water for what was supposed to be a two-hour tour. Their shoes and purses waited in lockers. The woman behind the desk—who’d been so exuberant when they left—now merely directed them to their belongings with soft hand motions.

      Cage and Joule had given over all of their information to the rescue team, fully expecting some kind of inquiry in the future. After all, it was Cage who had found the pen and asked Jeff about the tracheostomy. At least that wasn't what had killed Clara.

      Maria was checking them out one last time. Her team had returned to the transport truck, the ambulance having headed a different direction with Clara’s body and Gary beside her for the last time. Maria finished taking information from the young woman behind the desk and was saying goodbye as she headed out the door.

      Just then, her phone rang.

      The sound was soft; few of the tour group even heard it over the bustle of grabbing their things and putting the water tour behind them. But Joule and Cage had picked a locker close to the front door.

      So they heard most of the paramedic’s side of the conversation.

      “What?” Maria asked as she pulled up short. “Another one? That's our second one today and our fourth this week.”
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      “Look, it's a three-pack!” Joule held up the box to her brother, her eyes widening at the price tag.

      “It’s the last one I’ve got. I don’t have singles for you,” the pharmacist warned.

      Joule didn’t care. She was trying to get Cage’s attention.

      “What allergies do you have?” the pharmacist asked.

      “He's extremely allergic to bug bites,” Joule fudged it a little bit. “A singular ant bite put him on crutches the first time.” Almost true. “It made his ankle swell, and everyone thought he'd stepped in an entire nest of ants. But it had just been one. And the last time he got an ant bite, he had a systemic rash and his throat started closing on him.” Well, he complained that his throat was itchy.

      That was all Joule needed, though. The pharmacist was sold, even if she didn’t have to be. They had called Cage’s doctor as soon as they got back to the little bungalow and reactivated the prescription that scratchy-throat episode had afforded them. They’d been on campus at the time and had just never filled it. Joule was grateful now.

      The pharmacist seemed to be just doing her due diligence and making sure she was getting her customers what they needed. What Joule didn't say was that they'd seen two serious anaphylactic reactions the day before and that she wasn't quite sure what caused them. The man who'd gotten the epinephrine had survived and the woman who didn't, hadn't.

      Cage only offered a small nod at Joule’s exclamation; mostly, he just perused the shelves. He picked up a few big bottles of antihistamines and small ones of generic painkillers, adding them to the counter as the pharmacist began ringing everything up for them.

      They left with the bag tucked securely under Joule’s arm. She already felt better just holding it. She was probably also trailing a cloud of bug spray behind her. She absolutely did not care.

      What had happened on the tour was definitely an allergic reaction to something. She'd heard Maria talking to someone in dispatch as she’d headed out the door. Joule had quietly followed as far as she could without being detected. It was enough. She’d heard most everything Maria said, right up until the woman had closed her car door.

      Clara had been Maria’s second case of severe anaphylaxis, unknown cause, today. The fourth in the past several days. It sounded like hers wasn’t the only team fielding these cases, either. And they were definitely out of the ordinary—or at least, the numbers were.

      Joule was happy to be in the car, though she was certainly looking around for any bugs they might have let in. She’d traveled to places that had bugs that bit. She hadn’t been surprised at all the first time someone had slapped at an arm or a neck. Today, though, she was grateful for all the times she’d been bitten in the past. All the times she’d said it wasn’t fair that the other kids didn’t get as many welts as she did. Because she was always certain now to cover herself in bug repellent.

      It might have saved her life and Cage’s yesterday.

      They’d walked out of the woods, the equipment all left behind. Joule wondered if part of the team was out today or if they’d closed up shop and canceled today’s tours. A death would certainly warrant that. Had someone gone back to the site to collect the boards and poles?

      Cage had suggested the twins cancel their own plans today. One of the guided tours hadn't been able to offer a refund, but Joule hadn't cared. The other event they’d planned was one they paid for when they showed up—which they didn’t do—and they’d talked about playing mini-golf later that night, if they had the energy. Their father had always taken them to mini golf. They sometimes played now as a way to reach back and remember.

      She wondered sometimes about him. If Nate Mazur were somehow still alive.

      It couldn’t be, though. He wouldn’t have gone over seven years without contacting his kids. He would have shown up at the house. The twins hadn’t sold it. Though with no one living in it, it was slowly falling into disrepair. The shingles still tore off in high winds, but no one was there to put them back or even to notice. The toilets had struggled to flush when they’d gone back, and the sinks had sputtered for almost twenty-four hours as the water had figured out the system again.

      Dad hadn’t been there.

      So instead of tours and mini-golf, they’d gone to the pharmacy and followed it with drive-thru tacos and “homemade” lemonade.

      “Was that our only outing of the day?” Joule asked as she sat at the high dining room table, watching her brother unwrapping his taco.

      As Joule opened the box of EpiPens, the food beckoned her. But so did the comfort and the weight of the needle system in her hand. It was like a small machine, plastic and ready. She slipped one into her ever-present, tiny backpack and handed another to Cage.

      She held up the third. “Where does this one go?”

      “On one of us,” he said easily around bites that decimated the small, street-style taco. Then he wadded up the waxed paper and sighed. “Where are we going? There are four more days of vacation. Do we cut our losses and leave?”

      He unwrapped his third taco, took another hearty bite, and waited on his sister.

      Joule sipped at her lemonade, knowing she needed to eat but not quite ready to do it. “If we leave, where do we even go?”

      She didn't have to say all of it. They'd wedged the vacation between jobs with Helio Systems Tech. Though they were both full-time employees, they logged long days and overtime on jobs and then logged days off between. The pay was lower than the market rate for the work, but HST paid for their housing during jobs.

      They’d developed a system: Put what few possessions they had into a trailer and haul it to a self-storage at the next location. Then either check out the city or go somewhere else for a short vacation. Right now, they were essentially homeless and all their things were in a mini-garage unit just outside of Charleston.

      Their apartment at the new job wouldn’t let them move in for another week, and the weight of that filled the air between them. It hadn’t been a problem when they were planning to check out the manatees and the mini-golf on the west coast of Florida for a week. But now? Joule didn’t feel bad about running from death. She’d seen too much of it to stay close.

      “We can get a hotel room. Closer to Charleston. Scope out the area,” Cage suggested. They’d done it before. The little vacation house was paid for already, but Joule didn’t care.

      “Basically, just not be here,” Joule murmured, finally taking a bite of a taco that was less tasty than it looked. It had to be her.

      Cage just shrugged. His tacos were gone, the EpiPens dispersed, the decisions were not made.

      This vacation had been a
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