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      Wolf has watched his entire world go up in flames. Now, Regan must help him pick up the pieces if they hope to survive…

      After the total disintegration of the island, Regan, Wolf, and the rest of the group decide to return to the one place they’ve called home—the swamp. However, returning isn’t as easy as it seems. The journey across Florida presents a whole new range of horrors as society breaks down, made all the worse when one of their own gets seriously injured. Plus, the team must face the trek with two new members whom some believe don’t belong with them at all.

      With danger and supply shortages at every step, questions are raised whether or not they’re making the best choice in returning. And while Regan believes she’s learned her lesson—groups are the way to go—it’s terrifying to make the final leap and fight not just survive... but to live.
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      Regan stretched her arms over her head, only to poke Fred in the side. “Sorry,” she muttered. Beside her, he only grunted in response, and she guessed he was used to it.

      It had been a couple days, but her brain still got confused when she first woke up. She needed a few minutes to orient herself in the dark living room where she and the rest of the group from the island stretched out to sleep at night.

      Truly, Regan missed the couch and the bed she’d sometimes slept in back on the island, and longed for the boring, queen-sized bed back in her old apartment. If she’d known she would never get to sleep in that bed again when she’d left for the reality show, she would have paid a little more attention to the details.

      She couldn’t even remember what her comforter looked like.

      With no other choice now, she shifted her body, trying to give her hip some relief. The hard floor in the living room was extremely uncomfortable. This was one time in her life when she would have appreciated having a little more meat on her bones. Carpeting on the floor would have been nice, too. Of course, she was grateful for the hard floor, even if she did complain. The alternative was sleeping outside.

      It had rained for nearly two days straight after they’d escaped the fiery inferno that was the island, and the storms had only begun to let up overnight. The ground outside was soggy, the air rich with bugs and damp. But at least she no longer smelled smoke in the air.

      She closed her eyes and thought back to the night the island had burned, heavy with the vivid image of Virginia holding a gun on Wolf and the fire’s glow as they’d escaped with their lives. It had seemed like a nightmare at the time, and still it continued to replay in her mind—as if that was exactly what it had been. They’d had so much. Their lives hadn’t been perfect, sure, but they had been safe, comfortable, and had plenty to eat. Now, they were back to not knowing what they were going to do next.

      Worse, Regan had grown to appreciate carrying a gun on her at all times when she’d been on the island. It had made her feel secure, knowing she could handle whatever popped out of the trees and threatened her. As of this moment, though, they had one gun between them.

      And the island had been relatively safe, while the mainland would be far more dangerous—a place where they actually needed the guns they had all been carrying.

      “You awake?” Wolf whispered, his voice echoing into the dim room that had slowly begun to lighten with the rising sun.

      “I am,” she answered quietly.

      “How’d you sleep?” he asked from beside her.

      She scoffed. “As good as can be expected. You?”

      Instead of answering her, he shifted beside her, his hand brushing her shoulder. “I’ve been thinking,” he said simply.

      Regan rolled to her side to face him, looking at his long black hair fanning out around his head before meeting his eyes and prodding him into saying more. “About?”

      “We need to leave. I haven’t heard rain since late last night. I think the storm has passed.”

      She nodded. “Okay. What does that mean?”

      “He means we need to seriously consider going back to the swamp,” Fred interjected.

      Regan jolted at his voice—she’d thought she and Wolf were the only ones who’d woken up.

      “I thought you were joking about that,” Tabitha’s soft voice commented.

      Last night, they had decided to have RC take the couch, with Geno pressed up against the couch on the floor—predictably, they seemed to be the only ones in the room still asleep.

      Lily had slept on the floor in Heather’s room, but their small group of adults was all sandwiched into the living room, making the room feel far warmer and stuffier than it was. The windows were all open, but that did little to circulate the heavy air. Sleeping on the floor made it tolerable, if uncomfortable.

      “We’ll talk more when everyone is up,” Wolf said.

      Regan lay back down on her back, longing for some privacy. It was impossible to talk with so many people around them all the time. Heather’s house was so little, and with the storm raging outside, Regan had felt trapped all over again.

      Unable to relax now that the conversation had been re-opened, Regan sighed and sat up. “I’m getting up,” she muttered.

      She finger-combed her hair as she stepped over bodies, heading for the front door. She needed fresh air.

      When she opened the door, though, she was assaulted by the smell of wet foliage and what could only be human waste drifting on the slight breeze. It wasn’t pleasant. She drifted over to the flowerbed on the edge of the postage stamp-sized yard and stared down at the haggard petals of Heather’s day lilies.

      Wolf’s voice came from behind her. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, barely glancing back at him. “Yes, I wanted some fresh air. Usually, I like the way it smells and feels after a big storm, but it doesn’t smell so great out here.”

      “Not so much. We knew the sanitation systems would fail eventually. It’s only going to get worse.”

      “Thanks for the optimism,” she said wryly, looking up to face him as she turned back toward the porch.

      “I want to talk, just me and you.”

      “About?”

      “Returning to the swamp.”

      She groaned. “I know you said it’s the best option and I know there are resources there to make it a little more tolerable than what it was before, but it’s still a swamp. There are still going to be alligators, snakes, spiders, and a ton of mud. That doesn’t sound appealing to me.”

      He shrugged a shoulder. “Here, you have all those things, plus people. Not just people—desperate people. Desperate people are dangerous people.”

      “We could get out of town a little further, maybe go inland. There has to be some abandoned housing we could take over.”

      “And what will we do for food?”

      She shrugged, meeting his eyes defiantly. “Grow it.”

      “With what?”

      “Logic,” she grunted, her shoulders slumping slightly as she moved back to his side—she couldn’t avoid this discussion any longer, it seemed. “Heather has some seeds.”

      “Regan, I know the swamp doesn’t sound all that appealing, but it would be safer. We can harvest food from the vegetation. We can make it work. It won’t be easy, but we will have food.”

      “What food? Do you have canned goods out there? Seeds? Corn?” she shot back at him, fighting not to raise her voice and draw the attention of the others who were still inside.

      “No, but my ancestors have lived in the swampy areas of Florida for hundreds of years. I’m here as testament to their ability to survive.”

      “That was all they knew,” Regan argued. “They were taught how to live out there from the moment they were born. I wasn’t. None of us were. You may have visited, but you didn’t actually live it day-in and day-out. I bet a lot of your ancestors died from malaria, dysentery, and wild animal attacks, as well,” she pointed out. “Many of them probably starved if crops were bad for even one year.”

      “True, but we know how to avoid dysentery,” Wolf said gently, drawing her down to sit on the porch beside him, as if her sitting down might lower her defenses. “Malaria isn’t likely going to be an issue, and we can be smart and pay attention to avoid animal attacks.”

      “Food? We were on the verge of starving when we were in the swamp,” she growled.

      He reached out and wrapped her into his arms, pulling her in close to him. “Regan, I’m more worried about finding food here when there are hundreds, more likely thousands of people all trying to find food along with us. In the swamp, we aren’t going to have to worry about fighting other people for the resources. We won’t have that competition. People are far deadlier than any wild animal.”

      She sighed against him, warring within herself. She knew he made a lot of good, valid points, but the very idea of living in a swamp, constantly being wet and smelling that horrid stink of rotten vegetation and stale water, made her stomach turn.

      “Fine,” she muttered, wishing he’d let it go.

      “You said that before. You know that if you’re not on board, it is going to cause tension.”

      “Yeah, Wolf, I know. But I’m not the only one who’s hesitant. Tabitha and Lily aren’t exactly thrilled with the idea.”

      “No, but they’ll go along with it if we make it sound like the best choice,” he reminded her.

      “What about what Lily said that first night?” Regan asked.

      “What?”

      She cocked her head to the side and looked at him. “About Heather and Travis going with us.”

      Wolf shook his head. “That was a suggestion. I don’t think Heather took it seriously. Lily was trying to be nice.”

      “But what do you think Heather should do?”

      “I can’t say. It isn’t my place.”

      Regan shook her head. “Uh-uh, you’re not getting off that easy. Do you want them to come along or not?” she pressed.

      He shrugged against her, the move shifting her against his body. “I honestly don’t know. It would be nice to have a couple extra strong, able bodies, but it would also mean we need more food, water, and shelter. There are good and bad sides to everything. I won’t stop her if she decides that’s what she wants to do, though, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “We owe her,” Regan said.

      “We do, you’re right. We’ll have another conversation with her and see what she thinks without the kids around.”

      After another minute, Wolf got back to his feet and reached down for Regan’s hand, pulling her up to stand beside him and wander into the yard, further away from the house and under the cover of some trees. They kissed briefly, and then stood in the silence of the early morning, listening to birds calling out, feasting on the many treasures the long rainstorm had brought out. Before long, the soft murmur of voices drifted through the open window, alerting them that the rest of the house was up and stirring.

      “Ready to go in?” he asked, rubbing a hand up and down her back.

      “Yep.”

      “I’d like to start planning our departure. I’m thinking we could sell the boats in exchange for some supplies—maybe get some guns, food, basic camping gear….”

      “Who are you going to sell them to?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’m sure there are plenty of people who’d like a boat. A boat has to be worth at least a handgun or a rifle. At this point, I’ll settle for a shotgun. We need more than a single weapon.”

      “Do you think your condo is an option?” she asked.

      He scoffed. “I doubt it. I don’t even think it’s worth the risk to try to get there. It would have been looted by now, and it’s not as if I kept much there in the way of supplies. I guess I never thought I would need more than a get-home bag,” he muttered.

      “What about the van? Are you going to see if it’s still there?”

      He nodded. “That’s the plan. Let’s go in and see if Geno’s up for a walk today.”

      She chuckled. “Oh, I’m sure he’ll be thrilled.”

      They opened the door and found Tabitha folding the blankets and stacking them with Heather’s help.

      “Hi,” Tabitha said, her usual warmth radiating outward—even this early.

      “Morning,” Regan replied, picking up the pillows and moving them to the corner of the room.

      “Is it nice out there?” Heather asked.

      “Much better than it’s been,” Regan said with a rueful smile, trying not to think of the smells.

      Walking on by after handing her the last of the pillows, Wolf followed the men’s voices into the small kitchen.

      Tabitha turned to Regan. “More swamp talk?”

      Regan nodded her head. “He wants to take Geno to see if that van is still there.”

      Heather remained quiet as she folded another blanket. Regan wasn’t sure what the woman wanted to do. She didn’t know her well enough to gauge her expressions. Nothing had been said about her going with them since that first night. Regan didn’t know what to do now to keep it from being an elephant in the room and had only just decided to bring it up herself and have it over with when Wolf came back in, followed by Geno, RC, and Fred.

      “Geno and I are going to head to the van,” he told them. “We’ll take the gun with us in case we run into trouble. RC and Fred are going to ask around and see if anyone’s interested in trading supplies for the boats.”

      “Oh, you should take Travis with you,” Heather suggested. “He knows everyone, and they know him.”

      Wolf nodded, smiling in thanks. “Good idea.”

      “He’s in the backyard with Lily.”

      Wolf headed for the back door and returned seconds later with both kids. Travis looked proud to be included. He had a grin on his face that stretched from ear to ear, and seemed to be walking a little taller, as well.

      “Listen to RC,” Heather told him.

      Travis nodded his head. “I will. Let’s do this!” he said, clapping his hands together much like a coach might at the end of an inspirational speech.

      “Be careful,” Regan reminded them as they moved toward the door.

      Tabitha gave Geno a quick kiss and told him the same thing. Then, with all the men gone, it was just Tabitha, Heather, Lily, and Regan.

      “You’re going to be leaving soon?” Heather asked.

      “That’s the plan,” Regan said with a sigh.

      The elephant was back in the room, but they let the subject drop anyway. Regan didn’t want to say anything Wolf wouldn’t be happy about it—he ought to be there for the conversation about what Heather and her son would do, one way or another. She knew he’d been a little irritated when Lily had blurted out the idea of them coming along to the swamp.

      The women worked together to prepare a meal for the large group, once again pillaging Heather’s meager stock of food. Regan hated using the woman’s supplies more than anything, and hoped they could repay her before they left. If the boat was valued enough, they could get a gun and some food—enough, she hoped, to leave some supplies behind for the kind woman and her son.

      With a meal of potatoes, canned chicken, and some canned veggies in a Dutch oven over a fire, it was finally time to do a load of laundry. Washing clothes in a sink in the backyard wasn’t quite as effective as a washing machine, but it did the trick. It was more about getting rid of the smell of sweat than anything else, anyway. With eight people laundry duty was no joke. The trick was to do it with as little water as possible. Without the desalination set-up that Wolf had had on the island, they were completely dependent on rain. Wolf had set out every pot, bucket, and even dumped-out rubber totes in order to catch rain, early the day before. The rain had made it uncomfortable for them all, but it had provided much needed water.

      The chores took a fair bit of time, and the women had just gotten back inside when there was a knock on the door. They each looked at each other with surprise.

      “Do you get visitors often?” Regan whispered.

      Heather shook her head. “Not really. Most of the people I knew around here have gone.”

      “Do we answer it?” Tabitha said in a low voice.

      The knock came again, louder and more forcefully.

      “I think we have to,” Heather murmured. “Travis has a baseball bat in the hall closet,” she whispered.

      “Lily, hide in the bedroom,” Regan ordered Wolf’s daughter, already dashing down the hall to find the bat.

      The girl had looked as if she would protest, but quickly changed her mind and rushed down the hall. When Regan got back into the room, Tabitha stood to one side of the door while Regan stood behind it, the bat in her hand and ready to swing if she had to.

      Heather pulled open the door. “Can I help you?” she asked in a pleasant voice.

      Regan held her breath, waiting to hear who was on the other side of the door. She’d watched Heather stiffen upon opening it and knew it wasn’t a friend.

      “Good afternoon, miss. Are you alone?” a male voice asked.

      Tabitha stepped in behind Heather. “No, she isn’t. Do you men need something?” she asked, alerting Regan that there was more than one.

      Tabitha’s hand went to the door, holding four fingers against the back side, offering the silent signal to tell her how many men they were dealing with. If the men decided to attack, Regan wasn’t convinced they could fend them off. This was what Wolf had been worried about.

      Her eyes darted around the room, looking for anything Heather and Tabitha could grab that could be used as a weapon, but there wasn’t much to be seen.

      “Well, it’s lovely to meet you ladies. My name is Damien and these are my buddies. We’re new in town. Actually, not all that new to the area, but we are here to offer you our protection. We’ve formed a security force, I guess you could say,” the voice added. “We’re here to make sure those that live in this little town are safe.”

      “Safe?” Tabitha asked.

      “What do we need to be protected from?” Heather asked sweetly.

      There was a deep chuckle. “Well, ma’am, there are all kinds of unsavory types out there. We’re offering to be the law in town. We’ll make sure no one bothers any of our people.”

      “Thank you for the offer, but we’re doing just fine. I feel we are plenty safe,” Tabitha assured the man.

      “Oh, do you mean because of the men we met earlier? Coming from this direction? The big Italian, the old Indian, and the kid?” the man’s voice commented with a hint of amusement.

      Regan’s mouth dropped open as she watched Tabitha jerk back as if she’d been hit.

      It was Heather who spoke next. “What did you do? That is my son you’re speaking of,” she said, her voice scary-calm.

      “We only talked, I assure you. They mentioned they had a boat and some other things they wanted to barter for supplies.”

      “And?” Heather snapped.

      Regan bit back a smile. Heather had a serene look about her, similar to Tabitha, but there was bite to this woman also. She was simple, and with a quiet elegance about her, her Native American heritage evident in her long, thick black hair that she wore straight, sometimes pulled back in a low ponytail. Her high cheekbones and dark brown eyes further revealed her heritage, but as graceful and sweet as she looked, there was more to her. Regan loved how she could appear meek and docile one second, and step right into the angry mama bear role in the next.

      “Alright, I might have guessed that,” the man continued. “And, like I said, we’re new to the area. We want to get to know our people a little better.”

      “Your people?” Tabitha asked, her voice tight. Regan watched her nails dig into the wooden door and knew she was angry.

      There was a brief chortle from what sounded like a couple of the men. “Do you mind if we come in, so we can have a friendly chat? I didn’t even get your names. I’m hoping we can all be friends. We’re all going to be living in this happy little place, so I think we should be on a first name basis.”

      “Yes, I do mind if you come in. I don’t make it a habit to let strangers into the house. If you have something to say, you can do it from right where you are,” Heather responded smoothly.

      The man was silent for a moment. Regan stared at the side of Tabitha’s face, trying to gauge what was happening. Maybe sensing her nerves, Tabitha gave a subtle shake of her head, telling Regan to stay put. But Regan felt like a coiled snake, ready to spring, and it was starting to get to her, this waiting. Her legs were vibrating, her body tense as she prepared to fight for their lives.

      “Look, it’s like this,” the man finally went on, and Regan thought his voice had gone a little harder, to hear it now. “We’re here in town, offering protection and a governing body, so to speak. Your men said they were willing to trade for some things, which means you’ve been holding out. We’re all here to help each other survive. Anyone who stays has to pay for the privilege,” he said flatly.

      “Excuse me?” Heather growled.

      “We’re here to provide a service. We’ll ensure everyone has enough to eat, a roof over their heads, and protection from any bad elements that try to come in. No freeloaders. Think of it as your taxes. If you don’t pay your taxes, there are consequences.”

      “I already have all that. I don’t need to pay anyone,” Heather retorted.

      “Things are changing,” one of the other men commented, this one’s voice deeper and louder—not trying to be friendly “We’re here and we’re running the show. We’ll give you a few days to think about what you want to do. If you want to stay here, in this house, you’ll need to add some of your food and other supplies to the community pot. We’ll be in charge of distributing those supplies as needed.”

      Tabitha scoffed. “Why you?”

      “Because I’m the new sheriff in town, I guess you could say,” this from the man who’d originally spoken. “Call me the governor, the mayor, or whatever you want, but I’ll be running this place. I won’t put up with anyone breaking the law or not pulling their own weight.”

      Regan rolled her eyes. She wanted to see what this man looked like. He sounded to be in his mid-thirties or forties, but she couldn’t say for sure. Clearly, he was on a serious power trip. One way or another, she wanted to take him down a peg or two.

      “We’ll take your offer into consideration. Now, if you don’t mind, I have things to do,” Heather said, closing the door in the man’s face.

      “You’ve got a few days, but that’s it. You pay or you move on and your house becomes community property!” the man shouted through the door.

      Heather turned to face Regan and Tabitha. Her eyes wide, her lips pursed together. The three of them stared at each other, without words.

      Another moment went by before Lily appeared in the hallway, her face stricken with fear. “What did he say?” she whispered.

      “It’s okay. We’ll be fine,” Heather assured her.

      “This is what my dad said would happen,” Lily said, shaking her head as if to refute the idea that any potential for their being ‘fine’ had long since passed.

      “It’s okay, really,” Heather said, walking over to Lily and putting her arm around the girl’s shoulders. “He said we have time, and your dad is working on moving you right now.”

      Regan watched the interaction with a strange mixture of feelings, still reeling from what she’d just heard, and now processing this scene in front of her. She missed having that kind of love from a mother. What was more, she knew it was what Lily needed in her life, too, and wasn’t sure she could ever be so easy with the girl herself. It came naturally to Heather, maybe because she was a mother. But if Regan was going to be in Wolf’s life, she was going to be Lily’s stepmother. Maybe that meant she needed some lessons in being a supportive mom.

      Heather met Regan’s eyes and smiled. “It’s going to be fine.”

      “I think we just brought a lot of trouble to your front door,” Regan replied.

      Heather shrugged a shoulder. “It’ll be okay. And your group didn’t bring that trouble—they would have wandered by us eventually.”

      “Regan’s right,” Tabitha agreed. “Us trying to trade the boats got their attention.”

      “We’ll worry about that later. Let’s finish cleaning up and then we can get checking on dinner. I have some fresh herbs in the garden that we can use for seasoning,” Heather said, walking away with Lily still tucked under her arm.

      Regan and Tabitha hung back. “I think she has to go with us now,” Regan whispered.

      Tabitha nodded her head. “If she doesn’t want to, we can’t force her, but we also can’t stay here much longer. We’re bringing a lot of attention onto her. I don’t think those men are going to believe we were passing through, and she doesn’t have much to offer—she’s already shared too much with us.”

      “What’d they look like?” Regan asked, catching her friend’s arm to keep her from following Heather and Lily into the kitchen.

      Tabitha shrugged. “The lead guy, Damien, he looked like an average guy. Tallish, dark hair, average build. I imagine before everything happened he was probably a used-car salesman or something. A little pale—not the typical Floridian.”

      Regan nodded, picturing the type easily. “What about the others. There were four total?”

      Tabitha nodded her head. “Same thing, really. I noticed one had dark-stained fingers. I know that look. I’d say he was a mechanic. The others, I have no clue.”

      “Did they have guns?”

      “Not that I saw. They didn’t look anything like the men who showed up with Virginia if that’s what you’re thinking—these were garden-variety creeps. Seriously, though, how many bad guy groups are out there now? They’re crawling out of the woodwork. Maybe they can all fight each other and leave the rest of us alone.”

      Regan chuckled. “If only it worked that way. They prey on the ones that can’t fight back, like Heather and Travis.”

      Tabitha grinned. “I don’t know about that. Heather looked like she was going to take that man over her knee and give him a good spanking. I swear she grew three inches when he mentioned Travis.”

      That made Regan laugh. She had heard the change in Heather’s voice and recognized the moment when that fiercely protective mother’s instinct had come out. She hoped the show had been enough to hold the men at bay while they figured out what to do next. One thing had changed already, though—Regan knew there was no way Wolf would leave the women alone again. This had been a close call. And, once again, they’d been caught off guard.

      It couldn’t keep happening. One of these times, they weren’t going to be so lucky.
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      Tabitha, Heather, Lily, and Travis sat at the small rectangular dining table while the others spread out among the couch and chairs in the living room, each holding a bowl of the potato and chicken stew they had made earlier. Meals were very different than they’d been pre-EMP, and for obvious reasons. One didn’t worry about what went with what. Doing what you could to get a good combination of protein and carbs, with a healthy dose of veggies, was the only concern—and even that wasn’t always possible.

      The group had been eating in silence, focused on their food and pondering the afternoon’s visitors. Wolf had been furious to hear of the group’s demands, and he still regretted taking the only gun. He’d immediately apologized to Heather and reassured them he would keep everyone safe, whatever it took.

      “We’ve got to get more guns,” Wolf stated.

      Heather looked down at her food. “I have guns,” she said in a low voice.

      Regan’s head whipped around. “What?”

      She shrugged. “I have Luke’s old Browning 270 hunting rifle and his handgun. I don’t know what kind it is.”

      Wolf was looking at her with surprise. “I didn’t realize you were armed; I’ve never seen you with a gun.”

      Heather laughed at his shocked expression. “I don’t know that I’m armed. I can shoot, yes, and Travis can shoot, but the last thing I want to do is bring trouble around by announcing I have a couple guns. Plus, I have only one box of bullets for the rifle and maybe half a box for the other gun.”

      “It’s a Beretta, Mom, and you’re talking about cartridges, not bullets,” Travis corrected her gently. “He bought one like he had on the force,” he added for the group’s benefit.

      Regan couldn’t be angry Heather hadn’t mentioned the guns earlier. If they left them behind, Heather and Travis would need to defend themselves. And Regan knew Wolf would never ask her for the guns. It would be leaving them exposed and defenseless.

      “I understand,” Wolf said, nodding his head, “but if you leave the house now, you should be armed, Heather.”

      “I had no idea those men were around,” Heather pointed out. “I wouldn’t have let you go off into town if I’d thought it was dangerous. I’d have offered the guns to you, Wolf.”

      “I’m sure this group was new in town or we would have heard of them before. They could even be part of a larger group, expanding down from the cities and taking over new territory. If that’s the case, I imagine they’ll work on controlling most of this area before they spread east, gaining strength and power as they go. People will be too afraid to deny them and will be forced to join their ranks,” he said, shaking his head with disgust.

      “They’re like locusts,” Fred quipped.

      “Are we still talking about going back to the swamp?” Geno asked, bringing up the subject they had all been dancing around since they’d sat down for dinner.

      Regan and Wolf exchanged a look. “He is,” Regan said with a sigh.

      “I’m open to hearing suggestions. What is it that each of you wants and needs?” Wolf asked.

      “Shelter,” Tabitha blurted out.

      “Food,” Fred added.

      “Safety,” Geno said.

      Wolf nodded his head. “None of you have said anything about beds or other creature comforts. That’s good. You’re thinking survival.”

      “Can’t we survive in a small town, or maybe on some farm that’s been abandoned?” Lily asked, turning around to face the group in the living room.

      Wolf shrugged. “We could, but look what happened today. A lot of other people are going to have the same idea. It’s going to come down to who’s most willing to fight for the house, farm, or whatever. Fighting to the death isn’t something I’m excited about. We all want to live. I’d prefer to do that in relative peace if I can.”

      “So, you’re still hung up on going back to the swamp?” Fred asked.

      “I am.”

      Heather and Travis remained quiet as the rest of the group talked, tossing out ideas and rejecting them just as fast. Regan could see the fear on Tabitha’s face when the other woman glanced at them, and knew exactly what her friend was thinking. They hadn’t necessarily been excluded from the discussion, but they also hadn’t been included. Regan knew Heather wasn’t one to ask much of anyone and would probably feel as if she were imposing if she asked to go along, even after Lily’s invitation.

      RC had been quietly eating in the corner, but finally finished his stew and put his own bowl to the side, garnering the room’s attention. “Our tribe has some land near the Cypress Reserve. I used to visit it quite a bit when I was a boy. It isn’t too far from where Wolf told me you were all at in the swamp.”

      Wolf grinned, nodding. “That’s a good idea.”

      “What’s a good idea?” Regan asked, not sure what the men were getting at.

      “We could see if any of the people are still on the reservation. There’s a good chance they would allow us to live with them. Even if there isn’t room for us in any of the housing, the set for the show is about five miles from the edge of the lands. We could live in the swamp and set up some kind of trading system with those living on the tribal lands. They’ll have established growing systems.”

      Fred’s demeanor immediately changed, his back straightening and a smile coming to his face. “That could work. That could be ideal, in fact.”

      Lily turned back around to look at Travis, who was sitting to her right. Regan watched as the teen shrugged a shoulder at Lily’s unspoken question. Meanwhile, Heather stood up from her place at the table and took the empty bowls into the kitchen.

      Regan looked at Wolf, raising her eyebrows and nodding toward the kitchen with her head. Wolf got the message.

      When Heather reappeared, he cleared his throat. “Heather, have you ever visited the ancestral lands?”

      “I have,” she said, stopping and meeting his eyes. “Many times.”

      “You guys are the same tribe?” Regan asked with surprise.

      Heather smiled. “We are Ashkii. There are a lot of us in the area. Our grandparents and great grandparents moved off the reservation in hopes of making a better living for themselves. It’s the way it is in many tribes.”

      “Makes sense,” Regan muttered, wondering if they had known each other when they’d been young.

      “Heather, Travis,” Wolf began, meeting each of their gazes in turn and then glancing around the group, “I think I speak for all of us when I say that Lily’s invitation stands. You’re welcome to join us.”

      Heather let out a breath she must have been holding, her smile getting brighter. “I’d planned to ask if Travis and I could travel with you. I may have family on the rez that we can stay with once we get there, but I don’t think it’s safe for us to remain here and I’ve been worried about us traveling alone.”

      “Thank goodness!” Tabitha said, jumping up from her chair to hug Heather. “I was hoping you’d want to join us!”

      Wolf and RC exchanged a look. “I think it’s a wise idea,” Wolf answered.

      Heather sagged in relief. “Thank you. I promise we won’t be a burden. We can pull our own weight and help out wherever needed. I’m an excellent cook, and I can do a lot with very little. I’m really good at organizing, as well, and an excellent shot with a handgun. When I was younger, I also used to compete in various archery competitions,” she said proudly. “I’m just okay with the rifle.”

      Regan’s mouth dropped open. The woman didn’t look the type to be an older version of a Katniss Everdeen. The idea was fascinating, though. Just at the thought of it, she decided she wanted to learn archery and hoped Heather could teach her.

      “I know you’ll be very useful to have around, Heather. We’ll be lucky to have you,” Wolf told her.

      “Great. I can help get this group in order,” Heather quipped with a firm nod.

      “In order?” Fred echoed, his words coming out in a voice so low that it was nearly scary.

      “That’s right—I’m great at organizing,” Heather confirmed with an easy smile before she retreated to the kitchen.

      Regan felt like the woman had just dropped a loaded bomb into the room, and the discomfort on her son’s face suggested he recognized the awkwardness. Yet, Heather seemed oblivious to what she had said and why it might be offensive to those who’d been in their group since the beginning—which she now claimed was disorganized. Even Tabitha’s smile fell away as she moved to the kitchen to begin helping with the dishes.

      Fred stood up and stomped into the kitchen behind her, a loud clanging sound ringing out as he dropped his bowl in the sink before heading out the front door without saying a word about where he was going.

      RC cleared his throat and carried his own dish into the kitchen before heading out to join Fred. Geno stayed where he was, looking around the room as if to observe the tension, which was so thick it was almost visible.

      “I thought things were organized just fine,” he hissed before standing and taking his own bowl up, leaving Regan and Wolf alone on the couch.

      Lily and Travis remained at the table, chatting in low voices. Clearly, they were thrilled with the idea of joining forces. And Regan herself was happy Lily would have a friend along, but she didn’t appreciate Heather’s thinly veiled insult, whether it had been intentional or not. She didn’t feel her group was disorganized. Heck, they’d escaped a fiery inferno and been organized enough to grab a great deal of supplies in the bargain. It wasn’t like they’d had time to take inventory or neatly pack things away as they’d rushed to the boats.

      “I’m going outside,” Regan said, not wanting her sour mood to come across to Heather. Wolf said nothing as she removed herself from the situation, choosing to avoid it rather than deal with it.

      She didn’t dislike Heather, after all. She actually liked her a great deal, but the comment had stung. When she walked outside, she found Fred sitting in a plastic patio chair with RC sitting on a rock under the shade of a large willow tree. Geno was standing, his hands on his hips, his posture alone revealing his frustration and anger.

      “Hey guys,” Regan said, making her way up to the trio enjoying the fresh air. The evening was mild and only moderately humid, making it nicer outside than inside with the slight breeze blowing through the yard.

      Geno glared at her. “I think we need to all have a say in who joins our group. We all have to live together and should all have a vote in who crashes our disorganized party,” he snapped.

      “I don’t think she meant it like it sounded,” Regan said, frowning even as she defended Heather.

      Fred was clearly taking the comment the hardest, and Regan could understand why—it had been his job to organize things on the island. If Heather had seen the way things had been there, she would have thought very differently about the group’s organizational skills. Seeing the grim set to his face, Regan immediately felt guilty for not defending the guy. He’d put a lot of time and energy into making that stock room extremely organized. It had been his organization that had made it possible for them to retrieve what supplies they had managed to gather.

      Wolf joined them under the tree, looking at Regan and then at the men before speaking. “Relax, Fred. She wasn’t being rude. She was probably referring to the stuff we have scattered about her house right now. In her place, I imagine we’d feel the same.”

      “I think we need to voice our concerns about the idea of two additional people joining the group,” Fred replied flatly.

      Wolf frowned, glancing toward Regan and then toward the house before he answered. “I think we can all agree Heather and Travis aren’t safe here. Part of that is because of our presence. We asked the wrong people to trade, which is why I said to only talk to those you knew and trusted,” Wolf reminded Fred and RC, his expression proof enough of his frustration over their part in bringing the trouble to Heather’s front door. “I didn’t see that we had much choice about inviting them along formally, if you want the truth.”

      RC shook his head. “We were told to speak to those men by someone we did trust.”

      “You’re saying someone set you up?” Wolf asked.

      RC shrugged, looking off into the distance. “I’m saying we don’t know who we can and can’t trust anymore.”

      Fred shook his head. “They would have found out about them eventually. This has only sped up our timeline. The town isn’t big enough for Heather or any of us to hide.”

      Wolf nodded. “You’re right. Which is why you need to think long and hard before you throw a tantrum.”

      “I’m not throwing a tantrum!” Fred argued. “She was condescending and insulting.”

      “She didn’t mean it like that,” Regan said in a soft voice.

      Geno shot a glare at Regan. “It certainly sounded exactly like that.”

      “There’s bound to be some tension, but are any of you comfortable with leaving a woman and child behind to fend for themselves?” Wolf asked. “And if she’d asked before I brought it up, would any of you have been the one to say no?”

      The three men went silent, none of them immediately answering, which surprised Regan. They had changed, she realized. The circumstances with Virginia, and what they had gone through to get to the island and then escape it, had changed them all. Everyone was suspect now, as far as they were concerned.

      But Geno finally looked down at his feet and shook his head. “No.”

      Fred sighed. “I guess not.”

      Regan breathed a sigh of relief. She had actually thought they were going to fight to leave Heather and Travis behind. She wasn’t sure how she would have handled that hurdle, and couldn’t imagine what Tabitha might have said about the idea. She didn’t think Wolf would have agreed to it, but one never knew.

      “Then let it go,” Wolf said quietly. “I think we have all learned we can’t take anything too personally. Things get said, and we can choose to let them bother us or let them roll off our shoulders. We don’t have time for a bunch of nonsense and hurt feelings over something that was said in passing and not meant to be hurtful,” he added.

      “You don’t know that she didn’t mean to insult us,” Fred shot back.

      “I do know that, Fred,” Wolf replied calmly. “She is not an unkind person, and I think you know that, as well.”

      Fred pouted, folding his gangly arms across his chest. “She may not be unkind, but she’s rude.”

      “I think we must all let this go and see how things work out. Things are tense, and we can’t be so quick to anger,” RC commented.

      Wolf nodded. “I agree. They come along, and if things become too much or they’re simply not melding with the group, we reevaluate. As Heather said, she may be looking to move in with her family and if anything, that might be a connection we need to those already living on the tribe’s land.”

      “That sounds good to
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