
  
    [image: Rising Tides]
  


  
    
      Rising Tides

      Book 5 of the Irish End Games

    

    
      
        Susan Kiernan-Lewis

      

    

    
      San Marco Press

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Description

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

      

      
        
          Epilogue

        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        Rising Tides

        Book 5 of the Irish End Games

        

        Susan Kiernan-Lewis

        

        Copyright 2015 by Susan Kiernan-Lewis.  All rights reserved.

      

      

      The tides are definitely rising in Book 5 of the Irish End Games.  This is the story of two desperate journeys to find lost loved ones culminating in a shocking discovery—one with the power to destroy all of Europe. Mike and Sarah, searching for both John and Gavin in every bungalow and hillock in Ireland in the midst of a mysterious world plague, instead find the stuff of every parent’s nightmares.
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      It is impossible to believe that this is the same vibrant city I first flew into four years ago.

      Sarah sat in the front of the Jeep Wrangler, an uneaten sandwich on the console between her and her husband, Mike. She stared out over the panorama of the damaged city.

      Dublin. Once the grand mecca for communications technology and creative invention. The phoenix that rose from its own ashes when the city recreated itself from hatred, bigotry and fear now hovered over it like a black harbinger of doom. Sarah didn’t want to think of her first visit to Dublin…with David. It wouldn’t help. In fact it would make everything worse.

      Because John had been there, too.

      “You all right, then, love?” Mike asked, his face knitted in worry as he watched her.

      She attempted a smile. “Just letting memories get in the way.”

      He reached over and squeezed her hand firmly with his large, warm one.

      “One night,” he said. “And we’ll be on our way.”

      It was always one more night. Always something standing between Sarah and the effort to get going, get out—and start searching. And how long had John been gone now? A week? How far could a child get in a week? Especially a child as inventive and intrepid as John?

      But Mike was right. Surely to God, this had to be the end of the waiting.

      After leaving their fortified compound in southern Ireland, they’d driven into the city late this afternoon on what was left of the M50 motorway, the semicircle road which intersected Dublin. Their two passengers—prisoners, really—were unceremoniously deposited with the New Dublin Garda Sìochàna although not quickly. At least not as quickly as Sarah had hoped.

      Why was she surprised? When they drove over the Father Matthew Bridge on their way to the government complex, it occurred to her that someone might have an issue with one of their prisoners—a  Catholic priest. Would he get a fair trial? Would they be willing to imprison him?

      In the end, she had to let it go—as Mike was always urging her to do. Let whatever would happen, happen. And if it turned out she couldn’t live with it, well, she could always come back and deal with it later.

      Sarah ran a hand over her face to quell the nausea building in her.

      Trust me to get morning sickness now of all times. It was strange enough to be pregnant at forty-four. She passed a hand over her abdomen and watched Mike’s eyes follow the movement.

      At least this little one is safe and I know right where he is at all times.

      “You’re not hungry, Sarah?”

      “Just a little queasy.”

      “Aye, well, we’ll save it then.” He wrapped a sandwich in paper and stowed it inside the console.

      The United States embassy—or what was left of it—had offered them quarters for the night which Sarah and Mike were only too happy to take them up on. Surprisingly, Dublin didn’t look like a ghost town.  Far from it. If anything it looked like every person in the entire country had opted to move here after the bomb dropped.

      Except for government vehicles, there were no cars on the streets. She and Mike had prompted more than a few curious stares when they drove into town. And because there were few working cars in Ireland—and most Dubliners wouldn’t know the tail end of a horse—the city dwellers appeared to have latched on to the next smartest thing. There were bicycles everywhere. They were parked under trees, inside stairwells, and in the burgeoning greenscapes that seemed to be slowly taking over the city.

      As Sarah watched the cyclists zip up and down the streets without benefit of traffic lights or any obvious road rules, she couldn’t help but wonder where these people had to go in such a hurry. And what did it matter? Why not just walk? There was no job to get to, no late afternoon barista date to make, no classes to be late for. Was it just habit?

      The light had nearly faded, reflected from the broken windows in the building opposite where they sat eating their supper. Although she hadn’t known Dublin well before the bomb dropped, Sarah was pretty sure this section of town would have been the business district. Even now, four years later, the glass and stone buildings shot straight up into the sky. Without working elevators—or employers—she found  herself wondering what the structures were used for.

      Since there was no one to care where they went or what they did, she and Mike parked in the middle of Saint Stephen’s Green. Sarah thought she saw glimpses of the city trying to right itself but possibly that was just the carry over from their long day spent in fairly modern environs processing the prisoners. The complex where the Garda Sìochàna and provisional government were housed had electricity to go with its red tape. It was hard to believe that just a few steps outside the government compound were weeds growing out of pavement cracks, graffiti-scrawled walls and streets full of tents, primitive food kiosks and abandoned vehicles.

      “It’s in better shape than I thought it’d be,” Mike remarked. A large man, Mike had been a fisherman back before the Crisis. He looked wedged into the driver’s seat of their Jeep Wrangler.

      “All of these people,” Sarah said in amazement. Even the park was crammed with tents and sleeping bags. Some people had piled the park benches with what appeared to be all their worldly belongings. “It’s like a whole city of homeless people. Why don’t they just go sleep in the abandoned buildings?”

      “Maybe they do when it gets cold,” Mike said, finishing off the last of the sandwich they’d bought with the food chits given to them by the Embassy to use as money on the street. The food sellers would then exchange the chits to pay for rent or other supplies they needed from the government.

      “It’s a hell of a way to live,” she said softly as she watched a young mother holding the hand of a child as she wandered through the park.

      “Now, don’t be inviting all of Dublin to come live with us in Ameriland,” Mike said. “We’ve got about all we can handle as it is.”

      Sarah turned and rubbed his arm. If she was exhausted, then Mike must be too. He’d driven the whole way up from the south.

      “Let’s go find our quarters,” she said. “I want to be on the road early tomorrow.”

      [image: ]

      Liam O’Reilly stood in the window of the provisional government building and watched the streets below. The compound was encircled by tall stone walls, each topped with coiled barbed wire. Even after four years more people came pouring into Dublin every day. It’s a wonder the poor sods survived as long as they had out in the country. Even so, most of them got a rude awakening in the city.

      “It appears to be a hundred kilometers south of here,” his assistant Shane Sullivan said as he leaned over O’Reilly’s desk. O’Reilly turned from the scene outside the window. Sullivan had been a Junior Minister before the bomb dropped. Like O’Reilly, he had moved up considerably in the last few years. With no family to hinder or distract them, both O’Reilly and Sullivan had done well with the changes in the new world political scene.

      And if this business with America carried forward, there might literally be no end to how far they could go.

      “What was there before?” O’Reilly asked, walking back to the desk.

      Sullivan was looking at a map of Ireland, his thick index finger sitting on a spot midway from both coasts where Donovan’s compound was located.

      “Nothing. A pasture maybe.”

      “Had to be owned by someone.”

      “Probably but whoever it was, he’s likely dead now. That area had a blistering series of attacks from local gangs right after the bomb dropped.”

      “How long has his compound been there?”

      Sullivan frowned. “Four years? Why?”

      “Is it true they’ve got electricity there? And electronics? That it’s a world unto itself?”

      “I think so. Why?”

      “We’ll have to do something about it.”

      “She’s an American national.”

      “She’s whatever we say she is, Shane. Her passport, if she still has one, is bollocks. Besides, the US has its hands full right now.”

      O’Reilly’s mobile phone rang. He picked it up from the desktop and answered it after a brief inspection of the screen.

      “I wondered when I’d hear from you.” He shook his head at Shane to indicate he needn’t leave. He listened quietly for a few seconds and then interrupted the person on the other end of the line.

      “I don’t give a sod about any of that,” he said. “As long as you hold up your end of the deal. You do still want the lithium, I assume?”

      He watched Shane sit down at hearing O’Reilly’s words, his face its usual study of worry and indecision.

      “It’s really very simple,” O’Reilly said into the phone. “Either get the cure or promise me no one will get it.” He disconnected and tossed the phone down on the desk. Shane’s eyes stayed on the phone.

      “Our man in London,” O’Reilly said, enjoying Shane’s confusion.

      “Is everything all right there?”

      “I’ve got it handled.”

      “You can’t trust the British.”

      “He’s Scots, as it happens.”

      Shane snorted and looked about to speak but stopped himself.

      “Don’t worry, me boyo,” O’Reilly said, grinning at his aide. “The end goal is the only thing that matters and that is well in hand. Trust me.”

      Shane stood up and pointed to the map on the table in front of them.

      “What about the compound? Are we taking it?”

      “We’ll see.”

      Shane let out a snort of impatience. “What do you want me to do with the two they brought in?”

      “Bugger me, how is it these country mogs think it’s still business as usual? It boggles the mind. Who do we have?”

      Sullivan glanced at some pages on the desk.

      “An elderly woman, Margaret Keenan, for suspected murder, and a Catholic priest, James Ryan, brought in for it looks like accessory to murder.” He looked at his boss.

      “Process the old woman through Mengert’s bunch and show the good father the working end of a shovel.”

      “Will the Vatican give us a hard time?”

      “How will they ever know? Go ahead and get it done. No sense in wasting a day’s food on her.”

      Sullivan gathered up his papers.

      “Something on your mind, Shane?”

      “No. No, it’s just…this part of…the new restructuring is…challenging.”

      “So do it quickly then.”
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      John walked swiftly to the Royal Oak public house on High Street. It was midday and he didn’t expect to see much in the way of clientele even though the Crisis seemed to have significantly altered standard drinking hours in Wales. He’d slept in a ditch half way between Fishguard and Goodwick—a mile from where the barge had dropped him off three days earlier.

      Three days in Wales and so far no sign of Gavin. With the dire warnings of the barge pilot ringing in his ears about not being allowed to return to Ireland in his lifetime, John was feeling his first twinges of doubt since he’d slipped out of the front gate at the compound.

      His mother must be going out of her mind. And Mike? It wouldn’t matter if John brought Gavin back gift-wrapped with an apple in his mouth. Mike would hug the daylights out of John—just before he throttled him. Probably Gavin too. John grinned. Thinking of Mike and his mother made him feel a little better, until he felt the crushing guilt of what he knew his leaving had caused them.

      Where was the bastard? The note Gavin left him had clearly said he was going to Fishguard. John would have loved to know why since as far as he could make out, Fishguard was a festering eyesore with a growing infection on the side.

      Protected from waves generated by the prevailing westerly winds, Fishguard Bay was placid and calm with most of its forty odd fishing boats either moored close to the shore or not far off. It was easy to see the ban on travel to Ireland was killing the fishing trade. What was also clear from the moment John stepped into the village was the sickness and poverty.

      Before the plague, this town had probably supported itself pretty comfortably during the Crisis. If you had fish and decent land behind you for grazing and farming, what more did you need?

      John stood outside the pub and knocked on the window. Today, the man was waiting for him. He wrenched the door open and John slid through the gap. The arrangement wasn’t great and it wasn’t easy, but it covered the necessities. For nearly a day of cleaning the back bogs and what used to be the kitchen, John was given two meals—both fish. And he felt lucky to have them. He’d hoped for sleeping accommodations too but the proprietor was an untrusting man. He lived in the pub with his mother, his wife and two small children.

      John wasn’t even sure that the pub belonged to him. After the bomb, back in Ireland where John came from, people moved out and new people moved into vacant spaces and claimed as their own. There were no landlords anymore and even if there were, what would they be paid? Money had become worthless within days of the bright flash over the Irish Sea.

      Mr. Quig was a middle-aged man not given to idle chat or smiles. John often heard Quig’s children while he worked but had never seen them. The work wasn’t pleasant but he knew it would sustain him while he spent his evenings searching for Gavin.

      The first day he arrived, after walking the mile from Goodwick where the barge left him, he was spotted by a group of boys who chased him until he disappeared in the winding streets of the fishing village. There was no doubt in John’s mind they meant to relieve him of his knapsack and there was no real assurance they wouldn’t kill him while they were at it. Especially since John wasn’t comfortable just handing over his stuff. He hadn’t seen that gang of boys since then but made a point to carefully hide his knapsack in the woods between Goodwick and Fishguard when he travelled.

      There was a train alongside the pathway that had literally been stopped in its tracks at the moment four years ago when the EMP exploded and stopped time for the Welsh. The passenger cars had long been stripped clean of anything of use or value. Weeds grew between the track rails and out of the windows. John considered stashing his bag there but decided the place was too obvious. Instead he opted for branches in the trees or wedged the bag into the thick tangle of rhododendron hedges that lined the road.

      Quig jerked his head to indicate that John was to go to the kitchen but he needn’t have bothered. John knew the drill. He walked past the bar—a cheap formica and wood construction that had bar stools jammed up to it, many of them broken. Guess he’s not too worried about lawsuits, John thought as he went to the kitchen. There wasn’t running water, of course, but rather than make a fire to heat up the water he needed, Quig insisted John wash the plates and glasses with cold water. With the disease that was on their doorstep, it amazed John that the man didn’t see a problem with that. Worse, because John knew the dishes and pans weren’t being cleaned properly, he was at risk himself for getting sick since all his meals were taken there. It didn’t matter. In the end, he was always too hungry not to eat.

      After cleaning the pots and pans in the kitchen—and wondering how Quig’s patrons paid him for the food he obviously cooked for them—John took his fish sandwich out into the back alley to eat. Quig had already let a few people into the bar. There was no point in savoring his lunch. He had too much work to do. He wolfed it down and emerged from the alleyway.

      His plan so far had been to create a grid that allowed him to systematically question at least one person a day from each quadrant. Gavin had red hair and while that wasn’t that unusual in Wales, it was something to start with.

      John walked down the main street of Fishguard which was what he used to reconnoiter the town. To the west and toward the harbor, he’d leave for last. It looked to be more residential to the east. John took the first street on his right and jogged until he came to a row of fishing cabins whose paint was long peeled from them. Some of the cabins had their windows broken out and the weeds were thick and tall around them.

      A young man stood outside one of the houses, urinating against the side of it. John waited until he was done and then made a deliberate noise to announce himself. The man whirled around.

      “Oy, ye gave me a fright!” he said. He had an Irish accent which wasn’t much of a surprise this close to Ireland.

      John had decided to mask the fact that he was American. He needed to blend in during this fact-finding mission.

      “Oy, yourself,” John said, giving a wave and approaching him. “I’ve lost me mate and was wondering if you’d seen him?”

      The man, probably not long out of his teens himself, frowned and watched John approach with unconcealed suspicion.

      “Whut’s he look like?” the man asked.

      “Tall, Irish, red hair.”

      “Sure, that’s all of us!” the man said grinning and John laughed too although neither he nor the young man were tall or had red hair.

      “What part of Ireland are ye from?” the man asked.

      “Me friend is from the coast,” John lied. “But I have reason to believe he’s here in Fishguard.”

      “A fisherman, is he?”

      Okay this is getting tiresome.

      “Have ye seen anyone sounds like him, I wonder?” John said, forcing his voice to stay friendly.

      “Naw. Sorry, boyo.”

      “No worries. If you do see someone like that, could you tell ‘im John’s looking for him?”

      “Would that be you, then?”

      “It would.”

      John waved and retreated. He knew the man was still standing there, watching him leave. That in itself wasn’t unusual. Everybody was suspicious of everybody these days. He had just enough time to talk to one more person before he needed to get back to the pub. He’d prefer it to be someone older—and female, ideally, but they tended to stay hidden indoors. He trotted further down the street until he saw a woman sitting on a porch. She was wrapped in a blanket and held a metal water bottle in her hand. It seemed so strange to see evidence of athletic centers nowadays. The water bottle had been common a few years back—hikers and bikers had them mostly. To see it now looked as out of place as a pig pushing a shopping cart.

      “Excuse me, Missus,” John called to the woman, careful not to approach too closely or give any hint that he might be thinking of climbing the stairs.

      “Jeremy!” the old woman shrieked in response. John stopped, his eyes on the door to the cottage behind her. Unless Jeremy was an Olympic track star, John had plenty of distance between them to spring safely away if he needed to. He held up his hands.

      “I just wanted to ask if you’d seen someone, ma’am,” he said.

      “Feck me, you a Yank?”

      Crap. He’d forgotten to fake an Irish accent.

      “He’s a good friend of mine, missing. Tall, red hair…”

      The door behind the woman swung open and an old man came to stand next to the woman.

      “What’s this?” the old man said.

      “Lad says he’s looking for his friend. He’s American.”

      “American?” The old man turned to scrutinize John. “I don’t believe it.”

      “Say something, boy,” the woman said to John, “in your American words, like.”

      “I’m looking for my friend,” John said tiredly. It was starting to seem clear that these two didn’t know anything. But at least he was pretty sure he could outrun the old geezer if he had to.

      “Feck me, you’re right. What the hell’s an American doing in Fishguard?” the old man said, settling onto the top stair of the porch as if ready to watch his favorite TV program.

      “Well, I’m looking for my friend,” John said patiently. “Have you seen anyone new in town? Tall with red hair? His name’s Gavin Donovan.”

      “Is he American, too?”

      “No sir.”

      “Why would he be here in Fishguard?”

      “I don’t really know except his grandfather lives here. Maybe you know him? Archie Kelley?”

      “Archie Kelley you say?”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Feck me, ye hear how he talks? Just like those chaps on fecking CSI Miami.”

      Before John could ask his question again, the old woman began violently coughing and the old man jumped up to thump her on the back. Did she have the sickness? There weren’t many people on the streets of Fishguard and some mornings when John came to the pub he’d see a body laying on the sidewalk. When he came out at midday it was always gone. He took that as a good sign. It was when people stopped collecting the dead that he figured things were going south pretty fast.

      “I’m sorry you’re sick, ma’am,” John said. “Is it…the illness everyone’s talking about?”

      “Aye,” the old man said, holding the woman’s bottle and rubbing her back. “Doc says she’s got a fifty-fifty chance of beating it. Plenty of sunshine and liquids he says, didn’t he, Alice?”

      The woman’s coughing finally subsided and she beckoned John to approach them. He stood at the foot of the steps. He knew he needed to get back to the pub if he wanted to keep his arrangement, but if either of these two knew Archie or had heard of Archie’s grandson Gavin being in the area, he needed to stay and hear it.

      “Is this Archie fella Welsh, do ye ken, lad?”

      “No, ma’am. He’s Irish. We heard he was living in Fishguard.”

      “Sorry, lad,” the old man said, rearranging the blanket over the woman’s knees. “We don’t know your friend or his grandfather. We don’t get out much.” He looked past John as if he could see into the heart of the little fishing village. “It’s dangerous now and people are afraid.”

      The old woman cackled abruptly. “Only now it’s me they’re afraid of. Afraid of catching what I got.”

      “I’m sorry,” John said. “Can you tell me where the doctor is you saw?” It occurred to John that with the sickness, there must be a decent infrastructure of healthcare set up. It might not be better than wandering around asking random people, but on the other hand, it couldn’t hurt.

      The old man pointed inland as if John could see the clinic from there. “It’s in the main town,” he said.

      John frowned. “I thought this was the main town.”

      “No, lad, this is Lower Fishguard.”

      “The original village,” the old lady rasped.

      “It’s a right jog over yonder hill but you look a strapping lad. You’ll take it without stretching your leg.”

      “It took us near the whole day,” the woman said. “And then it was for nothing.”

      “I imagine the clinic was pretty full?” John said. If the streets are averaging a body a day, the clinic was bound to be stuffed to the rafters with sick people.

      “Aye,” the old man said sadly. “And no medicine nor any knowledge of how to stop it or why.” He shook his head.

      John thanked them for their time and hurried back to the pub. He wasn’t sure he’d gotten any helpful information. But he went back to work with a heart heavier than when he’d begun.

      [image: ]

      Later that evening, John left the pub, exhausted and already cold. It was a good mile hike to where he’d hidden his pack. At one point he was tempted to go back to the old couple to see if they’d put him up for a night or two. He figured he could find something to do for them in trade. On the other hand, he couldn’t help thinking about what the old man said about some people getting the sickness and others not and nobody knew why. Maybe the ditch was the safest place for him.

      John didn’t mind the dark because it hid him from anyone who might want to stop him. While he didn’t travel with his valuables, sometimes the frustration of finding a traveler with nothing to steal would prompt a bandit to do worse. It made sense, the stories he’d been told. These were dangerous times.

      Quig had been annoyed with John’s late return and, as a result, John’s dinner was smaller than usual so he walked back to his ditch hungry, bracing against the wind that whistled down through the tunnel of trees that led to Goodwick. He’d need a better shelter tonight. It was much colder and the sky had threatened rain all day. As if on cue, he felt the first drops before he was halfway to his backpack. Pushing up his collar to prevent the cold onslaught from pouring down his shirt, John quickened his steps though the bracken and dun-colored underbrush. Rather than go straight to his pack, he always crouched in a nearby bush to listen and wait. In his experience, people who wanted to ambush you didn’t have the patience to be still for long.

      Confident that there was no one out in this weather but himself, he walked the rest of the way to where he’d hidden his pack. It was still there. Without realizing he was going to do it, he pulled the gun out of the pack, tucked it in his waistband and slipped the pack onto his shoulder and headed back to Lower Fishguard. Although he’d slept worse in the last four days, he couldn’t shake loose the idea that a warm dry place to rest  his head could be had.

      He walked back to the old couple’s house. It looked dark and he thought he should be seeing at least the flicker of candles or a lantern. He tried to think of what he could offer the couple in exchange for a night’s lodging.

      He knocked on the front door. There seemed to be no activity in this neighborhood and he wondered if the other houses were even inhabited. That wouldn’t surprise him. Life sucked everywhere these days and it was human nature to move on to see if it didn’t suck a little less somewhere else.

      “Go away, ye bastard!” the old man yelled, his voice wobbling with fear. “I’ve got a gun!”

      “It’s only me, sir. The American kid?”

      John could hear conversation and footsteps from inside.

      “Is that you, lad?” the old man said.

      “Yes sir. I was wondering if I could sleep on your porch tonight because of the rain.” Given the old guy’s obvious terror, John didn’t feel like he could ask to come inside.

      No answer. John turned to look at the porch. It beat the hell out of the ditch with the one exception that he would be sitting on his pack and anyone could come and relieve him of it. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea after all. Suddenly the door jerked open and the old man’s face appeared. He looked like he was about to speak but then his eyes went to something behind John and he slammed the door again.

      John turned to see three men standing in the drive in front of the porch, no more than twenty yards from him. They’d come in the dark and they’d come silently. That, combined with the old man’s reaction to them, made John drop his backpack at his feet and turn to face them. The gun in his waistband gave him courage.

      “There’s sickness in there, boyo,” one of the men said. “Reckon you probably caught it just standing on the porch.” He wasn’t a large man or very young. The only weapon he held in his hand was a cricket bat. The two men with him held rope and an axe.

      “What’s it to you?” John said,

      The man’s face glittered sweat in the dark. John couldn’t make out his features but he could see the whites of his eyes shifting as the guy looked from him to the door of the house.

      “Oy, lads, seems this gobshite wants to take us on!” Now John could see his teeth flashing in the dark.

      John looked at all three men, wondering if they would try to rush him. At this distance, he could shoot all three if he had to. An image flashed into his mind of poor old Seamus and how he’d shot three gypsies intent on murdering him and John’s mom—all because the gypsies hadn’t thought he was a threat.

      And if this was another world or another time, I’d lift my shirt to show you not to approach, John thought as he watched them take the measure of him. I’d give you a chance to walk away rather than take your chances with the young punk with a gun.

      But these were not normal times and so John waited for someone to make the first move. No matter how things went down, he figured he could live with that.

      It was the loudmouth with the bat. Because John was expecting it to be him, he had his gun drawn and aimed before the man lifted the weapon fully over his head.

      John shot him. Not waiting to see the strangled look of surprise on the man’s face, not waiting for him to fall John swiveled on his foot and pointed the gun at the other two. They didn’t wait either but dropped the rope and axe and fled into the night. John watched them go. The pounding of his heart was loud in his ears. He could hear the last gurgling groans of the man on the ground. He vaguely heard the door open behind him and the grating shuffle of the old man coming out onto the porch.

      “Lad?” the old man said.

      When the man on the ground was finally, blessedly, quiet and John had lowered his arm to his side, the old man touched him lightly on the shoulder.

      “Come inside, lad,” he said. “And rest. We’ll be fine for tonight.”
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      The morning Mike and Sarah left Dublin, the rain was pouring in torrential sheets but neither of them cared. Painted in hues of grey, especially through the wall of rain, the city felt like a wounded animal stripped of its pride and capable of doing whatever was necessary to survive. They were anxious to leave.

      At what had once been the American embassy, breakfast was sausages and eggs with surprising amounts of good coffee. The American ambassador and his staff still hadn’t returned since weeks before the bomb dropped four years earlier. Besides office support staff, cooks and waitstaff, there were no diplomat representatives, American or otherwise, in residence.

      “Don’t you think it was weird that there was no American presence at all in the capital?” Sarah asked.

      “Nothing’s normal any more,” Mike said.

      He looked tired to Sarah. His handsome face was still ruddy with color from the sun but the gunshot graze to his shoulder he’d received less than a week ago must be paining him. She detected a paleness beneath his tan.

      “Does your arm hurt?”

      Mike had refused to let the medics at the Irish Provisional Government building take a look at it.

      “Nay,” he said, wincing, belying his words. “I’m grand. And yourself?”

      Sarah knew he was referring to her pregnancy. It had been a surprise for both of them—especially at her age.

      “I’m good,” she said, dropping her hand to her abdomen. “Just really anxious to finally be on the road to finding our boys. “I just can’t get over that there were no Americans at the American embassy.”

      “Aye, it was odd. Odder still was the reception from me own lads.”

      “I know! I thought so too. Is that the new provisional government? Because it looked a whole lot like nobody knew what they were doing.”

      “Well, you’d better hope that’s not true since they’ve got their finger on the trigger. What with the Garda Sìochàna and all.”

      “It was a little scary. Almost like there were no more rules.”

      “Well, we’ve been isolated down there in the south,” Mike said as he drove down Abbey Street. “All we’ve heard are rumors. Nothing like seeing it for yourself.”

      “It’s no wonder the ambassador hasn’t returned yet. It’s almost like Ireland’s a third world country now.”

      “Well, in fact, isn’t it?”

      Sarah shivered.

      “I just want to collect our boys and go back to Ameriland,” she said. “Where everything’s in place and there’s a sense of community.”

      They passed a thin man in rags standing with his bicycle on the curb eyeing them warily. Sarah wasn’t sure he wouldn’t try to jump onto their Jeep.

      “Can you go faster?” she asked quietly.

      “Aye. I’ll feel better when we’re past the city limits,” Mike said, accelerating and maneuvering around an abandoned car in the road.

      “Why are we the only one’s driving I wonder?” Sarah asked. “The soldiers at the Provisional Government compound implied that there were still working vehicles in Dublin.”

      They passed a bicycle attached to a small trailer. Sarah could see two legs sticking out of it—whether sleeping or dead, she couldn’t tell.

      “I suppose the definition of working vehicles is the key there. But you’re right. After four years, I’d expect the capital to be in better shape. It’s almost like they’re not even trying.”

      Sarah gripped the ceiling handle above the passenger’s seat as they made their way painstakingly out of the city. As soon as she saw the sign for the M50, she let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

      “What do you think they’ll do with Margaret and Father Riley?” she asked. “I mean, here we’ve been thinking if we ever get in really bad trouble we can always call the Garda and honestly, did it even look like they had a holding cell? Are they even set up to do trials and due process?”

      “I don’t know, love.”

      “Should we…should we have looked into that before we handed them over?”

      Mike glanced at her. “They wouldn’t have taken them if they didn’t have a way to deal with them. I’m sure the one thing they’re set up for in post-apocalyptic  Ireland is lawbreakers.”

      “Assuming there are still recognized laws to be broken.”

      “Are ye in a mood, then, Sarah? Because either there are laws or there aren’t and, except for Ameriland, there’s damn little we can do about it. Don’t we have enough on our plate?”

      “You’re right,” she said nodding. But the feeling wouldn’t go away. The feeling that both Margaret and Father Ryan had somehow fallen outside the system.

      “But next time—”

      “Aye,” Mike said, his eyes on the road. “Next time, we take care of it ourselves.” He drove to the crest of the next hill and stopped so they could look down on the city for a moment. The blue expanse of sea stretched out to their right behind the once great city. From this distance and because there were no cars or trucks to distract them, they could see subtle movement below as the city struggled to begin its day.

      Mike reached over and squeezed Sarah’s hand. “Ready, love?”

      She leaned across the gearshift to kiss him.

      “Let’s go find them,” she whispered.

      The plan was simple and Sarah took a great deal of comfort from that fact. Because they were carrying prisoners from Ameriland, they’d had to go straight to Dublin without stopping. Gavin had been gone for nearly two weeks and John one.

      Their only hope was to meet people who’d met the boys or, if either of them was being held against his will, find clues deliberately left by Gavin or John for whoever might be trying to find them. Mike and Sarah would drive south from Dublin along the coast to Rosslare and then cleave the southern half of Ireland at Waterford, stop back in at Ameriland to refuel and then continue west and north depending on what information they were able to gather.

      It was December and already quite cold but so far, no snow. Sarah wasn’t sure whether to pray that the roads stayed clear or just jump to the end and pray that the first person they spoke with had seen one of the boys. She decided to pray for both.

      An hour south of Dublin, they found a cottage on the country road they were on. While it had obviously been someone’s home before the bomb, it was a waystation and pub now. Two bicycles and a pony trap were parked out front.

      Mike let the Jeep idle in the middle of the road and glanced at Sarah.

      “Hungry?”

      “Not really. Do you think they have lager?”

      “Doubt it. Likely they have something someone whipped up in the back dunney.”

      Sarah made a face.

      “Where’s your gun?” Mike asked, his eyes still watching the door of the makeshift pub.

      Sarah twisted around and pulled a Glock from the back seat. She checked the clip and looked at him. “Are we both going in?”

      He took the gun from her and got out.

      “Slide over and get behind the wheel. If I need to leave in a hurry, be watching the front door for me.”

      Sarah felt a spasm of anxiety as she watched him stand outside the Jeep and tuck the gun into his back waistband before striding toward the front door. She climbed over the gearshift. When she put her hand on the throttle, she saw her hand was shaking. She didn’t wait long. When the door opened up, Mike strode to the car. His gun wasn’t in his hand, so that was a good sign. He walked around and hopped in the passenger’s side.

      “Feel like driving?” he asked.

      “What did they say? Have they seen them?”

      “Yes and no. Drive on, Sarah. I’ll tell you as we go.”

      She put the vehicle in gear and popped the clutch, making the Jeep jerk forward but it didn’t stall out. She could smell the alcohol on him. Again, another good sign.

      “Three old boggers in there,” Mike said. “Friendly enough—at least after I bought rounds. They hadn’t seen Gav or John but they did say there’s been a lot of activity down toward Rosslare.”

      Rosslare was the main ferry crossing to Wales.

      “Oh, Mike, you don’t think they’ve gone to the UK, do you?”

      “I don’t know, darlin’, and let’s don’t panic until we know for sure. The lads in the pub were all about the sickness they’ve been hearing about.”

      “Has it made its way to Ireland?”

      “They didn’t know about that. The good news is that taking the coastal road south seems to be a solid plan.” Mike eased back into his seat and closed his eyes for a moment and Sarah had to smile.

      “The bad news,” she said, “is at this rate you’ll be thoroughly hammered before we get to Wicklow.”

      [image: ]

      Mike and Sarah spent that first night on the road sleeping in the Jeep. They’d made it just north of Arklow on the coast. Forty-four miles south of Dublin. In a normal world, just under an hour’s drive. With them stopping any time they saw life and driving slowly around roads with debris and abandoned vehicles, it took nearly eight hours. There were two other waystations that served as publican houses that they stopped at. At each one, Mike heard the same story: there was a plague offshore and the rumors were that the Garda would shoot on sight anyone trying to leave or come across the channel.

      Nobody had seen anyone fitting either Gavin or John’s description.

      Mike knew Sarah was uncomfortable although she wouldn’t say why. Whether it was the pregnancy or just the low-grade terror she’d nursed ever since John slipped away from the compound to go in search of Gavin didn’t really matter. In any case he was powerless to comfort her. Even so, the fact that they were moving, actively searching, had to help. It helped him, God knows. Even though it was likely a waste of time and effort.

      He shook the thoughts out of his head as he pulled the Jeep onto a crest along the side of the road overlooking the sea. There were tall trees that would shield them from the cold winds coming off the water—especially this time of year.

      He looked over at Sarah. She had her eyes closed, her hands folded across her belly. She was just beginning to show. Her face, even in semi-repose showed the strain of her grief and worry.

      What they now knew was that Gavin had left the compound with a trusted adult—the village priest—and was taken to the band of druids in the outlying woods. There, he’d been attacked and prepared for sacrifice but had—by some miracle—escaped. Mike knew why Gavin hadn’t come straight back to the compound. The druid settlement lay between Gavin and home. He’d have to go due north and then circle back the long way in order to make it back home. Somehow during that long circle back, something had happened.

      He’d never arrived back home.

      Mike drew a hand across his face as if to erase his very features. That had been two weeks ago. Somehow, whatever had prevented Gavin from returning home either still prevented him…or had prevented him permanently. He didn’t like to think of that but it had to be considered. It wasn’t like Gavin to just leave and not come back. The lad was loved and he knew it. He’d also had to know his dear old da would be apoplectic with worry.

      No, Gavin hadn’t come back because something or someone was preventing him. Mike’s stomach muscles clenched painfully at the thought.

      “Are we here for the night?” Sarah asked, her eyes still closed.

      “Aye. We’re protected from the wind yet high up. We should have some warning in case someone comes upon us. Are ye cold, Sarah? I can blast the heater if ye like.”

      She shivered under the heavy wool rug he’d laid across her knees but shook her head.

      “I’m fine.”

      “It was a good day,” he said, trying to force the optimism into his voice for her. Her eyes flickered open and she reached for his hand.

      “I didn’t really expect to find them our first couple of days out,” she said.

      “Really?”

      She smiled sadly. “Well, all right. Maybe I did. But only a small, desperate part of me.”

      “We’ll find them, love.”

      “I know.”

      The daylight was fading rapidly. It probably wasn’t much past four o’clock but they would be sitting in total winter darkness in another half hour. They’d bought sandwiches in Dublin for the road but neither of them were hungry.

      Truth be told, Sarah wasn’t the only one who’d expected more than the day had given up to them.

      Were all the days to be like
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