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Prologue  
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The Camp That Held

By dawn, the camp smelled of fish guts, woodsmoke, and old fear.

Tom sat on the watchtower platform with his bare heels hooked over the edge and a battered rifle across his knees. The water below was the color of weak tea, darkened by tannin and shadow, its surface broken by mangrove roots and strips of marsh grass drifting in from the outer channels. Mosquitoes drifted around his face in a whining halo, settling on his neck and wrists wherever the bug spray had worn thin. Beyond the sagging gate at the mouth of the basin, morning mist still clung low over the channel, softening the world into greens and greys.

“Clear?” Mags called from the main walkway below.

Tom shifted the rifle and leaned out far enough to look down the length of the perimeter. The outer barrier had started life as chain-link, boat railings, and old dock pilings, but months of tide and bad repairs had turned it into a tired, crooked thing that bowed inward at the middle and rattled whenever the current pushed too hard. The gate was the worst of it: two fence panels tied together with chain, frayed rope, and desperate faith.

Four zeds floated half-caught in it now.

One still wore the tatters of a tourist shirt loud enough to hurt the eyes. One had no lower jaw, just a glistening ruin that clicked wetly whenever it tried to moan. Another had sea grass wrapped around one arm like a bracelet. They bobbed and pawed and pressed without urgency, patient as tidewater.

Tom gave them the same headcount he gave every morning.

“Four,” he called back. “Same as last night. They’re stuck.”

Mags snorted somewhere below. “Everything’s stuck till it isn’t.”

That was the camp in one sentence.

Still holding. Until it wasn’t.

Tom sat back and looked over what they had left. Three huts on stilts around a wider central platform. A lean-to kitchen with its corrugated roof patched in three different metals. A smoke barrel near the fish-cleaning table. Nets hanging from hooks to dry. Water barrels under tarps. Two skiffs tied off in the lee of the mangroves, both scarred from hard use and bad landings. Farther in, behind the sleeping huts, the marsh opened into a slick ribbon of mud where they kept crab traps and tried not to think too hard about what moved there at night.

People were stirring below him. Mags at the table with her knife and a pile of mullet silvering the boards. Old Rene coaxing the radio to life with the same muttered threats he used on his bad knee. Little Dani hauling a bucket twice the size of her patience while her mother told her not to slosh half of it back into the basin.

Small things. Ordinary things.

The kind that made the camp feel more solid than it was.

Tom swallowed against a throat that already felt dry. He tipped the last warm mouthful from his canteen onto his tongue and made it last as long as he could.

Rene smacked the side of the radio set and a burst of static crackled over the platform. “Come on, you miserable bastard,” he muttered. “You talked yesterday. You’ll talk today.”

Mags looked up at Tom. “Anything moving out there besides the four idiots?”

Tom scanned the channel again. Wind worrying reeds. A white bird stepping through the shallows with priestly patience. Something broad and old slipping under a patch of duckweed farther inland. The mist beginning to burn off.

“Nothing human,” he said.

That got a short laugh, because nobody said zed unless they had to. Not in the mornings. Mornings were for pretending the world still ran on chores and weather and whether the fish traps had done their job.

Rene barked from the radio table. “Got something. Quiet. Quiet.”

The little sounds of the camp stilled. Tom watched Mags wipe her hands on her shorts and step closer. Dani’s mother froze with the water bucket halfway down. Even the gull picking at fish heads on the far rail seemed to pause.

Static hissed.

Then a voice, thin and chewed by distance, swam out of it for a heartbeat — too broken to make out, but unmistakably human.

Rene’s whole face changed.

“There you are,” he breathed.

He bent low, adjusted the dial with two careful fingers, and snatched up the handset. “This is inland fishing camp, you read? Inland fishing camp off the western channel. We are still holding. Repeat, still holding.”

Tom felt Mags glance up at him.

Still holding.

It was true in the strictest, meanest sense of the phrase. They weren’t dead yet. The fence still stood. The water barrels still had some life in them. The traps still came up with enough crab and fish to keep the hollow ache in their bellies from becoming murder.

But the gate sagged. Ammunition was down to careful counts. Rene had started cutting radio time because the generator coughed more than it ran. And every high tide brought something new drifting out of the maze beyond the basin.

“Anyone answer?” Mags asked.

Rene held up a finger for silence, head cocked. Static rushed. Somewhere in it, maybe, a shape of words. Then nothing but the wet hiss of distance.

“Maybe they heard,” he said.

“Maybe they didn’t,” Tom said.

Rene looked up at the tower with tired irritation. “Hope’s free.”

Tom looked back at the gate and thought, Not anymore.

By noon, the heat had settled on the basin like something alive.

The air thickened until every breath felt half-chewed before it reached the lungs. The mud flats beyond the mangroves steamed softly. Mosquitoes rose in denser clouds from the reeds. Tom had wrapped a rag around the back of his neck and still the sun found flesh to burn. Below, Mags and Dani’s mother worked in the narrow slashes of shade while Rene nursed the radio and cursed the generator every time it hiccupped.

The tide was coming in harder than it had the day before.

Tom saw it first in the gate. The chain-link bellied outward, then inward, as the current shifted. One of the support poles listed a fraction deeper with each push. The four zeds in the fence rocked with the surge, shoulders knocking metal, dead hands catching and slipping.

He stood. “Mags.”

She looked up, annoyed before she even knew why. “What?”

Tom pointed with the rifle barrel. “Gate’s taking it bad.”

Mags set down her knife and shaded her eyes. “Rene! Leave Romeo and Juliet on the radio and get over here.”

Rene limped out onto the walkway with a coil of line over one shoulder, muttering all the while. He took one look and stopped muttering.

The current shoved again.

The pole on the left side of the gate gave a little sick sideways jerk.

“Shit,” Mags said.

Tom was already climbing down the tower ladder. The wood was hot under his palms. Halfway down, he heard the first metallic pop as one of the wire ties snapped.

By the time he hit the platform, Mags was hauling on the gate chain with both hands while Rene tried to throw a backup line around the nearest piling. The trapped zeds surged and dipped with the tide, dead weight made dangerous by water and patience. One of them slammed shoulder-first into the gate. Another got both hands through the mesh and pulled without any understanding of leverage, only hunger.

“Get me the hammer!” Mags shouted.

Tom ran for the tool crate just as the basin gave a low, ugly groan.

It wasn’t loud. That was the worst part. Just the complaint of wood and wire and too much pressure where too many bad repairs had stacked on one another.

He turned with the hammer in hand and saw the left support post tear free of the mud.

The gate folded inward.

Water rushed through the gap in a brown, churning shove. The four trapped zeds came with it, scraping and clawing over the twisted fence as if the tide itself had decided to grow hands. One slammed chest-first onto the walkway and flopped there for a second, water pouring from its clothes, before dragging itself forward with wet, stubborn jerks.

Mags swung the knife still in her hand and buried it in the side of its head. The blade stuck. She kicked the body away.

“Tom!”

He was already moving, rifle coming up. The first shot took a bloated woman in the eye just as she got both hands on the rail. The recoil cracked into his shoulder. The second round punched through the forehead of the jawless one as it hauled itself from the water beneath the fish table.

The shots echoed out through the basin and into the mangroves beyond.

That was when Tom saw more shapes in the channel.

Not a horde. Worse, in some ways. A slow string of them, drifted in by the tide and sound, catching on the broken gate and each other and the pilings. One in a life vest. One little more than ribs and seaweed. One with both hands gone down to ragged bone, still trying to climb with the stumps.

The gate hadn’t kept danger out.

It had collected it.

Now it was letting all of it in at once.

“Back!” Mags yelled. “Back to the center!”

Dani’s mother had the girl by the wrist, dragging her toward the sleeping huts. Rene snatched the radio off the table with both hands as if he could save the whole camp by saving that one object. Tom fired again and again, each shot buying feet, then inches. A zed got both arms through the fish rack and tore it sideways in a spray of scales and hooks. Another hit the lower pilings under the kitchen lean-to, found purchase, and began hauling its soaked body upward.

Tom heard the radio crackle behind him.

Rene was shouting into it while he stumbled backward. “Fishing camp inland! Fishing camp inland, still holding — we need—”

A zed surged up from the water between the walkway slats and clamped both hands around his ankle.

Rene screamed. The radio hit the boards and skidded. Mags lunged for him, caught his shirt, and nearly lost her own footing when the dead thing below yanked again. Tom fired downward. Bone and black water sprayed up through the slats.

It wasn’t enough.

Another pair of hands appeared. Then another.

The walkway shuddered under the sudden weight.

“Tower!” Mags shouted at Tom. “Get up! Get up and cover us!”

He wanted to refuse. Wanted to grab Dani or the radio or Mags herself and drag them all uphill into some future the camp had never really owned. But Mags was already right. From the deck he’d be one more body in a crush. From the tower, at least for a little while, he could still see.

He turned and ran.

The ladder bit splinters into his palms as he climbed. Below him, the camp had lost its shape. People ran between huts. Smoke began to roll from the kitchen where a lamp or stove had gone over — he never saw which. Flame licked up one wall, then found the dry edge of the patched roof. The whole lean-to seemed to inhale fire.

Tom reached the top and spun, dropping to one knee. He fired into the basin below with the brutal economy of someone who knew the ammo count by touch. One shot for the thing on the main platform. One for the one climbing the sleeping-hut rail. One for the woman who had gotten Dani’s mother by the shoulder and would not let go.

He lost sight of Dani.

He saw Mags once more, dragging Rene by the collar with one hand and swinging a gaff hook with the other, her mouth open in a scream he couldn’t hear over the shots and the crackle of burning roof tin.

Then the lower walkway buckled.

Part of it sheared away and dropped into the brown water in a spray of splinters, taking three zeds and half the fish rack with it. The collapse cut the camp in two. Smoke thickened. The basin churned with bodies, living and dead.

“Tom!” somebody screamed from below. “Come down!”

He lurched toward the ladder and looked.

The base of the tower was already swarming.

Two zeds had reached the lower supports and locked their hands around the braces, dragging themselves upward in slow, grinding pulls. Another stood below with its face tipped toward him, mouth working. One arm hung from the shoulder by a strip of tendon, but it kept reaching with the other. Beyond them, the broken walkway that linked the tower to the central platform burned at one end and sagged at the other.

There was no path down that didn’t end in teeth.

Tom stumbled back from the opening.

Below, the camp screamed itself apart.

He kept firing until the rifle clicked empty.

By then the kitchen was fully involved, orange light pulsing against the smoke. The radio table had overturned. One of the sleeping huts burned slower, black smoke breathing from under its roof. Mags was gone. Rene was gone. The place where Dani and her mother had run was hidden behind a wall of smoke and leaning flame.

Tom stood alone in the tower with an empty rifle, one knife, half a strip of dried mullet in his pocket, and less courage than he’d thought a man ought to have at the end of the world.

He told himself he was waiting for a gap.

He told himself he was covering the camp.

By sunset, he knew the truth.

He was alive because he had chosen height over loyalty and a chance at later over dying on the boards with everyone else.

The fire burned down in fits through the night.

The zeds stayed.

Three days passed under a sky that refused to care.

Heat by day. Mosquitoes at dusk. A brief, hard rain the first night that never reached him properly because the wind drove it sideways and the tower roof stole most of it. He licked droplets from the back of his hand like an animal. He sucked the last dampness from his shirt collar. He pissed once on the second morning and almost cried at how little came out.

Below, the basin settled into its new shape.

The dead drifted or stuck or stood. Most had wandered off along the broken walkways or slipped back into the mangroves, chasing sound or instinct or whatever rotten compass still turned inside them. A few remained at the tower base. The stubborn ones. The lucky ones.

One with a fisherman’s cap fused to its scalp by dried blood. One bloated woman with both feet somehow planted on the lowest brace. One teenager in school colors gone grey-green with water and rot. They lingered in the patch of shade under the tower and raised their faces whenever Tom moved. If he coughed, they stirred. If a board creaked, dead hands lifted.

They knew he was there.

They had all the time in the world.

By late afternoon on the third day, Tom’s thoughts had gone thin and strange. The basin brightened and dimmed in waves. His tongue felt too big for his mouth. When he lifted the empty canteen, his hand shook so badly he nearly dropped it over the rail.

He heard an engine then.

At first, he thought it was memory. Rene fussing with the generator. A skiff returning late. The old-world pushing sound up through fever.

Then it came again: low, steady, unmistakably real.

Tom dragged himself toward the rail on elbows that no longer seemed fully attached to him. The motion sent a fresh burst of attention through the zeds below. They turned as one, then back to him, unwilling to surrender certainty for possibility.

Beyond the broken gate and the ragged line of mangroves, something white moved through the channel.

A boat.

Tom tried to shout.

What came out was a cracked, breathless rasp, barely louder than the insects.

He lifted one arm anyway.

If it was real — if anyone was truly coming — they would have to get past the wreck of everything he had tried to keep alive.
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Into the Smoke

By the time the smoke resolved into a proper column, they were already too deep in the channels to pretend turning back would be easy.

Second Chance pushed forward at a careful crawl, the hull easing through brown water that reflected broken strips of sky and mangrove leaves. The Everglades had closed around them one bend at a time. Open water was gone. The broad light of the Keys was gone. Here, the world had narrowed to roots, mud, insects, and the constant sense that the land was leaning in to listen.

Miller stood at the helm, one hand light on the wheel, the other resting near the throttles as if he didn’t trust either the boat or the water not to change their minds. His axe leaned against the console within easy reach, blade nicked and clean, handle worn smooth by his grip.

“Depth?” he asked quietly.

Kamaka checked the sounder, then the water itself. “Seven and a half,” he said. “Plenty for us. Not plenty for mistakes.”

On the bow, Carter stood beside Chloe with Claws between them, the cat’s tail wrapped tight around her paws. The torn edge of one ear twitched toward the shoreline, then back to the channel ahead. She didn’t like this place. Carter could feel it in the way she held herself — coiled tighter than usual, body still but not calm.

Neither did he.

The air smelled of woodsmoke now, yes, but beneath it lay mud, fish rot, stagnant water, and the deep green scent of things that spent their whole lives growing in shadow. Pelican’s Perch had been cruel in the open. The Everglades were something else: close, watchful, and willing to swallow evidence.

Lena kept Sophie tucked against her hip near the cabin, one arm around the five-year-old’s small shoulders. Sophie hugged her rubber dolphin against her chest, cheek pressed into Lena’s shirt, eyes flicking between the bow and the sky in a private, silent count. Elias, eight and all elbows and intent, stood just ahead of them with his newly sharpened spear, toes at the tape line Miller had laid down and called no farther.

He held the shaft the way Voss had shown him — hands apart, point angled down but ready. Every few seconds he flicked a glance up at the flybridge to check how Voss stood, then shifted his own feet to match, trying to inhabit the same stillness.

Elena stood just inside the cabin doorway with her medical bag already strapped across her chest, one hand braced on the frame as the boat rocked gently under her. Her eyes moved between the smoke ahead and the children at Lena’s side, never resting long on either.

“Do you see it?” Elias asked, voice low but bright with worry.

“Not yet,” Lena said. “Stay behind the line.”

“Smoke’s thicker,” Chloe said quietly.

She was right. What had begun as a grey stitch in the sky now climbed in a steadier line beyond the next curve — not wildfire smoke, not fog, but something fed and recent.

On the flybridge, Voss stood with binoculars pressed to his face, hood moving gently in the breeze. The crowbar hung from a loop at his belt, metal dark and scarred where it had met bone and rust too many times to count. He swept the tree line and waterline in patient arcs, never hurrying, never wasting movement. He looked less like a passenger than a piece of the boat that had decided to grow eyes.

A hard metallic tap sounded from above — crowbar butt knocking once against the rail.

Kamaka looked up first. “He’s got something.”

Miller throttled down another fraction. “Where?”

Kamaka climbed the ladder two steps, braced one hand on the rail, and followed the line of Voss’s pointing fingers. “Opening ahead,” he said. “Basin maybe. Structures.”

The channel widened suddenly beyond the next clutch of mangroves. Second Chance eased around the bend and into a shallow basin cupped by reeds and trees.

The fishing camp sat on the far side.

It was there.

It had been real.

And it was dead.

Low huts on stilts hunched over the water, connected by narrow walkways weathered silver-grey except where fire had turned them black. One lean-to had burned almost to the frame, its roof half-collapsed, thin smoke still uncurling from the ruin in a tired thread. The outer barrier at the mouth of the basin sagged inward where part of the gate had torn loose. Nets hung in wet, filthy ribbons. A skiff had rolled against the pilings and stayed there, half full of dark water.

No sentries. No voices. No movement that meant welcome.

Only the dead.

Two zeds were tangled in the outer fence, their limbs worked through chain-link and splintered wood as if they had tried to crawl through even after the wire had won. Another stood knee-deep under a broken section of walkway, head tilted toward the camp proper, arms lifting every few seconds to paw at nothing.

Sophie saw the burned hut and buried her face deeper in Lena’s side.

Elias’s fingers tightened on his spear. “They didn’t make it,” he whispered.

Lena’s hand slid to his shoulder. “Stay back. Do not move unless I say.”

Nobody answered his words. The camp itself had already done that.

Miller let the boat idle and studied the basin without speaking. The diesel thrum seemed too loud in the hush. Even the insects felt muted here, as if smoke had pressed the whole place into a kind of waiting.

“I don’t like it,” Kamaka said.

“Nobody likes it,” Carter replied.

Chloe lifted the binoculars. She scanned the walkways, the huts, the gaps under the platforms. Fire marks. Blood smears on planks. A body draped over a rail near the central platform, one arm hanging into the water. Another shape collapsed beside an overturned table that had once held a radio. The ugly story of a place that had held for a while and then hadn’t.

She almost missed the movement because it was so small.

At the top of the watchtower, above the blackened angle of the kitchen roof, something pale shifted.

She lowered the binoculars, blinked, raised them again.

A face.

Sun-blasted and hollow. Lips split. Eyes sunk deep in their sockets. One arm dragging weakly across the tower rail.

“There’s someone up there,” she said.

Every head turned.

“Where?” Miller snapped.

Chloe pointed. Voss had already turned his glasses that way. He lowered them, gave one short nod, and tapped the rail twice with the crowbar.

“Tom,” Elena breathed. “It has to be.”

Miller’s jaw tightened. “We thought he was a camp story. Now he’s a man in a tower.”

Voss slid down from the flybridge, boots hitting the deck with a soft thud. He spoke with his hands instead of his throat: one flat palm toward Miller — stay — and a small circling motion that took in the camp — he would go.

Miller’s fingers brushed the axe handle, then dropped away. “You clear it,” he said. “No heroes after you say no.”

Voss gave a single, deliberate nod.

“Kamaka, keep us off those pilings,” Miller went on. “Lena, kids in the cabin. Elena, be ready. Chloe, with her. Carter — wait for his signal.”

Lena caught Elias by the upper arm before he could argue. “Inside. You watch your sister. That’s your job.”

Elias’s protest made it halfway to his tongue and stopped. He looked at Voss instead. The older man was already moving toward the bow, crowbar hanging at his hip, eyes on the camp. Voss didn’t argue when it was time to move. Voss picked his moments.

Elias swallowed his words and nodded once, like an apprentice given an order. “Come on,” he whispered to Sophie. “We’ll watch from inside.”

Sophie clutched his shirt with her free hand and let him steer her into the cabin.

Claws remained on the bow, body low, green eyes fixed on the camp.

Second Chance edged toward the least-broken section of the central platform. Fenders squealed softly against barnacled pilings as Kamaka worked the wheel and throttle in tiny corrections. The basin water around the huts was dark with ash and old blood, but the boat came in close enough for Voss to step across without a jump.

He went alone.

The platform creaked under his weight. He paused for a heartbeat, letting the wood tell him what it needed to about rot and stress, then moved forward with the kind of careful economy that made the whole structure seem more stable than it was.

One of the fence-trapped zeds made a wet sound and pulled uselessly at the wire. Another shape thumped softly under the walkway to the right. Flies drifted up from somewhere unseen.

Voss’s eyes swept the camp — burned kitchen, collapsed rail, bodies, tower ladder — then dropped to the nearest threats.

The two zeds at the tower base stirred harder as he approached.

One was a woman so bloated her features had gone waxy and blunt, hair plastered in grey ropes against her cheeks. The other wore what might once have been a school sports shirt, the letters bleached and peeled by water. Both turned toward the sound of boots on the planks, then immediately back up toward the tower, unwilling to abandon the living thing they had been waiting on.

“They know he’s there,” Carter murmured from the boat.

Voss didn’t answer. He stepped to the edge of the walkway, crowbar already in his hand.

“We clear them first,” Miller said under his breath, more confirmation than instruction.

Voss dropped to one knee. He waited until the bloated woman lunged, then hooked the crook of the crowbar behind her neck and yanked hard. Her forehead smacked the brace with a wet crack. Before she could rebound, he brought the flat of the bar down once, twice, until the skull gave and she slid bonelessly back into the water.

The second zed lunged for the brace, hands scraping up the slick wood. Voss let it climb just high enough to expose the crown of its head, then stepped sideways and drove the crowbar straight down with all his weight behind it. Bone yielded. The body sagged; fingers still hooked around the brace for a moment before peeling away.

Only when both bodies hung slack did he straighten. He wiped the crowbar once on the edge of the plank, as much habit as necessity, then turned to the ladder.

The lower rungs had burned away. What remained started a little above head height, blackened but still fixed to the side supports. Voss slung the crowbar back on his belt, tested the first rung with a hard stamp, then jumped, caught, and hauled himself upward.

The tower swayed. He moved anyway.

From the boat, Carter watched the way his weight stayed centered, the way each hand found purchase without searching. It was like watching training turned into instinct.

At the top, the man in the tower was less a survivor than a ruin propped upright by whatever old machinery of refusal still turned inside him. He sat slumped against the rail with an empty canteen hanging from two fingers and a rifle across his lap that looked too heavy for him to have lifted in hours. His face was burned dark by the sun except where salt had dried in pale maps on his cheeks. His lips were split to the point of bleeding. One eye was swollen half-shut.

When Voss stepped onto the platform, the man’s whole body jerked. His hand fumbled weakly toward the useless rifle, then fell away before it could lift.

Voss crouched slowly, one hand open, movements deliberate and spare. He nudged the rifle out of reach with the toe of his boot, then checked the man’s face, neck, forearms — fast, clinical, practiced. No obvious bite. No arterial bleeding. Skin dry as old paper.

Tom tried to say something. What came out was barely more than air and cracked gravel.

Voss unscrewed his own canteen. He tipped a little water into the cap, not the mouth, then held it out.

Tom’s shaking hand missed on the first try. Voss caught his wrist, steadied it, and let him drink the capful in three desperate licks.

Below, Elena called up, “Slow, Voss. Small amounts. Don’t let him gulp.”

Voss gave a short nod without looking down. He poured another capful, then another, spacing them.

Tom’s breathing steadied by fractions.

Voss lifted Tom’s chin gently, checked the mouth, the jawline, the collar, then ran one hand quickly down his shoulders and arms, searching for hidden blood through dirt and sun-stiff cloth. Tom flinched but didn’t resist.

Then Voss looked down to the boat and raised one hand.

Thumb up.

Alive. Worth bringing down.

Elena exhaled hard. “Good. Get the rope under his arms. We’ll take him from there.”

Voss slid the rope under Tom’s arms and around his chest, the crowbar clinking softly against the boards as he moved. Tom winced when the fibers bit skin, but his head lolled in tired acceptance.

Below, Miller moved in under the tower and Carter stepped in beside him.

“On you,” Miller called.

Voss eased Tom over the edge, lowering him rung by rung until Miller and Carter could take the weight. The tower shivered with each movement.

Tom’s boots struck the ladder supports once, then again. Miller swore softly when the left rung cracked under Voss’s shifting weight, but it held.

When Tom reached the planks, his knees folded at once. Miller and Carter got him under the arms and steered him back toward the boat while Voss came down behind them, crowbar tapping once against the ladder as he dropped the last distance.

He gave the camp one more fast, hard sweep, then raised a hand toward the boat and made a short chopping motion.

Clear enough.

Miller glanced up at Kamaka. “Hold us here.”

Then he looked at Carter. “Now we support.”

They got Tom aboard.

Tom smelled like hot metal, old sweat, ash, and the sharp animal reek of a body running on nothing.

Elena had a blanket laid out in the cabin before they got him in, medical bag already open at her knee. Chloe hovered a step back with spare water and salts in her hands, waiting. Elena dropped beside Tom and put two fingers to the side of his neck.

“Pulse is racing,” she said. “Skin’s dry as paper.” She lifted one eyelid with her thumb, studied the response, then looked up at Chloe. “Mix the salts. We go slow.”

Chloe snapped into motion, tearing the packets open and tipping them into a bottle. Elena took it, shook it once, and handed it back. “Small sips only. If he gulps, he vomits and we lose what little we’ve got.”

Tom’s eyes found Elena’s face and stayed there with exhausted, childlike concentration. “You came,” he whispered.

Elena’s expression tightened in a way that made her look suddenly older. “You sent the call,” she said. “We heard.”

While Elena worked, Voss went back into the camp with Miller and Carter now shadowing him rather than leading, sweeping for threats and salvage. They moved through the remains in a hard, efficient triangle — Voss scanning, Miller backing the flanks with the axe, Carter watching the gaps between huts and pilings.

The gate had failed under pressure from the tide and the dead stacked against it. The outer barrier leaned inward; one support post ripped clean from the mud. The kitchen lean-to had burned hot and fast — lamp oil or stove fuel, maybe — leaving only blackened framing and a warped cookpot fused to the planks. The radio table had overturned near the central platform. Its set lay on its side with the casing split and one dial melted into a black tear.

Bodies told the rest.

One woman near the fish table with a fillet knife still clutched in her hand. An older man in the remains of a radio headset. A child-sized sandal caught in a seam between planks and nothing else nearby to match it. Carter found himself looking away before his mind could build a face to go with it.

On the wall beside the radio table, someone had scrawled in thick black marker across a piece of plywood:

FISHING CAMP INLAND  

STILL HOLDING

The words had run where rain or blood or sweat had touched them.

“Jesus,” Miller muttered.

Kamaka stayed aboard, adjusting the lines and keeping the boat easy against the platform. The basin’s surface scummed with ash and drifting debris. Something bumped lightly against the stern once, then again.

Claws’ head snapped around, ears flattening.

In the cabin, Lena sat with Sophie and Elias just inside the doorway, wanting them close to the air and farther from the camp’s stench. Sophie leaned against her, thumb pressing lines into the rubber dolphin’s worn side. Elias had his spear laid across his lap, fingers resting on the shaft in the grip Voss had drilled into him until it hurt.

“You’re doing well,” Lena said quietly, more to herself than to the boy.

He nodded, eyes still drawn to Voss’s moving shape through the gaps between pilings and rails.

Something thumped against the stern harder this time.

Kamaka frowned and half turned.

The third bump became a series of wet scrapes.

At the rear of the boat, mostly hidden by the rail and a flap of sun-faded tarp, a zed surfaced under the lip of the swim platform, fingers finding the ladder rungs by feel. It had drifted in on the lazy basin current and taken hold where no one was watching. Now it climbed, water streaming from its sleeves and trouser legs in thin, dark curtains.

Claws hissed, low and sharp.

Kamaka started to move.

Across the gap, Voss looked up at the sound.

His whole body locked.

From the camp platform he had a clear line over the basin and the boat, and what he saw made him slam his palm against the nearest post hard enough to make the timber ring. He jabbed a finger toward the stern, then toward the cabin, urgent and violent.

Kamaka spun fully this time. “Stern!”

But Voss was too far away. Miller was with him. Carter was halfway between. None of them were going to reach the rear deck in time.

The zed hooked both hands over the rail and hauled itself aboard. Its shoulders came next, then its head, eyes milky and unfocused until the scent of warm human bodies hit whatever dead instinct still turned inside it.

Lena saw it over Sophie’s shoulder.

For one frozen second, fear pinned her where she sat. Her arms locked around Sophie. Her mouth opened, but the warning caught in her throat.

The zed lurched forward across the wet boards.

It was only three steps from the cabin door.

Three steps from Lena.

Three steps from Sophie.

Elias moved.

Later he would remember the training in pieces: Voss’s hands correcting his grip, the spear shaft bruising his palms, the quiet repetition of stance and distance and where to place the point if you wanted something bigger than you to stop.

Now he didn’t think about any of it.

He just moved.

He snatched the spear up and stepped in front of Lena and Sophie, planting his feet the way Voss had shown him — one forward, one back, knees soft, hands apart. His heart hammered so hard he thought it might shake the shaft loose. Behind him, Sophie made a small, terrified sound.

The zed saw him and came faster.

Elias let it.

When it reached for him, he drove the spear forward with everything he had.

The point struck low first, skidding along ribs instead of sinking. The impact jolted through his arms and nearly tore the spear from his hands. His back foot slid on the wet deck, then caught.

Across the water, Voss chopped one hand upward in a savage correction.

Higher.

Elias grunted, shoved again, and let the spear ride up with the force. The second thrust punched under the zed’s jaw and up into the skull.

The body convulsed.

For one terrible second it kept coming anyway, folding itself down the shaft toward him. Elias made a sound between a shout and a sob and twisted hard, using all his weight the way Voss had taught him. The zed pitched sideways instead of forward. It slammed shoulder-first into the cabin step, then collapsed at his feet with the spear still buried through the mouth.

Silence hit the boat for half a breath.

Then Sophie started crying in a thin, shocked wail.

Lena dragged her closer and reached for Elias with her free hand, stopping just short when she saw the blood on the spear and the rigid look on his face.

Kamaka was there a second later, pistol up, but there was nothing left to shoot.

On the camp platform, Voss had gone still.

For a man who let so little show, the change was obvious. The hard line in his shoulders eased by a fraction. He tapped the crowbar once against his leg, then lifted his hand and flashed a series of tight gestures across the gap.

Good strike.

Move your feet.

Breathe.

Elias dragged in air that scraped his throat. His hands were shaking so badly the spear trembled over the dead zed’s face.

Voss pointed two fingers at his own eyes and then at the water beyond the stern.

Watch.

Then he pointed at Elias’s chest and gave one small nod.

Elias swallowed hard and nodded back.

Only then did Voss move again.

He was across the gap and back on the boat with Miller and Carter only moments later, but the moment had already belonged to Elias.

Inside, Elena kept working. Chloe held the bottle while Elena controlled the pace.

“No bite,” Elena said before anyone could ask. “No fever that I can feel. He’s severely dehydrated, exhausted, probably been in the sun too long with almost nothing to drink.”

Chloe glanced up from Tom’s wrist. “He can travel, if he lies still and does exactly what she says.”

Elena wet Tom’s lips again and waited. “Can you tell me your name?”

His eyes found her face with slow effort. “Tom,” he whispered.

“Good. Stay with me, Tom.”

Tom swallowed, grimaced, and tried again. “Gate went.” Every word sounded scraped raw. “Tide pushed them. Kept coming. Thought... fence held before. Thought we’d tie it.”

His gaze drifted toward the open doorway and the ruined camp beyond.

“Sent the call that morning,” he whispered. “Still holding.”

The words fell into the cabin like stones.

Miller leaned against the frame, gaze cutting once toward the blackened huts. “How many were here?”

Tom’s lips moved before the sound came. “Twelve.” Then, after a beat: “Thirteen with me.”

The number settled over the boat heavier than the heat.

Kamaka came in from the stern with anger still sharp on him from how close they had come. He set a handful of salvaged tins and rope on the galley counter with more force than necessary. “No fuel. No hidden jackpot. Just enough scraps to remind us everybody else starves the same way we do.”

“Kamaka,” Elena said sharply.

“What?” He spread his hands, not loud, just tired and furious. “We followed a signal and found a graveyard with one man in a tower and one more dead on our stern. That’s the truth of it.”

Tom shut his eyes. “Sorry,” he whispered.

The apology cut deeper than Kamaka’s bitterness.

“Don’t,” Carter said at once. “You didn’t send us a lie. You sent what was true when you sent it.”

Tom opened his eyes again and stared at the cabin ceiling. “We were holding,” he said. “Till we weren’t.”

Nobody had a better summary than that.

Outside, the basin lapped softly against the hull, as if none of it had mattered.

Lena sat down hard on the bench with Sophie tucked into her side and Elias close enough that her knee touched his. The boy still held the spear, though now it lay across his lap instead of braced for use. His hands had not stopped shaking.

Voss came to the cabin threshold and crouched just enough to bring himself level with him. He reached out, tapped the spear shaft once, then Elias’s shoulder. Good grip. Good hold. Then he curled a fist to his own chest and opened it toward the boy — pride, as close as he ever came to saying it.

Elias looked like he might cry from relief, but he set his jaw instead and nodded.

Sophie, still blotchy and wet-faced, reached one small hand over and grabbed his sleeve. He let her.

Miller looked through the doorway toward the watchtower, now just another leaning shape among too many. He had wanted this place to be something else. Not salvation — he had buried that idea long ago — but maybe a foothold. A camp with walls. A voice that answered back. Another shape on the map besides their own.

Instead, they had Tom.

A handful of tins.

A dead radio.

One more reminder that every safe place was temporary.

“We can’t stay,” Lena said quietly.

It wasn’t an argument. It was an accounting.

“No,” Miller agreed.

“And we don’t keep chasing every voice we hear just because it’s a voice,” Kamaka added.

Carter looked toward the watchtower. From here it seemed impossibly narrow, a stick of timber and rust above the blackened camp. Hard to believe a man had survived up there for three days under that sun while the dead waited below.

“Maybe,” he said. “But we don’t stop answering either. Not yet.”

That drew a look from Elena, sharp and tired and understanding all at once.

Tom licked cracked lips. “There are other channels,” he whispered. “North and east. Old camps. Docks. Some gone. Some maybe not. We heard things.” He swallowed hard. “Didn’t know what to trust.”

Miller rubbed a hand over his face. “Yeah,” he said. “None of us do.”

Voss stepped back into the doorway and looked once at Tom, once at the camp, then out toward the channel they had come through. He made a flat line through the air — move — then tapped two fingers beneath his eyes — watching.

“Move and watch,” Carter translated softly. “Story of our lives.”

Claws flicked her torn ear and settled more heavily on the bunk near Tom’s feet, as if the decision had already been made and all these slow humans were just struggling to catch up.

They untied the lines in the falling light.

Second Chance backed slowly away from the camp while Kamaka worked the wheel and Miller watched the pilings, axe resting against the console again like an old habit. The basin widened around them. Smoke rose thinner now, becoming part of the evening haze. The watchtower stood above the ruins a moment longer than everything else, then slipped behind a curtain of mangroves as the boat found the channel.

Tom turned his head to follow it until he couldn’t anymore.

No one tried to offer comfort. There were no good words for watching the last place you belonged disappear into trees and smoke.

At the bow, Carter stood with one hand on the rail and watched the dark water fold away from the hull. Beside him, Chloe stared ahead into the green tunnel waiting for them. In the cabin doorway, Lena sat with Sophie against her shoulder and Elias tucked close at her side, spear laid carefully across his lap, all three listening to the engines with the peculiar gratitude reserved for machinery that still chose to work.

Voss stood just inside the cabin for a moment longer, watching Elias’s hands on the spear. Then he stepped back out and climbed to the flybridge, resuming his place with the binoculars, sweeping the channel ahead as if danger had to be given shape before it could be survived, crowbar hanging at his hip like punctuation.

Behind them, the camp that had been still holding was already being swallowed by distance.

Ahead, the mangroves closed back in.

No one spoke of safe harbors.

Not anymore.
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Deep Water

––––––––
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By the time they left the basin behind, full dark was creeping down the sky and the water felt heavier under the hull.

Kamaka took them out the way they had come, following the memory of daylight bends on instruments that flickered and sulked. The channel twisted, then widened, then finally let go of the mangroves enough that the trees stepped back and the sky opened above them in a long, tattered strip of stars. Miller only breathed properly when the depth sounder ticked past ten feet and kept climbing.

“Out a little farther,” he said. “Give us room to swing.”

Kamaka nodded and eased the throttles forward. Second Chance pushed into deeper water until the last hint of shore became a dark smear on either side, more felt than seen. The Everglades were still there, brooding and close, but the immediate reach of roots and pilings had fallen away.

“Here,” Miller said at last.

They let the engines fall to an idle, then to silence.

The sudden absence of vibration made the boat seem to rise a fraction in the water. The night pressed closer. Insects sang from the unseen land. The stink of the camp thinned, replaced by the cooler, cleaner rot of open channels.

Kamaka went forward to drop the hook. Chain rattled out, then caught. Second Chance swung slowly on the line until she found her new balance.

For the first time since they had seen the smoke, no one was actively steering toward or away from anything.

No one moved for a few breaths.

Then Chloe cleared her throat. “We need to fix the stern.”

Everyone looked at her.

She kept her voice even. “I mean it. That zed came aboard because we treated the back of the boat like an afterthought. We’ve got rails you can climb right over, a swim ladder that might as well be an invitation, and a tarp hiding half of it from view. Out here, in deeper water, a floater finds us and we’re right back where we were.”

Carter winced at the truth of it. He could still see Elias’s hands shaking, the spear buried in the zed’s skull.

“What do you want?” Kamaka asked. “A moat?”

“Teeth,” Chloe said. “Hooks. Wire. Something that says this isn’t a place you get on without bleeding for it.”

Miller rubbed a thumb over the notch in his axe handle. “We’re not turning her into a hedgehog. People have to move back there without shredding themselves.”

“Then we build it smart.”

Chloe stepped out onto the rear deck, making herself look at the smear where they had washed the zed’s blood away.

“We’ve got spare rail, net needles, that coil of rope, probably some chain we can free up if we stop pretending the dinghy is ever going to matter again. We rig a removable barrier. Drop-down or swing-out. High enough you can’t just grab on and haul over. Spiked if we can manage it. And no more tarp blocking our view.”

She looked to Voss as she spoke, not Miller.

“You’ve been teaching Elias to fight. That means you assume the fight is coming. We should assume the same about the boat.”

Voss watched her for a long moment, then raised his hand and made a series of small gestures — flat palm at the stern, fingers curling upward like hands grabbing, then the same hand turned downward into a hard chopping motion.

Block the grab. Kill the ladder.

“Exactly,” Chloe said. “We make the ladder a problem, not a solution, for anything that isn’t us.”

Miller glanced at Kamaka, then at Elena, then back at the stern. “All right. We rig something. Tomorrow. When I can see what I’m hitting. For tonight, ladder comes up and stays up. Tarp comes down and stays down. And nobody sleeps with the rear deck unwatched.”

“I’ll take stern watch,” Elias said at once.

Three adults turned on him in the same heartbeat.

“No,” Lena said.

“Not alone,” Elena said.

“Not yet,” Voss signed.

Elias’s face fell, then set. “I killed it,” he said, voice small but firm. “I saw it before it got to you.”

Lena pulled him in gently by the back of his shirt. “You did. And that’s exactly why you don’t get to be the one who falls asleep out there first. You’ve done enough for one day.”

Voss stepped closer, tapped his own chest, then pointed at the stern.

Mine.

Then he tapped Elias’s shoulder and pointed at the cabin.

Yours.

It wasn’t a demotion. It was a promise: there would be other shifts, other lessons, other moments. Elsewhere on the boat. Not here, and not now.

Elias swallowed and nodded.

They pulled the swim ladder up against the rail and lashed it tight. Kamaka stripped the tarp away and stowed it in a locker where it couldn’t hide anything worse than mildew. With the rear deck open to the night and the ladder turned into dead weight, the boat looked a little less like an easy handhold and a little more like what it was — one small hard place in a world that wanted everything soft.

Only once the practical work was done did anyone think to ask the question hanging over them.

“Where do we go now?” Carter said.

It wasn’t clear whether he was asking Miller, Elena, or the man on the bunk.

Tom answered anyway.

He had drunk enough water to sit propped against the cabin wall without swaying. Elena had insisted on an extra blanket over his legs despite the heat; his body was still too wrung out to regulate properly. Salt had been replaced by fresh sweat. His voice was still ragged, but it carried inside the small cabin without needing to be forced.

“Nowhere good,” he said.

Lena shifted Sophie higher on her hip and stepped closer. Elias hovered near the end of the bunk; spear finally stowed beside him instead of in his hands. Chloe claimed the spot by the doorframe, close enough to run if she had to. Miller stayed in his usual place, shoulder against the jamb, one eye on the cabin, one on the deck beyond.

“Tell us,” Elena said.

Tom licked his lips. “We kept the radio on more than we should have,” he said. “Before the gate went. Even when the generator coughed. Rene — our radio man — said information was worth the fuel.”

“Was he right?” Kamaka asked from the galley.

Tom let out a breath that might have been a laugh. “Depends on what you call worth it.”

He stared at his hands for a moment, as if the stories were written there.

“You heard some of it,” he said. “Marathon trying to hold. Coast Guard boats pushing people north, south, anywhere but there. A Navy ship that limped out and never came back on the air. That storm that chewed the Keys and spat out nothing but wreckage.”

Miller felt the old weight of those broadcasts settle in his chest.

Tom went on. “After that, it got thin. Shorter calls. More static. Weeks where it was just us and the generator and the zeds on the fence.” He swallowed. “But we still heard things.”

“A camp on the west coast swore they had a wall half a mile long and farms inside it. Two days later somebody else came on the same frequency and said all that was left was smoke over the bay.”

Sophie pressed her face into Lena’s shoulder.

“Up north,” Tom said, “there was a voice out of some marina near Tampa. Said the bridges were clogged with cars and bodies, said the inland towns had gone quiet. Last we heard from them; they were begging boats to come take kids. They cut out mid-sentence. Never came back.”

“Miami?” Chloe asked quietly.

Tom closed his eyes briefly, squeezing something behind them. “Noise,” he said. “For a while. Panic. Someone shouting about the port. About the airport. Sirens, gunshots, the whole soundtrack. Then a long, long time of nothing. Last thing we caught on any of those frequencies was a man saying the water was safer than the streets now. Then dead air.”

“And out here?” Miller asked. “Closer to us?”

“Camps like ours.” Tom opened his eyes again. “People on stilts and boats and bits of high ground. Everybody still holding.”

The phrase came out with a bitter edge.

“The pattern was the same. They call for resupply, for medicine, for more hands. They argue with each other about rules. They start sending fewer messages. The ones they do send sound more tired. Then you stop hearing them at all.”

Silence settled over the cabin.

“Any good news?” Carter asked, because someone had to.

Tom thought about it longer than anyone liked.

“Couple of boats bragging about making it to Cuba,” he said at last. “One voice saying there was a fleet gathering off Texas, moving people somewhere inland. Might’ve been real. Might’ve been a lie to keep their own crew from mutinying.”

He lifted one shoulder in a ghost of a shrug.

“A fishing trawler out of somewhere with Belle in the name kept repeating that a big rig in the Gulf had gone dark and then lit back up under new owners. Last part we heard from them, they were talking about a flare in the night and more voices on the air in Spanish. Then nothing.”

Elena frowned. “Offshore platforms.”

“High, hard, controlled access,” she said.

“Also dependent on resupply and maintenance and a dozen systems none of us can fix,” Kamaka said. “Ask me how I know.”

Tom looked at him. “You were Navy?”

“Coast Guard,” Kamaka said. “Close enough to know I don’t want to bet my life on a rig that’s already been abandoned once.”

Tom nodded, accepting that.

“And the Keys?” Lena asked quietly. “We know what Marathon became. We saw Islamorada. What about farther up? Biscayne. Stiltsville. Miami Beach.”

Tom shook his head. “Rumors stacked on rumors. Some people said Biscayne was a shooting gallery — rich folks with guns on their roofs, picking off anything that moved. Others said the park rangers had turned it into a safe harbor with strict rules and tight docks.”

He grimaced.

“We never got confirmation. Nobody who left there ever called us back.”

“And Stiltsville?” Carter said.

“That came up twice.” Tom’s brow creased as he chased the memory. “Old-timers on the radio didn’t like the sound of it. Said those houses were half-ruin even before the world ended. Said it was the kind of place you only went if you were desperate or stupid.”

“Or both,” Kamaka muttered.

“But,” Tom added, “one boat out of Key Biscayne swore there was a group out there making it work. Said they had generators humming and nets full, said they were trading fuel for labor and information. Said if you could survive getting past the city, you might make something of it.”

“Past the city,” Miller repeated.

Tom nodded once. “Through whatever Miami is now.”

The weight of that sat with them.

Outside, the boat swayed gently on her chain. The deeper water felt safer than the basin, but only by a thin margin.

“We stay here tonight,” Elena said finally. “We let Tom’s body catch up with the fact he’s not dying. We rebuild the stern. We see what’s left in our tanks in the morning and then we talk about chasing rumors again.”

“Rumors and patterns,” Kamaka said. “Patterns matter.”

Voss made a small motion with his hand up the coast, then out, then around — a rough map sketched in air.

Options, not orders.

Miller watched his fingers, then the others’ faces one by one. “Tomorrow,” he said. “When there’s light and coffee and we’ve all had at least an hour of something that pretends to be sleep. We’ve done enough deciding in the dark for one day.”

No one argued.

Lena took Sophie below once the child’s head had gone heavy with sleep. Elias resisted longer, lingering near the stern until Voss tapped the rail and then his shoulder, a quiet reminder that watchfulness counted more when the watcher was awake. Carter and Chloe sat together on the aft bench for a while without talking, their shoulders touching. Kamaka checked the lashings on the raised ladder twice and then a third time because fear liked busy hands. Elena dosed Tom, checked his pulse again, and finally let herself sit.

Miller made a slow circuit of the deck before handing the first watch to Voss.

Out beyond the hull, the dark water shifted and breathed. Somewhere far off, something splashed once and then was gone. The anchor chain gave a soft, steady creak as Second Chance rode the current. No land light showed. No voice came over the radio. No one promised morning would bring better choices.

Only more visible ones.

For tonight, deep water and a single anchor were as close to safety as they were going to get.
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Teeth

The first thing Voss fixed was the ladder.

Dawn had only just begun thinning the dark over Card Sound when he came down from the flybridge and crossed the aft deck with a coil of rope over one shoulder and the crowbar hanging loose in one hand. The night’s attack still clung to the stern in traces: the smear on the rail where dead fingers had hooked over, the salt-scummed drip line on the swim platform, the memory of grey hands rising out of black water. The floater was gone.

The lesson remained.

Voss crouched by the stern ladder and studied it in silence.

A moment later, bare feet whispered at the companionway.

Elias stood there in an oversized shirt and sleep-creased shorts, hair mashed flat on one side, trying very hard to look more awake than he was. At eight, he carried that peculiar seriousness some children grew too young, as if the world had handed him responsibilities before he had finished learning the names of things.

“What are you doing?” he whispered, with the automatic caution of a child who understood that adults were often balancing more than they let show.

Voss lifted the ladder, then mimed hands grabbing for it from below. He gave it a short, sharp tug so the rungs clattered lightly against the hull.

Elias frowned. “So, they could use it.”

Voss nodded once.

He pointed to the smooth stern, then to the deck, then made a locking motion with both hands.

Up here. Not down there.

Elias stepped closer, studying the ladder as though it had betrayed him personally. “Can I help?”

Voss looked at him for a beat, then handed him one end of the rope.

They worked without speaking after that.

Voss hauled the ladder fully inboard and lashed it flat against the inside of the stern rail. Elias held tension when told, tongue caught between his teeth in concentration, following every gesture as though the knot itself mattered. Which, of course, it did.

Halfway through the second knot, Claws appeared.

She slipped out of the companionway with the offended dignity of a cat who had survived apocalypse, salt water, and human incompetence and found all three deeply irritating. She paused beside the rope coil, sniffed it once, then sprang lightly onto the rail. Her tail twitched in disapproval while she watched them work, green eyes narrowed as if personally auditing the quality of every knot.

Elias glanced up and grinned despite himself. “She looks mad about it.”

Voss let out a faint breath through his nose.

Closest thing he had to a laugh that early.

Claws blinked at him, entirely unimpressed.

By the time the ladder sat the way Voss wanted it, the sky had gone from black to iron grey. A faint breeze lifted off the Sound, carrying salt and distance and the hollow quiet of deep water.

Then Voss began hauling out scrap.

Broken rail sections. A bent gaff hook. A coffee tin full of bolts. Short lengths of chain. Two cracked cleats that looked useless until he set them aside in a deliberate little row. Elias fetched whatever he pointed at without question.

“What’s it going to be?” the boy asked.

Voss angled two lengths of rail together and lowered them across the open stern like a jaw closing.

Elias’s face brightened. “Teeth.”

Another brief exhale. Closer to approval this time.

They were still working when Kamaka came up yawning and hunting coffee like it owed him money. Claws abandoned the rail at once and wound around his ankles instead, leaving a faint ribbon of fur and salt on his calf before hopping onto the bench to groom herself with loud, disapproving licks.

Kamaka peered at the half-built barrier. “That’s ugly.”

Voss kept bolting.

“So,” Kamaka amended, “perfect.”

The rest of the boat surfaced in stages after that.

Miller came out first, scratching at his stubble and already looking like he had been awake for an hour inside his own head. Chloe followed, wearing one of Carter’s shirts over shorts, hair rough from sleep and cropped short enough now that it no longer needed taming so much as accepting. Carter came up behind her carrying two mugs and a kind of tired that sat deep in his shoulders. Claws abandoned Kamaka the instant Carter appeared and twined once around his shin before leaping onto the port bench she had quietly decided belonged to her.

Elena came next, fully alert in the way medics were, as if sleep were something she rented but never owned.

Lena emerged last, because of course she did — one hand already on Elias before she was fully topside, Sophie balanced half-awake on her hip with the stuffed dolphin tucked under one arm. At five, Sophie was still more softness than posture when sleep clung to her. Her face stayed buried against Lena’s shoulder until the wind touched it. Then she peeked up, saw the ugly ironwork taking shape at the stern, and frowned.

“It looks mean,” she said.

“It is,” Carter told her.

That seemed to satisfy her. She tucked her face back into Lena’s neck.

Lena took in the new gate, the lashed-up ladder, the hanging chains on the lower bars, and gave Voss a measured look. Not warmth. Not trust. Something more useful than either.

Acknowledgment.

“That would have helped last night,” she said.

Voss dipped his head once.

Chloe stepped out to inspect the barrier more closely. “Needs noise.”

Kamaka, mug finally in hand, looked personally offended. “Good morning to you too.”

“I’m serious,” Chloe said. “If anything touches it in the dark, I want to hear it before it’s halfway onto the deck.”

She rummaged through the scrap and came up with a bent spoon, a cracked brass clip, two hooks, and a short length of chain. Elias solemnly contributed a nut and bolt like an offering. Kamaka found an old shackle. They hung the lot from the makeshift gate until it gave off a dry, ugly clink whenever moved.

Miller gave it one hard shake and nodded. “Good enough.”

For a little while after that, the boat remembered how to be almost ordinary.

Coffee went around in mismatched mugs. A can of peaches got divided too many ways because there were children now, and children changed math. Sophie offered Claws a sticky piece of fruit from Lena’s lap; Claws sniffed it, looked insulted by the concept, and turned away. That got the first laugh of the morning out of Elias — small, but real.

When breakfast was as finished as it was going to get, Miller spread the chart on the salon table.

“Everybody in,” he called.

They gathered where they fit. Miller stood over the chart. Elena leaned against the galley edge. Kamaka took the doorway. Voss remained just outside it, close enough to hear, far enough not to crowd. Chloe and Carter sat side by side on the port bench. Claws had already claimed the back of it and curled into a tight comma behind them, her tail twitching now and then against Carter’s shoulder. Across from them, Lena sat with Sophie in her lap and Elias pressed in at her side, one arm around both children without seeming to think about it. Tom, still weak but sharper than he had been, propped himself on the settee and watched with the hard concentration of a man who knew he could not yet carry weight, but might still point where it belonged.

Miller tapped the chart.

“We need fuel.”

No one argued.

“We burned too much sitting ready to run,” Kamaka said. “We’ve got enough to move. We don’t have enough to go sightseeing.”

Tom rubbed at his jaw. “Any place in mind besides divine intervention?”

Miller’s finger came down on the Middle Keys. Lower Matecumbe. Islamorada.

The room changed around the name.

Not loudly. Just in the small ways people flinched when memory had teeth. Chloe went still beside Carter. Elena’s face flattened into control. Kamaka looked into his mug. Even Claws paused in the middle of grooming, one paw lifted, attention snagged by a shift in the air she did not understand but recognized all the same.

Lena saw all of it.

“That’s where you found this boat,” she said.

Miller nodded. “Private marina. Yacht club side.”

“For us,” Lena said carefully, “that’s just a story we arrived into. For you lot, it seems more than that.”

“It is,” Chloe said.

She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “When they got there, it wasn’t a settlement. It wasn’t people holding out. It was just... emptied. Slips, clubhouse, houses. Like everyone had either run, died, or drifted.”

Kamaka picked up from there. “Open basin. Clean ocean entry. No maze to get through. Just dead calm water and a place that felt like it had been left in a hurry.”

“Zeds only,” Miller said. “No survivors. No militia. No checkpoint nonsense. Just the dead left behind and whatever boats hadn’t already been stripped.”

“And this one,” Chloe added, resting a hand against the bulkhead, “was sitting there with fuel in her and the owner turned belowdecks.”

Elias looked up. “On this boat?”

“Locked in the stateroom,” Miller said. “Didn’t stay that way.”

Sophie made a tiny unhappy sound and tucked her face harder into Lena’s shirt.

Lena stroked the back of her head without looking down. “And Carter?”

Carter answered before anyone else had to. “I wasn’t there.”

Chloe glanced at him, grateful for the clean simplicity of it.

“I know it because they told me,”He said. “And because this boat is the proof.”

Miller tapped the chart again. “We know the basin. We know the fuel dock. We know which slips hide wrecks and which ones still leave room to maneuver. That’s more than we know about anywhere else.”

Lena listened, eyes on the chart, one thumb absently rubbing circles on Sophie’s back. “So, you want to go back.”

“Yes,” Miller said.

“No,” Elena said at the same time.

The room stilled.

Elena had been braced against the counter so motionless she might have been carved there. Now she straightened and met Miller’s eyes.

“No,” she repeated, quieter. “I don’t want to go back.”

Silence sat with that.

She drew in a breath. “We go because I don’t know another place with tanks still standing in my
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