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			Prologue

			Homestead Air Force Base, Florida.

			February 5, 1958

			Today’s mission: Drop one hydrogen bomb on a remote, sleepy little village somewhere deep inside the Soviet Union.  Upon completion of said assignment, Captain Samuel Rice in his B-47 bomber, is to evade the Soviet Air Force on his way out...Simple task.  Looking at his watch, Rice noticed they were already four minutes late in departing. 

			“Captain here,” Rice said, speaking though his handset.  “What seems to be the holdup down there?”

			“Sorry boss, but Kim’s being a bitch.  She doesn’t want to be strapped in.”

			“Kim?”

			“Yes, sir.  Kim Novak.  That’s the name we painted on the side of the bomb.  Did you see her in Bell, Book, and Candle; the one where Jimmy Stewart was her co-star?”

			“I did see the movie, but I think Jimmy Stewart was the star, and Kim was the co-star.”

			“Whatever Captain, but you’ll have to agree, Kim Novak is a bomb shell...Bomb shell, get it?”

			“No argument there, guys,” Rice replied, rolling his eyes, “but Jesus, how much longer?”

			“Hold on a sec . . . There.  All done.  You can close the bomb-bay doors.” 

			Rice nodded to his copilot who flipped a switch.  They could hear gears grinding and hydraulic levers engaging.  Soon a red blinking light turned green, indicating the bomb-bay doors were being closed and latched.

			Kim Novak, a 7,600-pound Mark 15 hydrogen bomb, was twelve feet long and about two feet in diameter.  It looked like a huge black dart with its pointy nose and tail fins, a dart containing four hundred pounds of conventional high explosives and an unknown large amount of highly enriched uranium.The pointy nose was the plutonium trigger, which would initiate the explosives on impact and start the nuclear reaction.  The bomb’s destruction power – one hundred times greater than the Hiroshima bomb dropped on Japan in 1945, would incinerate everything within a five-or-six-mile radius.  The radioactive fallout alone would be deadly for a radius of a hundred sixty miles from the point of impact. 

			The ground crew watched as the big bird taxied away and finally took off.  With his part of the mission complete, a sandy haired boy from Ohio lit up a cigarette and took a long drag. 

			“What’s his problem?  Four minutes late, my ass.  He knows this is just a simulation.  Nothing’s going to go bang.  No one’s going to die.  And, there’s no reason to get all worked up.”

			 His buddy agreed.  “You know those guys.  Always by the book.  Let’s get the hell out of here and get us a late-night snack.  I’m starving.”

			“You’re always starving,” the boy from Ohio laughed, slapping his buddy on the arm.

			The B-47 rose in the cloudless, moonlit, skies above and turned north.  Today the small Soviet village being destroyed was Reston, Virginia.  If the plane stayed on course and the wind speed held steady at 36,000 feet, the Bombardier would locate the target and press the disabled release button.  The bomb would not be released.  Instead, onboard instruments would log the current position of the plane, the planes air speed, current heading, altitude, and wind direction.  Later the number crunchers back at Homestead would calculate the bomb’s flight path to determine if the target had been destroyed.

			Everything went according to plan.  With the bomb “released,” the B-47 was now hightailing it back to the friendly skies over North Carolina. 

			“Navigator to Skipper,” a voice squelched over the headset.

			“Go ahead Fred,” Captain Rice came back.

			“We’ve got four birds on our tail sir.  Probably F-86 fighters out of Virginia. “

			“Roger that.  Keep a close eye on them.”

			“Roger that, sir.”

			Samuel loved the B-47.  Its cool aluminum skin sparkled in the sunlight.  Slick and compact, it sliced through the sky and flew more like a fighter plane than any bomber and Rice would know.  During World War II, he had piloted more than thirty missions into Germany and two on D-Day.  On every mission, he dodged German fighters before reaching safe air space.  

			At 2 a.m., the B-47 crossed over into the friendly skies of North Carolina...Mission complete.  Captain Rice leaned back in his seat, took a deep breath, and gave a thumb’s up to his copilot.  They were cruising at 36,000 feet, air speed two hundred knots.  The mission had gone off without a hitch and Rice was relieved it was over.  With the current strong tail wind, they would even make up the lost four minutes.  He turned to his copilot, about to say something, when the plane shook violently, rolling to the right.  Grabbing the controls, Rice brought the plane back to level, but it took all his strength to keep it that way. 

			“What the hell just happened,” he yelled.

			“We just had a collision,” his copilot yelled back.

			“You’ve got to be shitting me.”

			“No, sir.  I wouldn’t shit you about something like that.  It’s hard to see, but it looks like one of the F-86s clipped our starboard wing.”

			“You’ve got to be kidding ... are you sure?”

			“Yes, sir.  In the moonlight, I can see an F-86 going down.  It’s missing a wing . . .  The pilot just bailed out because I can see his parachute opening . . .It’s now fully open, looking like a white mushroom cap.  That’s a beautiful sight.  He should be fine.”

			“Thank God for that,” Rice exclaimed. “But, someone back at HQ is going to be pissed losing a fighter during a simulation . . .  how’s our damage?”

			“Looks like our starboard wing is intact but spewing a ton of fuel.  I can just barely make out the outer engine hanging on by a few wires.  I’m not sure if we’re going to be able to land safely.”

			Because of the combined weight of the plane, its payload and the loss of one engine, the B-47 was slowly losing altitude.  With the drag on the disabled engine, keeping the plane level was almost impossible. 

			“We got to do something Skipper and very soon,” the copilot remarked coldly.

			“You don’t think I know that,” the Captain snapped back.  Rice took another deep breath and slowly exhaled.  God, I wish I had a cigarette right now.

			“Sorry about that Tom.  I’m a little on edge right now.”

			“No shit.  I wonder why?” the copilot laughed.

			The six General Electric J-35 turbojet engines of the B-47 creates 3,970 pounds of thrust.  With the loss of one engine, the plane can still be flown safely, however engine number six was causing too much drag. The Skipper didn’t know how much structural damage had been done to the wing.  In other words, the drag on the wing could cause it to tear off at any moment.

			“Homestead, this is Captain Rice, looks like we have a situation.”

			“Come back, Captain. We didn’t quite hear you.”

			“I said, it looks like we have a situation.  We were just clipped by an F-86, and engine number six is dangling by a thread.  I can’t tell how much damage there is to the fuselage, but we’re losing fuel.  Homestead, I’m not sure we can land this bird.”

			“Affirmative, Captain.  What’s the condition of your payload?”

			“Intact, but if we try to land, she could lose her mind.”

			“Understood.  Can you head out over the ocean and jettison her?”

			“Negative.  We don’t have the fuel necessary to get far enough out for a safe jettison, let alone to get back.  We’ve got, maybe, just enough fuel to try a couple of landings.  That’s all . . .  Guys, I don’t want to go belly up with a raw egg onboard.”

			“Understood.  Let me contact HQ and get their take.”

			“Don’t take long.”

			For the crew, time seemed to drag, but Captain Rice was too busy to notice.  Further analysis revealed their navigation system was disabled.  As bad luck would have it, the electricity necessary to power the navigation equipment came from the generator attached to engine six.  They knew where they were in the grand scheme of things but could not narrow down their location to more than a couple of miles.  With no clouds in the sky and a full moon, Rice brought the plane down to 7,600 feet.  He would try to fly by sight.  

			Banking to the east, he headed towards the coast.  At the coastline, he turned south.  With the moonlight reflecting off the waters of the Atlantic, Rice knew he would be able to pick out a few known landmarks.  Up and off to the west should be the lights of Savannah and the lights of Tybee Island dead ahead.  After a few breathtaking minutes, Rice could see the lights of both cities. 

			“Homestead to Nighthawk, over.”

			“Nighthawk here,” Rice replied.

			“What’s your current location?”

			“The best we can tell, about ten miles north of Savannah, which is to our Southwest.  We should be coming up over Tybee Island in a few.”

			“Perfect.  Now listen carefully.  About five miles south of Tybee Island is Wassaw Sound.  It’s huge.  The waters there are five to forty feet deep, and the bottom is soft mud and silt.  The key point here: the bottom is soft mud and silt.  HQ thinks you can drop the egg there . . . Without it bursting.”

			“They think?  What do you mean, they think?  Listen, do you know how many people will die if it goes off?  Tybee Island would disappear, and Savannah would become a radioactive ghost town.”

			“Captain!  Guard your words.  We’re on an open channel.  And yes Captain, sadly, they do know.  Damnit Rice, those are my orders and now yours.”

			“Affirmative,” Rice replied, pissed off.  Turning off external communications, he looked over at his copilot. 

			“Okay, Tom, here’s where we earn our keep.  We have to make sure we hit the Sound.  If we don’t, a lot of people won’t be waking up this morning.” 

			Quickly calculating the wind speed, direction, and their altitude, Tom came up with the best time to let her go.  Captain Rice found no reason to disagree with him. 

			Rice had a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach as he listened to the bomb-bay doors opening.  

			Good God, what are we doing? Do I know anyone who lives down there?  Holy Mary, Mother of God, I pray I don’t.  Jesus, forgive me.

			The bomb silently fell away.  

			Holding their breath, both men waited, counting the seconds.  Then . . . Nothing happened; no massive explosion; no mushroom cloud; nothing. 

			“Thank you, Jesus,” Rice whispered.

			“Amen,” his copilot added.  Thankfully, the loss of the bomb’s weight made the plane easier to handle.

			Captain Rice flicked the external communication switch.  “Homestead, the egg has been dropped, and all’s quiet.  Repeat, the egg has been dropped.”

			“And?” Came a nervous reply.

			“And it didn’t crack.”

			“Good work, Captain.  Damn good work.  The military will be sending someone to pick it up.  Now, let’s get you guys down.”

			The B-47 was redirected to Hunter Air Force Base just outside Savannah, where it took three attempts before Captain Rice was able to safely put the bird on the ground.  Captain Samuel Rice would be awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross for his role in saving the B-47 and his crew.

			The next day, a search and rescue team consisting of 1,000 military personnel headed to Savannah, Georgia.  For six weeks Wassaw Sound and the surrounding area was combed.  The Forrest Sherman, a US destroyer, plowed the Atlantic coastline from Hilton Head Island to Sapelo Island.  PT boats cruised the surrounding rivers and creeks searching the banks, divers scanned the murky waters, soldiers waded through the salt marshes, and several blimps flew overhead looking for an impact crater.  

			One day, for no apparent reason, the search was called off.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Tybee Island, Georgia

			Today

			Joe Ray “Bubba” Henry, was a six foot three African-American, close to three hundred fifty pounds, proportionately huge, hated everything and everyone.  If it walked or crawled, it needed its legs broken.  If it flew, it needed its wings clipped.  If it breathed, it needed to be smothered.  If not for the color of his skin, Bubba would be the spitting image of Hoss Cartwright from the television show Bonanza.  While Hoss Cartwright was jovial, Bubba was not.  While Hoss cared for others, Bubba cared only for himself.  Bubba liked hurting things: small dogs, cats, squirrels, and the occasional girlfriend.  Bubba, by all accounts, was a loser and blamed everyone – upper-class, middle-class, lower-class, Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, Catholics, Protestants, and Muslims – for his lot in life.  He had two burning desires: getting rich quick, and hurting those responsible for his miserable existence, which meant just about everyone.

			For the last five minutes, he’d been watching (from the safety of his carport) a skinny, white girl standing on the cross-over bridge to the mouth of the Savannah River and the Atlantic Ocean.  He was sweating bullets from the humidity and not in the best of moods.  

			When you going to get your scrawny ass back over to your damn condo, he thought as he lit another cig.  I’ve got some big-time shit coming, and I don’t want you anywhere around when it gets here.  You’re going to fuck up everything, and girly, that would piss me off royally.  Bubba stood there in a rage, clinching his hands, wondering how they would feel around her scrawny neck. 

			Months ago, Bubba started searching the internet looking for hate groups, any hate group that would give him a reason for living.  Just for the fun of it, he checked out the Ku Klux Klan, founded by Confederate veterans at the end of the Civil War.  The group sought to restore white supremacy to the United States.  They felt the country was going to Hell, and this downfall was caused by Blacks, Homosexuals, Catholics, Jews, Mexicans, and now, Muslims.  From the beginning, they assassinated prominent African Americans, immigrants, politicians, and religious figures.  Bubba wished there was a Black version of the KKK.

			He found a group called The Phineas Priesthood, a Christian based terrorist organization that used violence to promote its hateful message.  Supposedly built on Christian roots, the Priesthood preached hate to virtually anyone that differed from them.  They protested homosexuality, abortion, Judaism, and taxation. They wanted a Christian nation composed solely of white Americans.  To Bubba, these guys were assholes and small time.  Not once had he seen their names on TV or in the papers.

			One organization made him laugh out loud.  They call themselves The Animal Liberation Front, or ALF for short.  These vegetarians consider themselves a modern-day underground railroad for all creatures.  They free animals from laboratories, farms, and factories.  They claim to be non-violent, but these terrorists caused millions of dollars of damage every year to innocent farmers and scientists, all the while, harming the animals they are attempting to save.  It turns out, many of the rescued animals can’t survive in the wild without proper care, and as a result, are left to die. 

			Bubba heard rumors of a secret group responsible for kidnapping the President’s wife last year, even though the White House denies it.  Conspiracy Magazine says a group called Citizens for a White America had taken the First Lady into one of the State Parks up in New York State and held her there for a month before she was rescued.  

			Pussies, Bubba thought.  All these guys are nothing but a bunch of pussies.  What happened to the good old days of Al-Qaeda, and their desire to get a bomb?  Osama bin Laden was dead, but there was still a hornet’s nest of bad asses out there.  Imagine the damage a dirty bomb could do to those white-ass , snub their noses at you, my shit don’t stink, big-shot mother-fuckers. 

			Bubba, though big, was not a brave man, nor did he want to die.  He wanted only to get rich, no matter what, no matter who got hurt.  What’s wrong with that?  Wasn’t that the American dream?  Didn’t your status in life depend on how many “toys” you had and how much money was in the bank?  Growing up in eastern Georgia, and spending weekends on Tybee Island, he had heard the stories about the hydrogen bomb the Government had lost.  Even if the bomb were waterlogged and useless, the radioactive material would still be good enough to make a dirty bomb.  The locals say it’s only a tall tale, and the bomb didn’t exist.  Bubba searched the internet and had found a story entitled – Tybee Island H-Bomb.  Along with the story were pictures of the bomb, the plane after the collision, and the pilot.

			How much money could I get if I found it?  Shit, it’s going to take money to make this happen; money I don’t have.  But it will be worth it if I can find that damn bomb.

			The only people close enough to be called Bubba’s friends were Pete Franklin and Frank Beasley, though the word “friends” would be a misnomer.  They were more like servants at his beck and call; his “yes” men.  In Bubba’s mind, Pete and Frank reminded him of the Warner Bros. Looney Tunes cartoon about Spike the Bulldog and Chester the Terrier.  Bubba was Spike the burly, gray bulldog who wore a red sweater, a brown bowler hat, and a perpetual scowl.  Pete and Frank were like Chester, the terrier who was just the opposite of Spike, small and jumpy with yellow fur and brown, perky ears.  Chester idolized Spike and would do anything for him.  As long as Spike needed Chester, Spike would put up with him.  As long as Bubba needed Pete and Frank, he would put up with them.

			Peter “Pete” Franklin grew up in the Midwest before moving to Macon, Georgia, at the age of ten.  He was the only child of Marlene and Herman Franklin; hard working, blue-collared and God-fearing Southern Baptists.  Marlene spoiled and pampered Pete in his younger days, but in his late teens, he became a handful; a redneck as his dad called him.His mom couldn’t count the number of times she had been called to school because Peter had busted the nose of someone who had used his first name in some derogatory remark about a certain body part.  Peter was highly intelligent and kind.  In his younger days, he wanted to go to college, but his dad said they couldn’t afford it.  Now in his early twenties, Pete had enrolled at the local vocational school, taking welding classes.  He enjoyed being active, using his hands, getting them dirty.  Herman was relieved his son was learning a trade, not ending up a bum, and mooching off of him and Marlene for the rest of their lives.  

			At first, Marlene was overjoyed her son had taken an interest in his future.  But now she wasn’t sure.  Peter was beginning to hang out with two “men” his age from his welding class; two men, whose names seemed to be in the paper way too often.  Every day Marlene would scan the police reports, looking for Peter’s friends.  More days than not, she found them there.  Most of the crimes they were arrested for were small time misdemeanors, ending in a slap on the hands, fines, and community service.  She dreaded the day she would find Peter’s name in print.  

			She prayed her son would someday meet a nice girl, a girl who could set him on the straight and narrow.  Peter was a nice-looking kid; average height, slim, short brown hair, blue eyed, nice smile, and always sporting a dark two-day old trimmed beard.  But the girls Peter met were only sluts from the bars where he and his two friends spent most of their free time.  Marlene felt if she could get Peter away from his two friends, Frank Beasley, and “Bubba” Henry, he would straighten his life out.

			Francis Beasley was a dark complexion Caucasian, with long jet-black hair, which he kept in a ponytail most of the time.  He was five-five, if he tip-toed, because of this, he had what is called “the small man” syndrome.  Any comment about size, his or something else, would piss him off.  And if he’d been drinking, could send him over the edge.  Dozens of times, Pete or Bubba, would come to his aid, keeping Frank from getting a butt kicking.  

			 To make matters worse, Frank was a little slow.  It was said, it was due to him being dropped on his head as a baby.  When he was a youngster, he struggled in school, with the kids making fun of him.  Later on, drunks in bars would call him names.  The day he met Pete and Bubba all that stopped.  He went by Frank because Francis was a girl’s name.

			For Bubba, it had been easy talking Pete and Frank into his grand scheme.  If they found the bomb, they would be millionaires.  Hell no.  Trillionaires.  Screw getting their hands dirty from welding.  Fuck Uncle Sam.  Fuck the American people.  What had anyone ever done for them?  They deserved to be happy.  Didn’t they?  They wouldn’t build a dirty bomb, nor would they set it off.  They weren’t murderers.  They would only be acting as the middlemen, suppling the necessary raw materials.  It would never be used on American soil, he promised them.  Even though secretly, Bubba didn’t give a shit if it was.  He reminded Pete and Frank if they didn’t find the bomb, someone else would.  Others were searching for the bomb, even as he spoke.  This was the opportunity of a lifetime, an opportunity to better themselves.  They could move to Argentina.  Uncle Sam couldn’t fuck with them there.  They would live like kings.  Besides, what’s the worst that could happen – they would spend a few weeks on the beach, ogling girls in their string bikinis, drinking beer, eating pizza, and getting laid.  The other two laughed and punched each other when Bubba said, “getting laid.”  

			 Yeah, just like Spike and Chester, Bubba thought.

			“Damnit to hell,” Bubba exclaimed under his breath.  Not only was the girl still on the fucking bridge, but another bitch had just joined her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Charlotte Knott, sweaty and exhausted from her late afternoon stroll on the beach, stood in the shade of the turtle-bridge gazebo catching her breath.  I need to start slowing down.  Physically, I’m not the woman I used to be.  From her calculations, she had walked nearly three miles this evening, through the strength sucking sand of the riverbank, past the townhouse double swing at the foot of the dunes, and to the coastline.  She couldn’t wait to relate to the others the “almost” shark attack she had witnessed over on the beach a few minutes ago.  

			  She’d just passed the breakers at the river, walking along the coast toward the pier far off in the distance, when she heard someone scream, “Get out of the water.”  Scanning the ocean, she noticed three people frantically trying to get out of the surf.  They were about twenty yards offshore in neck deep water and even at that distance, Charlotte could see the panic in their eyes.  Charlotte could also see the reason why.  About ten yards south of them, a black dorsal fin broke the surface, only to disappear a second later.  The dreadful music from Jaws flooded her mind. Duh-Dun . . . Duh-Dun . . . Duh-Dun.  The fin appeared, closer this time.  Duh-Dun, Duh-Dun, Duh-Dun.  The man who screamed was bringing up the rear, and the fin was zeroing in on him.  Covering her mouth with her hand, Charlotte fought back a cry.  She expected to see bloody foaming bubbles any second.  Come on, she thought.  You can make it.  Three feet from the man, the fin disappeared, only to re-appear seconds later three feet past him.  The fin continued bobbing in and out of the water, as it made its way up the coast.  The victim crawled onto shore, rolled over on his back, and started laughing.  

			“It was a dolphin,” he said, coughing out a mouthful of water.  “I thought I was going to die, and it was only a dolphin.”

			“I could have told him that,” a woman said, standing behind Charlotte.  “That’s Sandy.  He comes through here this time every day, on his way to his favorite feeding hole.”

			“Why didn’t you tell them?” Charlotte asked.

			“Do you think they would have heard?”

			“I’ve had enough of the beach for one day,” the victim said, regaining his feet.  “Let’s head in.  I think I need a drink.”  The others in his party agreed.  

			The lady standing behind Charlotte had seen enough and was going in too.  In a matter of minutes, Charlotte was alone on the beach.  Duh-Dun . . . Duh-Dun . . . Duh-Dun.

			The glare of the setting sun was starting to give Charlotte a headache.  Fanning the lower end of her tank top, she hoped to relieve herself from the discomfort of the dreaded boob sweat, something men never seemed to worry about.  She couldn’t wait to get back to the condo for a cool refreshing shower.  Hopefully, the crew would have the cards shuffled and a blender of Brandy Alexanders waiting.

			Halfway across the turtle-bridge, was a young teenage girl leaning over the rail watching the turtles.  She looked to be around fifteen or sixteen, wearing a two-piece swimsuit, tall and skinny with long raven hair, sparkling eyes, and a beautiful smile.  

			“What’re you doing?” Charlotte inquired, walking up.

			“I’m feeding them pieces of bread.”

			“Oh my, look at all of them,” Charlotte laughed, leaning over the rail beside the girl.

			The pond beneath the bridge was foaming with hundreds of turtles fighting for the scraps being dropped to them.  Most were about a foot in diameter, but there were some Goliaths measuring in at around two feet.  

			“Look how the larger ones are stealing from the smaller ones,” the girl exclaimed in amazement.  Turning to Charlotte, she asked, “Are you staying in the blue condo?”

			“We are.”

			“I’m in the condo across the street.  I saw your license plate.  You’re from Kentucky.  So are we.  We’re from Bowling Green.”

			“We’re from Franklin.  That’s only twenty miles from Bowling Green.  Funny.  You come all this way down to Tybee Island just to run in to someone from home.  My name’s Charlotte by the way.”

			“I’m Sara, Sara Sinclair.”

			“Nice to meet you, Sara Sinclair.  Have you been to Tybee before?”

			“Nope.  This is our first time.”

			“This is our sixth.  We love it here.  Sara, you don’t find it boring?  There’s not a lot of things for young people to do.  I mean, like there are in Gulf Shores and Destin.  Stuff like go-carts, putt-putt, those kinds of things.”  

			“No,” Sara replied.  “I love the sun, sand, and water.  It’s nothing like back home.  (Charlotte nodded in agreement.)  And there are things people my age can do.  You have to know where to look.  My dad lets me have my own golf cart.  So, I’ve been driving my little brother Shane back and forth to the beach and pier.  That’s fun in itself.  Dad gives me money so Shane and I can run over to Lighthouse Pizza, all by ourselves.  We all run into Savannah most days, shopping for souvenirs.”  Charlotte laughed.  “It sounds like you’re having fun . . . Look over there at our condo.  You see that woman on the patio holding up the tall glass in her hand.  That’s Stephanie, and she’s letting me know the Brandy Alexanders are ready.  I better get going before they melt.  It was nice meeting you Sara.  Maybe we can take a walk on the beach together sometime.”

			“I’d like that.”

			As Charlotte turned to go, Sara grabbed her arm.  “Can I ask you a question?”

			“Sure.”

			“Look over my left shoulder, but don’t make it too obvious.”

			“Okay.  What am I looking for?”

			“Is there a big black man looking at us?”

			“There’s a guy over there under a carport, but he’s talking on his cell phone.  Why?”

			“He’s been staring at me.”

			 “You sure?”

			 “I started out feeding the turtles on the other side of the bridge and noticed him staring.  My backs to him on this side, but now and then I look toward my condo, and out of the corner of my eye, I can see him staring.”

			“I’m sure it’s okay, but maybe you need to go in.  Oh, wait.  He’s going inside.”

			“Good.  I know how it must sound.  I’m sure it’s nothing.  I think I’ll go ahead and take a walk on the beach.”

			“Be careful, the sun will be going down soon, and you don’t want to have to make your way through the dunes in the dark.”

			“Will do Charlotte.  Thanks.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Sara, huffing, and puffing from her walk on the beach, paused midway across the bridge to check on the turtles.  A few were swimming in the murky water.  Some were walking on the mud flat below the bridge, and a few were coming out onto the bank to eat grass.  The sun was setting casting everything in deep shades of grey.  Even the foul green pond water was now a dark grey shade of foul.  There was barely enough light to see by.  And in the faint light, she noticed something odd.  From the condo on the corner, it looked like one of the men, the black man again, had just dropped a gun.  He had an armload of what looked like rifles, and one slipped out of his hands.  Sara froze, not knowing what to do.  

			Why does he have guns, and what’s he going to do with them?  Better yet, did he see me?  What would he do if he had?  I need to get back to my condo.  

			Sara knew, if she tried to make a dash for her condo, she would come within a few yards of the big man.  The end of the bridge was on the corner of his lot, near his building, and he could easily grab her.  Turning back toward the beach and hoping he hadn’t noticed, she slowly began walking away.  She felt a cold chill run down her spine.  She would cross the dunes and make her way down to another walk-bridge further down the river near the townhouse complex on the corner of Van Horne and Captain’s View.  Stealing a look over her shoulder, her heart sank.  She had been seen.  Already the man was on the bridge running full out.

			Sara being young and thin, could easily out distance the man, but she was already tired and out of breath.  Exiting the bridge and entering the dunes, she stumbled twice in the loose sand before making the beach.  She could hear heavy breathing behind her, gaining on her.

			The last rays of the dying sun shone on the flowing waves of the river, casting dancing shadows of pink and orange on the now deserted beach.  A loaded cargo ship, with a few running lights, silently made its way down river toward the ocean.  In the darkness, anyone standing at its rail would miss seeing her.  Any scream for help would go unnoticed.  The labored breathing behind her was getting louder.

			Sara began running parallel to the river, up close to the dunes, but the loose sand was slowing her down.  Changing her course, she cut across the beach to the water’s edge.  The wet, packed sand made running easier.  A few seconds later, water was splashing the back of her calves and legs from the man’s feet splashing in the surf behind her.  He was close, too close, and something told her she mustn’t get caught.

			Taking a deep breath, she turned sharply toward the dunes.  Maybe she could lose him there.  The loose sand sucked at her feet again, slowing her down even more.  But she knew the sand would be doing the same to the big man.  Maybe even worse.  His weight would cause him to sink deeper into the sand, slowing him down even more than she.  This encouraged her and gave flight to her feet.  The townhouse walk-bridge was ahead, and she could hear music and laughter.  She could see the faint glow of lights from the sliding-glass doors in the apartments.  If she could make it to the bridge, maybe then a scream would be heard.  If Sara could make it to the bridge, then maybe she had a chance.  If she could just make it to the bridge.

			Suddenly, pain shot through her shoulder blades, traveling up her neck, exploding in her head.  Face first, she dove to the sand.  She tried to raise up, but a great weight held her down, pressing hard on her back.  She heard and felt ribs snapping.  If only she could raise her head to catch a breath, but strong hands refused, pressing her face deeper into the sand.  She couldn’t breathe without taking in a mouth full of sand.  Can a person drown in sand?  Holding her breath and struggling as hard as she could, she still couldn’t shake him off.  The last thing Sara Sinclair remembered in her short-lived life – her mom’s warm eyes, sweet wet kisses, and her gentle smile; her dad’s strong protecting arms cradling her when she got hurt; her little brother, Shane, teasing the pee out of her; her dog Tony, who at fifty pounds, still thought he was a lap-puppy; the weight bearing down on her back; the pain of broken ribs; the agony of breathing sand.

			Bubba knew the girl was dead, but to make sure, he held her face buried in the sand for an extra few minutes.  He had hurt things in the past, even to the point of torture, but he had never killed a human and something about this moment was exciting and arousing.  He had nothing against the girl, but she had seen; seen him and the guns.  Would she have told someone?  Sure, she would have, and that would have ruined everything.  She would have kept him from bettering himself, kept him from getting what he wanted, what he needed, what he desired.  God knows he deserved it.  No, she had to die.  It was the only thing to do, and it was the right thing to do.

			Rising on trembling legs, he scanned the surrounding area.  No one was out that he could tell.  Thank God.  But what to do with her?  He couldn’t leave her here on the beach.  Could he?  The early morning walkers would surely find her.  Bubba almost panicked.  

			“Calm down and leave her,” he told himself, as he wiped the sweat from his eyes.  

			They will find her anyway.  Best to get away as quickly as he could.  The longer he stayed here, the more likely he would be seen.  All he needed now was star-struck lovers out on a moonlit stroll along the beach.  Panic made him look around again.  

			Jesus Christ.  Get ahold of yourself.  

			Grabbing her arms, he dragged her across the dune beside the bridge.  She was light and limp, like a ragdoll.  Under the bridge and in the dark, as best as he could, he covered her with sand.  

			Walking back to his condo, Bubba felt a pleasant stirring in his chest.  He’d done it.  He killed a person.  And, it wasn’t hard at all.  He felt powerful.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Rising slowly from the bed, to not wake Margaret, his wife, Ray slowly made his way to the bathroom.  What time is it?  The illuminated face of the alarm clock on the bedside table told him it was midnight.  Let’s see.  We played cards till ten, and then all went to bed.  I know I went to the bathroom then.  God, my bladder ain’t what it used to be.  I wonder if my prostate is getting larger.  During his last visit to the doctor, he was told that if his prostate got any larger, he would be put on medication.  Ray hated taking medicine.  Most of the time, his excuse was he just “forgot” to take it.

			Slowly making his way around the end of the bed in the dark, he froze.  A streak of red and blue lights was dancing on the wall beside the dresser.  Looking for the source, he noticed it coming from the edge of the shade covering the window.  Something was happening outside.  Holy shit. Aliens?  Pulling the shade away from the window, Ray saw a Tybee patrol car with its lights flashing, parked at the condo across the street.  Returning to the side of the bed, he fumbled in the dark locating his shirt, pants, and sneakers.

			Heading into the bathroom, he slowly closed the sliding door behind him.  The bright overhead lights blinded him when he flipped the switch.  You talk about bed-hair, he thought.  Grabbing his brush, he dragged it through his thinning hair.  Laying the brush aside, he went about what he had come in here for.  

			Returning to the bedroom, he located the metal box in the bottom drawer of the nightstand.  Inside was his Colt 45 and holster.  The holster he attached to his belt.  Retrieving a small leather wallet, he checked to make sure his badge and credentials were in place.

			Raymond Harris was sixty-nine, a survivor of a triple bypass, a little over-weight, five nine with thinning white hair.  Ray, as his friends called him, had been a sniper in Vietnam.  Even at sixty-nine, he could still shoot the stinger off a bee’s ass at a hundred yards.  If you don’t believe it, just ask him.  Once he mustered out of the service, he got into law enforcement.  Raymond wore many hats: a loving husband, father, grandfather, and great granddad.  This morning, his hat had been that of a tourist, but with the patrol car outside his bedroom window, he was now a police officer, the Sheriff of Franklin, Kentucky.

			Once in the hallway, he slowly closed his bedroom door.  Turning to go, he almost ran over Charlotte.

			“Shit, Charlotte,” he whispered.  “What in the hell are you doing up?”

			“I was reading Ray,” she whispered back, “and I noticed flashing lights coming from the window.  There’s a police car across the street.”

			“I know.”

			“Ray, that’s where Sara, the girl I told you all about last night, the girl on
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