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      The wind died.

      The clouds parted.

      The waves melted into a calm lull and the ocean settled.

      And just like that, the storm vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

      Yet the path of destruction it had left behind was nothing short of devastating.

      Trees had been ripped from the earth and left scattered and broken across the beach.

      Cracked coconuts, stripped palm fronds and the splintered planks of what was once the dock tumbled in the wash of the waning surf until that too faded into stillness.

      Shattered window frames, mangled furniture and tattered debris from the house lay strewn across the plowed-up lawns.

      The sound of the storm had been deafening. Ferocious. But now, a deathly silence washed over the island.

      There were no birds in the sky.

      No motion to the sea.

      No signs of life anywhere until⁠—

      With a cough and a splutter, Eden regained consciousness and sat bolt upright in the wet sand, throwing off a palm frond and blinking back the giddiness. He felt a sharp pain in his right arm and saw that a shard of glass, presumably from a broken window, had lodged itself in his bicep. He clamped his teeth, took the glass in his left hand, and slid it out of his arm. Blood flowed freely. Pulling off his torn shirt, he made a crude bandage for himself, tied it tight, then pulled himself unsteadily to his feet.

      His eyes scanned the destruction all around.

      Almost every tree on the island had been flattened or thrown into the ocean like a twig.

      The dock was completely gone, the remnants of it floating on the still water or resting on the churned-up beach or had been hurtled to the far side of the island.

      As for the house… the footings of the structure could be seen, and part of the downstairs floorboards remained intact. But all the walls, the upstairs sections of the house, and every item of furniture was either gone completely or had been ripped to pieces and scattered across San Sebastian.

      Eden’s mind was reeling.

      Reeling at the power of such a terrible storm.

      His head was spinning.

      Spinning as he tried desperately to collect his thoughts.

      The last thing he recalled was the wind.

      The waterspouts.

      And cradling Sam in his arms as tightly as he could.

      “Sam!” he breathed. At first his voice was barely a whisper. Then he started to shout his name. “Sam! Sam, where are you?”

      With a limp Eden began to hurry along the beach.

      “Sam!”

      He remembered them being picked up by the storm and thrust into the air.

      “Sam!”

      He must have lost his grip on Sam, at the same time he lost consciousness.

      “Sam!”

      He began to panic. None of this seemed real. He almost refused to believe it was happening.

      But the pain in his arm was more than real.

      His unsteady stride as he raced and faltered over the debris on the beach was far from a figment of his imagination.

      The hurt in his heart at the sight of such devastation was undeniable.

      For so long now he had been brainwashed into hating this place, conditioned into believing that the Professor and his men were his enemy. But when he felt this much pain and loss, there was no doubting where he truly belonged.

      San Sebastian was his home.

      And right now, all that mattered was finding his family.

      “Eden!” The voice came from behind him. “Eden, help us!”

      Eden spun about to see Shane staggering out of the water. His clothes were drenched and torn. He was bleeding from a gash on his forehead. And in his arms, dangling like a ragdoll, was his mother Gertie.

      Eden rushed toward Shane as he reached the shore and dropped to his knees, panting.

      He laid his mother on the sand.

      Eden immediately kicked into doctor mode. “Is she—?” Before Shane could answer he was checking for a pulse and listening to any indication of breathing.

      “I don’t know.” The tears were hard to see on Shane’s drenched face. “Tell me she’s okay. Please tell me she’s going to be okay?”

      Eden rolled her on her side. “There’s a pulse. It’s weak, but she’s alive.”

      As he turned her over a lungful of water sputtered from her lips and Gertie began gasping for air, her eyelids fluttering open.

      “Ma! Ma, you’re okay!” Shane wrapped his arms around his mother, and she began coughing and spitting up more sea water.

      “Shane, Shane… go easy,” Eden said. “Help me sit her up… slowly.”

      Together they eased a dazed and disoriented Gertie into a sitting position. She was a strong woman, there was no doubting that, but in that particular moment she looked frail and frightened. “What happened? Where are we?” She saw the gash on Shane’s forehead. “Shane, what happened to you?”

      “Ma, there was a plane crash. We were in the plane, do you remember?”

      “Where are the others?” Eden asked, scanning the sea and trying to keep calm. “Where’s Jake?”

      “I don’t know. I remember the plane hitting the ocean. It broke apart, there was water and metal and the sound of the propeller still spinning as we went under. I could hear it, loud and close. All I could do was grab Gertie and swim for the surface. I couldn’t see Jake or Trav at all. I called out for them, but I knew I had to get Gertie to safety.” In a wave of panic Shane suddenly got to his feet and made a move toward the water.

      Eden grabbed his hand. “Shane, what are you doing?”

      “I need to go back. I need to help them.”

      “No, Shane. You probably have a concussion. You could lose consciousness altogether out there.”

      But Shane wasn’t listening. His head was spinning. “Daniel. Where’s Daniel? Oh God, where’s Daniel?” He turned from the sea to the land and stared in horror at the ruins of the house. “Daniel!” There was enough adrenaline coursing through his veins for Shane to break into a sprint for the house.

      Gertie called after him. “Shane! Shane be careful!”

      “Do you think you can stand?” Eden asked her.

      Gertie nodded, and with Eden holding her by both arms she stood from the wet sand, wavered, then found her balance.

      Eden led her slowly to a fallen palm tree. “You can rest on this log while I help Shane.”

      He sat her down facing the ocean. Almost immediately she spotted something floating a short distance from the shore. “What’s that?”

      Eden turned to see what Gertie’s shaking finger was pointing at.

      In the still, glass-like sea, a large section of a wing tip caught the sunlight. On it was the still body of a man, while another man was in the water behind the wing, struggling to swim as he pushed the broken wing toward land.

      Eden recognized the man swimming as Trav, while the other man laying sprawled on the wing was⁠—

      “Jake!”

      Eden bolted across the sand and splashed into the water, running until he could dive in and swim to the wing.
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      The blood was pounding in his ears as Shane quickly closed the gap between himself and the house. With every breathless moment the devastation became clearer and clearer.

      Ripped curtains and smashed windows and the busted legs of chairs and tables were scattered everywhere.

      Doors and buckled stairs and chunks of wall leaned against one another like precarious houses of cards.

      Books and artifacts and the bent blades of ceiling fans were strewn for hundreds of yards, every one of the Professor’s possessions plucked from the safety of the once-beautiful home and flung across the island by the ravages of nature.

      “Daniel!” Shane called desperately.

      That was when he heard the whimper.

      It was followed by a feeble cry for help.

      “Zettie? Zettie, is that you?”

      Urgently Shane started stumbling through the wreckage of the house. He tossed aside shattered drawers and paintings that had been ripped from their frames. He pushed aside palm fronds and battered bookcases.

      “Help! Is anyone there?” came the muffled cry once more.

      It was coming from beneath him.

      “Zettie! It’s me, Shane. Where are you?”

      “The basement. I can’t get the basement doors open.”

      Shane looked across the floor, finding it difficult to recognize the layout of the house when there was no house left. He realized he was looking at where the kitchen used to be. He knew the basement doors were just beyond the kitchen door… right where the refrigerator now lay, upturned and dented, its door wrenched clean off its hinges.

      Shane raced for the fridge and put his shoulder into it, budging it just enough to reveal the doors to the basement hiding underneath it.

      Hurriedly Shane hoisted the basement doors open.

      Crying with relief and shaking with fear, Zettie came stumbling up the stairs from the basement and into Shane’s waiting arms.

      “Zettie, are you alright? Are you hurt?”

      Zettie shook her head.

      “Where’s Daniel? Is he with you?”

      Zettie let more tears flow. “He was. He got me to the basement. But then…”

      “Then what?”

      Zettie shook her head. “It took him. It just… took him. One second, I was holding his hand, the next he was gone. Shane, I’m so sorry.”

      Shane held back tears of shock. He could see Zettie trembling and he held her tight. “It’s okay. We’ll find him. He’s out there somewhere. I won’t stop till we find him.”
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      His vision was blurred and filled with shooting stars.

      He tried to blink them away.

      He tried to stand and fell over.

      He tried again, and this time he managed to stay on his feet, albeit swaying from side to side.

      Slowly his sight began to restore itself while a ringing in his ears started to fade.

      The first thing Sam took in was the decimated frangipani grove, the trees peeled of their flowers and branches, left bare and broken and ripped from the earth.

      He tried to walk, fell to his knees, then got up and kept moving.

      Not far ahead he saw the beach.

      There was a commotion. People were shouting. He almost didn’t recognize them at first, the whole scene felt like a warzone. He didn’t feel like he belonged in such a nightmare, let alone those he loved. And yet, as he squinted and refocused, he soon realized it was Eden and Gertie on the beach, while staggering out of the water was Trav, desperately trying to pull a piece of debris out of the sea.

      And on that piece of debris was⁠—

      “Jake,” he breathed.

      Sam tried to run.

      He fell again, then regained his footing and staggered forward as though he was drunk or drugged or both.

      But the farther he ran, the steadier his stride until soon he was sprinting for the beach.

      Trav spotted him halfway to the shore.

      With help from Eden, he slid the broken plane wing onto the sand before Trav bolted for Sam, meeting him a few feet from the edge of the beach and sweeping Sam up into his arms.

      “You’re alive! Are you hurt? Are you okay?” Trav gushed, his voice quaking with concern.

      But all Sam could utter was “Jake… is he…?”

      “He’s breathing. He’s okay. He just took a real bad blow to the head.”

      Sam and Trav hurried back to the beach where Sam collapsed to his knees beside the wing.

      The moment Eden saw him, he hugged Sam as tight as he could. “Oh, thank God! I tried to hold on. I tried to keep you safe. But the storm…”

      “It’s okay. I’m okay,” Sam said. “What about Jake?”

      Laying on his back on the tattered wing, Jake did not move or make a sound.

      “He’s alive.” Eden opened Jake’s eyelids and watched the pupils constrict with the light. “His brain is still sending signals to the body, so that’s a good sign. We need to make him more comfortable.”

      “Here,” said Trav, pulling off his shirt and rolling it up into a makeshift pillow.

      He handed it to Eden who placed it under Jake’s head.

      “Perhaps this will help too,” Trav added, reaching for a coconut on the beach. He found a splintered piece of wood from the dock that now looked more like a stake. He rammed it into the sand, spike pointing upward, then impaled the coconut on the point of wood, cracking it open and spilling some of the coconut water inside.

      Trav handed Eden the coconut. He raised Jake’s head slightly and placed the crack of the coconut to his lips, gently pouring the sweet water into Jake’s mouth.

      Some of the water trickled out the side of his mouth.

      Some trickled down Jake’s throat, at which point he promptly coughed and choked a little and quickly came to.

      He tried to sit up and almost slid off the wing.

      The others kept him steady.

      “Easy, easy,” said Eden. “You’re okay. There was a storm.”

      “We crashed,” Jake whispered in alarm, his eyes darting from Sam to Eden. “We crashed into the sea. All I could think about was the two of you. I didn’t think I’d ever see either of you again.”

      Jake wrapped his arms around Sam and Eden, his muscles squeezing them tight.

      “It’s okay, Jake,” Sam said. “We’re here.”

      His eyes blinking in the bright light, Jake saw Trav and said, “Dear God, even you’re a sight for sore eyes.” He looked and saw Gertie too, but nobody else. Alarm returned to his voice. “What about the others? Where’s Shane and Daniel? Where’s the Professor and Fardeen and Zettie?”

      “Shane’s safe and well,” said Gertie. “But I’m afraid… I’m afraid we don’t know where anyone else is.”

      Jake pulled himself to his feet, stumbling for a moment in the sand. He needed Sam and Eden each holding one of his hands to keep him upright. “We gotta find them.”

      “Jake, you need to rest a moment,” Eden warned him.

      But Jake just shook his head. “I’ll rest when I know everyone is safe. Come on.”
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      “Daniel! Daniel!”

      Shane and Zettie weaved and tottered over through the wreckage of the house. When they were certain they could find no sign of Daniel there, they cast their net wider, venturing farther from the ruins.

      As they did so, Jake, Eden, Trav, Sam and Gertie came running up from the beach.

      “Shane! Zettie!”

      Shane turned at the sound of Jake’s voice calling to them. He sprinted toward Jake and embraced him hard, cupping his head in his hands and muttering, “You’re alive. Thank God you’re alive.”

      “Where’s Daniel?”

      Shane’s eyes glassed over. “I don’t know. We gotta find him.”

      Jake turned to the others. “Everyone, split up. Sam, you and Trav go back and search the beach. Shane, you and Gertie look through the grove. Eden and I will⁠—”

      “Wait! Over here!” The cry came from Zettie who was waving from the other side of the razed house.

      Everyone bolted.

      Shane ran harder than he had ever run in his life.

      When he saw the still body of Daniel laying behind a felled palm tree, he skidded to his knees.

      Zettie was crying again.

      Jake and Eden arrived and dropped to their knees beside Shane.

      Sam and Trav reached them to see Shane cradling Daniel’s head.

      Breathlessly Gertie caught up, gasping in dread when she saw her future son-in-law. “Daniel?” she murmured as a tear streaked down her cheek.

      “He’s not breathing,” Shane said, shock setting in. “He’s not breathing!”

      “Move!” Eden ordered.

      Jake took hold of Shane and pulled him aside so that Eden could lay Daniel out flat.

      Eden straddled Daniel and placed one hand over the other on top of Daniel’s chest, using all his weight as he began chest compressions. “One, two, three, four…”

      Gertie dropped to her knees beside Shane who clutched her hand.

      “He can’t die,” he said. “Don’t let him die. We were supposed to be married. Today was our—” Shane couldn’t finish. All he could do was listen to Eden count, as though he was listening to a bell toll.

      “Nineteen, twenty, twenty-one…”

      Zettie crossed herself and began to silently pray through her tears.

      “Thirty-three, thirty-four, thirty-five…” panted Eden.

      Sam wrapped an arm around Trav, his breath shuddering as he looked away.

      “Forty-seven, forty-eight, forty-nine…”

      Jake saw the blood running down Eden’s arm, seeping through the makeshift bandage he had tied around his bicep. He saw Eden trying to blink back his own fatigue.

      “Fifty-eight, fifty-nine, sixty.”

      Eden stopped the compressions and gave Daniel two quick rescue breaths, blowing air into lungs that were no longer pumping.

      Jake took Eden by the arm. “You’re hurt. Let me keep trying.”

      But before Jake could swap places with Eden, Shane was straddling Daniel. “No, he’s mine. He’s mine to bring back.” Through his tears he began counting chest compressions. “One, two, three, four, five, six… Come on!”

      Shane clenched his jaw.

      “Eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen, fifteen… Daniel, you can do this!”

      The tears streamed as he pushed down hard with each compression, trying frantically to pump the life back into his lover.

      “Twenty-five, twenty-six, twenty-sev… Don’t! Don’t you dare die on me! I can’t do this without you. I can’t do anything without you!”

      Shane stopped the compressions.

      He leaned down and laid his mouth on Daniel’s cool blue lips.

      He breathed into him with all his might, trying to inflate Daniel’s lungs.

      When nothing happened, he pulled back and gritted his teeth. “No, no, no, no! We’re getting married, you son-of-a-bitch! You come back to me, you hear! Don’t you dare die on me!”

      Shane raised one fist and thumped it down on Daniel’s chest with all his might, again and again and again.

      “Don’t—”

      Thump.

      “You—”

      Thump.

      “Dare—”

      Thump.

      “Die!”

      GAAAAAASP!

      Suddenly Daniel’s eyes shot open.

      His back arched.

      His lungs drew in all the air they could take before he sat bolt upright, staring straight into Shane’s astonished gaze.

      Everyone held their breath.

      Gertie clutched her hand to her heart.

      Zettie crossed herself again.

      Daniel looked around, wide-eyed, and uttered, “Did I die?”

      Shane nodded in disbelief. “I think so.”

      Daniel stared at his surroundings. “Are we in heaven? Because if we are… it’s a real mess.”

      Shane burst out laughing and crying at once, then took Daniel’s face gently in his hands and kissed him.

      He kissed him over and over and over until Daniel had to pull back just to get some air.

      “Don’t ever do that to me again,” Shane sniffed through his tears. “Don’t ever leave me. Don’t ever die… again. Do you hear me?”

      Daniel smiled and wiped away Shane’s tears with his thumb. “I hear you, my little cowboy. I hear you.”

      Shane planted another kiss on his fiancé before Jake said, “I hate to break up such a happy moment, but we’re still a man or two down.”

      Daniel looked around and suddenly realized who was missing. “The Professors.”
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      Scampering over unearthed trees and debris from the house that had been catapulted halfway across San Sebastian, everyone raced as quickly as they could to the far side of the island to find the chapel had been completely leveled to the ground.

      The walls and roof of the chapel were resting in pieces on the churned-up lawn, scattered over a hundred yards.

      The steeple and the pews lay like broken limbs across the cemetery, having toppled and crushed several tombstones.

      And there at the far end of what remained of the chapel sat the enormous brass bell, sitting exactly where it had fallen, at the base of where the steeple once stood.

      As the group surveyed the ruins of the chapel, they found no sign of Professor Fathom or Fardeen anywhere… except⁠—

      “Did you hear that?” asked Sam, tilting his head to listen for a sound that seemingly nobody else could hear.

      Jake shook his head. “I can’t hear anything.”

      Indeed, in the wake of the storm there was not a whisper of wind or the single chirp of a bird in the sky. There was nothing… until⁠—

      Sam tilted his head the other way. “There it is again.”

      “I heard it that time too,” said Shane. “It’s coming from over there.”

      Shane hurried toward the bell, and everyone followed him.

      The closer they got, the more evident the sound was, like a muffled clanging, as though someone was pounding at the side of the bell from the inside.

      When the group reached the bell, Shane began hammering it with his fists. “Professor! Are you in there?”

      The muffled pounding from inside became more frantic, and with it they heard the desperate, muted voice of the Professor. “Shane? Jake? Eden? Are you there?”

      Shane looked at the others. “We need to tip this bell over.”

      Jumping into action, Shane, Jake, Eden, Daniel, Sam and Trav crouched low and managed to hook their fingers under the rim of the huge bell.

      Zettie took Gertie by the arm and stepped backward with her, giving the men enough room.

      “On the count of three… one, two…”

      The men grunted the word ‘three’ together as they put all their might into lifting one side of the bell, raising it high enough to topple it over and free Fardeen who emerged from under the bell holding Max’s hand.

      The bell rolled away with a clang.

      Jake and Shane wrapped their arms around Max and Fardeen before the others joined them in a tight group hug.

      “You found us!” Fardeen beamed, gratitude filling his face and flooding down his cheeks in the form of tears. “Thank you!”

      “Are you both alright?” asked Jake, looking them over.

      “Yes,” nodded Max. “Although I dare say we’d be dead if not for Fardeen’s quick-thinking. Diving under the bell as it fell saved our lives.”

      “Although it looks like you’ve sustained something of an injury,” Fardeen said, inspecting Max’s head. “You must have hit your head when we dropped to the ground.”

      Max touched his hand to his temple and saw the blood on his fingertips. “Oh dear, look at that. I seem to be bleeding.”

      Eden was the first to raise an eyelid at Max’s remark. “What did you just say, Professor?”

      Max looked at Eden and showed him the blood on his fingers. “I said, look at the…”

      He caught his breath as the reality of what he was saying dawned on him. The blow to the head had clearly delayed his ability to process things, but now — as he looked from one stunned and smiling face to the next — Max suddenly realized…

      “I can see.”
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      Word of the disastrous storm that had decimated the island of San Sebastian swept quickly across the Caribbean Islands. Within an hour rescue crews arrived to assess the damage and take the survivors back to Grand Cayman where they received medical attention at the Cayman Islands Hospital in George Town.

      Most intriguing to the doctors there was the case of Professor Fathom who, after being made blind by a devastating fall in his youth, was suddenly now able to see again.

      “What am I holding up now?” asked a doctor who stood in front of Max as he sat up in a hospital bed. Beside the bed stood Fardeen, not taking his hand away from Max’s, gripping it tight as though he never wanted to let go.

      “It’s a book,” Max answered confidently.

      “Can you read the title?”

      “A Physician’s Guide to Onychocryptosis. A medical condition otherwise known as ingrown toenails. Sounds like riveting reading, although right now I’d be thrilled to sit down and read the telephone book from cover to cover… just because I can!”

      The doctor made several notes in his files before saying, “Well, your recovery is nothing short of miraculous.”

      “If not a little ironic,” Max added. “Blinded by a fall from one bell, only to have my sight restored by the fall of another bell.”

      “Call it what you will, there’s no disputing the fact that your sight has made a full if not astonishing recovery. Any damage that was once caused to your optic nerves has now reversed itself. I’m ready to discharge you. Allow me to finalize your paperwork, then you can be on your way.”

      As the doctor left the room, Max squeezed Fardeen’s hand and glanced at him. “And look at you. Look at your glowing face. What a wonderful sight to behold. You know, you’re exactly how I remember you… although I dare say you’ve grown even more handsome with age.”

      Fardeen blushed. “I think that’s just your excitement talking.”

      “Excitement… yes, I suppose you can call it that. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little nervous too.”

      “Nervous? What for?”

      Max shrugged. “I’m being silly, I know. But seeing my boys for the first time… seeing their handsome faces, seeing the colors of their eyes… it’s like meeting a group of strangers for the very first time.”

      “They’re not strangers, Max. They’re your family.”

      Max smiled and held Fardeen’s hand even tighter. “I’d like to think of them as our family now. Wouldn’t you?”

      “I’d be honored to call them that.”

      Max craned his head to kiss Fardeen, then said, “Well then, shall we go see them?”
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      Before he had a chance to leave Grand Cayman, Ernst Schroder’s flight back to the mainland was canceled due to an unexpected storm that ravaged one of the nearby islands. When he found out it was San Sebastian, Ernst immediately booked a rental house in George Town — a large and luxurious estate with eight bedrooms spread across two stories — knowing that Max and his men would need a place to stay if the devastation to the island was as bad as the first reports indicated.

      Now as Max and Fardeen exited their taxi from the hospital and Max walked himself up the front steps of the porch to the house, everyone was there to greet the Professor with open arms.

      “Are you alright?” Shane asked.

      “What was the prognosis?” Eden asked.

      “How many fingers am I holding up?” Jake asked.

      Max took a deep breath. “Yes, I’m alright. The prognosis is good. And you’re holding up three fingers, Jake… although stop trying to trick me by taking one away.” He paused, needing time to cherish this moment. “Let me step back and look at you all.”

      Gazing upon his family, Max’s heart swelled with love… love for each and every one of them:

      Jake with his bruises and bumps and his handsome face with a nose that had been broken one too many times.

      Eden with a bandage strapped tight around his bicep and a look of kindness and compassion in his eyes.

      Shane, tall and handsome with his cowboy hat on his head and his arm around Daniel, who adjusted the black-rimmed glasses on the bridge of his nose.

      Sam, looking young and happy as he stood beside the bronzed and built Travis
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