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Chapter 1

Almost silently, the big double ended boat crept through the fog, its old steam engine wheezing with a soft and steady chufa - chufa - chufa sound as it ticked over lazily at low throttle.  Karl sighed softly.  He knew where he was.  At least he knew where his new GPS said he was, but even though he could read the screen in front of him, he didn't believe it.  In fact he would have gladly traded a bottle of top quality, single malt scotch for a clear view of the shore line.  The new GPS put his position almost in the middle of the bay, but the radar showed a low jumbled shoreline only a few yards away.  He knew that GPS stood for Global Positioning System and that its accuracy was supposed to be phenomenal.  However, since it was so new to him, he wasn't sure how it worked, and at the moment, he wasn't positive that this recently added technological wonder was functioning properly.

Judging from the brightness above him, the sun was shining, but the fog bank was thick – thick enough that he could scarcely see fifty feet in front of the boat.  That fact left him as uneasy as a cat trying to sneak past a junkyard dog and into new territory.  Karl's problem was that he wasn't sneaking anywhere and he wasn't in new territory; he should be feeling completely safe.  He'd steamed through this bay countless times and thought he knew it like the back of his hand, but everything seemed different from what he could remember.

The radio was no help.  Although it didn't seem to be on the fritz, he hadn't even been able to use it to call for reassurance.  He had tried again and again to get a clear signal, but all he could hear was a jumbled hash of interference, as if hundreds of people were talking at once.  He had listened in several times, changing channels to try to find a clear signal, then finally he'd turned the radio off in frustration.  He hadn't even been able to receive the weather station's signals.  That channel had appeared to be totally dead with no signal at all.

He wished he had a breeze, just a tiny bit of wind, enough to break up the fog, but not enough to make the water rough.  He stared ahead, wasn't the fog thinning, wasn't the light getting steadily brighter?  Maybe he'd be lucky; maybe the fog would thin and eventually break up.

Then suddenly the boat passed through the fog bank's edge.  Suddenly he was in bright sunlight and he knew that this was one of those rare instances when the fog bank had a sharp edge and he'd just gone past it.  His eyes watered and he cursed softly, squinting and blinking rapidly, trying to accustom himself to the sudden change in light levels.  He managed to reassure himself that there was nothing large looming directly in front of him, then he closed his eyes tightly, trying to force them to readjust quickly.  He wished he had his sunglasses, but knew he'd forgotten them.  They were sitting on a table, just inside the door of his cabin - miles away and totally useless to him at the moment.

After a few seconds the bright pink of the light against his eyelids faded and he opened his eyes to stare forward, his hands convulsively gripping the spoked wheel tightly.  He squinted against the light of the bright morning sun, his face twisted into a critical frown.  Almost in reflex his deeply weathered right hand dropped to the throttle handle, slipping it back to full stop.  The boat coasted forward slowly as he stared glumly at the silent scene before him.

"What the hell?" he muttered softly to himself.

The bright May sunshine lit the shoreline in front of him, but instead of the small community that should have been there, rock and rubble covered the ground and even that appeared strewn with rubbish.  On top of that, between him and the shoreline were acres of flotsam.  Bits and pieces of trees, branches, plants, part of a bright-green-shingled roof, a dirty-white plastic lawn chair, bottles, cans, as well as thousands of other unidentifiable objects floated in the water.  All that rubbish bumped and ground atop the gentle waves of a returning tide, desecrating the small bay that he had been counting on as a refuge.

He snapped the engine control into full reverse, slipped the throttle down to the middle of its travel and with the ease of long practice brought the boat to a halt in its slow drift toward the floating mess that lay ahead.  His ears heard the churn of water beneath the boat and he felt the soft shudder through his feet as the steam engine spun the propeller in its fight to stop his forward momentum.  He paused, waiting until he felt the boat hesitate, then just when it was on the verge of moving backward, he eased the throttle back to full stop and slipped the engine control to neutral.  Almost automatically he shut down the boiler, killing the main burner and leaving only the pilot flame alight.

His eyes had never shifted from the view of the destruction in front of him.  Everything he had done had been done automatically because his mind was stunned by what he saw.  He twisted his head slowly to one side, then back to the other.  The land contours were right, he knew where he was now, but he wasn't looking at a view he had ever seen before.  Ahead of him, where there had been a small, well-kept town only a month or so before, now there was only waste and rubble.  There were no docks, no boats, no stores, no houses, no people, no gardens, and few standing trees, nothing, but raw mud, bare rock and masses of piled rubble.

The few trees that were left all leaned away from the water at strange angles, as if they had been crushed by a giant hand.  Everything looked as if it had been smashed flat, stirred vigorously, then thrown down haphazardly.  The boats, the docks, and the marinas were gone.  Nothing marked where they had been except for a few pilings and some concrete footings.  The whole waterfront was barren and ruined.  There was nothing left unchanged.

But, not only the waterfront was destroyed, so was the town which had covered the slopes leading away from the waters of the bay.  There were no houses, no stores, no businesses, nothing but rubble and ruin as far as he could see.  That town had been home to hundreds, no - thousands of people, but now it simply wasn't there.  The whole town had been wiped from the face of the earth, destroyed, obliterated and smashed into wreckage.  He'd had friends and acquaintances living in that town.  Where were they, had any of them lived, or were their bodies smashed and strewn amidst those piles of wreckage and rubbish.

His eyes picked out strange details and odd shapes; bits and pieces of lumber, chunks of walls, battered cars, the prow of a boat.  All those things and more were smashed, bent, twisted, broken, crumpled, and piled haphazardly amongst the few remaining trees.  Parts of buildings leaned crazily against crushed cars.  A concrete stairway ended brokenly in midair.  Pipes stretched haphazardly skyward while wires twisted madly between massed piles of debris.  Here and there a wall leaned precariously, pockmarked with bare openings, openings that had once been windows and doors.  Now those same openings seemed to stare accusingly at him.

His mind raced in frantic circles as he stared about him, a heavy frown further creasing his wrinkled brow.  His heart beat frantically.  He felt weak and knew he needed to sit down.  He twisted to look behind him.  The fog bank was slowly drifting away, moving back across the bay.  He consciously eased himself to a position where he could rest, letting his racing heart slowly calm.  Although he sat still, his mind was reeling in disbelief, hunting frantically for an explanation.

It had to have been a tidal wave, a tsunami.  There must have been a major earthquake somewhere in the locality, but he hadn't felt one or even the results of one.  Of course he'd been out on the water, but he was sure he would have seen or felt something this momentous.  He simply couldn't wrap his mind around the fact that he hadn't been aware that such a tragedy had occurred.

Breathing deeply, he sought to relax and it seemed to work.  After a few moments he realized that he was going to have to accept the tragedy that surrounded him and he sighed heavily.  Then something bumped softly against the bow of his boat, instantly snagging his attention.  He certainly didn't want his boat damaged.  He lifted his eyes and stood slowly, moving out of the boat's cabin, then forward, to look over the side.

A sodden blue-grey couch drifted a foot or two away from his boat's bow.  Making the couch look even more bizarre, an ugly, grey striped cushion lay draped across the high arch of the back rest.  He automatically reached for a boat hook to push the couch away and was reaching it out toward the couch when the 'cushion' developed eyes that stared at him.  A pitiful meow came so softly, so faintly, he almost missed the weak plaint.

He stared in surprise, his reflexive motion of pushing away the annoying piece of flotsam forgotten.  He dropped to his knees, then reached to hook the arm of the sodden couch, pulling it closer until it was within reach.  Setting down the boat hook, he stretched out and grasped the cat by the scruff of his neck, hoisting it, then lowering it gently onto the deck near him.  Strangely, the cat never fought, never struggled, never even made a sound.  It was still alive, still breathing, but it didn't seem to have enough energy to struggle.  After giving the soggy feline a brief inspection for obvious wounds, but noticing none, Karl slowly rose to his feet.

Glancing about and realizing that he had drifted into the edge of the flotsam that covered most of the water of the bay, he decided that he needed to anchor.  While at anchor, he would be in less danger of having his prop fouled by the drifting garbage.  He bent to release the anchor winch, letting the weight of the anchor and its fifty feet of anchor-head chain pay out slowly so he wouldn't do any damage to the hull.  After that he let the anchor line slip out freely until he could see it slow as the anchor reached the bottom, then eyed it as perhaps another fifty feet or so of line slipped from the winch.

He stopped the winch, and tied off the anchor lead, then finally turned and lifted the cat into his arms.  The cat felt thin and very, very light, especially considering the fact that it looked quite large.  It didn't struggle as he reexamined it more closely for wounds.

"Now you're a real mystery," he whispered softly.  "Why the hell didn't you just swim ashore?"

The cat opened one eye slowly to stare at him balefully for a few seconds before seeming to decide that nothing was worth the trouble or the energy of keeping that eye open.  Its fur was matted and salt crusted, one leg showed signs of a small wound and its eye lids were crusted with a white deposit.  Except for those problems and the fact that it seemed extremely worn and weary, the big grey cat appeared okay.

"Well, I haven't got any cat food, but I guess a tin of salmon would do," Karl sighed softly, slowly making his way back to the cabin of the boat, then below deck to the galley.  "I think we'll just wash that crap out of your eyes first, then maybe get you a drink of fresh water."

Holding the cat in the crook of one arm, he stared around the galley looking for something that would do for a cat bed.  Then he one handedly dumped the contents of a small drawer into a bucket and set the drawer on the edge of the galley sink.  He pulled an old towel from the laundry bag and dropped it in the bottom of the drawer, spreading it as well as he could while still holding the cat with one arm.

"That'll have to do," he spoke softly as he lay the cat gently in place.

He tore a small strip of cloth from a clean rag and wet it under the pump as he filled a saucer with water.  He set the saucer carefully in front of the cat's face and then gently wet those crusted eyes, moving surprisingly gently for his size.  The cat struggled weakly, not at all enthusiastic about his kind attentions.  The big man lifted the rag slowly, not knowing what to do.  The cat seemed to droop as if his struggle not to have his face wiped had been his last act.

Karl sighed heavily.  He reached down slowly and wiped at a crust of something on the edge of the cat's mouth.  To Karl's surprise, the cat's mouth slowly opened.

"Hell, you're dying of thirst, aren't you?" he grunted.  "I suppose even a cat can't drink salt water."

The cat lay there, hardly breathing now, its mouth open piteously and its eyes now staring at him.  Wetting the rag until it was dripping and holding the cat's head so he could aim the droplets, he moistened the cat's mouth with a few drops of water.

"Not too much now," the big man sighed softly.  "I wouldn't want to drown you."

He paused and watched as the cat closed its mouth and seemed to relax in his hand.  He wasn't sure if it swallowed or not, but after a long moment the cat's mouth slowly fell open again.  He administered another few drops of water onto the rough tongue.  The cat's mouth again closed slowly.

A few minutes more and the cat's mouth fell open again.  He repeated his actions several times, each time dribbling a few droplets of water onto that rough tongue.  Finally, the cat snapped its mouth closed and struggled to free itself from his hold.

"Okay, old timer," he chuckled releasing his hold.  "I'm not about to fight with you."

The cat dropped back on its side, now seeming to be breathing slightly deeper than it had before.

"Well, old son, I can't waste much more time on you," he sighed, pushing back from the counter.  "There just might be people somewhere up in that mess who need my help more than you do and I think I'd better go look around."

The cat lay calmly as he lifted the old drawer slowly and then carefully set it on the floor in the space under the galley table.

"Not bad for an old man with arthritis," he chuckled softly to himself.  "I didn't ruffle your fur or even spill a drop of water from the saucer."

He closed the door to the boat's companionway at the forward end of the galley.

"That's just in case I'm gone for a while and you start looking for a cat box, I can clean up the deck, but my bunk wouldn't be as easy.  I'll leave you a bowl of water on the floor too, just in case you do wake up and drink everything in that saucer, but you're going to have to wait for some food.  I think dehydration is your major problem, not starvation," he spoke softly.

The cat didn't bat an eye, but its breathing was definitely easier now.

Karl went back up on deck and paused in the wheelhouse for a moment.  The boat had swung with the tide and now rode stern first to the shore and bow into the oncoming flotsam, which meant his anchor appeared to be holding.  He decided he needed to set a stern anchor just in case and looked up at the steam gauge, checking that he had enough pressure to do the job.

"No problem," he grunted to himself.

Starting the engine again, he gently ran the boat back against the forward anchor, checking that it held, then dropped a stern anchor and ran the boat forward slightly to set it as well.  All the time he had the propeller turning, he was anxiously watching to be sure that it didn't become fouled by the floating debris.  Breathing a sigh of relief, he shut the engine down, then went forward to check his main anchor line.  He adjusted its length and tied it off to a fore cleat, then checked the wrap on the stern line's cleat as well.

By the time he was finished anchoring, the boat was surrounded by flotsam.  He had to push rubbish away from the stern just to clear room for the dinghy to drop from its davits into the water.  His mind was awhirl with what he should do, but his hands worked automatically as he tied the dinghy to the stern cleats.  As desolate and difficult as the whole shoreline was, he realized that he had to be ready for almost any eventuality.  His immediate appraisal was that no one could have survived in that chaos, but he had to check.  After all, he had previously had friends and acquaintances who had lived in the houses on that devastated shoreline.  For a brief instant the bitter feeling of loss washed over him, but he forced it aside.  He couldn't afford to let his mind be clouded by remorse, not when he had no certainty of actual facts.

Drawing a deep breath, he steeled himself for the task ahead.  He had to investigate.  He had to know for himself what was left onshore.  He realized that if no one had survived, he was totally dependent on his own resources and he resolved that he'd have to be extremely careful.  A minor fall or injury that would normally be no problem would loom as a catastrophe now.  At the moment he was totally alone and a mistake could be disastrous.

He went back below, finding a small pack that he'd often used to haul a few supplies when he was ashore, especially if he was in a port where he had to walk any distance to buy his groceries.  He dug out his old hatchet, slipping it into a holster and hitching it on his belt, adding a sheathed hunting knife beside it, grabbed his binoculars and hung them around his neck.  Then filling a plastic bottle with water, he put it in his pack along with an old blanket and a small first aid kit.  He looked thoughtfully at the small emergency kit that he'd made up years before, then crammed it into the pack as well.  He had everything from freeze-dried rations and energy bars to fish hooks and matches in the emergency kit.  There was enough food in it to keep him alive for a few days if he got into trouble.  He'd never needed it before, but he might need it now.

One more quick glance at the sleeping cat under the seat and he went up the steps into the bright sunlight that illuminated the wheelhouse, his pack in hand.  He glanced at his boiler gauges, checking that the fire was out and that the tiny pilot burner was working.  Realising that he still had some steam pressure left, he belatedly thought of his steam whistle.

Staring at the shore line, he reached up and pulled the whistle lanyard.  Three long hearty blasts, then he waited and listened.  A cacophony of gulls screamed in surprise, then echoes of his whistle were all that he heard.  He waited for a moment or two, then tried once more.  Three more long toots of the whistle, the last whistle falling to a wheeze as the dredges of steam pressure in his boiler drained away.  The echoes of the whistle and raucous cries of the gulls mocked him.  He waited a few minutes, staring at the desolation on the shore and hoping to see some motion other than birds.  He'd never seen so many gulls.  They were wheeling in the sky, paddling on the water, perching on the debris, or busily squabbling amongst themselves.  They were everywhere, in astonishing numbers.

Finally despairing of any response, he slipped over the side and into the dinghy, carrying his pack, a coil of small rope, a short walking stick, and a couple of life jackets.  Once everything was safely stowed in the dingy, he untied and pushed off into the sea of rubbish that had fully surrounded his boat by then.  He paddled slowly, threading his way through and around the larger objects which floated in the water.  There was no way that he could miss everything.  For every large piece of litter that blocked his way, there seemed to be a hundred small pieces and a million tiny ones.  There was so much debris that the water hardly showed through it.  Every stroke of his oar seemed to be through a mush of floating trash several inches deep.  On top of that, every larger piece of rubbish seemed to be the perch for a gull that screamed at him as he passed.  Garbage and gulls, he thought, the water of the bay was filled with both.

After a few moments, he paused to make up his mind just where he was going to try to land.  The shoreline was awash in flotsam and even getting close to shore would be a problem.  A long jutting tongue of rock seemed relatively free of debris and luckily there appeared to be a relatively clear channel of water leading toward it.  Now, if he could only find a route to get around what appeared to be part of a house that floated in his way without getting fouled in submerged extensions of the ruined building.  A portion of one wall faced him and he could see through a window.  Surprisingly the window appeared unbroken although the building was ruined; even the roof of the house was gone.  Bright sunlight shone down on an old easy chair and an inverted table as they floated soggily inside the surrounding walls amid a welter of other debris.  Luckily it took only two or three gentle strokes of his oars before he was clear of the ruined house, then it took only a few minutes
work for him to reach the tongue of rock.

A natural channel in the rock made it easier for him to get ashore, but made it more difficult to pull the dinghy clear of the incoming tide.  The rock was clearly marked by a deep deposit of fine debris at the tide line and he heaved the dinghy well above that mark.  He paused for a moment to get his breath back, grumbling to himself that he was in damn poor shape if only a little exertion like that could tire him so easily.  Leaning against his dingy to rest, he surveyed the near shoreline and the rubbish built up at the tide line.  Surprisingly he saw another dingy was trapped nearby in one such pile of flotsam, but he doubted that dingy would ever float again.  It had been skewered right at the waterline by a chunk of shattered timber and looked almost as if it had been harpooned.

After a short time, he straightened and stared about him at the desolation.  He was standing on freshly scoured rock, swept clean by water and who knew what else.  Above him and to one side, a broken concrete foundation that surely must have held up a house, now jutted jaggedly outward from a slab of rock and hung over softly washing waves.  What soil had been in the former front yard was gone, but then, so was the house that had stood here.  There was a rank smell of death and decay in the air.  Gulls wheeled and squabbled around him and somewhere in the distance he heard a crow.  Then, from even further away he heard the screech of a bald eagle.  Carrion birds, that was it.  They were all drawn to dead bodies and edible garbage.  He shuddered at the passing thought of the probable source of the feast of carrion that drew them to the area.

His eyes swept in a semi circle, then he stared back the way he had come, past the boat and across the bay.  The fog bank had lifted and he could see the opposite shoreline where a steep bank fell to the water.  When he had been here a few months ago, that bank had been heavily timbered, from water's edge to the skyline.  Now the hillside was bare for at least two hundred feet or more above the water.  Not one tree stood on the lower part of the bank.  While this side of the bay was a ruin, the opposite shoreline was stripped bare.  Once more, he felt weak kneed and sank slowly to sit on the prow of his dinghy.  The area had definitely been hit by a tsunami, there was no doubt in his mind.

Almost reluctantly, he lifted his binoculars to his eyes and focussed on the far hillside.  He sighed.  There was nothing there, but rock, no trees, no bushes, nothing alive.  There were a few stumps that seemed anchored in the rock itself and an occasional bare log that looked as if it had been peeled, then wedged into a crevice or crack in the rock, but there was little else on the slope.  A few gullies crammed with rubbish and a fresh scar from a recent landslide marked the only areas that didn't appear washed, then scoured clean by water carrying an abrasive load.  In some places the rock appeared polished, as if a giant hand had scoured it clean with grit and sand.

He swung slowly, following the line of destruction along the shoreline and down the bay, realizing that the destruction seemed to climb higher as the bay narrowed.  Then he stared in wonder at the massive mound of debris that appeared to have choked off the small river that had poured into the far end of the bay.  He could see no sign of flowing water and wondered if all that debris was forming a dam, or if the river had been diverted somewhere further upstream.

Slowly he dropped the glasses and turned to look at the mess above him.  He stared at the destruction momentarily, thinking to lift his glasses and study the desolation, but decided if he were higher up the slope his view would be increased, if not improved.

Resolutely, he reached down into the dinghy and lifted his pack, strapping it on, then slowly he made his way up the bank and into the debris field above him.  He took his time, reminding himself that he suffered from breathing problems, a bad back and arthritis - and he was alone, if he was badly injured there would be no one to come to his rescue.

The first thousand or so feet inland from the shoreline was relatively easy to cross.  There wasn't all that much in the way of debris and what there was had been well flattened into the sludge and slime.  Every surface appeared to have been covered with a coating of mud and filth, some of which had been partially washed away by rain.  Now part of that muck and mire lay trapped in puddles in the dips and hollows of the ruined landscape, thinly disguised by floating rubbish.  The only truly solid footing seemed to be where streets had formerly been.  Unfortunately for him, his chosen direction seemed to be almost at ninety degrees to the direction that most of the local streets had run.  He was unable to find a cross street and unwilling to detour in a possibly futile hunt for one.  Although he had to be careful to avoid the gaping, trash filled holes of former basements and the extremely soft ground in the areas that had once been vegetable gardens or flower beds, he
slowly made progress.  He was able to move forward relatively easily by keeping to the relatively firm areas that had been lawns and patios, or streets and driveways.

Hardly anything had remained standing, but the ground was littered with broken glass, metal pipes, shattered wood, and hundreds of wires that snaked between strange anchor points.  In numerous places trapped rubbish had formed impenetrable barriers.  Usually those piles and mounds were centered round solid objects like concrete walls or immovable rocks.  By sidetracking a few feet he was able to move relatively easily past most of the barriers, but on occasion he had to make a larger detour.  He kept telling himself that time wasn't really important.  Yet, he resented the slowness of his progress and the further uphill he climbed, the harder it became to move forward.  Every advancing step took him deeper into the debris field; which meant there were more and tougher barriers to circumvent.

His passage had been steadily and steeply upward.  His breathing was heavy, but not strained and he refused to stop, then suddenly he realized he was at the crest of the hill.  His hand reached out and rested on a short pillar of some sort, someone's gate post, he supposed.  His legs grew weak as he stared in disbelief at the jumbled ruin before him.

There was no way that he was going to try to cross that muddle.  He shook his head slowly, glancing quickly from side to side.  Rubble from houses was held up by broken tree trunks or smashed cars.  A small upturned sailboat rested half buried under a section of stucco wall, its bowsprit poking through a gaping door of another section of wall.  Something that looked like the smashed remains of a large truck, or perhaps a bus, leaned precariously against a tree.  There was neither rhyme nor reason to the view in front of him.  The giant wave of water had smashed everything in its path and carried it up, over this crest, then discarded its burden in the massive jumble pile of debris he now viewed.

Suddenly he realized what had alerted him to the fact that he had finally surmounted the grade.  It was sound.  The relative quiet of the day was now filled with the squawks of gulls and crows, even the raucous cry of eagles.  Gulls and crows hopped and perched in clusters and bunches as if guarding areas of rich pickings.  Others flew lazily from place to place, perhaps searching for more carrion.  Thankfully he realized that the slight breeze he felt on his back was blowing the odour that must have attracted the scavengers away from his present position.  He shuddered, again, realizing that perhaps part of what they were feeding on could be the bodies of the residents of the town.  He could smell the sickly odour of death and decay, but it wasn't that strong, at least not where he stood.

He glanced at his watch then in disbelief he stared back the way he had come.  He had taken over an hour just to cross the half mile or so that he had travelled.  He turned back to the barrier of massed rubble.  That was insurmountable, at least for him.  If he'd been ten or twenty years younger and much more nimble he might have been able to cross it, but not at his age, nor in his present condition.

He sighed deeply.  Even at forty-two, a man who had arthritis and a bad back had to realize his limitations.  He'd crossed the easiest part of the slope below him and he was already tired.  There was no sense in getting out into the middle of that mess and collapsing in exhaustion.  That would only give the gulls more to feed on.

-o0o-

He slipped the pack slowly from his back and sat back on a stump to reason out his next step.  Opening the pack, he took out the water bottle and had a sip, carefully resealing it and putting it back in place in the pack.  This was not the time to get careless in any way.  He might need that water later.  Another deep sigh and he wiped his forehead under the beating sun.

Reaching into a pocket, he pulled out a very thin packet of tobacco and his cigarette papers.  He rolled a cigarette, then lit it and gazed around in despair as he quietly smoked his first cigarette of the day.  Perhaps taking the time to have a quiet smoke would calm his rattled senses and allow his mind to function at full potential.  His brow creased into an even deeper frown as he considered the situation that he had to deal with.

"All right, I've got no chance of crossing that mess, so what do I do?" he said aloud in a voice that was so soft it was almost a whisper.

He realized he still wasn't thinking straight.  He took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

"No sense in dwelling on what I can't do," he advised himself.  "Just what can I do?"

Slowly a calm feeling of resolve came as he mulled over his situation.  He couldn't cross all that wreckage, but he could check the slope where he stood.  Then he could go back to his boat and signal to anyone who was strong enough to come to him.  If he kept himself safe and functioning, he'd be able to supply some aid or assistance to anyone that needed his help - if indeed he found someone.

He was relatively high here.  Was there any way he could see any place of safety or even some sort of shelter where people could have survived?  Of course, he realized belatedly; he had his binoculars - which was why he had climbed the slope in the first place.  He snorted then, mildly disgusted that he'd temporarily forgotten his original goal in the shock of seeing the sheer amount of destruction.  Yet he knew he shouldn't be upset with himself, sometimes Mother Nature was vicious, so death and destruction happened … but enough philosophising … he was still alive, was anyone else?

He opened his eyes, stubbed out his cigarette and dropped the dead butt into a pocket, then with a quiet sigh, he lifted his binoculars to begin his search for signs of life.

In the distance he could see areas where it seemed the water hadn't been able to reach.  Surprisingly, even those areas seemed to be damaged, houses and buildings appeared to be crushed, twisted, or at least badly damaged.  Of course, there must have been an earthquake to trigger the tsunami, but … wait a minute.  He thought a tsunami travelled away from the earthquake? Somehow this area must have been hit by both, but how?  He realized he didn't know enough about either earthquakes or tsunamis to even hazard a guess.

Instead he put the question out of his mind for now.  He had enough to worry about right in front of him.  Using the glasses, he moved his focus from ruined house to ruined house, looking for movement.  Search as he might, he could see no sign of life.

He dropped the glasses from his eyes suddenly.

"There's no sense in staring into the distance anyway," he calmly berated himself.  "I couldn't get there to help even if I wanted to.  No sense in making myself feel worse by staring at wreckage that I can't possibly reach."

Resolutely, he lifted the glasses and forced himself to look within the area immediately surrounding him and sloping back the way he had come.  If anyone survived in that mess, where would they stay?

"If I'd been here and survived, the first thing I'd do would be to find shelter, then food and water.  After that I'd stick close to whatever shelter I'd found, hoping someone would come to help me," he whispered to himself.

His search became more deliberate.  He only concentrated on areas that looked like they might act as shelter for a desperate survivor.  In one or two places, shattered walls seemed to lean over empty spaces and he concentrated his visual search on those areas.  None of them yielded any signs of life or movement.  More than anything, movement was what he was looking for and something caught his eye suddenly.  Something had moved and not a bird, either.  A flag perhaps?

Crushed and partially hidden between two overturned trees was the forward portion of a hull; just the bow and foredeck of a small boat with a small section of the cabin.  From the top of the cabin a small flagpole sprouted incongruously, complete with a tiny Canadian flag fluttering in the breeze.  The shape of the wreckage reminded him of a submarine rising to the surface, the trees representing the waves of the ocean.  He glanced at the bow, able to make out the letters 'E-A-M,' but nothing else.  His gaze passed on, then snapped back.  There was something weird about that shattered boat and its flag, but he couldn't seem to pick out what had drawn his attention, what was different?

He stared for a moment at the white hull, or rather part of a hull.  What had drawn his attention to it in the first place? Something about that boat wasn't right.  He widened the field of the glasses, then refocused them.  He studied the hull, concentrating on detail.  He would have wagered that the whole boat had been lifted and slammed between those trees in one piece, just from the way the planks were crushed and twisted.  Well, considering the way everything else had been destroyed, that wasn't surprising.  What was surprising was that the section of the boat that he could see was in as good shape as it was.

There was still a line dangling from a bow cleat and a white bumper, crushed against the hull by a branch.  The cabin was only partly there, no windshield, just the uprights, and part of the roof, supporting a drooping tarp, and then the absurdity of the flagpole with its tiny flag waving gaily in the breeze.

The flag!  That was it.  That was what was wrong.  The maple leaf was upside down, that was an old, formerly common, marine signal of distress.  Fly your national flag, but turn it upside down, an even older and at one time more widely known distress signal than the Morse code S.O.S.  or the modern Mayday.  Whoever had been on that boat had realized they were in deep trouble.  Even though he could see no sign of movement, he knew that he had to investigate that wreck, just in case.

He swung the focus of the glasses across the intervening distance between him and the boat, immediately planning a route that would take him to it.  After a moment, he looked up and used his unaided vision to replot the route he'd chosen.  Dropping the glasses to hang around his neck and rising to his feet, he picked up his pack, slipped the straps over his shoulders and set off, careful to keep a slow steady pace, forcing himself not to rush carelessly.

Now that he was crossing the slope and not climbing it, his pace was much slower.  He had to climb over or work his way around numerous tree trunks, smashed walls, and other obstacles.  Several times he came across decaying fish and once he saw what could have been part of a human arm or leg judging by the size of the exposed bone.  He carefully averted his gaze and passed it as quickly as he could.  He hadn't realized the number of flies around him until then, but suddenly he was aware of their buzzing sounds.  The whole world was full of the sounds of flies, competing with the cries of gulls and the squawks of crows.  He shuddered, was everything else around him dead, but for the scavengers?

The smell of death and decay suddenly became almost overpowering.  He felt the gorge rise in his throat and he stumbled forward to lean against a broken wall, his head down as he tried to control his rebellious stomach.  He took a deep breath and forced himself to move forward several yards before he paused to sit on a tree trunk.  He managed to slip off his pack in order to take out his water bottle and have another sip of the tepid water.

A few deep breaths, another tiny sip of water and he felt much better.  He waved his hand wearily at a fly that buzzed in front of him, then looked up to see how much further he would have to go to reach the boat.

Surprisingly it was only a few yards away.  Now that he could see it better, his heart sank.  He realized then that he'd been hoping against hope that someone had been alive in the wreck, but the way the hull was shattered and seaweed strewn, there was little chance of that.  He sighed deeply, took one more sip of water, then resolutely put the water bottle away and stood slowly, slipping the pack straps over his shoulders agaiin.

He moved forward slowly, almost afraid to look closely at his target.  The tree that held the hull upright was directly in his way, a jumble of branches and garbage piled under and around its trunk.  He moved toward the butt end of the tree trunk, looking for a possible passage to get closer.

Suddenly he stopped.  He could hear a strange sound, a cross between a whine and a whimper, almost a chant, perhaps a song of lament.  It seemed to be coming from somewhere inside the hull.  He leaned forward, resting his hand on the rough bark of the huge tree trunk.  He took a deep breath, holding it for several seconds as he listened to the soft whining hum.

"Hello?" he called.  "Is anyone there?"

A gull thrashed into the air not ten yards away, squawking in terror as it rose.  Its call was matched and repeated by several other gulls not much further from him.  The air was suddenly full of screaming birds, the whistle of their wings and their raucous cries drowning out all other sounds for several seconds.  Relative silence gradually descended.  The whine, or whimper, or whatever it was, had stopped now.

"Hello, the boat," he called again; his voice much quieter now.

A strange squawk seemed to come from the boat, barely recognisable over the instantaneous plaints of the gulls.

He stared at the hull, his ears straining, trying to identify any sound he might hear.  He held his breath and thought he could hear a rustling sound.  Then he saw part of a face, mostly a pair of eyes, staring at him through a shattered porthole.

"Oh!  Omigod!" a woman's voice squealed and the face disappeared.

He stood stunned, his heart pounding, his brain awhirl.  He became aware of a litany of sound coming from the boat now, a soft scrabbling sound, as well as a somewhat shrill paean of words, running on and on.

"Oh, don't come in.  Don't come in.  Please, don't come in.  I'm not dressed and the boat is such a mess.  Just wait.  I'll come out.  Oh, please don't go away.  I'm so lonely.  Please don't leave me.  Please, please, please!" there was a short pause in the litany of words.  "Oh please, are you still there?"

The voice dwindled to silence.

"I'm still here," he announced quietly.

"Oh!  Thank you!" the voice broke into a laughing, almost insane chatter.  "Thank you, thank you, thank you …"

Those two words were repeated over and over, on and on, almost becoming a song as the woman's voice rose and fell.  He leaned back, somewhat relieved, almost stunned.  There was someone else alive in this world of death and destruction.  He felt his face twist into a smile, a grin of pure unreasoning pleasure.  As for the woman who was inside the wreck, her voice lilted on in her singsong chorus of thanks.  She sounded like she was laughing in happiness and he found himself wanting to laugh with her.

The pack suddenly felt unreasonably heavy, he slipped it from his shoulders, set it on the ground and stretched slowly in the bright sunlight.  He relaxed, enjoying the sound of someone else's voice even though he couldn't understand the meaning of her words.  After all it was no wonder a human voice sounded good, he hadn't seen or heard anyone for a week or more.  He rested a hand on the torn up roots of the tree trunk, breathing deeply, stretching and easing muscles that hadn't been used in a long time.  He moved a few steps, then sat back against a larger root.  The sound moved, becoming more muffled, then suddenly clearer, he could hear it seem to become louder.  Suddenly a female figure was walking toward him as she moved around the tilted bow of the boat.

She paused, stopped making any sound, noisily drew a sharp intake of breath and he stared in sheer surprise.  She looked beautiful to him right then.

She was perhaps twenty-five or thirty years old, her hair - a soft short blonde, her eyes - huge and green or perhaps hazel, she had a freckled nose, full lips, and dimples.  Those dimples were emphasized because her lips were set in a wide grin, almost a rictus of a smile.  She was tall and looked quite athletic, dressed in a blouse and a short skirt.  She was breathing rapidly, causing her breasts to rise and fall beneath the thin cloth of her blouse.  That blouse was only partially buttoned, actually unevenly buttoned, as though she had missed one button in her hurry to dress.  He could see her nipples harden and swell, knew she wore no bra to support her round perky breasts.  She had beautiful breasts and for several seconds he felt himself studying them, memorizing their curves.  He caught himself staring and forced his eyes away, making his eyes look at the rest of her.  Her waist was small, her hips wide, her legs long and trim.  She was bare footed and
…

She had let out a tiny squeak, as though she'd tried to say something and it wouldn't come out.  Her voice drew his gaze back to her face.  She was grinning widely, her eyes sparkling as she stared at him.  Her mouth worked, but nothing came out.  Karl found himself staring at her face, finding he had no voice either, but realising he was grinning as widely as she was.

Then with a soft moan, she began to move toward him again.  As he stood up fully she came toward him in a rush, her arms thrown up and forward.  She crashed into him, wrapping her arms around him as her rush almost overbalanced them.  Karl felt like he had the breath knocked out of him for several seconds.  He realized that she was pressing against him so hard that he was being forced back against a fallen tree.

"Oh, I'm so glad to see you," she moaned, her head buried against his chest.

Her arms gripped him tightly and she squirmed as if she were trying to get even closer.

"Are you okay?" she whispered.

"Unh huh," he managed to grunt and found that his arms were holding her just as tightly as she held him.

The fallen tree made a lump that was pressing against a tender spot in his back and he twisted slowly to the side so it wasn't pressing as hard, but he didn't want to release her.  She began to giggle softly and her face twisted so she could look at him.  Their eyes locked, their faces twisted in broad grins as each of them held the other tightly.  Then her giggles made him chuckle.  They stood there, giggling and chuckling, the sound gradually growing louder and louder until they were laughing hysterically.  He couldn't seem to hold her tightly enough, but she held him in a grip that was just as tight.

Gradually their laughter died and they stood quietly staring at each other's face.  He felt an instantaneous and extremely intense desire for her, knew she felt it too.  One of her hands released her hold around his back and slid up his arm, over his shoulder.  It reached up to touch his beard, caressing it gently.  She sighed softly.

"Thank you," she whispered softly.

"You're welcome," he whispered back.  "Although I haven't done anything to be thanked for."

"You came to rescue me.  I've been so lonely.  I couldn't find anyone.  I've been all alone for so long."

She sighed then and pulled back, her other hand slipping down to rest on his chest.

"I didn't hurt you when I slammed against you, did I?" she asked quietly.

"No," he laughed softly.  "You did more damage to your blouse."

"Oh," her hands lifting from his chest as she looked down.  "I guess I didn't button up well did I?"

Her blouse might have been poorly, buttoned before, but now after her antics, it gaped open almost to her waist, only one button still held it closed.  She looked into Karl's eyes and then down again, her eyes questioning him as she giggled and her face flushed slightly.  She slowly did up the buttons, one at a time, not really trying to hide the fact that her breasts had been on show.

"Look, I'm not really skin shy and I do like sex," she murmured.  "I'll be honest, if you want payment for my rescue, that's really all I have and …"

She let the question trail off, then she leaned forward and lifted to her tiptoes so her lips could reach his.  Her kiss was gentle and tentative.  Although Karl suddenly felt desire for her, he paused.  He thought of the woman who had borne his son and his hand slipped down to the waist of the young woman in his arms.  Somehow he managed to fight his own urges and break off the kiss.  His head lifted and he stared down at her face.

"Oh," she gasped, her body now pressing against his.  "Don't you like me?"

"I'm involved … not married … but we have a son," he said hesitantly.  "Besides, you don't have to pay to be rescued, even if you look awfully good to me.  Besides, this isn't the time or the place, not for anything like that."

She stared at him in surprise for a few seconds then broke into a giggle.  "Oh sure, turn me down.  I know I'm not at my best.  Heck, I haven't even got a brush or comb to fix my hair and I haven't been able to wash properly for a week.  I've barely got enough water to cook or drink.  I sure haven't wanted to waste any on washing myself, well, not much."

"I guess I'm spoiled," Karl smiled at her, astounded that she could still tease someone after being in such a precarious position." I've been having a shower every day and I wash whenever I want to.  I have a water desalination rig on my boat, so if you want a shower, it's available."

He twisted and pointed his hand to his boat anchored out in the bay below them.  "There she is.  The old wooden steam boat."

He paused, suddenly realizing that his boat was the only one on the quiet waters and thinking back to the former times when it had been a bustling, busy harbour.

"You came by boat?" she gasped.  "How did you survive the tsunami? Where were you during the earthquake? "

He stared at her.  "I didn't know there had been an earthquake, not until I got here.  I've been running in either fog or heavy rain for several days, navigating by GPS and radar.  I haven't even been able to get my radio to work."

"Where were you last Friday afternoon?" she stared at him.

"Um, well off the tip of the island, maybe twenty miles or so from land, why do you ask?"

"That's when the earthquake tore everything up," she shuddered as she spoke quietly.

Karl looked at her as her eyes seemed to go distant and unfocused.

"I was moored out, standing out on deck and I heard it coming.  It sounded like a freight train, or a big jet, or something huge," she paused and when she spoke again, her voice was even quieter, almost a whisper.  "Then all the birds started flying, all squawking like mad and the dogs all started to howl.  "I knew it was something terrible, but I didn't realize what it was.  Then as I watched, everything on the land seemed to jump and twist.  Almost at the same moment the water around me seemed to dance for a minute, just little waves that were moving every which way.  After that it was eerie.  The water went completely flat and there seemed to be an instant of total silence.  I didn't have any idea what was happening. "

"Then the water seemed to …" she paused as if searching for a word, then she continued quietly.  "It seemed to sort of jump and twist.  I guess the best way to describe it is that it was like it exploded somehow.  When I looked up at the shore, I saw all the buildings moving, each one seemed to twist and shake.  Everything started to shift and wiggle in strange directions.  Then it was like a shimmer passed over anything in my view and it all started to move or even fall down.  There seemed to be a cloud of dust rising from every object on shore and I heard all the noises.  Everything seemed to be making noise; crashes, and thuds, and bangs, and horns, and sirens, and shrieks, all at once.  Every single thing was moving and falling.  I watched buildings twist and break apart, then just fall flat in a huge cloud of dust.  I saw a whole pier just fall down like someone had chopped whatever held it up out from underneath it.  Suddenly the water
near the shore turned all brown, then it seemed to bounce away from the shore."

She shuddered and sighed deeply.

"After that, it seemed like big waves were coming at me from every direction and I was too darn busy trying to keep from going overboard to watch anymore.  I had to hang on for dear life"

Her eyes had grown huge and she stared at him.  One of her hands reached to grasp one of his and squeezed it tightly.  He reached out with his other hand, brushing his fingers gently against the back of hers.

"A big wave hit my boat and snapped the anchor line like it was string.  I almost got thrown overboard, but all I could do for a while was hang on.  When the boat settled down, I was almost in the middle of the bay and I could hardly see the shore, it seemed like …" she paused and sighed softly before she continued, "… it was like there was a fog or a dust storm or something, and I could smell smoke.  I decided I had to get out of there just in case a tsunami came at me.  I tried to start my engine, but in the rattling around I guess something must have broken, anyway I had no power.  I don't know just what I did, but in my panic I wiggled every electrical connection I could reach easily and when I tried the starter again, the engine fired up.  I headed for open water as fast as I could, full throttle, not even bothering to warm up the engine.  I was so scared; it wasn't funny."

She looked at him with eyes that seemed to grow larger and larger.

"Then everything changed again.  I almost panicked then.  I could feel the boat moving strangely, not responding to the rudder very well.  Yet I was moving faster and faster.  It felt like the tide was suddenly starting to run out like mad and I didn't know what to do.  The boat must have been moving at thirty knots or so, but I couldn't see the shore to check, that damn mist or smoke or whatever was in the way.  I shut the engine off again to try to hear something, but even that didn't help and when I tried to restart the engine, but it wouldn't go, no matter what I did.  For some reason I tied a bucket to a rope and threw it off of the stern on a long rope, thinking it might slow me down, but it didn't.  All the water around me was moving, not just me.  It did keep the bow pointed forward though, so I guess I still had some forward momentum from when I was using the engine."

She paused and shuddered softly as if she had a sudden chill then she quietly continued.

"I could hardly see any signs of the shore.  I'm sure I was being drawn right out of the bay and looking back I could see rocks exposed that I'd never seen before, not even at the lowest tides.  I was almost in the middle of the channel and going like a bat out of hell.  The shoreline was hidden.  I turned around to look out into the strait where the air seemed clearer, but the whole horizon seemed to be crawling upward.  I was heading straight into a wall of water."

She paused again, staring down at her hands holding his.

"I don't know why, but I decided I wasn't safe where I was standing.  I don't know how I got there, but the next thing I remember is being in my bunk in the bow of the boat with both legs braced against one bulkhead and my hands braced on the other.  Then everything happened at once.  I felt like I was falling downward, then I seemed to be rocketing upward, then sideways and I think I went completely over, I don't know.  I banged my head on something and I remember flying through the air.  Then everything became a blur and I can't remember what happened other than the idea that it all seemed to be carrying on forever.  Eventually I must have either banged my head again, or else I passed out."

Her hands gripped him tightly and her eyes lifted to meet his.

"When I woke up, I was laying upside down in my bunk and what's left of the boat was sitting where it is now.  Other than bruises all over, I don't seem to be injured at all," she stopped speaking and sighed softly, her eyes staring into his.

She turned her head slowly and stared at the shattered hull.

"It was such a nice little boat and it wasn't even insured yet.  I'd just bought her a week before," she sighed again and tears came to her eyes.

"Just think how lucky you are," he said flatly.  "You could have bought a house instead, then what would have happened to you?"

She started to cry softly, leaning slowly against him.  He held her gently for a few minutes.  Then realizing that the sun was well into the west, he lifted his head and cleared his throat.

"Umm," he said hesitantly "I'd like to get back to my boat for the night and I think you should come too, but if we're going to get back before it gets too late, we'd better get moving."

"Well, nothing is going to be hurt any more than it is now if it stays here," she sighed softly.  "But, I'd like to change my clothes and get a few of my things, if you don't mind waiting."

"Not at all," he smiled.  "By the way, what's your name? Mine's Karl Larson."

She broke into giggles and shook his hand in both of hers.

"Hi Karl," she managed to giggle.  "I'm Linda."

"Was that Linda?" he questioned.

She nodded her head enthusiastically, still pumping his hand in hers.

"Unh huh, Linda McReady," she giggled softly.

"Well, Hello Linda," he grinned and she giggled even more.

He found her giggles lifted his spirits enormously.  Nothing looked so bleak now that he'd found her.  She got her giggles under control and shook her head.

"I'm sorry, I shouldn't have giggled, but it seemed so funny that I didn't even know your name and I was already trying to be involved," she whispered."Are you really in a hurry to leave?"

"Yes," he said, quickly, but gently lifting her hand.  "I think we have to and I think we'd better go soon.  If we don't, we won't be back to the boat before dark."

"Is that so important? I do have a shelter here and a mattress to sleep on," she grinned.

"I don't think you want to sleep," he chuckled then he shook his head slowly and his face sobered as he glanced at the horizon.  "I'm sorry Linda, but I don't think I want my boat to be at the mercy of the elements without being aboard.  From the look of those clouds, there's probably a storm coming with lots of wind and rain."

"I suppose we should go.  It's just that …" she paused and sighed.  "Well, everything seems so much better now that I know I'm not all alone."

"I know what you mean," he smiled.  "I'm looking forward to showing you around the 'Skolka'."

She pulled back slowly.  "Is 'Skolka' the name of your boat?"

"Yeah," he looked up at her.  "It's Swedish, and it's a word that means 'to play hooky'

"'To play hooky? What does that mean?"

"Oh, that's an old expression.  Umm, I guess it means to shirk responsibility, usually in favour of doing something pleasurable.  When I was a kid, we used to play hooky from school."

"Hah, with you wanting to get to your boat instead of staying here with me, that doesn't sound like you shirk responsibility at all, but it does sound like a good name for a boat.  I like it," she held out her hand to him.  "Come on, since you insist on being responsible, let's salvage a few things from my wreck, then you can show me your pleasure yacht."

He took her hand, not that he needed it, but because it was her hand and she was offering.  He bent slightly to pick up his pack with his other hand and followed her.

"It's really not much of a pleasure boat," he said as she led him around the bow of her boat and past the huge tree trunk on its other side.  "And it's definitely not a fancy yacht.  It's just an old fish boat, an old fish boat that I converted to use steam power."

She paused and turned to him with a grin.  "So what?  You are what is going to make it a pleasure yacht," she said softly.

Karl stared after her as she pulled away from him and turned toward her boat.  For some reason he felt almost as if he was a fly about to explore a spider's web.




Chapter 2

After a few seconds hesitation, Karl took a deep breath and moved to follow his newfound companion, ruefully admitting to himself that he found her quite appealing.

"Watch your head, low bridge," she pushed aside a tarp and ducked under a huge branch that poked across the space where the side of her boat's cabin had been.

Karl followed, bending awkwardly, and found himself standing under a tarp stretched from what was left of the cabin, over branches and tree trunks, then down to the ground.  The boat appeared to have broken in two just aft of the cabin so they were standing on bare ground.  The foam padding from a bunk and some blankets made up either a bed or a seat, while a former panel had been propped up on a box to serve as a table.  On a low shelf by the table sat a battered and bent gas stove, a cast iron skillet, a badly bent pot, and two or three plates, along with some assorted cutlery.  A towel hung from a short branch.  Everything looked shipshape, considering it was all done from the salvage of wreckage.  Karl was impressed.

There were tears in her eyes as she looked around, while her hand sought and squeezed his tightly.

"You know what you've got on your boat," she whispered softly.  "Is there anything here that we need to take with us?"

"Everything," Karl smiled at her.

"What?" she stared at him.  "What do you mean? Haven't you got anything?"

"Linda, I've got lots of things, everything I need, probably even most of the things you need," Karl smiled even wider.  "But these are your belongings.  There is lots of space on the 'Skolka' to store all of it.  Even if we don't use any of it right away, we may need some small item or another in the future, or else one day we may be able to trade it to someone for something we do need.  Since the earthquake and the tsunami have destroyed so many of the manufactured things we use and need normally, I think anything useable may be valuable for a while."

She was still staring at him, but after a second she broke into the most beautiful smile he'd ever seen.

"You're right you know," she smiled.  "But we can't possibly carry all of this with us right now.  We'll have to make at least two or three trips.  What do you suggest we take first?"

"That's your decision, but I'd suggest your personal articles, as well as much food and clothing as you've got, even if we have to make two trips to the boat this afternoon."

"With that pack you're carrying, you won't be able to handle much more right now will you?"

"Oh, I think I could handle twenty or thirty pounds," he grinned at her.  "I'm not as old and frail as I look."

"You don't look either old or frail right now," she smiled.  "You're huge and you look as strong as an ox.  I just don't want to tire you unnecessarily.  I agree on the food, but I don't really have much, maybe ten pounds or so.  And I do need some of my things, but I lost a lot in the wreck.  When it comes to clothes, I think I've got enough of those to fill a trunk.  So all I'm going to take for tonight is stuff we can pack easily and clothes that I can wear in almost any situation.  I'll forget the fancy stuff for now."

"You pick.  I'll pack," Karl grinned, opening his pack.  "See, my pack is only half full and I've got ties on the outside for a rolled up sleeping bag or blankets and things like that."

He began by folding the blankets into a long narrow bundle that he could roll tightly.  Meanwhile she went back into the wreck of the boat, emerging with a few small containers and some cans of food.

"Let's set this stuff out first, and make up our minds what goes and what doesn't," she frowned slightly.

Karl stayed quiet, rolling and tying the blankets as she went back inside.  She returned in a few moments with an athletic bag in her hand and grinned at him.

"I got sidetracked.  This is all my 'female' stuff, like you said, it is important to me."

"Fine," he smiled.  "Is the bag packed tight, no room in it for anything else?"

"I stuffed it.  Most of it is underclothes and personal things."

"Okay, we can carry it the way it is then.  Do you have anything more in the way of food?"

"Not much, a lot of what I had was strewn around and ruined in the wreck.  I've got a tiny bit of spices and stuff like that, but they hardly seem worth the effort of packing."

"Linda, we're going to want to take everything eventually.  I've even been thinking of how to pack this tarp and your ropes."

"The tarp is torn and the ropes are all old.  They can wait until tomorrow, so can the stove and things like that," she looked around.  "None of this stuff out here is important to me.  I can pack most of my clothes in two big bags and I thought I could carry them, if you can carry the food and that bag of my special things?"

"Bring out the rest of your food and spices, no matter how little it is, because anything of that sort might be useful if finding supplies gets tough.  I'll cram as much of it as possible in my pack, then I'll tie your blankets in a roll on the outside of my pack and carry your bag.  If possible though, I'd like to have one hand free."

It took at least another half hour for them to pack everything to Karl's satisfaction, leaving hardly anything behind that wasn't badly damaged.  He knew that crossing the downhill slope was going to be hard work, especially the way they were going to be loaded down.  At the same time he knew that the weather and other circumstances might not be as favourable another day and he wanted to make the best of a bad lot, just in case they couldn't get back.

He made sure he had the bottle of water easily accessible at the top of his pack and Linda dug out the last of her water supply.  Assured that all she would need was a supply to travel to the boat, she insisted they both drink before leaving.  They both drank heartily, then she tucked a small bottle of water into her bag as well.

Loaded as if they were heading out on a seven-day hike, they set out for the shoreline.

Linda had one huge bag tied over her shoulders, pack fashion, and carried another large bag in her hands, while Karl had her overnight bag in one hand and his pack on his back.  They were able to move quite freely, but in several cases, had to put down their burdens and help each other over or under obstacles.

Once as they had to climb over the trunk of a huge tree, Karl had to put his hand on her body to help her.  His hand was pressed on one cheek of her soft, but muscular buttocks when she turned her head to look down at him.

"I didn't realize you were a butt man," she grinned.  "Just don't bruise the merchandise while you're handling it, please."

Karl hadn't really realised where his hand was, then was surprised to find he'd developed a blush and didn't know what to say.  He couldn't move his hand or she might have slipped, but he was astounded that he felt almost like a young boy caught with his hand in the cookie jar.  Linda just chuckled and clambered the rest of the way over the obstacle, then turned to reach her hands out to help him over as well.  Once both of them were over the fallen tree, she leaned back against it, slid her bundles to the ground, and grinned at him.  Both of them were breathing heavily.

"Let's take a break," she suggested.  "I think we'd better have a talk now anyway."

Karl looked at her askance.  His eyes held low.

"Okay," he sighed softly, not knowing what to expect.

"Look at me, Karl," she insisted.

He raised his eyes, staring into her face.  She reached out her hand and took his.

"I think we've gotten off on the wrong foot," she said softly.

"Maybe," he agreed, then had to smile.  " Well actually, I guess your teasing does get to me a bit."

"Okay," she grinned.  "Let's start with the fact that I'm a woman and you're a man.  I know you like the way my body looks.  At least you certainly seem to look at it almost wistfully at times and I admit that I tease sometimes, but I like sex."

Suddenly, her mood seemed to change and she was looking at him intently while her voice dropped until she was speaking quietly and seriously.  "Heck, I'll admit the truth, I love sex.  We're in a hell of a situation and while I don't know what's going to happen, I do know that we're going to have to help each other with things that we each need.  For instance, in the next while I know I'm going to need some reassurance, it's just the way I am.  I'm being honest about the fact that I find sex reassuring and in some ways I'm more like a man than a woman, so I may actually hit on you."

She paused for a second and her hand stole out to grasp his again.

"Actually, I like being watched, but at the same time, I'm liable to tease you if I notice you regarding me in a sexual manner, especially if I haven't been the one who started it.  I can't help that.  I just do it automatically.  I don't mean to upset you, so please don't take it the wrong way.  Okay?"

She was smiling softly, her eyes staring deep into his.  Somehow he knew what to do.  He leaned forward and kissed her lips gently, then pulled back as she tensed.

"Okay.  I can live with that I guess," he smiled.

"Oh!" she giggled and he could feel her body relax.  "I guess I'm not the only tease around here, huh?"

"Nope," he grinned again.

Her face seemed to change, becoming sultry somehow.  Her eyes seemed to change the most.  They seemed to grow bigger and he felt his eyes being drawn deep into her gaze.  Her breathing was deep and he could feel her almost melt against his chest, then her head dropped to rest on his shoulder.  He could feel his heart pounding in his chest and he held her tightly for a moment.

"The tide waits for no man," he finally said, pressing away from her.

"Huh?" she asked, lifting her face to stare at him.

He caught her hands in his and lifted them upward while staring directly into her eyes.

"Time is passing quickly, and we're only part way down this damn hill.  Look at the sun.  It's going to be setting soon enough that we can't take too long getting to the dinghy, because I want to be back on the 'Skolka' when it sets.  I'm getting hungry and tired, but we have to carry on, even if I feel like I just took a ten-mile hike.  I think we should have a drink of water and share an energy bar, since I've got one in my pack, but then we've got to get moving again."

She sighed softly and smiled at him.

"You've got a chocolate bar in your pack, and you didn't tell me?" she teased.

He grinned and swung the pack between them, pulling out the water bottle first, then finding something called an energy bar in his emergency pack.

"It's not exactly a chocolate bar.  It's more like a granola bar," he apologized, snapping it in half and handing her the largest share.

"I get the biggest piece?" she grinned at him as she sat on a large branch of the tree they had just climbed over.

"Unh huh," he grinned back, finding a seat so he was facing her.  "For three reasons, number one, I've probably been eating better than you have lately.  Number two, you're younger and probably healthier than I am, so I'm sort of depending on you to do the things I only wish I could do.  And finally, you get the biggest piece because I feel like giving it to you."

"Trying to bribe me?" she teased around a mouthful of the chewy bar.  "Looking for a favour for later?"

"Maybe," he teased back, reaching a hand out to clasp her leg just above her knee.

She looked down at his hand.  Then her eyes lifted to his.

"Checking for padding?" Linda grinned.

"Nope," he laughed.  "Checking pulse rate and temperature."

"Oh sure," she giggled.

They teased back and forth for several minutes, then when he packed his water bottle in his pack, she quietly shouldered her own load.  Without a word being spoken, they set out again.

Even with the two of them helping each other through the tough spots and the fact that they were moving downhill, it took almost as long to reach the tongue of rock where Karl's dinghy lay waiting as it had for him to reach her.  The dinghy was still resting where Karl had left it before his climb up the hill, only now the waves sloshed much closer to its stern.

Both of them were tired, but they wasted no time as they loaded their burdens into the dinghy and pushed it into the water.  It was a small dinghy, so with the two of them, as well as their packs and packages, it was loaded to the gunnels.  On top of that, the row out to the 'Skolka' was a lot more difficult than Karl's trip toward shore had been.  There seemed to be even more debris than there had been before, perhaps it had drifted their way with the breeze.  Linda sat in the bow of the dinghy, pushing what she could away from them.  That meant Karl only had to detour around two or three larger objects, but the sun was well down in the sky before they got to the 'Skolka'.

"It's big," Linda said in a quiet voice, looking up at the side of the 'Skolka' as they approached closer.

"She's fifty-eight feet on the water line, sixty-two feet on deck," Karl felt the pride in his voice.  "She has a double planked hull and I've rigged her up with a triple pass scotch boiler, a triple expansion steam engine, along with a keel cooler for water recovery and a steam powered still that uses the heat of the exhaust from the engine for water make-up.  I try to keep a hundred gallons of fresh water in the main tank and about ten more in the hot water tank.  She has tanks for four hundred gallons of fuel so I can travel a long time without going ashore, if I'm careful.  On top of that, if I run out of oil I can pull the burner and put in grates to burn wood in a pinch.  She has a head, a shower, my larger cabin, two smaller cabins, and a full galley, not to mention a work room in the stern, aft of the engine room."

"Okay, you're proud of her," she smiled.  "I just got the standard spiel you give to every tourist that passes by and asks, didn't I?"

"Yeah, I guess so," he answered with a grin.  "She's a good boat and I am proud of her.  Now if you climb aboard, I'll hand up our gear."

"Okay," Linda said, reaching for a grip on the hull of the bigger boat.

She scrambled up the boarding ladder he'd left hanging over the side with a line in one hand and tied the dinghy to the stern cleats as Karl held it steady.  He passed up their loads and then climbed aboard himself.

"With all this junk in the water I think we'd better get the dinghy up in its davits.  Then we'll get your stuff inside and I'll see if we can find something to eat," he said as he turned to set up the winch.

"As soon as we get everything under cover, I want to wash," Linda laughed.  "You've been bragging about this shower of yours.  I want to try it out."

Karl laughed with her and agreed that if that would make her feel better she could certainly wash up before they ate.  They both worked to rig the dinghy to its sling and winch it up out of the water, then they carried Linda's bags and Karl's pack below, working with few words spoken.  In the galley Karl bent over to check on the cat, smiling as he explained to Linda how he had rescued it.  He could see from her face that she didn't really appear to be a cat lover.

Leaving the cat, he led her to one of the two empty cabins and they put her bags there, then Karl pointed out both the head and the shower.  While she cleaned up, Karl warmed up some stew and brewed some tea.  He was surprised to hear her humming softly in the shower, then grinned as he realised that if she was humming, it meant she was comfortable.  For some reason he found that to be quite comforting too.  He poured himself a cup of tea and waited patiently for her to come into the galley, reaching down to gently caress the back of the old cat as it lay in its bed.  The cat didn't even move, making no response to his efforts.

When Linda felt she was clean, then had dressed and come into the galley, she drank tea and waited patiently as he used the shower and cleaned up.  Later they ate the stew while sitting up in the wheelhouse.  Then later still, they went outside where they watched the sunset as they sat on the gunnel of the boat, drinking a cup of fresh coffee.

"What a difference, I feel clean and relaxed," Linda sighed.  "I need to say thank you again for rescuing me."

"Oh forget it," Karl smiled.  "I need your company as much as you need mine.  It's a pleasure to have you here.  I was very lonely and scared silly when I found you, since I was worried that I'd be alone for a long time.  I was being extra careful not to hurt myself, because there was absolutely no one to help me if I got into trouble.  I was damn worried, almost paranoid."

"I know just what you mean," she nodded.  "We've both grown up around people and although I think both of us are rather independent, both of us have the intelligence to realize that everyone needs help sometimes.  I was so frightened of being alone much longer that I think I was going nuts."

"Oh my goodness, look at that," she raised her hand and pointed to the west.

The sun was setting and the whole western sky seemed to gradually turn into a gaudy display of reds, oranges, yellows, and shocking violet tints

"All the dust thrown up by the earthquake.  I guess?" Karl frowned as he stared in wonder.

"It must be more than that," Linda whispered.

"Maybe a volcano blew too?"

"Wouldn't we see the smoke and the ashes?"

"Maybe, it depends on how far away it was.  We've got volcanoes all the way up and down the west coast, one could have blown in the States or up north and we'd never know.  I wish the radio was working."

"It isn't working at all?"

"All I get is static and garbled sound.  I didn't try too long though, although I listened to several channels."

"Let's try it again," she said, immediately standing up.

Karl sat still and looked up at her.

"Umm," he mumbled hesitantly.  "I'd rather we didn't do that tonight."

"Why not?" she frowned lightly.

"It's just that …" he hesitated for an instant.  "Well, everything looks quite good right now.  I found you today and we've made it back to the boat, that's good news.  Radios seem to be used more to pass along bad news.  After today, I really need a good night's rest and I don't want to take the chance of trying to get to sleep with my mind cluttered by the news of others' tragedies."

She stared at him for a moment then smiled softly.

"I understand.  Speaking of sleep, let's wash up our dishes and then I'd like to go to bed myself.  I'm bushed."

"No hot water," Karl laughed shortly.  "We used it all showering.  The boiler is shut down and I'm not going to waste oil to fire up the boiler just to reheat more hot water right now.  The dishes can wait.  I'll rinse them in cold water, then leave them in the sink for tomorrow morning.  You get to your bunk, and those are Captain's orders.  You look exhausted."

She smiled at him; "Okay Captain, I am tired, but first …"

She stepped close and brushed her lips lightly against his, then hugged him tightly.

"Thank you!" she sighed, then she hurried off, leaving her coffee cup behind.

Karl stared after her.  He had expected the kiss, but somehow had expected her to try for more.  It was sweet of her, and yet, it left him feeling unsatisfied.  He drained his coffee cup and took it below with hers, putting hers in the sink with the few dishes they had dirtied, then poured himself another cup of coffee.  He glanced down at the cat again and was astounded to see that it was watching him.

"Well, hello, are you feeling better?" he asked as he slowly squatted down and reached out a hand to gently stroke the cat's back.

A hesitant purr greeted his soft strokes and the cat's eyes slowly closed.  Some of the water was gone from the saucer and the cat was definitely breathing easier.  It was lying on its belly now, curled in a tight circle, not on its side like it had been earlier.

"I think you're going to make it, old timer," Karl whispered softly as he stood again.

There was still some water in the saucer and although the bowl looked untouched, he added a bit more to the saucer.

"Maybe tomorrow we'll try you with some fish," he sighed before he turned and headed back out on deck with his coffee in hand.

He glanced out and around the boat.  The whole bay seemed awash with debris.  Setting his coffee down, Karl walked forward to check the anchor line first, then astern to check that line as well.  He studied the drifting debris for a few moments, then decided he would feel safer if the boat could shift into the wind, just in case a stiff breeze came up.

He struggled with the stern line for a few moments, but found he couldn't raise the anchor.  He went forward and let out another fifty feet or so of anchor line so the boat had a longer swing.  Then he moved back astern, where, after a few minutes struggle, he managed to raise the stern anchor by using the hand crank on the winch, then stowed the anchor out of the way.  Out of habit, he picked up his coffee cup and headed into the pilot house to snap on his anchor light, then walked back out on deck to glance up, making sure it was alight.  After that he sat down and waited for full darkness to fall.

He was tired, but he wasn't sleepy.  His legs and back ached even though he'd taken both an analgesic and a muscle relaxant.  He felt extremely uneasy being surrounded by this field of debris and having the boat riding at anchor.  If a wind arose, they could be in trouble.  Habit almost made him rise to turn on the radio so he could check for the weather forecast, then the realization came that the radio hadn't worked right for several days.  Resolutely, he slid back into his seat.

The water was glassy smooth, not a whisper of a breeze.  A glance at the sky showed him that the earlier cloud bank had drifted off; all that was left of it were a few tiny drifting clouds that were hardly moving.  He could even see the evening star clearly, but a haze of mist was rising from the water.

"Damn, there'll be fog again tomorrow morning," he sighed.

Even that quiet statement seemed loud.  He held his breath momentarily, listening intently.  He heard almost no sounds, a trickle of water somewhere far away, the rubbing of a bit of flotsam against the hull, then surprisingly, a creak from the bunk below him.  Oh yes, he had a guest aboard.  She must have shifted in her sleep.  Karl smiled to himself, he was glad he had found her, not only was she smart, but she was attractive as well.  On top of that she was good company, and he needed company badly right now.

When he'd arrived in the bay that morning, he'd been holding his apprehensions in check for days.  As sheltered from his surroundings as he'd been while on board the boat, he'd still noticed enough incongruities during his trip that he'd been certain a tragedy had happened.  Even so, seeing the devastation left by the tsunami had shocked him.  Then moving on foot through the desolation had turned his mind to mournful thoughts of the friends and acquaintances who must surely have died in the disaster.  He realized that he hadn't really expected to find any survivors in that vast wreckage, so finding Linda still alive had relieved his tensions.  More importantly, being able to rescue her had given his ego a tremendous boost and made him feel quite proud of himself.  He'd set out to help others and he'd accomplished his goal.

Tired now, in fact nearly exhausted, he felt some satisfaction in what he had done that day.  As he leaned back, letting his body relax, Karl thought about going to his bunk, then just didn't bother.  He was comfortable, more at ease than he had been in days.  While he knew he was almost dozing off, he didn't care, since he was back on the 'Skolka' he felt safe and secure.  The boat was solid and safe, while the surrounding water was not only protection, but the mist rising from its surface hid the horror that lurked onshore, at least for now

However he knew that before he'd be able to sleep he'd need to shift his thoughts away from the horror he'd seen that day.  He closed his eyes and thought back to the harbour where he had been only days before, now able to let his mind wander over what he'd been through in the last week.  Memory came flooding back as if the intervening days hadn't happened.

-o0o-

Karl Larson had been born on a farm in the Peace River country and had been introduced to steam power there, watching a neighbour use an old steam powered sawmill.  Then when he and his parents had moved to Vancouver Island to take up commercial fishing, he'd taken an apprenticeship at a pulp and paper mill.  During his time at two different paper mills he had become a steam engineer - first class, was promoted to crew foreman, met a woman and got married.

Then his life had spiralled out of his control.  His wife had become demanding just about the same time that he'd begun to develop arthritis.  Then to make matters worse he'd been injured in an industrial accident and was classed as permanently disabled, then pensioned off.  In the search for some form of personal dignity, he'd ended up buying an old fishing boat with a ruined engine, which triggered the final breakup with his wife.  As a result his marriage had ended in separation and divorce.

Once he was separated from his wife he'd trimmed his belongings to bare minimum and moved onto the boat as a live-aboard.  Then he had begun to convert the old boat to steam power, but to earn the cash needed to pay for the project, he'd put his engineering training to use.  After doing several small jobs for various friends, he'd been hired by a reclusive writer who lived with a far worse disability than his and resided on an almost inaccessible island.  The initial job was just to find some way to provide the writer and his family with a reliable source of electricity, but since the island had a decent sized stream, the job had been relatively easy.  While doing the initial job, he'd also handled several other small chores that had cropped up and as a result the writer had offered him a permanent position.

In the long run that job had developed into something he really hadn't anticipated.  Somehow he had become involved with the writer's eldest daughter and she had even born his son.  As well as that Karl had built a log cabin on the island as well as a place where he could permanently moor his boat.  Once he had finished the major projects planned for his cabin, as well as almost all the modifications on the 'Skolka,' he'd been able to take longer trips aboard her.

When his boss had suggested that he take a holiday and he'd immediately thought about visiting his friends, Kate and Charlie.  Kate was an old friend from his school days and he'd been a friend of Charlie's for almost as long.  Hell, he'd stood up as best man at their wedding.  So, since he hadn't seen them for years, the first long trip he'd planned had been a visit to see them.  Even though it had been a long trip for him to take on his own, careful planning and caution had resulted in a thoroughly enjoyable break from his routine and had led to further trips.  Last year he'd made the trip twice, once in the spring and again in the late summer, carefully selecting times when the chance of heavy storms wasn't too strong.  The boat would have handled any storm easily, after all, it had been originally built to fish in rough waters, but it wouldn't have been enjoyable for him.  Since he made the trips for relaxation and enjoyment, he couldn't see the point in fighting the
weather.

Now though, his trip was done; he'd had his visit and it was time to leave them once more.  He was headed out of the tiny harbour, waving back over the stern at his friends as they stood on the shoreline.  He grinned to himself.  Kate and Charlie were good people.  He was sorry that they were leaving their little house on the bay and moving up into the interior.  He wouldn't be able to visit them as often and he wouldn't be able to take the boat.  He was going to miss his trips up to visit them just as much as their company

More than anything else, he was going to really miss taking his two friends and their family out on short cruises.  They were some of the friendliest people he knew and he would do anything for them, but as things stood now though he felt he was in their debt.

He glanced behind at his stern deck and laughed to himself.  There were two forty-five-gallon drums of diesel tied to the stanchions that held his dingy.  The 'Skolka's tanks were full to the brim and those two drums held extra fuel, fuel which had been in the heating oil tank of Charlie and Kate's old house.  They had sold the house and since the new owner was going to demolish it to build a new and larger house, the fuel tank had to be emptied.  Charlie had over-estimated how much fuel the 'Skolka' could take in her tanks.  Even then he'd insisted Karl take it all, declaring the fuel to be a part payment for the many cruises that they had made together over the years.  So they had found two clean drums in order to handle the extra fuel, then had filled and lashed them temporarily where they stood now.

Kate had done almost the same thing in his galley with supplies that she claimed she didn't want to pack for their move.  While he and Charlie had been out fishing one day, she and her daughter had crammed every available space in the boat.  He had enough food on board to eat well for at least two or three months.  To top it all off, while Kate had kept him busy one afternoon, Charlie and his son-in-law had installed a brand-new GPS in Karl's pilot house.

Karl shook his head and looked back misty eyed at his friends as the 'Skolka' churned almost silently out of the harbour.  He could see them both, standing side by side, arms raised in farewell.  He reached over, grasping the whistle lanyard and pulled it down.  Blowing one long blast, then a pair of short hoots, he saluted them just as he turned the bow of the 'Skolka' to head out through the narrow passage that was the entrance to the harbour.  They would know that he couldn't afford to look back now.  He had to keep one eye on the screen of the depth sounder and the other on the boat's course through the narrow strait.

The tide was high and he had lots of clearance, but he still had to pay attention.  The current in the cut could cause a boat to drift off course here and if you did, you could easily run onto a rock.  With the 'Skolka' so heavily ballasted with water, fuel, and supplies, she was riding deep in the water.  That meant Karl was edgy until he passed 'the Spike', a sharp rock that rose well out of the water on his port bow and marked the entrance to the channel into the harbour.  He sighed to himself in relief as he passed it safely, and picked up his coffee cup.  A sip was all he wanted, but he found the coffee had grown cold.  Well, it was wet and in a few minutes he could get a refill.  He chuckled to himself at his own fussiness while grimacing at the taste of cold coffee.

He steered out into open water, glad that the weather was clear and only a light breeze was blowing off his stern.  A quick glance showed him that the steam pressure in his boiler was holding well, down just a bit, but he'd just blown the whistle, which could account for that.  The water level in the boiler was a bit low and the stack temperature was okay, no, a touch high perhaps.  He took a moment to adjust water and fuel flow until he was satisfied, then he set the wheel and moved out on deck to check everything for the trip ahead.  There were only a few moments work on deck, pulling the bumpers aboard from overside, stowing them carefully, then coiling and stowing the mooring lines that he'd tossed on deck when he pulled away from the wharf.

Very soon he was back at his seat in the pilot house with a hot cup of coffee.  He pulled out a chart and studied where he was heading with a smiling face.  Three or four days and he could be home, if the weather cooperated.  He glanced back, the shoreline was already disappearing in the summer haze, but the mountains above were clear.  His gaze swung forward, he had forty miles of open water in front of him, but that summer haze cut his view to only a few miles.  Almost automatically he checked his course again, corrected slightly, and grinned at the screen of the GPS as it tracked his tiny correction.

Charlie had been upset that they couldn't tie the new GPS in with the autopilot, but Karl hadn't been surprised.  His old 'Automatic Helmsman' was twenty years old and the GPS was brand-new.  There was a technological conflict, and as David, Charlie's son-in-law had said, there was no way they could 'shake hands.' David was some sort of computer expert, so he should know.  If it had been possible to match them up and make them work together, he would have been the person to accomplish the task.

Karl was just as happy that they hadn't worked together.  He liked to be in control of things of that sort and if they had been tied together, he was leery that his control level would have been reduced.  Karl loved machines, but only the ones he could understand; all this computer stuff was still slightly beyond him.  He wasn't even sure he trusted the GPS, although David had told him it was working perfectly.  For now he was using it and checking it against everything he knew.  He wanted to be certain it worked the way it was supposed to, but he tried to tell himself that was because he didn't trust anything 'right out of the box.'

"Well, it seems to be okay," he said to himself, then chuckled at his own mistrust.

He was happy, he was cruising again and everything seemed to be working well.  He swept his eyes in a semicircle of the horizon, noticing a huge freighter well forward and off to port.  Picking up his glasses, he tried to make out what direction it seemed to be moving, but was distracted by the chattering call of a dolphin just ahead of his boat.

Setting down his glasses, he hurried forward.  There were two or three of them at least, maybe a fourth, but he couldn't be sure.

"Hi Guys," he called with a grin.

He chuckled at his own pleasure at seeing them as they dove in and out of the pressure wave off the 'Skolka's bow.  He knew in his head that they were just being playful, but in his heart he almost believed the old adage that "Dolphins off of your bow brings good luck on your voyage," he watched their antics for several minutes, then felt slightly disappointed when they sheered off and disappeared.

Back in the cabin, he picked up the binoculars to hunt for the freighter again.  He found it almost hidden by the haze which seemed to be thickening, limiting his gaze to a couple of miles.  In a few moments the freighter had disappeared from sight altogether and he was alone in the circle of sea that was bounded by the haze.  He listened to the soft sounds of his steam engine and smiled sadly to himself.  This was when he would have loved to have had company.  He thought about turning on the radio, then shook his head.  Even though he should have been monitoring the emergency channel, he needed the soft sounds of the sea more than the disturbance of voices.  Two weeks on shore with good company seemed to be more than enough for now.  He felt good to be back on the water.  Karl grinned to himself, realising that he loved the sea when he was on a good boat, but knew that he was a very cautious mariner.

The noises of his steam engine made a steady rhythm that blended well with the wash of water along his hull and the slight slapping sounds of the waves.  Although he could have used some company, this was when he was most contented, when he was out and travelling in open water.  He relaxed and let the muted melody wash over him.  He was at peace with the world and in his own small microcosm, aware of his surroundings, but at one with them, almost in a Zen state of conscience.

The sharp burp, as the safety valve on his boiler released extra pressure, snapped him back to where he was and what he was doing.  He sat up rapidly, feeling a twinge of arthritic pain in his back, but ignoring it as he moved to correct the fuel flow to the burner of his boiler.  It was obvious that the automatic controls on the whole system weren't operating the way they should, so he set out to find the problem.

The rest of his trip that day was spent in adjusting his burner and boiler feeds to perfection, correcting, adjusting and then watching closely until he found he had to adjust again.  Finally he had reached a point of being totally dissatisfied with the way everything seemed to be working.  He had shut down for a brief period, then discovered that the water feed to the boiler had become restricted in some way.  Clearing it hadn't taken long, but it had worried him to be adrift with no power even for a short time.  He'd found the problem, a clogged water filter was restricting the flow of the boiler supply, and he was slightly annoyed with himself for not checking it earlier.  As soon as the filter was back-flushed and cleaned, everything had returned to normal, but then he'd had to readjust his controls to their former settings.  Once again a matter of correcting, adjusting and then observing - only to have to adjust again.  Late in the day he'd managed to stabilise the
setup so he could reestablish the automatic controls that he had built into his engine and boiler system.

That night he anchored in a small bay off an isolated island; dropping the hook in a secluded harbour that he often used as a way point in his travels.  After preparing a simple meal and eating it in the wheelhouse, he wandered over the boat, checking everything as he always did following a day's steaming.  Then, satisfied that all the knots, fastenings and lines seemed shipshape, he had a shower and went to bed.  He had a hard time sleeping that night, since his back was bothering him somewhat.  He supposed it was from the sudden twist when he'd initially jumped up to adjust his boiler, but he did sleep for a while and was awake early the next morning.  After a quick breakfast, he was soon on his way again.

The haze of day before was back, even heavier than before, so he was relying on his instruments for his headings.  He had one more long stretch of open water to cover and he kept an eye on his radar, looking for anything on the haze-shortened horizon.  He was watching for big freighters, but didn't see any, so he was astounded to run into heavy swells about an hour after getting under way.  There was no wind and he was in deep water, yet the swells were quite violent.  What had alerted him to them originally had been a strange sensation of being buffeted by something.  It had seemed as though the boat had ridden a large wave, yet there had been no visible swell and he could see no sign of anything when he checked the radar.  Another strange effect was that the first swells seemed to come from off his port bow, but later they swung to come from ahead, then from off the starboard bow.  He checked his compass and his new GPS carefully, thinking that he might have swung
direction, but he seemed to be right on course.

He'd never seen swells just like those either.  They seemed to be sharper than he would have expected, more violent somehow, and they kept coming for such a long time.  They were almost like storm breakers, but had a strange chop to them that he didn't recognise from other waves he'd seen.  He couldn't place them as any type of wave he knew, although they were almost like the reflected waves you got from shorelines, or caused by traffic in a harbour.  Since he was unfamiliar with that type of waveout in open water, they left him uneasy.  When they had passed, the sea settled slowly into a glassy surface again.  In an hour it seemed totally calm, the effect was similar to poorly poured glass, slightly rippled, but not disturbed by real waves.  In fact the only waves he could see afterward were those of his own wake.

Because he was on edge, he noticed one short period when a swell of some sort seemed to pass under him from the stern.  Since he was in relatively deep water, it couldn't have been a tidal surge, but that was almost what it felt like.  Checking his tide charts left him even more confused, if anything he should have been bucking a slight tidal current, not have one catch him from astern.  By the afternoon, he was feeling decidedly unsettled.

Throughout the afternoon the haze deepened and he felt he had to ease back on his throttle to run with the help of his radar and the GPS.  He was happy to pull into another isolated harbour that night, but was astounded at the amount of debris in the tidal wash around him.  The fog was so heavy that he could hardly see for more than fifty feet and he anchored with the help of his radar and depth sounder although he was uneasy at having to rely on them.  He went to bed feeling unsafe about his anchorage and didn't sleep well.  He was awakened several times that night by thumps and scratches as debris bumped against his hull.  In fact he rose from his bunk and went out on deck two different times to check that the boat hadn't been damaged by especially loud thumps.

The heavy fog didn't lift the next day, so he stayed at his anchorage.  When he tried to get a weather forecast on his radio, it didn't appear to be working.  Almost all the open bands on the radio seemed to be full of static or filled by too many voices that seemed to be hysterically overriding and interfering with one another.  There was no way he could make sense of any of the sounds he heard.  And yet, interspersed in the mix were a few radio bands that were totally clear of any sound at all.  He finally assumed that this must be one of those locations where radio reception was extremely poor and snapped off the radio's main switch in exasperation.

He did get one quick glance at the cliffs of the bay where he was moored, but surprisingly, he had only that one glance during the whole day.  He'd have missed even that, but he just happened to be looking in the right direction as the fog cleared momentarily.  Using that glance as a guide, he did his best to check his position on his chart.  He decided he was exactly where the GPS placed him which eased his tension.  Karl was anxious to be on his way and made up his mind that no matter if there was fog or not, he was going to try to travel the next day.  Not having radio reception and because of that, not having a reliable weather forecast really troubled him though.

He spent a lot of the day going over all of his equipment, checking and double checking to be certain everything was in top shape.  Since he didn't like having those two barrels of fuel exposed on the stern deck, he transferred as much fuel as he could to his fuel tanks.  After that, he found he could move the partially filled drum fairly easily and managed to get it stored below in the stern workroom.  Then he used a long hose to siphon fuel from the drum on deck to the one below, then moved the above deck drum forward, lashing it against the aft side of the pilot house.  He felt better with the weight shifted to a more lower position and felt the boat would ride better and safer without that extra weight directly at the stern.  Even on a sixty-foot boat, eight hundred pounds in the wrong place made a noticeable difference to the trim of the vessel.  In this case he had felt the boat was riding 'bow high' and that felt decidedly unsafe to him.

By the time late evening had come, he felt he was as ready as he could possibly be and had convinced himself that he could safely attempt travelling in the fog.  He checked his charts and decided that if he was very careful to stay off of certain headings, he could navigate a long distance quite safely, even though he'd have to be damn careful and pay attention to his radar.  He also realized that he would have to trust the new GPS and he went to bed feeling somewhat wary of his decision, so he had another night when he didn't sleep extremely well.

When he awakened in the morning, the sun appeared to be shining above the fog.  By the time he had eaten breakfast, he could easily make out the general shape of the shoreline even though he couldn't distinguish details clearly.  The fog appeared to be lifting and he convinced himself that it would probably clear even more out on the water even though he knew that might not be true.  He readied everything for travel and waited patiently for almost an hour.  A tiny breeze came up and he could see perhaps two hundred yards.  He decided that was good enough.  In a snap decision, and before he could change his mind again, he pulled his anchor and at slow throttle, crept out of his safe harbour.  In deference to the fog, he switched on his fog horn, setting it to automatically sound at timed intervals.  Although he found its noise annoying, it was better than being run into by another vessel travelling in the fog.

In his hurry to be underway he'd forgotten to check his tide and current charts concerning the tidal current that ran in the channel past his temporary moorage.  That meant he'd hardly cleared the headland of the bay when he realised that he was travelling far faster than he would have liked with the conditions as bad as they were.  He had to increase the setting of his throttle to maintain steerage and two hundred yards visibility wasn't really safe considering the speed he was moving.  There was no way that he could go back however.  The current was far too strong for that.  This was a case where, having committed himself to an action, he was forced to live with his decision.

The current swept between two islands and he had to trust the instruments concerning his direction.  His hackles rose once as the depth sounder screamed for a second or two.  He'd passed a submerged rock far too close for comfort and he held his breath as he steered to safety.  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw what appeared to be the whole roof of a house caught on the rocks.  By the time he had turned his head to double check, the current had swept him past and it had faded into the mist.

"A roof? Out here in the channel? That doesn't make sense at all," Karl mumbled to himself.  "What the hell is going on?"

He returned his attention to his steering and after another half hour of tension, he felt his pace slacken as the current he'd ridden flowed into the main strait.  With a sigh, and a glance at his GPS, he realized that he was out of the channel between the two islands.  A glance at radar made him frown though.  He should have been in open water again and there should have been miles of clear water ahead of him, instead his radar screen was cluttered with objects.  He stared at the screen in consternation.  This didn't make sense.  It was too foggy for anyone to be out fishing and all the objects appeared to be drifting with the tide.  A lot of things weren't making sense this morning.

He slowed his speed even more, and stared at the first thing that he approached through the fog.  It was a tree.  Not a log, a whole damn tree, branches, leaves and roots.  It hadn't been in the salt water all that long either, because the leaves were still green.  He shook his head, the only time you might find this much debris this far out from shore was if there had been a flood, but it hadn't rained heavily for weeks.  The only way there could have been a flood like this was if a dam had burst and he thought he would have heard about that.  Then he remembered that his radio wasn't working right, so he might not have heard anything if there had been a disaster of any kind.

"I suppose there could have been a flood," he murmured to himself.  "But, my God, it must have been huge to make all this debris.  I didn't think there were any dams that big in this area though."

Wondering what could have caused all the debris occupied his mind for hours as he slowly picked his way through the floating rubbish.  He didn't make good time that day.  Instead he found he was frustrated by the fog that clouded his view, combined with the need to watch constantly so he wouldn't strike rubbish in the water.  That night he anchored well offshore in at least a hundred feet of water, luckily finding an underwater reef that held his anchor.  Leaving his anchor lights on and the fog horn on automatic, he made himself a meal, then quickly checked the boat for any problems.  After that he collapsed on his bunk, dog-tired from the tension of the day's happenings.  He was unable to sleep at first, his body simply refusing to allow him to rest until he'd taken a muscle relaxant and allowed it time to work.

He awoke sore and unrested, having slept uneasily as well as being awakened several times during the night by strange sounds.  His arthritis was kicking up a bit, so his first action was to take a pain killer even before he showered.  When he got on deck the fog was as thick as ever and he thought that was strange since the air felt quite warm and a mild breeze was blowing.  He took his time that morning as he serviced his engine and boiler, wondering if he should find a harbour close by for safer moorage.

Around noon he finally decided he wanted to be closer to home that night.  He set off again, gaining more faith in his GPS as he travelled.  Every time he checked it against his reckonings from the radar, the depth sounder and his charts, it matched.  He'd have to thank Charlie and David again; he knew he would have had a good chance of getting himself into trouble without it.

The day passed uneventfully, but he was getting spooked.  He hadn't seen one boat or one ship in his last few days' travels.  He hadn't even seen a ferry, and this was a well-travelled section of water.  Something was definitely haywire.  He anchored off the point of an island that night, having tried to enter one harbour and turning back when his radar had shown it was almost completely clogged with debris.  He didn't want to get caught in that mess if a wind came up.

Late that night he woke to the rocking of his boat.  He could hear the wind and was glad he'd decided to moor out and away from all that debris in the bay, but he hoped his moorage wasn't too exposed to the wind.  Dressing quickly, he hurried up to the cabin.  Luckily he was moored in the lee of an island for this storm.  The rain was pelting down and the wind was whipping by, but the waves weren't too high.  He didn't dare go to sleep though.  He made himself a coffee and forced himself to stay awake, just in case something went wrong.  He wasn't in a safe moorage and right then, as tired as he was, he would have given almost anything to have had someone else aboard.  At least they could have given each other company and they could have spelled each other on watch.

The storm lasted all night and most of the next day.  Even after the winds had dropped to a stiff breeze, the rain pelted down and the waves made the boat ride against his anchor line.  He was worried that the anchor might shift or let go and had checked several times to make sure the anchor rode wasn't chaffing the line.  In the pelting rain, he couldn't see any further than he'd been able to see in the fog.  He checked his charts and found that the island off his bow had another small cove that showed good depth, yet was well sheltered from most storms.  In case the wind shifted and the storm came back from another direction, he decided to try to moor there rather than remain in a risky moorage.  Mooring in the bay would depend on whether it was cluttered with debris though, but the only way he'd know that was to try it and hope to be lucky.

In a half hour, he was underway through the pelting rain and the remaining storm swells.  He crept forward, slowly making his way as he cursed the heavy rain, almost totally dependent on instruments, and feeling extremely vulnerable.  Once in the small cove, he double anchored, one anchor off of the bow and another off the stern, with the boat faced directly out to sea.  Now, no matter the weather, he was definitely safer than he had been.  Although the darkness was falling, he checked everything about the boat one more time, Then finally, feeling totally exhausted, he headed for his bunk.

Several hours later he awakened to the howling of the wind and the rocking of his boat.  He pulled on his pants and went above deck to the wheelhouse.  The boat was actually riding quite well, and although the storm was back, it had switched direction.  Now it was coming off an aft quarter, but its force was broken by the mass of the island behind him.  The rain was falling in sheets and even with the help of his spotlight he couldn't see far, but he was able to check that he wasn't moored too close to anything.  Pulling on a rain coat and stepping out into the storm, he spent a few moments checking his lines and resetting the anti-chafing gear on both his bow and stern lines.  After that he went back inside the cabin and forced himself to sit down and try to relax.  In a wind like this, there was nothing he could do – he'd just have to ride out the storm and hope that he'd picked the right spot to anchor.  He was definitely better off in the shelter of the
island than he would have been out on the water, but he still felt uneasy and unsure of his anchorage.

Finally he forced himself to go below and lie down once more.  He slept fitfully through the rest of the night, and when he finally awoke, he felt groggy and unrested.  The winds still howled, the rain still pelted down, and when he stared forward through the rain he could see high seas running outside the cove.  There was no way he was going to risk moving anywhere that day.  Even if the winds dropped he wasn't going to venture leaving what shelter he had, not without a decent weather forecast to back him up.  He ate and dozed, even trying to read a book during the day, forcing himself to relax.  For a short time, he tried the radio once more.  Again, to his annoyance, he was able to receive only a hash of garbled sound with occasional clear phrases breaking through.  After several minutes of pure frustration, he gave up and returned to his book.

All through the day, he watched the weather.  Late in the afternoon, he noticed that the winds were dropping and the boat was riding easier, even the rain seemed to be easing up.  Maybe the storm had blown itself out.  He fell asleep easily that night and slept like a log, awakening to a light rain and a heavy mist, but hardly any wind.

As he ate breakfast, he checked the radio once more, mostly trying the weather channel, but only heard static and gave up after only a few moments.  At that point he decided that he must be having trouble with his radio or the setup.  As soon as he'd eaten, he went outside and checked that all the connections to his antenna were sound, then he checked the connections in the wheelhouse.  He even opened the radio and peered at its innards, but he didn't feel he had either the necessary tools or schematics to try repairing it, so he finally gave up his attempts at repair in disgust.

The weather had cleared around nine in the morning, the fog was still there, but by now he had gained confidence in using his new GPS.  He had set off tentatively, wanting to be nearer home by the evening if possible.

That day had been fine, except for the light rain in the morning and the heavy fog all day.  He'd been close enough to home that he'd run with instruments all day, hoping against hope that he could make it back to an area where he could feel safe.  He'd had to moor out again that night, less than ten nautical miles from the marina where his friend, Tom, ran a marine ways and boat works.  Tomorrow he could be with friends again.

He'd awakened this morning in heavy fog, but decided to travel anyway since he felt he knew these waters so well, so he'd barely taken time to eat breakfast before he was on his way.

-o0o-

He woke from his doze with a start and it took him a second to orient himself.  He was no longer standing at the wheel and it was no longer early morning.  Instead it was late evening, he was sitting out on the stern deck of the 'Skolka' and he wasn't alone.  He blinked and stared at the young woman standing before him, then the memory of his day came rushing back.  There had been a tsunami and the marina he had been going to visit had been destroyed, still he managed a weak smile, taking a few seconds to realise who the woman was.  Her name was Linda - Linda McReady - and he had rescued her from the wreckage of her boat.




Chapter 3

It was getting dark and although Linda was standing at his side with her hand resting on his shoulder, he could barely see her features in the dim light.  She was smiling somewhat ruefully.

"If you're trying to keep a watch for troubles, you aren't doing much of a job of it," she chuckled.  "I think you're going to need some sleep while actually lying down if you want to do anything tomorrow.  As tired as you are now, you aren't going to be able to do much otherwise.  You need some real rest."

"Hmm, oh.  I wasn't really asleep," he mumbled.  "I was just dozing and thinking."

"If you snore like that when you're dozing, what do you sound like when you're asleep?" she laughed easily.

"Sorry, maybe I did drop off for a few minutes," he said struggling to his feet.  "My ex-wife used to say that I snored a lot if I was very tired, and to be honest, I'm bushed."

Linda grasped his arm, helping him to his feet.  "Well, I don't really mind at all.  I've missed someone's snoring since my last lover.  I've often woken up lately, listening for her snores even though when she was there I used to try my best to get her to stop."

She grinned as he tried to stretch.  "You need to lie down and sleep, not try to doze in a chair.  Come on, I'll help you to your bunk, you look so stiff you're making me feel sore."

Karl felt her arm slip around his back under his and her body press tightly against his side.  He could feel her warmth and smell the shampoo she had used in her hair.  He turned his head and looked into her face.  She grinned back at him.

"Come on, I'll help you to get below," she led him toward the access below decks.

The doors and passageways of the 'Skolka' were narrow; not meant for two people to walk side by side, sometimes her body pressed tightly against him, then sometimes shifted close behind.  In fact Karl was certain she was intentionally acting tantalising.  Since he'd gone without a woman's close companionship for nearly two months, her teasing touch felt delightful and he quickly grew aroused.

Perhaps it was the situation; both had been alone, living in fear, both had felt they were in desperate straits, both had been in danger and survived, now both felt relatively safe.  Now, even though they were surrounded by death and destruction, they had each other.  Yet, having found each other, both desperately needed reassurance.  Each needed the other in a way that denied any moral code or prior commitment.  At that moment, they each needed to feel as close as possible to another human, no matter what happened in the future.

By the time they reached the door to his cabin, opened it and stepped through, then turned to face each other, seduction and acceptance had been mutually achieved.  There was a small light on overhead and she seemed only to need to shrug her shoulders, then her robe slipped to the floor, leaving her nude.  Her hands slid around his waist and suddenly she was pressed tightly against his chest, her face lifting toward his.  He pulled her toward him and their lips met.  His hands slid over her soft skin as their lips and tongues explored.

The kiss was mutually impatient, doubly demanding, then they paused, stepped back slightly.  In an instant their needs overrode any remaining caution.  Without a word spoken, their fingers hands and bodies leapt into frenzied action, moving hurriedly, almost frantically as they pushed and pulled, wriggled and twisted, bent and shifted, stripping off the clothing he wore.  Then it seemed the instant he was nude they were both diving toward the bunk.

Afterward she snuggled against him, resting her head on one of his arms, one hand gently touching his chest as his free hand cupped one of her softly rounded breasts.

"Wow!" he sighed.  "Sorry to be so rough."

"Nonsense, we were both rough and I needed that, just like it was," she chuckled softly.  "That was perfect."

"I'm glad that you're not upset," he sighed as he turned to face her.  "But, I guess I'm showing my age.  I'm worn out."

"Sorry to be hard on you, Lover.  You need to go to sleep.  You've worked hard today, but you rescued me and became my hero, so I felt you needed a reward," she whispered, her lips brushing his gently.

"Goodnight, Linda," he sighed softly.

"G'night, Karl," she whispered.

He seemed to fall asleep instantly.

-o0o-

Karl awakened to the soft whisper of Linda's breath in his ear and the warmth of her body next to his.  It was still dark and he sighed softly, his body still relaxed and resting.  He shifted slightly, freeing the arm from under her shoulders, then waited for her to resettle after the disturbance.  It was far too early to get up, the glowing digital clock read just after three, but he knew he was going to have to move soon to gain relief from the pressure in his bladder.  Moving carefully so as not to awaken her, he slipped from the bunk and across the cold deck to the head, guided by the soft light of LEDs that he'd installed long before to prevent stubbed toes.  Crawling back into the bunk moments later, he tried his best not to disturb her sleep, but she jumped when he accidentally touched her with his cold feet.

She pulled back for a second, then chuckled softly and snuggled back against him.

"Brr, you're cold and your feet are freezing," she murmured sleepily.

"Sorry to wake you.  I had to go to the head," he whispered.

"I know," she chuckled softly, but trying to wriggle even closer.  "The pump squeaks when you flush."

"I'll have to fix that," he smiled as he slipped his hands across her smooth skin, pulling her body tightly against his.

"I don't mind it," she whispered.  "It gives me a second to realise where I am and get ready to warm you up again.  I'll get used to it."

He pulled his head back trying to see her face.

"What's wrong?" she asked.

"Oh, I was trying to see the expression on your face.  That statement makes it sound like you plan to spend many nights beside me."

"That's up to you.  I'll spend my time beside you, or I can sleep alone, whatever you want," she chuckled.  "Just so you know, I think any man that can bring his boat unscathed through an earthquake, followed by a tidal wave, is worth being around."

Then she giggled, which surprised and delighted him.  "Besides, you are good in bed, you know?"

"Getting here was mostly luck," he sighed.  "And you were the one who took me to bed."

"We'll argue that later, but what I did was my pleasure and what I was talking about was the pleasure you gave me after we got into bed," she whispered.

He kissed her then, and nothing else would have told her thank you quite as well.  However when he pulled back, she noticed a brief touch of a frown on his face.  She lifted a finger to trace a frown crease on his brow.

"What's bothering you?" she said in a whisper.  "Worried about that wife you have tucked away somewhere?"

"Well, not exactly, I'm not married," he sighed.  "Umm, there are these two sisters that I'm sort of involved with …"

His voice trailed off and she waited for a further response.

"Yes, there are two sisters," she said finally.  "Go on.  Are you telling me that they're both your lovers?"

"Sort of, in a way, I guess they are, at least they were," he frowned even deeper.  "It's a strange situation."

"A lot of love affairs are, even though this sounds more complicated than most," she looked slightly puzzled.  "Why don't you tell me about it?"

"Well, it's a long story," he sighed.

"We aren't in a hurry to go anywhere or do anything and I'm wide awake now," she snuggled at his side.

"Okay," he said in a strangely quiet but resolved voice.  "Let me get comfortable then."

He sat up slightly, propping his back on a pillow.  She shifted too, resting her head on his chest in a position where she could pull his hand around and settle it on her breast.

He chuckled softly, then gently cupped it and played with the tight nipple under his finger tips.  She sighed and shifted just a bit.

"Umm, that's nice," she whispered.  "But I'm feeling lopsided; you've got two hands, use them, please."

He laughed softly and slipped his other hand under her arm to cup the other breast.

"That's better," she snuggled again.

"You sound like Keri," he chuckled.

"Is she one of the sisters?" she turned her head slightly so she could see his face.

"Um hmm, the younger one.  She's very artistic and extremely sensual," his voice took on an even softer quality, yet she could feel his strength and resolution in it somehow.  "She likes to be touched too, almost anytime and pretty well anywhere."

"Anytime and anywhere?" she laughed softly.  "That doesn't sound like you should be frowning, but I can hear the frown in your voice."

"Well, it's more than likely concern that you hear.  I'm worried about them," he sighed.  "I mean, if there was an earthquake and tsunami here, both of them would sure as hell have hit Seattle and that area.  They're living on an island between here and Seattle right now and I'm afraid of what an earthquake might have done."

"Oh, I see.  That's why you want to get a radio working, you're curous about the situation, but at the same time you're almost afraid to know anything, right?"

"Well, no.  I'd rather know what's going on than be left in the dark.  I am worried though.  I've known them for so long and I love the whole family."

"Mmmm, how did you meet them?" she asked, deciding to try to get his mind away from his worries.

"Like I said, it's a very long story."

"And as I told you, we aren't going anywhere in a hurry."

"No, I guess we aren't," he sighed.  "I suppose I should start way back, because it all ties in.  I don't have anything I want to hide and you might as well know about me, but this is going to take a while.  Are you sleepy?"

"No, surprisingly, I'm wide awake," she murmured "Anyhow you have my curiosity aroused.  Now, I want to know more about the situation."

"I'm wide awake too, so since it's too early to get up, even if I'm not sleepy, I might as well tell you the story of my life," he shrugged.  "I worked at a paper mill for several years, first as an apprentice, then I gradually worked my way up the ladder until I was the second engineer in the steam plant.  During that time I met a woman and got married.  Then, even though I was only in my late twenties, I was starting to suffer from arthritis.  On top of that, one day I just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, so I got a small dose of chlorine gas.  As a full time employee I had full medical benefits, so the company paid all of my medical costs during my recovery and because my injury was sustained on the job, they extended my medical for the rest of my life.  Then they offered to transfer me to an office job, or give me a cash buyout and full retirement, with a reduced pension.  At that point I was using a cane to get around and still needed to use
oxygen whenever I did any exercise at all, so I decided that I'd take early retirement and the pension."

"I suppose that explains how the 'Skolka' came about," she smiled.

"Yeah, I guess.  I've always been fascinated by steam power.  Then too, since I had been working in the steam plant, I saw that modern controls could do so much to improve the way things could be done.  I decided that I should use the cash buyout to purchase an old boat then install steam power in it, but with a modern control system.  If nothing else, having a boat meant that I'd have a place to live if things went really wrong in my marriage."

"Things weren't going well on the home front?"

"No, not really, and buying the boat didn't help any," he sighed and then chuckled softly.

"That's a strange change of emotions," she said while watching his face.

"Well, I was thinking - when I bought the fish boat, it finished off my marriage.  It was sort of the last straw that led to the final breakup.  As I was thinking about that, I realized that because of the boat I've led a great life for the last few years and now to top it off, I was able to rescue you.  I sighed because of one happening and laughed about the rest."

"That was more of a chuckle of satisfaction," she smiled slightly.

"I guess it was," he grinned.  "You, and almost everyone else I've met since like boats, whereas my ex-wife hated them.  She got seasick just looking at a photo of the ocean.  Janet had wanted a bigger house, a fancy new car, and a bunch of kids, so when I took early retirement and bought the boat, she asked for a divorce."

"Janet was your wife?"

"Yeah, I met her when I'd just finished my apprenticeship course to become a steam engineer.  The plant had given me a job as a fourth engineer, so I had the money to run around and date women.  I met her at a dance and I'm not sure, but I think she decided I was her ticket to the good life.  Now that I look back on our dates and our relationship, I'd say she set me up and I fell into her mantrap.  We got married inside of six months and inside of another six months I knew that I'd made a huge mistake.

"After we were married, Janet wanted kids, but I'd had mumps as a teenager.  I'd told her long before we were married that the doctors had warned me that I was virtually sterile and probably couldn't have any kids at all, but she hadn't believed me.  So, she insisted that I had to be tested by her doctors.  Of course as I expected, the doctors agreed with the previous diagnosis and told her that I had an extremely low sperm count.  Since she wanted kids so badly, I suggested we adopt one or two, but she turned that idea down flat.

"Then I guess as a substitute for family she became a social climber.  First off she wanted a big car, while I needed a small truck for my job.  She wanted a fancy house, but we lived in a bungalow.  She worked in an insurance office, but wanted to sell real estate.  It seemed like she was dissatisfied with everything in her life and whatever I did was wrong.  However, to be fair, I found fault with many of her actions as well.  We just grew further and further apart every day." Karl snorted, scoffingly.

"When I bought the boat, it triggered the final blowup.  We separated, so I moved out of the house and onto the boat.  At least I had the boat to live on while the divorce was going on.  I'd kept the boat where I bought it, at a marina up island a way.  The owner of that marina was interested in helping out, but unfortunately, he really didn't have the sort of setup I needed to do what I wanted.  He helped me find Tom Bourgogne, the owner of Bourgogne's Boatyard, who let me work on my boat there.  I took the retirement offer from the paper plant and moved the boat here, then went to work.  Toward the end, I didn't need Tom's marine ways and boatyard much, so since he had such a small marina, I agreed to move on and give him space.  He arranged for me to move to another marina, so I moored the boat at Cap'n Jack's in Deep Cove while I finished fixing it up."

"So, before you moved, you lived on the boat at Bourgogne's marina, then at Deep Cove?" Linda asked.

"Yeah, but that would be about ten years ago.  I still think of Tom as a friend though.  Actually, I was heading for his place when I came here yesterday."

"Oh my, finding this mess must have shaken you up?"

"It did.  Tom was a good friend and he provided an ear many times while I bitched about Janet."

"You'd settled the divorce by the time you came here though, hadn't you?" Linda spoke, trying to haul Karl's attention back to his story and away from their situation.

"Not completely, the divorce wasn't final for a couple of years.  When I moved out, I'd let Janet have the house and the furniture as well as some other assets.  All of it was paid for, but she seemed to get greedy, or maybe her shyster lawyer talked her into trying for more.  From what I understand, she tried to garnishee my pension and any money I might theoretically be making on my boat.  By then I'd met George and when he found out about it, he put his lawyers and a private eye on the case.  When it came to court, the magistrate actually told her I had a claim against her wages, which I graciously declined."

"I'll bet that took the wind out of her sails."

"Actually it did a really thorough job of setting her back on her heels.  She sure wasn't happy with that decision.  "

"I don't imagine she was, but I suppose it made you happy."

"No, not really.  I mean, she was my wife for almost six years and I did love her when we were first married.  It was only after both of us changed that our relationship fell apart.  I didn't bear her any ill will."

"What happened to her afterward?  Umm, Janet, was that her name?  Your ex wife, I mean?"

"Oh," Karl's face twisted into a grin.  "She married her lawyer, then divorced him and married a college professor and the last I heard she was planning on divorcing him too."

"Did she ever have kids?"

"No, she didn't, as far as I know she's changed her mind about that."

"You don't see her much then?"

"We exchange Christmas cards and I try to remember to phone her on her birthday, other than that we have no contact."

"How did you ever meet George in the first place?"

"Oh, that's another long story.  I guess it was because of the radios.  I'm an amateur radio fan, a ham operator and so is George.  Did I mention that he's in a wheelchair?"

"No, you didn't."

"Well he is, and he uses the radio to meet and talk to people.  I got interested in ham radio when the arthritis first got bad in my back.  That was before I found out that I could still do most things if I first planned out how to do them, then took my time doing each job.  We weren't strangers, we talked a lot, at least once a week and I found I liked him.  I'd never met him in person though, but I knew he was a writer and I knew he was wheelchair bound."

"Poor man," she said sympathetically.

"Oh he's done all right.  I guess writing pays well if you get published often enough by the right publishing company," Karl chuckled.  "He has a habit of finding some way to get what he wants and he often manages to turn things around so that he accomplishes two or more things at once.  I think I was an example of that.  George's daughters, Ely and Keri, were getting old enough to want to move away from home and I think he wanted to entice them to hang around.  He decided that he needed a man who could build him a generator to supply cheap, reliable electric power, then afterward live nearby and do any of his minor maintenance work.  So, he went looking for one who was young enough to be attractive to his daughters.  When he heard of someone that might be qualified and able do the job, he hired the Pinkerton agency to investigate the man.  He made no secret that he had me investigated or that he let his daughters see the reports.  He even took their ideas into
account before he approached me."

"Really?" she giggled.  "It sounds almost like he imported a man to seduce his daughters, sort of a gigolo?"

"Umm hm, I guess so, but I think he knew enough about me to feel safe that I wouldn't be seducing his daughters," Karl chuckled again.  "Actually, I'm not sure if he expected one of them to seduce me or not.  However, he had raised them to be independent and he regarded them as grown women, so I think in his mind, where they slept and who they slept with was their business.  You'd have to get to know the family to understand completely, but they aren't exactly a typical family."

"It sounds like that's putting it mildly.  Just how did it happen?" she asked "The job, I mean?"

"Okay, let's see," he leaned back and thought for a second.  "Shortly before I'd started work on the 'Skolka' at Tom's, I'd designed a low flow generator system for a friend of mine who lived in an isolated area, using water from a local stream to power it.  He'd bragged about his new power plant on the short wave radio, which is how George heard about it.  When he contacted me, I was in the midst of working on the 'Skolka' and I was fairly flush with money.  I'd gotten the cash buyout from the paper mill by then, as well as the money from that first low flow generator job, so I'd made a deal with Tom to pull the 'Skolka' up on his ways to work on the bottom.  Then too, I had my disability pension coming monthly, so I wasn't really interested.  George quickly sweetened the pot though.  He offered me a long term job and sheltered moorage for the 'Skolka' on a permanent basis, as well as a place to build a little cabin to live in during the winter months.  If you've
ever lived on a boat in the winter, you should know how big a deal that was all by itself.  So in the long run I told him I'd come and have a look at the situation."

He paused and moved to a slightly more comfortable position.

"So, come on, what happened?" she encouraged him to continue.

"Well, he was going to either send a chopper for me, or I could bring my boat, but he said if I came by boat, I'd need a pilot to guide me into his harbour.  Since I had a lot of work to do on the boat and only a short time on the marine ways with the boat out of the water, I agreed to let him send a pilot in two weeks or so.  I wasn't enthused about leaving the boat, or looking forward to riding in helicopter because I don't like to fly.  Let's face it, at that point the boat was my baby and I wanted to be there if anything went wrong that I could fix.  I didn't know about the private eye checking on me at that time or I would have known that George knew enough to expect that.

"To make a long story short, he sent me a helper, or maybe the helper volunteered.  Anyway, the next evening I was working on my boat, just cleaning up at the end of the day.  That's when I saw this figure coming down the dock, tall, dark complexion, sort of androgynous looking, wearing a baseball cap, dressed in baggy clothes and carrying a duffel bag slung over one shoulder.  I was sure it was a gay guy looking for work.  I moved to edge of the boat to explain I wasn't looking for help.  Instead I was handed a letter."

"A letter?"

"Unh huh.  The letter was from George and addressed to me.  It explained that this was Ely, who was a good worker and would work for board and room.  As well, Ely was to be my pilot to George's island when we had the boat ready.  When I got done reading the letter and looked up, I'd never seen a more pathetic, wistful look on anyone's face.  I guess I'm a soft touch.  I just couldn't say no.  I threw my hands in the air, and agreed, as well as offering a meal, still thinking this was a guy.  You have to realize, at that time I didn't know that George even had a family.

"After I'd shown Ely the way to a spare cabin and where the head was, I went back to the galley and I set about making something for us to eat.  Ely took several minutes to come to back, so I was about to go and check to see what the problem was when I got the surprise of my life.  It's a good thing I was sitting down when she showed up.  Ely had changed clothes and was now dressed in a cashmere sweater along with a tiny little mini skirt and that outfit left no doubt in my mind that she was female.  I just stared, slack jawed."

"She took you completely by surprise, huh?" Linda laughed.

"Oh yeah, I was blind sided.  I had originally jumped to the conclusion that Ely was a young, gay man.  Instead, she was definitely a woman and a gorgeous one at that.  How the hell she hid her figure on the way down the dock, I'll never know.  After changing her clothes, she was stunning.  She prattled on all through the meal, while I must have said about ten or twenty words, all the time staring at her.  Finally after we had eaten and washed up the dishes, she quietly took off her sweater and skirt.  She said that she was tired of having me undress her with my eyes, and that I might as well see the real thing.  I certainly wasn't about to argue, because she was decidedly easy on the eyes.  To make a long story short, she ended up seducing me.  I did resist that night and for a few more, but eventually she got me to take her to bed."

"She was that bold?"

"Oh, Ely would beard a lion in its den.  I guess she had read the 'Pinkerton' report that her father got on me and had already decided she was going to beguile me," Karl chuckled.  "Inside of a week or two, she got me into bed with her and we each made sure that the other was thoroughly satisfied.  Actually during the last two weeks we were at the marina, I think both of us lost weight, but then we'd work our butts off during the day and screw them off every night."

"I thought you had told George you'd only be a couple of weeks?" Linda broke in.

"We would have been, but we ran into problems.  After we got together, Ely and I both found the captain's cabin too small and too cramped, but when we tried to modify it, we found some dryrot, so a lot of the wood inside the boat had to be ripped out and replaced.  Then too, we had to switch marinas because Tom ran out of space and had another boat coming to go on the ways.  Anyway, by the time we left Cap'n Jack's dock and sailed to George's island, we were heavily involved, which was what Ely had been after in the first place.  It seems that she'd decided I was just the guy to relieve her boredom and change her bedroom habits.  What did take me by surprise was that it wasn't long after we reached the island that she told me that she expected her sister to share my bed as well."

"Was she pretty, the sister I mean?" Linda asked.  "Or was it a case of the ugly sister?"

"Oh no, Keri was and is a doll.  You have to understand; George is a rogue.  He has money, and he flaunts it.  At one time he had both a nurse and a housekeeper, and was taking them both to bed.  He got both of them pregnant within a couple of months of each other, so the two daughters were born and raised almost as twins, sharing everything.  Meanwhile their mothers were sharing a man, so to Ely and Keri, sharing me was no problem.  Knowing how much of a rogue he was, they knew there wasn't much George could say when they decided to share a man and his bed.  Actually, I don't think he really had a problem with it anyway.  I was the one who had difficulties with the idea."

"I'm not surprised that you had problems, although I guess for some guys it would be a dream situation," she giggled.  "I am slightly surprised that they seemed to want one guy between them, that's very unusual for young women."

"I didn't understand it then and I don't understand it now," Karl sighed.  "Of course, in the last twenty-four hours I've complicated my life even more."

"Do you mean me?" Linda asked.

"Who else?"

"Well, I did say no strings," she whispered.

"Unh huh, but did you mean it?"

"I'll let you know in a day or two," she laughed softly

He laughed and couldn't think of any response that didn't sound silly, so he kissed and hugged her, wrapping his arms tightly around her soft body.  She kissed and hugged him back just as tightly, then they held the embrace for a moment or two.  After their lips separated, she cuddled tightly in his arms, her head tucked under his chin.

She sighed.  "I do like someone's hands on my body."

"Marvellous," he chuckled, gently teasing a rapidly hardening nipple between thumb and forefinger.

"Are you trying to get me all wound up again?" she laughed softly.

"Not really," he said softly, spreading his fingers to cup her whole breast.  "First, I think you should tell me about your life, now that I've told you about mine."

"Okay," she smiled.  "But it's nowhere near as interesting as your story."

"That's quite all right.  I just want to know a little about you."

"Well, my marriage was quite different.  I work as a physical therapist at the municipal hospital and Jim worked there as an electrician.  We had a little house, but we were renting, so we were planning on waiting to have kids until we were a little better established.  We scrimped and saved on everything, building up a nest egg to buy a place of our own.  We'd been married for six years when Jim got into an accident on his way to work.  He almost always used a small motorcycle to go to work because we worked different shifts, so he almost always left the car for me.  One day he hit a patch of gravel that a dump truck had lost and skidded into oncoming traffic," she sighed softly as she paused for a few seconds.

"I am sorry," Karl sympathetically.

"Oh, don't be sorry," she said softly.  "He never regained consciousness, even though the hospital kept him on life support for two days.  The police think he was speeding and I know he loved to go fast on that damn motorcycle.  I like to think of the good times we had.  He taught me a lot about enjoying life and I still see his folks once in a while.  We keep in contact.  They still regard me as one of their family.  I think they'd like you, but they sure didn't like my last lover."

"Oh, why was that?"

"Well, first off, she was a woman and secondly she talked me into buying a boat, then ran off with a waitress, leaving me with what they consider to be a millstone around my neck.  Luckily, I found I liked living on boats and I traded that one in a couple of months ago on the one that got wrecked.  I only took possession of the wreck you saw a little over a week ago.  If it hadn't been for the boat being new, I wouldn't have been there for you to rescue.  Heck if it hadn't been for my former lover, I wouldn't have had a boat at all."

"I guess I owe her a thank you for that," he chuckled, squeezing her hand in his.  "But I doubt if I'd like her if she's the kind to leave you for a waitress."

"Teddi wasn't so bad, at least she didn't beat me or rip me off," she sighed softly.  "I'd had other lovers as well.  After Jim died, it was over a year before I went out again, but the first guy I went out with was a real stinker.  He started out being okay, then he got rougher and rougher with me, finally I had to get a court order to keep him away."

"It was after that I met Amelia.  She was my first woman lover, but it started off as her being a roommate in my house.  One night we'd had a bottle of wine between us after supper and I was having a bath when she joined me in the tub.  She seduced me.  It started out quite innocently with her washing my back, but it ended up with both of us in my bed," she looked at him appraisingly, and when he didn't respond, she asked bluntly.  "Are you offended, or just not curious?"

"Pardon?"

"Well, I …" she laughed rather apologetically, then started over.  "I just thought you'd ask questions.  I suppose I thought you'd be interested in two women having sex.  I sure was.  I wanted to see what a woman was like in bed, I was in just the right mood and she offered so …"

"Okay," Karl grinned.  "I am curious, but I suppose that women make love the same way as men, they just don't have a penis."

"Amelia made up for that quite easily.  She had exceptionally skilled hands.  The problem was she wasn't very honest.  She didn't tell me she was married or that she had bills all over the place.  When she took off, she emptied one of my bank accounts and took my TV and stereo with her."

"Oh, really nice gal," Karl snorted.  "I had a girlfriend something like that once, but all my money was tied up, so she couldn't get at it."

"Have you had many girlfriends since you got divorced?"

"I haven't really needed to," he chuckled.  "I'd only been separated about a year when I met Ely and Keri.  My divorce wasn't finalised until later.  Before them, I'd only really been with one woman, the bitch that I was referring to.  Of course before I was married, when I was a kid, I had several girlfriends, but they were more innocent and so was I."

"Okay, I'm curious, how do the three of you handle this marriage or relationship or whatever it is that you have?"

"It's complicated," Karl shook his head.  "I'm not sure that I even understand it."

"Well, let's break it down.  Now the first one you mentioned was Ely, I believe.  What's your relationship with her?  Is she your girlfriend or your mistress or what?"

"I'm not sure if you could actually call her a girlfriend or a mistress either, she's more of a sometime lover," he laughed.  "She calls our relationship an 'O-F-F' or an 'off'."

"An 'off', what's that?"

"It's an acronym for Occasional Friendly Fuck," he grinned widely.

"Well, she has a sense of humour anyway.  Tell me about her."

"Yeah, she's got a sense of humour, but she's also a damn determined woman," he sighed and sat back, seeming to distance himself from Linda slightly, even while they were in bed.

His face assumed a strange concerned look that brought a twinge of worry to Linda's heart.

"What is it Karl?" she whispered, reaching out one hand to touch his.

"Well, it's complicated," he sighed again.  "For a while we lived together, I guess you could say we had a common law marriage."

"Unh huh, I'd already assumed that," Linda said, trying to smile.  "Do you still love her?"

"That's the complicated part, we both love each other and there's no way we can really separate our lives, but we don't live together anymore," he shook his head and frowned.  "Hell, she's a nurse and spends most of her time in the big city, while I spend most of mine on an isolated island.  We only see each other for a total of maybe two or three months of the year."

He paused and looked into her eyes, Linda waited, in her heart she was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

"You should know that she's the mother of my son," he said slowly.

"I thought you said you were sterile?" Linda whispered.

"Well, I am, practically," Karl said with a list shrug of his shoulders.  "Ely just wouldn't accept that though.  When she found out that I liked kids, she decided we needed to have one.  First off, she made sure we made love at least twice a day, almost every day for six months.  When that didn't get her pregnant, she got me to fly with her to Rochester, Minnesota.  Then she was artificially inseminated with my sperm after they'd concentrated it somehow."

"Was that the Mayo Clinic?  You must have money to burn, flying to Rochester for medical treatments.  I understand that any treatment there is expensive."

"Oh, I didn't pay for that.  George did.  Remember now, he's her father and he has money."

"So she got pregnant then?" Linda smiled softly.

"Actually, no, she didn't," he shook his head and chuckled sardonically.  "We spent darn near a whole month down there while they did tests, then concentrated my sperm and she got squirted with it on what was supposed to be her best day of the month.  Then they made us stick around for another few days before they sent us home.  After we came back, we had to wait for three weeks before she went for a test in Seattle.  She was on the flight to see the doctor when her period started.  She was so mad that she had the pilot turn the chopper around and bring her home.  Then she got in touch with each of the doctors who'd had anything to do with assuring her that she'd get pregnant and chewed them all a new bunghole.  Heck, she ranted and raved around the island for a week."

"So how did she get pregnant?"

"Well, her father is a writer, but she was driving him nuts with all her bitching, so he asked me to take her for a cruise on the boat.  Since I'd just finished working on the project I was doing and since I wanted to go see some friends anyway, I convinced her to come along.  We were gone for four months.  One of the places we went to was Vancouver and she took me to see a Chinese herbalist while we were there.  He gave us some stuff to put in our food that she still swears did the job.  To make a long story short, when we came back from the cruise, she was pregnant."

Linda broke into delighted laughter, while Karl grinned.

"Yeah, I know," he chuckled.  "Modern science struck out and homeopathy hit a home run."

"Ha, I'll bet it was attitude, even more than the old-fashioned medicines," she smiled and stretched.  "The two of you just relaxed and had fun instead of trying so hard.  That happened to some friends of mine, they tried and tried to have kids for years, then just when they gave up and decided to adopt, she got pregnant."

"Well, at that rate, maybe you should be taking birth control pills," Karl smiled back.  "I don't know about you, but I was extremely relaxed while we were making love."

"And you with a part time common law wife or two," Linda laughed softly.  "What would they say if you showed up along with me and I was pregnant?

"Well, since Ely has trained as a nurse, the first thing she'd want to do is to check you over, then she'd start to worry about complications.  I think I told you I live out on an isolated island and there's no doctor close at hand."

"I was referring to jealousy, you ass," Linda snapped back.  "When we meet them, it's going to be enough of a problem with me being with you, let alone if I turn out to be pregnant.  As it is, I feel like an idiot, I'm playing around with a man who's in a plural marriage already.  I suppose you have women tucked away in every little harbour you go to with your boat?"

"No, I don't," Karl said vehemently.  "If you remember, you were the one who seduced me and you should know that Ely seems to need her job more than she needs me.  I doubt if either one of them would be jealous of you.  As for Keri, well, she just likes sex.  She made it quite plain from the first that for her, going to bed was for fun and exercise, not a claim of ownership."

"Do you two 'exercise' often?" Linda laughed softly.

"Umm, actually probably more often than I 'exercise' with Ely, come to think of it, but I think that's proximity more than proclivity.  Ely has been spending a lot of her time away from the island and Keri has spent a fair bit of that time with me."

"And she's never gotten pregnant?"

"Nope, but then I don't think Keri has ever really tried either.  In fact, for all I know, she may have taken some sort of preventive measures," he frowned slightly as he studied her face.  "Is getting pregnant that much of a worry for you?"

"Mm maybe," she snuggled against him.  "But since you'd really like to have kids, I'm thinking about volunteering as a momma."

Then she laughed and shook her head, while he got a slightly deeper frown on his forehead.

"I don't believe I said that," Linda giggled as she sat up.  "But, you needn't worry, I'm not about to horn in on your relationship with either one of your other women.  Although, I think I'll just stick around for the times when neither of them is around.  I'm not going to pressure you or anything."

Karl reached out and swept her back down against him.

"Neither one of them is here right now," he laughed softly, then kissed her nipples one after the other as he shifted her body above his.

"Are you suggesting that I should lie back and spread my legs?" she giggled.

"No, I think I'd like you to show me what you want," he grinned.  "You did say before that you were willing."

"Willing and eager," she laughed in delight as she shifted to straddle him, sitting on his thighs and facing him.

His hands lifted to her breasts and she sighed as she ground her body back and down against him.

"I'm going to have to remember that talking about other lovers makes you horny," she smiled softly.

Then both of them were far too involved to speak for several moments.  Afterward she collapsed forward, then rolled to one side, and cuddled against him.

He dozed off, holding her gently, feeling reassured by her soft warmth.  It was only moments before she joined him in sleep.

-o0o-

Hours later Linda awakened to soft snores, her body tightening in wariness, momentarily uncertain where she was, then she sighed and relaxed, remembering yesterday and last night.  She was lying in bed with Karl, the man who had rescued her from the terror and fear of being alone in a ruined landscape left by an earthquake and a tsunami.  Karl, who had ruthlessly had sex with her last night when she had needed him so badly, virtually demanding that he take her hard and fast.  Karl, who had seemed to know just what she wanted without her asking him, so that he had brought her to a state of pure lust.  Karl, who had then fulfilled her desires.  Hell, he'd taken her beyond her desires into her dreams.  Karl, who had held her tenderly afterward until she fell asleep in his arms.

She liked him.  Actually she liked him a lot, maybe even loved him a bit already.  Well, perhaps what she felt wasn't love, maybe it was a little too soon for that, but it certainly was gratitude, even if lust was involved.  There were worse reasons for trying to make a man happy.  She felt that if he continued to be as kind and as wonderful to her as he had been so far, it wouldn't be long before she did love him.

"Karl is going to be happy that he rescued me," she declared to herself.  "Damn happy!  I'll make sure of that."

She smiled softly, stretched, then snuggled back against his bare skin.  He was lying on his side and she could feel the hair of his chest on her shoulder.  She lifted a hand to caress his chest, smiling at the feel of the soft hair under her fingers.  She liked his hairy chest, and she liked his strong arms.  One of them draped possessively across her chest, his hand cupping her right breast, making her feel wanted, even needed.  She liked to feel needed, besides, she admitted to herself, she was a woman who needed to be physically loved and she liked being held.

"Oh, admit it to yourself, you're a mink, you're practically a nympho, you don't just like sex, you need sex," she thought, then argued with herself.  "I'm not a nymphomaniac.  I've done without lots of times.  Last night I was just happy that he'd found me and I needed the release, but so did he.  It was mutual.  We needed each other."

Then she felt the doubt come into her mind.  "Yeah and after a calamity like this one, there aren't going to be very many men around, so you're grabbing the first one you can, no matter if he is involved."

"No," she rationalized.  "I will admit I like sex and having a lover, but I'm not totally stupid about it.  Karl has already proved that he's kind and caring, besides he needed a woman last night, just as badly as I needed a lover.  Besides his women … well, his women sound like they share him, maybe there's room for one more woman in his life."

"Mmmmm," she sighed softly to herself and admitted that Karl had felt wonderful last night.  Most important to her was the fact that this morning he'd held her afterward, just relaxing and talking, not like some men who roll over and fall asleep almost instantly.  She'd almost fallen asleep in his arms now, in fact one of his arms still held her gently across her breasts.

"You'd forgotten how good having a man felt, hadn't you, bitch?" she pressed herself against his tightly muscled chest as her face contorted in thought. "Damn it, yes.  I had, and I do like a beard."

Her hand lifted slowly, almost moving on its own to stroke a strand of hair away from his cheek as she leaned her head back far enough to focus on his face.  Her finger stroked absently across his cheek, feeling the soft 'salt and pepper' curls of his beard, then the stiff stubble on his neck where he had recently shaved.  She slipped her hand back beneath the covers, tucking them back up onto his shoulder where they had slid them downward.  Her hand rested lightly against the skin of his shoulder, then slipped slowly down to rest between their bodies, her fingers in the curls of hair on his chest.

"Now that's one thing you can't do with a woman lover, and I do love running my fingers through my lover's hair," she giggled softly to herself.  "Of course there's always pussy hair, and playing with someone else's tits can be fun too.  He did mention those sisters, I wonder if he'd share and if they will too?  Maybe one of them would like a little mutual action and attention when Karl and the other woman are busy?"

She found herself almost giggling aloud now.  She shifted so she could see his face better.  Sleep relaxed his weathered skin, softening the wrinkles of age and weather.  One glance told her he had spent a lot of time outside, his skin was darkened to a soft tan, even this early in the spring.  A few gray hairs sprouted amongst the dark blond thatch on his head, but she could see his hair was thinning on top.

"I wonder just how old he is?" she questioned momentarily, then chuckled softly to herself.

"Who cares how old he is?" she thought.  "I'm not going to.  He seems to be fit as a fiddle, well, considering that he has arthritis and minor breathing problems.  Besides, he's a survivor and he rescued me from a really bad situation, if I can repay him for that with sex, so be it.  He's so gentle though, I might have to teach him to be a little rougher, sometimes I need raw energetic sex, not gentle loving."

She chuckled to herself, trying to imagine Karl in abandoned sex, but couldn't somehow.  He didn't seem like the type.

"Yeah, and what type do you think he is, huh?  A user, like your last lover, or maybe he likes hitting people like some of the lovers you've had since you lost Jim?" she frowned momentarily.

That was one of the reasons she had shied away from men and gotten into a relationship with a woman.

"And she taught you even women aren't always so damn nice, didn't she?  Damn controlling bitch, she made life miserable for a while," she sighed softly, then she chuckled.  "Of course she also was the reason you moved onto a boat.  If it hadn't been for her, you'd have been living in a house and the earthquake would have probably killed you, if the tsunami didn't.  If it hadn't been for her, you wouldn't have been there for Karl to rescue."

She moved an arm slowly running it up and down his hairy chest, then pressed tightly against his body, savouring the end of her loneliness.

"I wonder if he's going to sleep much longer," she mused softly.

Then she felt his body shift slightly, saw his eyes flutter under closed eyelids, and knew he was going to awaken.  She pressed her body tightly against his, relishing the feeling of his growing hardness against her hip as he woke, thankful that like most men, he grew engorged as his mind abandoned sleep.

"I think I should encourage him a bit," she thought to herself.

She found herself almost giggling as she shifted her hand gently.  Her body tightened in anticipation, her breathing becoming deep and rhythmic.

"Oh please, Karl, I hope you like to wake up to an oversexed woman and then I dearly hope you'd like to make her happy."

She watched his eyes flutter and then open to stare into hers.  She felt his body tense as he took an instant or two to realise that he wasn't awakening alone, then she watched his eyes change, becoming tender and loving as he smiled at her.  His body relaxed and his arms shifted to wrap around her body, pulling her tightly against him, so she wrapped her arms and legs around him.

"Hi sexy," she chuckled softly.

"Um hmm," he murmured.

Then he surprised her as his lips twisted into a smile.

"OH Yes!" she rejoiced to herself.  "He wants me."

His smiling lips slowly came toward hers and she knew he was intentionally tantalising her.  She held herself still, waiting the instant it took for his lips to touch hers, but the hearty kiss she anticipated wasn't to be.  His lips were only there for an instant, just long enough to brush across hers gently.

"Ohhhhh!" she sighed in disappointment as he lifted his head again.

"I'm sorry," he whispered.  "I have to get up and find the head again, or I'm liable to have an accident.  Then since I'm wide awake and it's daylight, I'd better check the weather and our anchor too.  We need to stay safe."

Just as if to emphasize his words they could hear something bump lightly against the hull.

"Oh!" she giggled, sliding her feet from behind his back, releasing his body and letting him rise from her.

"Damn, I've gotta go," he pulled away and leapt to his feet.

"Don't be too long," she called to his receding back as he slipped away.  "Now that you've reminded me, I need to pee too."

She rolled from the bunk and stretched in satisfaction, grinning widely.  She felt wonderful.  She peeked out the porthole and her smile turned to a glare of annoyance.  Rain was sifting down through a thick fog.  She heard Karl come back into the cabin.  She could almost feel his eyes studying her.  She felt the tingling of desire pass through her, felt her body tense, wanting him to want her.  She turned to look into his eyes, felt a surge of satisfaction as she saw the desire for her body in them, delighted that she pleased him.

"One encouraging word and we'd be back in bed," she thought briefly, then changed her thought.  "Later babe, I need the can, badly."

"Well, it certainly isn't very nice out there," she sighed softly, retreating to a safe subject.

"Yeah," he said quietly as he wrapped his arms around her gently.  "Would you mind if we didn't try to get your stuff from up the hill in this weather?  I'm afraid we might get hurt in the mud and muck, or maybe lost in the fog.  The trip is going to be bad enough in bright sunlight."

"I agree.  I'd be scared we couldn't even find the boat again in this fog," she sighed again, snuggling against his chest.

"Oh, I've got a fog horn that I could leave set on automatic so we could find our way back.  It's just that I'm just not sure I could find the shore without getting us trapped in debris and then with fresh rainfall, the mud and debris we'd be walking on are going to be dangerous.  We simply can't afford to be careless."

"We don't have to go get the rest of my stuff.  There's nothing important there.  We're safe and I'd rather not risk … ".

"Unh uh, woman," he growled, interrupting her.  "I feel we should stick around and salvage as much as we can.  I was thinking last night, there might be a lot more useable salvage lying around and we'd better try to bring it to the boat if we can or put some of it under cover if we can't move it.  There aren't going to be a lot of stores up and running for a while.  Besides, I don't know about you, but I'm not sure if my bank records survived, so anything we salvage may have to become our security, at least temporarily."

She turned and stared up at him in consternation, a shiver of fear running down her spine.

"I never even thought … " she sighed.  "Oh my!  We are on our own, aren't we?"

"Yeah," he grunted releasing her from his arms, "and right now I want a coffee.  Then I should turn on the fog horn, just in case another boat owner is dumb enough to be out cruising in this weather.  I'm a bit worried about floating rubbish too.  I don't want to have anything foul the prop or the rudder, so I need to go out on deck as well."

He reached for his clothes and she watched him dress for a few seconds.

"If you start the coffee, I'll hit the can and then cook us something to eat," she said firmly, moving around him to find the head.

He reached out and brushed his fingers across her hip, softly patting her bottom lightly as she passed him.  She smiled to herself, knowing he wanted her again, but she kept moving.  It would be great to have him make love to her slowly and gently, but they had essential tasks that had to be taken care of first.




Chapter 4

Linda moved almost automatically as she performed an abridged version of her morning preparations since the hot water was barely warm, then she dressed rapidly.  By the time she reached the galley, the coffee pot was perking noisily with loud gurgling sounds, so she smiled as she began to check Karl's supplies to see what she could make for breakfast.

Karl came down from the bridge with a grin on his face.

"Well, the old cat is up and around," he chuckled.  "I looked for him down here and he seemed to have disappeared, but I went up top, he was lying on my seat under the wheel.  As soon as he saw me, he started to purr like a buzz saw."

He started rummaging in one of the cupboards.

"I think there's an old can of fish here somewhere.  Ah there it is," he pulled back with a wide grin on his face.

"Cat food?" Linda questioned him as he looked up, her face creased by a frown.

"Yeah, it will have to do for now.  I know it's not the best thing for him, but I'll work out something better later," he reached for a small bowl and then opened a drawer to pull out a can opener.

"How long would it take you to catch a fish?" she asked with a slight frown.

"Hmm, why?" he paused.

"Well, one day we might need that can as food ourselves," she almost whispered.

"Oh I think we can spare one old can of tuna," he said offhandedly, then he looked directly at her, taking in the expression on her face.

He frowned for a second and then smiled slowly as he set everything on the galley table and wrapped his arms around her.  Holding her in a gentle embrace, he stared directly into her eyes.

"Linda, I like the way you think and I agree that we need to be careful of our supplies, but I need to feed that old cat right now, not later.  I rescued him too and I want him around almost as much as I do you.  Both of you are very important to me at the moment," he sighed deeply.  "I can't explain it, but I need to feed him right now.  I suppose I'm doing it in an attempt to try to make up for what he's suffered."

His face was screwed into an expression so intent that she could hardly meet his eyes.  She felt a sudden understanding of his feelings.  He'd come through the disaster unscathed and it seemed he felt as if he had to atone for that in some way.  He still had all the things that he loved around him, while she and the cat had almost lost their lives, as well as everything they were used to.  Tears flooded her eyes and she pulled herself tightly to his chest, holding him close.

"I'm sorry," she said softly, as she snuggled against his chest.  "I didn't understand."

"I'm not sure I do," he murmured, his hands gently caressing her back as he held her close.

She didn't say anything for a moment as she sought to get her tears under control, then pushing back against his chest with both hands she looked up at his face.  He looked like he had done something wrong and didn't know just what it was.  For a moment she didn't know what to say.  She took a deep breath, then smiled tearfully up at him.

"You're just being kind," she whispered.  "And I think you need to feel like you're caring for him in your own way.  I had no right to even question you."

"Wait a second," he interrupted her.  "You have as much right to say something as I do.  I want you to get that straight right now."

She had to chuckle.

"Then you should let me finish what I was saying," she smiled up at him.

"Sorry, the floor is all yours," he grinned sheepishly.

"Thanks, I was trying to say that you were right and that I was wrong."

"I was?" he frowned.

"You were," she smiled and then on impulse she lifted to her tip toes to kiss him lightly.  "I doubt he'll understand, but you and I will.  You're being kind to someone, or in this case something, more in need than you are.  Actually I think it's sweet."

She pulled back and spun to open the can of fish herself.

"Don't give him much," Karl said softly, but firmly.  "We'll save the rest for later.  If he's been starved for days his stomach will have shrunk and he won't be able to keep much down."

"Okay," she smiled at him.  "Where do we keep the rest of it?"

"Oh, I'm standing on the cover to my cooler," he said, stepping back and bending over to pull up a small hatch let into the floorboards.  "It's right against the hull and since the water around here is so cold, it stays cool most of the year, except in midsummer.  To keep it cool in the summer, there's a solid state cooler installed at each end.  It doesn't take much power, but I have it on a special thermostat, so it uses even less power than normal.  It only comes on when the water under the hull is warmer than normal or the temperature in the cooler rises above normal.  I think the temperature in that cooler is almost as cool as a refrigerator."

The hatch looked thick and she realised that it was insulated.  Under the hatch was a metal box that held several small containers of food and even a flat of eggs.  He dumped what was left of the fish into a small container and set it below, grinning up at her as he arose and put back the lid.

"You keep surprising me," she shook her head slightly.

"Pardon?" he questioned, looking into her eyes again as he picked up the small bowl of fish from the galley table.

"You seem to have the most interesting answers to common problems.  I was wondering where your cooler for perishables was, since I couldn't see a fridge.  I know what a problem one of those little fridges can be when you're away from shore power," she smiled.  "You seem to have all the problems of living on a boat solved in one original manner or other."

"I wish," he smiled.  "After being around boats for years, I've learned that I don't really know anything.  It doesn't matter how prepared I think I am, Mother Nature still takes me by surprise."

"Yeah, but probably a lot less often than she does most people," she laughed softly.  "Let's go feed your cat."

He led the way up to the upper cabin and let the cat sniff at the food, before setting it on the floor.  Purring loudly, the cat slipped down easily and as they watched, it fed ravenously, cleaning the bowl with its tongue, then looking for more.

Karl slipped an arm around Linda and grinned at her.

"That makes me feel much better."

"Can we make breakfast now?" she smiled as she turned to face him.

He chuckled and pulled her into a tight hug.

"Okay, sexy," he leaned down and kissed her.

She sighed and relaxed into his embrace, his kiss was intense, demanding, and yet tender.  Even after his lips left hers, she held herself against him, feeling warm and wanted as he hugged her.  Opening her eyes, she grinned up at him.

"To misquote an old saying; 'Coffee, breakfast or me?'" she murmured.

"All three," he laughed.  "I'm greedy."

"All three?" she grinned.  "Can you handle everything at once?"

"For you, I'd almost be willing to try," he laughed.  "But do you suppose we could have coffee and an egg with toast first.  Since we're surrounded by water, I'm hoping you aren't about to run off, at least not before I get the chance to try to seduce you back into bed."

"Ah, I think I'll stick around for that; I think I might enjoy it," she pulled away slightly.  "After all, so far I think I've been the one who has been seducing you."

"And doing an excellent job of it," he grinned.  "Now, do you want me to cook breakfast?"

"Unh uh, I want to cook for you, but why do you ask?"

"Well, the batteries are down a bit and I really shouldn't try to run the fog horn for long before they're recharged.  I was thinking that if I grabbed a cup of coffee, while you were cooking, I could fire up the boiler.  Then I can run the generator to charge the batteries, maybe even sound the whistle a bit while the steam pressure is high enough.  Besides, with the boiler fired up, we'll have hot water to wash the dishes, maybe even some to wash our sweaty bods afterward."

"You do that.  I'll bring you a coffee," she smiled and turned toward the galley.  "What do you like in it?"

"Black with just a bit of sugar, maybe half a spoonful.  I'm sorry, I don't have any cream, but there should be some powdered milk in one of the cupboards if you want that," he answered offhandedly, already busy at his controls.

"That's okay," she called back as she went below.  "I take my coffee black too."

She heard him shift and move above her, then a slight roar in the space aft of the galley where he'd said the boiler was.  Suddenly the fog horn made its first sonorous sound and she jumped in surprise.  Chuckling at herself and her surprise, she filled two cups, added a small spoon of sugar to one, and took them both back above.  She handed him his with a grin as he lifted the cat from his seat and set him on the floor, then settled back to stare at a variety of gauges in front of him.

The cat stood for a second, swishing its tail from side to side in annoyance, then stalked over to leap easily up to the window sill so it could stare out the window.

"Thanks," Karl said absently, his gaze rivetted to his instruments.

"How would you like your eggs?" she asked.

He didn't seem to even hear her.  She sipped her coffee slowly, watching his weather-beaten hands make tiny adjustments to his controls, then smiled at him as he turned to face her.

"Sorry, I like to be sure everything is okay when I first fire the boiler," he said quietly.  "I'll show you all this later and explain it as best I can."

"I'd like that," she answered.  "I do like to understand things, so I stay away from things that could cause damage."

He grinned and spun the chair around to face her, setting down his coffee and holding out his arms to her.

"I'll bet you do, I'm learning to like you very much," he said quietly.  "Would you consider sitting on an old man's lap?"

"Nope, I wouldn't sit on an old man's lap, but I'll sit on yours anytime that I'm invited," she grinned setting her cup beside his, then snuggling into his lap.

She kissed him before he could speak, then pulled back to stare into his eyes.

"I asked you a moment ago, how do you want your eggs?"

"Anyway you want, as long as they're out of their shells and cooked," he smiled as his hand lifted to cup her right breast.

"Good," she smiled, pushing his hand away and slipping from his lap again.  "But I'm going to do it now, you can play with my body all you want, after you've eaten something."

"Spoilsport," he called after her as she retreated down to the galley again.  "I was just going to show you how much I was learning to like you."

She just laughed, as she went below and began to search the galley, finding what she needed to make breakfast and happy that he'd shown her the cache in his cooler.  As she worked, she could hear him moving about above her and thought she heard him go out onto the deck.  In only a few moments she had mastered the oil stove and had scrambled eggs sizzling in a skillet while she made toast over the other burner.  She found herself humming and paused for a second to realise that she was the happiest she had been for a long time.

She chuckled at her own good humour.

"Don't bother analysing it, gal," she thought to herself.  "Just enjoy it and go with the flow."

Taking her own advice, she went back to humming softly and soon had breakfast prepared.  Cocking her head to one side, she listened to see where Karl was.  There, that was the creak of his swivel seat above her.  She smiled and filled a tray with their breakfast.

"The way to a man's heart?" she giggled.  "Maybe, but right now, it doesn't matter, both of us seem to be delighted with the other, so why fight it.  After breakfast, maybe I can get him back into that bunk of his."

When she came up with the tray in her hands, the cabin felt decidedly warmer than it had been when she went below.  Karl turned as she set it down on what she assumed was his chart table, even though it was completely clear at the moment.

"Let's eat it while it's hot," she smiled.

"Thanks," he whispered softly.  "Just having you here is wonderful."

She realised he was in a heavy mood, from the tone of his voice and she didn't want to lose her own happy mood.  She wanted the banter they had enjoyed a few moments before.  So, as she reached for a deck chair, she tried to think of a come back that would snap him out of his sombre mood.  The fog horn blowing every few seconds wasn't helping her mood, and she would have wagered that it didn't help his either.  They both needed to change their sombre feelings somehow and Linda wanted to talk.

"That's okay, sexy.  I'm glad I'm here," she grinned as she turned back to him.  "Now let's eat so you have lots of energy to seduce me like you promised."

It worked; she could see his face change.

"It would be a shame if I couldn't do that, wouldn't it?" he smiled softly.

Her ploy worked.  They chattered easily during their breakfast and she made sure she kept the conversation away from their present situation.  It wasn't until after they had eaten and were relaxing over coffee, that the subject suddenly changed.

"I wonder what happened to everyone?" Karl asked quietly.

"Pardon?" Linda asked, almost as quietly.

"Well, after an earthquake, I'd have expected more people to be around."

"I think we're just in the wrong place."

"What do you mean?" he frowned.

"The earthquake hit and knocked everything down, then the tidal wave just swept it all away, people too," she whispered.

"I don't understand that either.  I didn't think tidal waves hit at the same place as the earthquake that caused them," he frowned.

"Maybe this wasn't the worst part of the quake.  Maybe somewhere else got hit a lot harder.  Then again maybe there were two earthquakes," Linda sighed.  "Maybe there was an earthquake somewhere farther away, causing the tidal wave, and as well it triggered the earthquake that hit here.  I know there were several other tremors after I was washed ashore."

She shivered as she remembered how they had felt, hoping she would never have that feeling again.

"Yeah, that might be it," he said softly.  "But, what did you mean about us being in the wrong place?"

"Well, if we got past the tidal wave damage, there are probably lots of survivors.  By now they're probably helping each other."

"I hope so," he frowned, then lapsed into silence.

She didn't know what else to say so she sat quietly.

Karl stood slowly and adjusted his controls slightly, then turned to stare out the window.  She stood and moved to stand beside him.  Both of them stared out at the murk and rain outside the window.

"I know I can't safely go out there, but if someone is lying there, injured and helpless …" he said quietly, his voice drifting off to silence.

"Stop it," she growled, wrapping her arm around his waist.  "You can't take all the woes of the world on your shoulders."

"But, there might be someone out there we can help."

"I am not letting you go out there and risk your life.  Not on the off chance that you might find another cat, or dog, or even a person that you might or might not be able to help, not when it's as dangerous as it is right now," she spun his body so she was looking directly into his eyes.  "We will go … together … when it's safer, but you aren't going anywhere by yourself."

"I wasn't planning on going anywhere without you," he smiled as he took her hand.  "It's just that I need to do something."

"You are doing something," she insisted.  "Hear that fog horn, that's signalling people that someone is out here and that you're staying fit and healthy.  When the weather changes so it's safe to walk around, we can do something more energetic, like look for people."

"Unfortunately I'd prefer to be doing something more than that," he laughed ruefully.

"Damn you," she growled.  "I am not letting you risk your life and mine on a whim."

His hands lifted to her shoulders and he stared into her eyes.  "What did you just say?".

"I said I don't want you to risk our lives unnecessarily," she snapped.  You haven't been sleeping well for days and neither have I.  You aren't in the best of health and you're worn down so your arthritis is acting up on you.  I haven't been eating well, so I'm not as healthy or as energetic as I should be.  I think both of us should take today easy and rest."

"You know that might not be a bad idea," he murmured.

"Well we could go back to bed," she whispered, smiling up into his eyes.  "I promise I'll let you sleep if that's what you really want to do."

"Well, considering how I feel right now, that might be all I could do," he sighed.  I'm not really feeling all that energetic and weather like this certainly doesn't help any.  Cold, damp weather seems to set off my arthritis and I get moody.  I did take some pills for the pain, but that just seems to make me even sleepier.  Usually I can't get to sleep in the middle of the day though."

"Well, let's go give it a try.  I'll snuggle up to you and try to act like a hot water bottle to keep you toasty warm and comfy."

"Oh, yeah.  As if that would work," he laughed.  "We'll be there for about two minutes and you'll be doing your best to seduce me again."

"Oh, come on, you haven't exactly fought me off," she laughed. "In fact you've started things some of the time."

"Well, I don't feel up to anything right now.  I hurt a bit too much for any of the fun stuff."

"Okay, I promise, I'll just cuddle you this time, because even I can see you need a rest."

It took her a while to convince Karl he needed to lie down, but she finally managed to get him down to the cabin and into the bunk.  Then it took even longer to get him to settle down, because he just couldn't seem to get comfortable.  She sighed in satisfaction when he finally dozed off, then she somehow managed to pull a blanket over them both before she joined him in sleep, astounded that she was as sleepy as she was.

She awakened to his blue eyes, inches from hers.  She sighed softly, this time there was no jolt of fear on awakening, just immediate trust and love, like she had never felt before.

"Hi Sexy," he smiled.

She felt his hands touching her gently, relishing their feel on her skin.  She stretched slowly.

"Wow, I really slept," she grinned at him.

"Ditto," he chuckled, one of his hands lifting to caress her cheek gently.

She felt a thrill run through her and turned her head to touch his fingers with her lips.

"I hope you have those fingers registered as dangerous weapons," she whispered with a grin.

"What do you mean?" he asked.

"Your touch drives me crazy," she giggled softly.

"Oh," he laughed quietly.

"I love it," she murmured, her lips reaching for his.

It was several minutes later that she sat up slowly, then turned and pressed him back as he started to rise.

"You lie still," she smiled at him.  "Anything you want, I'm going to get for you."

"Well, you're going to have an easy job then," he smiled.  "I just want you close to me."

"Is that all?" she grinned.  "How about if I feel like playing with you like you did me?"

He laughed as he rolled onto his side and moved his hands to her cup her breasts.

"Later maybe," he grinned.  "Let's not rush all our pleasures into one day.  I intend to keep you around for a while."

"Just in case something rises to the occasion, I want to be ready," she giggled and shifted her leg to lie across his hips.

Now she was facing him and her face was warped into such a tight grin that it almost hurt.  His hands caressed her breasts gently and every movement thrilled her to her toes.  Somehow, while it was arousing, it was also extremely satisfying to know that he liked to touch her.  She bent her head downward to watch his fingers caress her breasts.

"I think you've got a breast fetish," she murmured.

"In your case, yes."

"I wish they were bigger then," she sighed, lifting her eyes to his.

"I'm glad they aren't.  I like the way you carry them.  I've always liked to see smaller women who don't wear a bra.  I like the way your breasts move without support."

Something about the way he spoke thrilled her.  She stared at him and tears came to her eyes.

"What's wrong?" he asked, noticing the change in her mood instantly.

"I'm scared," she whispered.

"Why?"

She could hear the concern in his voice, knew it was real and yet even that scared her even more.  "It's just …" she broke into tears and collapsed onto his chest.

He wrapped her in his arms and held her tightly but gently.  She found that his arms were exactly what she wanted, but she couldn't stop crying.  Somehow he seemed to know that she needed to cry.  He did nothing but hold her in his arms, letting her sob away her fear and insecurity.

She held him tightly, afraid that if she let go, he would disappear.  She cried until she had cried herself out, then just lay there, holding onto him for the longest time.  He hadn't moved or spoken and she didn't know how long they had lain there.  She lifted her head slowly to stare at him.

"Feel better?" he whispered.

"I'm sorry."

"Why?  You needed to dump everything," he grunted.  "You've been through a hell of a lot, and I'm honoured that you let go in my arms."

She couldn't think of a response, so she eased her head back down and snuggled close to him, wrapping her arms around him, hugging him tightly.

"It's okay, Baby," he murmured.  "You're safe now."

"Mmm," she sighed softly.  "I know."

She could feel a gentle desire to have him back inside her and she lifted her eyes momentarily to look into his, marvelling at the care she could read expressed there.

"He'd be a marvellous father," she thought to herself

Almost instantly another thought shocked her and she lifted her head to stare at him in consternation.

"Oh shit!" she exclaimed softly.  "I just thought of something."

"Now what?" he asked.

"Well," she whispered.  "We didn't use any protection when we had sex and I'm not on the pill or anything.  I'm pretty well at the worst time of the month for unprotected sex.  With both of us liking sex the way we do, you might be getting me pregnant."

"Oh," he broke into laughter.  "Is that all?"

His laughter infuriated her.

"What do you mean, is that all?" she almost shouted, her voice loud in the tiny cabin as she expressed her frustration with him.  "I've never had a baby and I don't think I could raise one if I did.  I'd be a terrible mother.  On top of that there probably aren't a lot of doctors around right now who would be able to fuss with a pregnant woman.  As you said, we're on our own."

He held her arms in his hands as she struggled to move away from him.

"Whoa," he demanded.  "Don't get excited.  Like I told you before, there's only one chance in several thousand that I'd ever get you pregnant.  I was sure I mentioned it, didn't I?"

It was like he had slapped her, she stared at his face.

"You really can't have kids?" she mumbled.  "But why?"

"I had mumps when I was sixteen and they went down into my testicles," he shrugged.  "The doctors barely saved my life and they warned me that I was probably going to be sterile.  My ex-wife and I had my sperm tested because she wanted kids.  I think that was the real reason that we broke up.  My sperm count is so low that there's hardly any chance that I could get you pregnant.  And since by some freak of nature I do have a son, I think I've probably had my one and only kick at the can."

She stared at him in consternation and her eyes filled with tears again.  Unreasonably, now that she knew she couldn't, she felt the desire rise inside her to have his child for this man.

"I'm sorry," she sniffled, once again overcome by tears.

"It's okay, in some ways it's a blessing.  Although perversely, I think I'd have liked to have a bunch of kids," he laughed softly.  "Isn't that human nature?  You always want what you can't have."

It struck her as funny too.  She broke into giggles, even though the tears were still streaming from her eyes.  Both of them drifted into almost hysterical laughter for several moments, finally relaxing into smiles.  She felt worn out.  Her body had been through so many emotions in such a short time that she was unsure of just how she felt.  Then his hand lifted to stroke her cheek tenderly.

Although he didn't say anything, she could feel his care.  She snuggled against his shoulder.

"Just where have you been hiding all my life?" she whispered with a grin trying to be flippant.

"Waiting for you to grow up," he chuckled softly.  "Just how old are you anyway?"

"Hmm?" she mumbled.

"I said how old are you?"

"Oh," she stretched.  "I'm thirty-two, as of June the second, why?"

"Well, I'm forty-two, that means for ten years of my life, you weren't even a twinkle in your daddy's eye," he smiled softly.  "I've robbed the cradle."

"You did not.  I seduced you, so I robbed the wheelchair instead."

He chuckled softly.  "Come on, be honest, last night was just gratitude and an expression of relief for being safe, wasn't it?"

"Maybe at first," she giggled, then paused "No, to be truthful, it was mostly lust.  I'm a very horny woman."

"I've noticed," he laughed.

"You aren't exactly a cold fish yourself," she grinned, running her fingers along the back of his hand as he caressed her breast again.  "I think you've got a definite breast fetish."

"No, I've got a Linda fetish," Karl laughed softly, sliding both of his hands around her waist then down to her bottom.

"Ha.  Now your hands are holding the other part of my anatomy you seem fascinated by," she grinned down at him.  "I've noticed where your eyes go."

"You caught me," he grinned.  "Your buns fascinate me.  They're your sexiest asset."

"Really?" she tensed and released her muscles to wriggle her bottom under his hands, then grinned at his surprised look.

"How the hell do you do that?"

"Exercise," she laughed softly, relaxing again.  "I don't diet, but I do like to have a nice body, so to keep my weight down, I watch what I eat and I exercise."

"I see," he smiled.

"Mm hmm," she snuggled against him.  "But, since you'd really like to have kids, maybe …"

Then she laughed and shook her head, while he got a slight frown on his forehead.

"I can't believe I'm even thinking about getting pregnant, but I choose to believe that your doctors were wrong," Linda giggled.  "And you needn't worry.  I told you before, I'm not about to horn in on your relationship with either one of your other women.  I'll just stick around for the times when neither of them is available.  I'm not in a hurry to get a swollen belly or anything."

Well I just hope that you can get along with the two of them, if we do get together," his frown deepened.  "Shit, I don't even know where Ely and Keri are, or if they've lived through this bloody mess.  The last time I talked to them was on the radio; that was over a week ago.  They were all planning on being back on the island this week when I got home from my trip, but I wouldn't have bet on it.  Right now I think they might all still be in the Seattle area."

"Somehow that doesn't exactly sound like you're extremely close.  You sounded tentative."

"It's complicated," he sighed.

"Most relationships are," she retorted.  "What makes you think yours is more complicated than most others?"

"Well, when Ely and I are together, we're quite loving, but when we're apart we seem to relish the isolation from each other."

"And the other sister, Keri?"

"Oh, she's an opportunist.  When Ely and I had our first tiff, she sided with me, then seduced me at the first opportunity."

"Oh shit!" Linda rolled her eyes.  "And what happened when Ely found out?"

Karl laughed sardonically.

"Not what I would have expected," he snorted.  "I woke up with both of them in bed with me."

"What?" Linda said in astonishment.

"Yeah," Karl said, shaking his head.  "I hadn't realised it, but they'd had it all planned.  They admitted it the next morning, after we'd all had sex together!  Ely's argument with me had been a setup."

"Oh wow!" Linda stared at him, waiting for him to continue.

"So then, for a few days, we all slept together, but we found that it got much too complicated.  Neither of them really relaxed when her sister was there, and I found it rather upsetting myself.  So now we all seem to treat sex as a wonderful way of showing that we care for each other, but none of us tries to get very possessive.  We know we can depend on each other, yet we don't want to push too hard, besides, they're both away from the island a lot.  Ely is a nurse and Keri is a pilot with both fixed wing and rotary licenses."

"It sounds like there might be room for me after all," Linda said softly.  "If they're away so much, I'm surprised you haven't tried to bring another woman into the mix."

Karl just chuckled.  "I live out on an isolated island, so in the first place there isn't much opportunity to meet women.  Then, when I do meet any women, the ones I do meet wouldn't like being in that kind of isolation."

"Isolation doesn't mean fuck all!" Linda growled.  "For instance I like the idea of some isolation, especially after living at a marina and having a neighbour living ten feet away all the time.  Then there's the 'fun' of having boaters and tourists walking by the boat at all hours of the day, peering in the porthole.  Right now, isolation sounds like heaven to me.  Then as far as roughing it is concerned, I've been there, done that, and enjoyed it too.  I lived for a while at a friend's cabin after Jim died.  It didn't have indoor plumbing or electricity and it was almost half a mile away from the road and the nearest neighbour.  I loved it, so isolation and a bit of deprivation wouldn't faze me.  I'll bet there are a lot of women who feel much the same way."

"Don't be so sure.  Loneliness even gets to me after a while," Karl grinned.  "In the winter when the family moved to Seattle, it used to get to the point where I was looking forward to George and the girls showing up on the island so badly it was unbelievable."

"Why didn't you just hop in your boat and go visit someone?"

"Oh I did occasionally, but it takes a while and costs a fair bit to come and go from the island.  I used to try to get out at least once a month for supplies and such though.  Unfortunately traveling through the gorge means working with both the tides and the weather, get one wrong and you could be killed."

"Didn't people drop by to see you?"

Karl laughed heartily, then explained slowly.  "You'd have to see the setup to understand, but to most people the island seems to be unapproachable – just too damn much trouble to bother trying to visit.  There are high cliffs all the way around the island, with deep water on all sides, and no beaches to land on.  George flies in by helicopter and he's had the cliffs posted with warning signs that the island is privately owned, so most people don't even try to come ashore."

"Is he a hermit or something?"

"Almost, he's a writer, and he doesn't like to be disturbed when he's writing."

"Okay, but if you live there too and you don't have a helicopter, how do you get ashore and where do you moor your boat?"

"If you approach the island from exactly the right angle, at exactly the right stage of the tide and don't have a cross wind blowing from either side, you can make it.  There's a small gap in the cliffs that leads into a narrow gorge.  In turn, that leads into a small nearly landlocked bay or lagoon, which is almost in the center of the island.  You have to see it to believe it."

"Doesn't the passage show on the charts?"

"Sure, but it's marked as impassable at anything but the highest tides, and most people that come looking end up thinking the chart is wrong; they can never find the seaside end of the passage.  Like I said, you have to be in the right place at the right time to even see the break in the cliffs.  We only get about two visitors a year, and at that, they mostly come by kayak.  When they see the 'Skolka' moored inside the bay they have a hard time believing I steamed her in.  As I told you, you'll have to see the place to believe it."

"So, didn't you say you have a house there as well?"

"A log cabin, built back against a cliff face.  The island is almost split in two by the gorge and the bay.  George's place is on one end of the island.  Mine is on the other and the gorge runs in between.  George had most of the materials for his place brought in by helicopter, but I used logs that had grown on the island and I brought the rest of the material I needed by water.  We're pretty well established."

"How did you actually meet George in the first place?"

"Oh, I thought I'd told you the story?  Anyway, it was over the radio.  I'm an amateur radio fan, a ham operator and so is George.

"Yeah, you did tell me that part, but I was wondering about after you got to the island."

"Well, I know I told you that he asked me to build him a low flow hydro-electric generator on the island and had sent Ely over to help rush me along, but if anything that slowed things down," Karl chuckled.  "Anyway by the time we got the boat finished we were bushed, so we took a week off.  I radioed George and told him Ely had warned me the gorge was hard to navigate and I wanted to familiarize myself with the way the boat handled, so we were taking a week to go for a shakedown cruise.  George couldn't really argue with that, so he agreed, but I kept my promise and at the end of the week we tackled that dang gorge.  I'll be honest I've never been so damn scared in all my life because I thought we were going to hit the cliffs a dozen times on that first trip through.  First of all from the outside the whole island is almost all sheer vertical rock and like I've said before, until you see the break in the cliffs, you wouldn't even suspect it was there.  Then once you do find
the entrance, the gorge is extremely crooked, so you go from open ocean to threading your way through a maze in an instant.  If I hadn't been warned to take it slow and if we hadn't been running against an outward flow in the gorge, I don't think we'd have made it.  As it was we came just inches from being wrecked several times."

"Is it really that bad?" Linda asked as he paused.

"Oh, yeah, it is!" Karl chuckled.  "I think that trip even scared Ely and she'd gone through the gorge several times before, but always in a sixteen-foot long skiff, which is a lot easier to turn than the 'Skolka' will ever be.  Not only is the skiff a quarter as long, but it's mass is negligible, so it turns on a dime, while the 'Skolka' is sixty-feet long and weighs several tons.  Once she's moving the 'Skolka' has a lot of momentum and she doesn't want to turn or stop in a hurry.  Both Ely and I were sweating by the time we got into the inner lagoon, but we did make it without hitting the rock walls.  I was so relieved that I steam the boat into the middle of the bay and dropped anchor; I was completely wiped out.  Ely watched as I shut down the boiler and topped up the water level, then she grabbed the whistle lanyard and tried to let the whole world know we were there."

"Was she homesick or something?"

"No, I found out later that it was a prearranged signal for Keri to come down to the dock to meet us.  Unfortunately, in those days, the trail from the cabin to the bay was rough, so it took Keri quite a while to get there.  We'd already rowed ashore in the dinghy before Keri ever got there, so we met her on the rough trail that led up the hill.  I didn't know what to expect, only I certainly didn't imagine Ely's sister would be a fair skinned redhead, since Ely's skin looks like café au lait, but I did my best to hide my surprise.  What happened next astonished me though, because after hugging and kissing Ely, Keri almost climbed my frame to hug and kiss me as well."

"Right then and there?" Linda sounded astonished.

"Yeah right then and there.  She didn't spare the horses either.  She made sure I knew she was interested in getting to know me better.  That's when Ely announced that Keri was her 'almost twin' and that they had grown up sharing everything!  You see they had one father and two different mothers …  Well, not by the time I met them, because their mothers had been killed in a car accident several years before, but you get what I mean.  About then I was pretty darn confused by the whole thing, so I was more or less in a daze later when I met George and his nurse, Trudy.  It was only the next day that I realized what a beautiful place Gull Island really is, but once I saw the rest of the island, I fell in love with the place.  It took me about a week to look over the whole situation and draw up plans for the hydro-electric generator, but by then I was already hooked on the whole setup, well except for the way the two girls were acting.  I really couldn't
handle that right then and told George I could do the job, but he'd have to get the two of them to back off or I wouldn't be able to do any work."

"I'll bet that didn't go over well, did it?" Linda chuckled.

"No, that didn't go over well at all, but they did back off since they both knew that having a reliable supply of electricity was essential for them to be able to live on the island in any sort of comfort.  Anyway, George took a look at my plans and proceeded to draw up a contract for me to supervise the installation, then hired a crew to come in and help me.  By late the next day he had ordered the material we'd need to do the job.  In a weeks time I was up to my eybrows in men and materials, so from then on I was strictly a supervisor for the next while.  In the long run I was able to even more than I had planned because the generator was a special order and had to be built to suit the job.  As a result George and his family got the bonus of underground wiring, running water and a septic system.  It cost almost twice what I first quoted George, but he didn't mind at all, in fact he gave me a bonus.

"He went for it, paid for it and gave you a bonus, just like that?" Linda sounded astonished.

"Yeah, George doesn't take long to make up his mind and I know he was impressed with my proposal, but he was even more impressed with how the job went and what I was able to do with his crew.  Before I was done building the hydro plant, he'd offered me the job of living there as the caretaker when he was away and he suggested that I should build myself a place to live in year around.  I'd thoroughly checked out the gorge by then and we had sailed the 'Skolka' in and out of the bay several times, so I jumped at the offer.  Now by that time it was getting on toward fall and he was planning to head back to the states to live for a while, but he'd seen the trouble I had getting around when my arthritis was kicking up.  He didn't want me living on the boat over the winter, so before the work crew left he brought in a 'kit' cabin me to live in for the time being and had the crew throw it together.  It wasn't what I wanted, so I had it set up a short distance from where I wanted to build
my real cabin, but I lived in that thing for several years while I built a better one."

"So really you have two cabins?"

"Well, I suppose you could say that, but the old cabin is run down and all I use it for is storage," Karl shrugged.  "I suppose it could be fixed up enough to be liveable, but then I'd lose my workshop and storage building."

"Well, just a question, but while all this was going on, what were the two sisters up to?" Linda asked.

"Oh, they hadn't given up." Karl laughed softly.  "By that time I'd given in and was bedding one or the other of them most nights, but once in a while they'd squabble like most siblings do.  If they upset me or tried to get me involved I'd take their skiff and my dinghy out to the 'Skolka' and spend the night there in peace and quiet.  George and Trudy thought that was hilarious, because it broke up the fights faster than they could ever manage.  As often as not, one of them would strip and swim out to the boat though, but if they'd annoyed me too much I wouldn't drop the boarding ladder over the side.  Instead I'd toss a them a life jacket and tell them to enjoy their swim.  Of course once the weather got cooler, they gave up on even trying that stunt.  Of course it wasn't all that long before the whole family left for the winter because the girls had to go to school and George didn't like the cold all that much.  When the whole bunch were gone I was able to get a
lot more work done, but I sure did miss them that first winter."

"I'll bet you did, all that tail, then a complete cutoff." she laughed softly.

"Actually I didn't miss that so much as the company they provided.  I had my radios set up by then and I spent a lot of time talking to George and the girls on the radio, but it just wasn't the same.  I got so lonely that I must have made twenty trips with the 'Skolka' to get groceries and supplies of various kinds, but part of the reason for those trips was just to talk to folks face to face.

"The next year was a lot better, because George had his new house built, so he and Trudy spent most of the winter on the island.  The girls were even home for the holidays and besides that I bought a puppy and Keri gave me a kitten.  Only the next spring the feral cats that live on the island ended up killing my kitten and terrorizing my dog.  Of course that first dog was only a Cocker Spaniel, so the feral cats were almost as big as he was and a heck of a lot tougher.  Then later that year I tried to start a garden, but that didn't work out so well either.  Those darn cats thought the garden was a freshly dug toilet just meant for them, and they dug up darn near every seed I'd planted.  Things got so bad that I bought a .22 calibre rifle and started shooting every feral cat I saw, then I'd dump their bodies in the gorge when the tide was going out.  Of course with less cats around my place, the birds swooped into the garden and ate the few plants that did grow."

"Wait a minute, did you say George had a new house built?" Linda asked.

"Yeah, I'd made electricity and running water available, but the new bathroom cut down on the space in the old cabin.  Besides, it was a log cabin, so I had to use electrical conduit to run in the lights and plugins, so the wiring looked like an afterthought.  George thought that was tacky, so over the winter he had a new place designed.  Then he found a guy who builds custom log cabins.  The guy builds what the customer wants, then tears the whole thing down, numbers the logs, ships it where it's wanted, then puts it together again.  In George's case they had to load the logs on a barge, tow that to the island, then use a helicopter to lift the logs from the barge to the island.  I call the new place 'George's Log Mansion' and really, it is pretty darn fancy."

"Damn, I'll bet that cost a mint "

"George doesn't care much if what things cost if it improves his comfort.  He's extremely well off. "

"Hmm, I wonder if George could use a cleaning lady or a masseuse?" Linda grinned.

"Oh George has Trudy to take care of that now.  She started as a live-in nurse and housekeeper when I first went to the island, but I think you could call her a common law wife now." Karl frowned then and sighed heavily.  "I just hope they all came through this mess in good shape."

"Well, if you're a ham radio nut, why don't you try to get in contact with him and find out?"

"I've tried, but the radio on the boat doesn't seem to be working," Karl explained.  "All I seem to be getting is hash or heterodyned signals.  Either everyone is trying to call out at once, or something is causing interference."

"You have tried then?"

"A few times, but I've been too busy to waste much time on it."

"We aren't doing anything right now," she grinned and stretched.

"Are you sure you want to get up?"

"Well, at the moment both of us are too darn tired, but you can always bring me back down, throw me on the bunk and have your way with me when you have some more energy," she laughed.

"I thought you were mad at me and didn't want to take a chance on getting pregnant?"

"Oh hell, I was just feeling insecure," she sighed slowly and sat up.  "Actually, I might give your gals some competition.  I really think I'll volunteer to try out as a momma.  So … I'm going to forget about birth control.  For you and I, it's bareback and no holds barred.  If my belly swells, I'll suffer the consequences."

Then she slipped out of bed and changed the subject before he could comment.  "Now are we going to go see if your radio works?  And, I think we need to eat something very soon."

"All right," he shrugged, rolling from the bunk and reaching for his clothes.

Once they were up in the wheelhouse, Karl showed Linda how to turn on the shortwave set and warm it up.  As soon as he turned it up, they were inundated with a welter of weird sounds.

"You can see what I mean," Karl frowned.  "I don't get it."

"Would you get that kind of noise if too many people were trying to use their radios at once?"

"I suppose, but if I was trying to get through and there was someone else on the band I tried first, I'd try another until I got clear air.  This is the same on all the bands."

"Pardon my ignorance, but what's a band?"

"Oh, it's a frequency allotment.  The government sets regulations on the frequency you can use for ham radio.  This is one of the most common bands we're listening to now, George and I use it quite often, but all the bands seem to be jammed."

"I wonder if it varies during different times of the day?" she asked quietly.

"It might, I suppose, especially if people were ignoring regulations because they were desperate," Karl frowned slightly.  "I sure wish it was better though.  Hell, right now I want information so badly it isn't even funny.  I seem to have burnt out something in my AM-FM receiver too, so I can't even get regular radio reception."

"I've got a little portable in my bags," Linda volunteered.  "But the batteries are dead."

He smiled at her.  "I can probably jury-rig a power supply, if you don't mind my opening it up and trying to hook in a special lead."

"I'll go get it," she volunteered, heading below instantly.

Karl checked his battery levels and saw they were down a bit, so he fired up the boiler, planning to run the tiny steam engine that ran an alternator to charge the batteries again.  While he was waiting he opened a drawer that held jumper cables and spare wire, then got out his tool box.  Linda came back in seconds, holding a small portable with both AM and FM bands.

"Thanks, Linda," he said, taking it from her.

As the boiler came up to pressure, he sat in front of the small shelf that held his radios.  Using that as a workbench, he opened the back of Linda's little portable, first checking the voltage of the batteries, then wiring in a tiny jack and a pair of diodes so he could plug the in the proper voltage and run the radio off the ship's batteries.  Meanwhile Linda slipped down to the galley to put on the coffee and make some sandwiches.  She was back and had lunch ready before Karl was done his modifications.  Then since he saw that the batteries weren't up to full charge, both of them took the time to eat.

"So, will it work?" Linda asked, finally breaking the silence.

"Shall we see?" Karl grinned and reached out his hand to the on/off switch.

When Linda nodded, he turned it on and they discovered it was tuned to a station from Seattle.  After a few seconds they both stared at each other in consternation.  They seemed to have caught a call-in program in progress.

"… and the report from our hospital patrol here in Spokane shows that at present we seem to have no further additions to the number of people in the local isolation wards.  So we're contending that those of us who have been unaffected by the new flu should be allowed to have the ability to travel.  We feel that the military is practising simple discrimination."

"Unfortunately, Mr.  Atkins, you don't have to be sick with the flu to be a carrier, or at least that's our understanding.  However that is neither here nor there; the military is maintaining the blockade in the mountain passes and we have no influence over them or their policies."

"Well, that's just plain unreasonable.  I have business to conduct in Seattle and I can't fly there, or drive there, or even walk there.  How am I going to find out how my business is doing?  This military blockade is simply not fair."

"Unfortunately, Mr.  Atkins, I'm afraid that you're going to have to learn to live with it.  You have to realise we've had a severe earthquake here, as well as a tsunami.  Your business may simply not exist.  Almost all local business's are closed anyway.  Now I am afraid we are going to have to take a break from afternoon call-in and go on with regular programming."

There was a short break, during which the radio station played a recorded message announcing a curfew from dusk until dawn as well as a warning to boil all water before using it.  After that finished the announcer came back on the air.

"This is Clyde Hopper at News Radio Seattle, formerly the Radio Studies and Broadcast Facility at The University of Washington.  We will try to update you on what we know of our local situation.  We're operating courtesy of the assistance of the National Guard.  Here is Professor Donald Wilson to give you his report on the situation as we presently understand it."

"Thank you, Clyde and thanks to the National Guard for their help.  At the present time, this portion of Washington State still seems to be free of the major flu bug which has struck so hard in Oregon, California, and across the rest of the lower forty eight States.  That means that the military blockade in the mountains appears to be effective.  Although it may cause some difficulties for those held outside of the containment area, it seems to be protecting those of us who happen to reside in this general area."

"It is unknown at this time how the influenza ravaging the majority of continental North America is passed from person to person, but it is believed at this time that direct human contact is required.  It is believed to be caused by a virus and is not believed to be transmitted by long distance airborne factors.  In other words, it requires close human to human contact; however it is possible that it could be transmitted through any other animal factor as well.  That means everyone is being advised to stay away from animals including dogs and cats, unless they have been constantly confined and have had no contact with other people or animals."

"Boil all water and cook all food before consumption.  Any frozen foods are to be viewed as suspect at this time since lack of electricity will have allowed bacterial growth in the thawed foods.  Remember that salmonella or related pathogens can kill you.  Do not trust well water, rain water, or any free standing water, boil it prior to usage.  Do not use water from a stream, river or lake to wash clothing or your body, unless it is treated with chlorine or has been boiled."

"I've just been handed a note about the small earthquake that happened almost an hour ago.  Its epicentre was just off of the Queen Charlotte Islands north of Vancouver Island in British Columbia and was a 3.0 on the Richter scale.  It's doubtful if this quake will cause a tsunami, but there may have been some minor tsunami effects along our shorelines, however as hard as we've been hit in those areas, at the present time we have no one who can report from there.  If you have the ability to let us know, please do so, as we would like to keep our updates as broad as possible."

"This quake is number forty-two of those recorded at the Earth Sciences Facility here at the University of Washington in the last twelve days.  Only sixteen of those have registered more than 3.0 on the Richter scale.  This does not include the tremors we are registering constantly as Mount Saint Helens and Mount Rainier continue to vent.  We are doubly lucky so far in that these are both minor eruptions and as a result are causing only smaller tremors.  The fact that the wind has remained relatively constant from the west and thus has carried any possible fly ash away from us is also fortunate."

"In the case of a major eruption, we are in a very precarious position.  We are trapped between the mountains and the sea, so evacuation would be well nigh impossible.  Then too, we would be in danger of becoming victims of the influenza epidemic if we were forced to travel.  However, any travel overland is almost impossible because of earthquake damage to roadways and bridges."

"The military is on constant patrol and at last report has had to control looters at several different locations.  It is our duty to warn our listeners that looters will be shot in the act.  We have had reports of gangs of thugs trying to bully their way into control in some locations.  We have been advised by the leaders of the military that these people will be caught and prosecuted, or if necessary, they will be summarily executed."

"We have also been advised that many individuals are disregarding the present curfew on random movement.  Please people, cooperate with the military.  They are doing their best to reestablish some sort of normality.  At the present time all travel in vehicles of any kind is forbidden unless your safety is threatened.  Do not travel by bicycle, motorcycle, car, truck, boat, helicopter, or airplane.  Do not travel at all, unless you are in danger from your immediate surroundings, then travel only as far as necessary to reach a point of safety.  It follows that you must report such movement as soon as possible to your nearest military establishment."

"If you can hear this broadcast, we would like to advise you to remain calm and as close as you can to your homes.  Wandering aimlessly will not help you.  It may take a while, but the armed forces and Red Cross volunteers are doing their best to help and will reach you with aid as soon as possible."

"Any medical personnel of any sort are asked to please report your location to the nearest hospital or aid station.  Failing that, try to report to some person or organisation of authority.  This request includes all personnel.  Doctors and nurses are desperately needed, so are any support staff who are familiar with hospital operation in any way."

"Telephone and electrical service will be reestablished at the first opportunity, but major transmission lines and telephone interchanges have suffered massive damage.  Please have patience.  Repairmen are working with the military to effect repairs as quickly as possible.  If you are trained as a repair person in any of the essential trades, please try to contact a person of authority and make yourself available to assist in the repair of essential services."

"We would also ask the people who have access to amateur radio broadcast equipment to keep their transmissions to an absolute minimum.  There has been a tremendously heavy usage of this form of communication and the somewhat frivolous usage has caused total chaos at most times.  Please show discipline and limit calls to an absolute minimum.  Use only official call signs and stay within standard practice at all times.  All transmissions should be held to an absolute minimum length."

"There are food and clothing reserves available that are being distributed at the present time through …"

Linda reached out and snapped the radio off.

"I'm sorry Karl, but I don't want to hear more of that.  We've got enough problems of our own," she turned and looked at Karl with a deep frown creasing her forehead.

"I think we should know," Karl frowned slightly.  "Seattle is close enough that what they do, could affect us."

"Maybe, but right now, I think we need to keep out of everyone's way.  From the sounds of it there's a communicable disease loose that they want to keep out of the area and there are just too many ways for it to get through their lines.  I think we should stay in isolation if we can."

"Oh I agree on that, inside of certain limits.  I think though that we should listen and see what's going on, but we don't have to even let them know we're here.  I do think we might try to get in touch with George though.  He's been good to me and I feel an obligation to him.  Besides, in a way, he's family.  If I can help his family, I'd like to try."

"What could you do?"

"Well, he has a second house on an island near Seattle, which is where I think they would have been if the earthquake happened last Friday.  They knew I was planning to be home tomorrow or the next day, so I doubt if they'd have planned to come back much sooner than today.  I imagine they were still in living in their other house and on the wrong side of the border.  If he is stuck there, we might be able to be some help with the boat, or maybe he'd just like to know that I and the boat are still here.  I don't know, maybe we can get through the hash if we're very lucky.  Both he and I are radio 'hams', so we talk to each other often.  We don't even use call signs anymore, just 'handles'.  He uses the name Grouchy Bear and I'm Keeper.  We do that so no one knows who or where we are, unless they triangulate our position and that's damn hard to do.  If we kept our calls short, they could never catch us even though it seems we're not supposed to use the radio
right now."

She laughed softly; "You sound like you're acting like little boys, hiding what you're doing from your parents."

"I'm afraid this is a hell of a lot more serious than that," he frowned.  "This is an emergency and the military seems to have decided to control everyone's movement and activities.  You might as well know right now – I'm not a real fan of military control unless I can't possibly handle the situation myself."

"Oh I agree that I don't like people interfering in my life and telling me that I have to follow their orders.  It was just the idea of grown men using strange sounding names to talk to one another that I found amusing," she smiled.  "This situation might just call for it though."

"I think it does," he said slowly.  "I don't want to set myself up so that I lose the boat to some stupid army asshole who would probably sink the 'Skolka' on some reef or blow up the boiler from lack of feed-water."

"Okay, how do we go about it then?" she asked.

"Well, considering the radio I have and the antenna on the boat, we probably won't reach George from inside this bay.  We might have to try from out at sea, at least in more open water, so we have less interference from solid objects between us."

"Didn't that announcer say that there was a recent earthquake, but that the tsunami had already passed?"

"Yes he did, but it's almost low tide right now.  What would you say to the idea of taking a night cruise?  We can take turns at standing watch while we're out?"

"I'd rather spend the night moored here, but I suppose we could go out and try to talk to George if it will make you sleep easier."

"Thanks," he grinned.  "It will make me feel better just to try.  I'll tell you what, let's try from right here, the batteries are topped right up, so we can send at full strength."

"Will it be better out away from land?"

"Yeah, but it will take a good two hours to get out of the bay and out into clear water.  This is such a safe mooring that I hate to leave it.  Without weather forecasts, I'm leery of being exposed in a storm."

"So let's try it here, then tomorrow we can go ashore and do all the salvaging of stuff you wanted.  Afterward, if we don't get through tonight, we can go out to sea and try again."

"That's a good idea.  Once we've salvaged all we can from ashore, I want to head for the island anyway.  I want to see how my cabin fared in the earthquake."

"Let's hope it's still standing."

"Oh I think so, it's quite solid and it's on ground high enough that any tsunami would have a hell of a hard time reaching it.  The idea of an earthquake worries me though.  It's built on solid rock, but it's backed up against a cliff, so I'm not sure what damage the roof could have suffered.  It could have been hit by falling rocks or even a landslide"

"Well, we'll hope for the best.  We can still live on the boat if it isn't okay, but right now let's try that radio again."

So they left the portable turned off and switched their attention back to the short wave radio.  As they flipped through the bands, they found one that seemed a lot quieter.  There were squeals and pops, but there were no voices, at least not as far as they could tell.  Karl's demeanour changed, becoming very serious as he concentrated.  He leaned forward, concentrating as he tuned carefully.

"I think I'll try it," he said very quietly, then glanced at his watch.  "At this time of day and on this frequency though, who knows?"

He paused and listened again for a few seconds before he picked up the microphone.

"CQ Grouchy Bear, calling Grouchy Bear.  This is Keeper, come in Grouchy Bear."

He paused and listened for several seconds.  After a short wait, he repeated his call, then paused and waited again.




Chapter 5

Linda watched Karl's actions and saw his concentration, realizing how involved he'd become, she went below for more coffee and sandwiches.  When she returned with a tray, he was still making a call every thirty seconds or so.

"No luck?" she asked with a slight frown.

"I'm not sure," he said in a voice barely above a whisper as he took off his earphones.  "Listen and tell me what you think."

He made another call and then turned the speaker volume up high.  Against a background of clicks, whistles, whirrs, and buzzes, Linda could hear a female voice.  Her face frowned deeply as she listened.

"Beep, crackle, pop -ouch- beep -air, come back- whistle, pop -eeper- pop -rye at three hun- buzz, hum, pop, beep -on 43, tune- buzz SQEEEEE …"

Everything disappeared into a high-pitched squeal that had Karl instantly reaching for the volume control to turn down the sound level.

"Did you make anything of that?" Karl asked her.  "I think it was 'ouch air come back' and then 'eeper.' I think that could have been part of 'Grouchy bear, come back Keeper', but I'm not sure of the rest of the message."

"I'd say it was part of the numbers and letters you used and then some sort of a message that was broken up badly by noise."

"Yes, I think so too.  What I made out this time was 'at three hun.' and 'on 43' something."

"Um, I think it was 'try at three hun." Linda said tentatively, "and at the end after '43', it sounded like 'tune' to me."

"I wonder …" Karl sat back and frowned.  "I suppose 'try at three hun.' could mean to try to contact them again at three hundred hours, that's three in the morning.  That's usually the quietest part of the night as far as radio traffic is concerned, but it's also the time of the most skip and interference.  Well, it is normally.  As bad as the radio spectrum is right now, it couldn't get much worse."

"Okay, that makes sense.  Then what did the last part of the message mean?" Linda asked.

"I'm not sure.  Are you sure you heard 'tune'?"

"I think so … maybe the word was two something or maybe the whole word was cut off.  I suppose it could have been part of the word tonight or something couldn't it?"

"Of course," Karl laughed.  "That would be it, 'try three hundred hours on 43 band tonight.'  Just a second."

He turned up the volume again and picked up the microphone.

"Grouchy Bear.  This is Keeper.  Grouchy Bear.  This is Keeper.  Will call back at three hundred hours tonight on 43.  Repeat: Grouchy Bear.  This is Keeper.  Will call back at three hundred hours tonight on 43."

He turned up the volume again and Linda concentrated on the noise.

"Keep- whistle, pop -chee bear-, burp, rattle -mative, repeat, that's affirmat- pop, squeal, whistle -hundred on fort- pop, whistle."

Then the static again became too loud for Karl and he reduced the volume, but he was grinning as he stood and hugged Linda tightly.  She laughed at his joy, but wondered that the voice sounded like a woman's.

"Karl, would it be a woman on the radio and not George?" she asked.

"What?" he laughed.  "Oh, I think that was Ely or Keri, I couldn't tell for sure.  They're probably manning the radio in shifts all day and all night.  If the reception is better at night George just might take the late night shift, or he might have been hurt.  We don't know enough to even guess yet, but I'll be here at the radio at three in the morning."

"I'll be right here beside you," she grinned up at him.  "But for now, I've made more coffee and sandwiches and I think we should eat."

As they ate, Karl fell into a thoughtful mood, even Linda grew quiet and the fog closing them in didn't help their mood.  Both of them were staring out into the murk when the cat decided Karl's lap was free and he was in need of a pet.  Karl was startled at first, but after a few seconds, he made the cat happy as he scratched his back softly.

"Well hello, old timer," he murmured as his strokes were met by loud purrs.

The cat settled down happily and Linda had to smile.

"He doesn't care about the weather," she chuckled.  "He's so loud.  He sounds like an old motor boat engine, missing on one cylinder every once in a while."

"Yeah, an old Evinrude," Karl laughed softly.  "In fact that's not too bad for a name.  We have to call him something."

"Oh come on, it should be 'Pirate' or at least something nautical."

"Evinrude is nautical, after all it's a boat engine."

"Oh come on, it's someone's last name, someone who happens to build boat motors.  We can do better than that, how about 'Castaway.' After all you found him floating on the water."

"Well, then why not 'Flotsam' or 'Salvage'?" Karl grinned at her.

"Yecch," she made a face.  "That sounds terrible.  He's so loud, how about 'Boomer'?"

"He's got stripes.  There's always 'Tiger'."

"He's about as much of a tiger as I am," she laughed.  "He's an old pussycat."

"Well, I guess he'll stay 'Puss' then, since we can't agree."

"Oh come on, there has to be some name that we can agree on that suits him," she frowned.  "But since he's your cat, I guess we can call him whatever you want."

"Then let's just wait," Karl laughed.  "He'll name himself."

"What do you mean?"

"He'll do something or other that we'll notice that will give us a clue for a name.  All my other pets have always named themselves.  As a kid I had a cat named 'Cuddles,' another one was 'Underfoot' and even a dog called 'Speedy'."

"You would," she grinned.  "Say, we aren't doing much now.  How about showing me all the secrets of the 'Skolka' while we're waiting around for the fog to clear?"

They spent the rest of the day going over the whole boat as Karl explained its intricacies, then working together as they cooked supper.  By the time they went to bed in the evening, a light breeze had come up.  They were able to cut the foghorn since the fog was rapidly dispersing and neither of them wanted to hear the irritating sound when they were trying to sleep.  Karl set the alarm by the bunk for two thirty in the morning and they went to bed early.

Their lovemaking started out slow and gentle, but gradually escalated into an extremely energetic session of sexual gymnastics that left them both exhausted.  Afterward, they fell asleep quickly, but as often happens when you sleep heavily, it seemed only a short time later that the alarm rudely awakened them both.  Karl shut it off, rolled out of the bunk, and sighed softly as he pulled on his pants.

"You don't have to get up," he said as Linda yawned widely.

"Hah, I'm curious too, besides, you might need a second set of ears," Linda answered in low tones as she slipped out of the bunk.  "You go warm up the radio.  I'll make a coffee and bring it up with me."

Karl grinned and pulled on shirt and socks, as she slipped past him toward the head.

"Don't be long in there, woman," he laughed.  "That was going to be my first stop."

"I know, but I can't wait," Linda called back as she closed the door behind her.

By the time she was finished, Karl had put the coffee on, then gone topside.  She heard the sound of liquid splashing into the water outside the boat hull and grinned to herself as she pulled on her clothes.  Fully dressed, she went to the galley to wait for the coffee to finish perking, before going up to the wheelhouse.  Karl was leaned forward at the radio, adjusting something while a soft hum came from the speaker.

Karl smiled up at her and took the coffee mug from her hand.

"Thanks, Linda," he said quietly.  "Now, we'll see what 43 sounds like."

He rotated a large knob and then threw a small switch off to one side of the radio.  Instantly sound filled the room, but it was a wash of quiet sounds, similar to the sound of small waves on a beach.

"Oh this is much better," he said firmly, cutting back the volume slightly as he glanced at his watch.  "Well, it's a quarter to three, and knowing George, he'll be standing by impatiently waiting for my call.  Let's give him a try."

Linda leaned forward in anticipation as he lifted the microphone.

"CQ Grouchy Bear.  This is Keeper, come in Grouchy Bear."

"You're early and drop the call signs.  There are too many listeners." A gruff voice sounded clearly from the speaker.  "Da-verse-if-eye."

"Is this really pudding and pie?" Karl asked, winking at Linda and watching her face wrinkle into a grin as she caught his reference to the child's rhyme about Georgie Porgie.

"Just a crooked old man," the voice snorted, "in a crooked house and you?"

"Aye, matey.  Polishing doorknobs, with a guest," Karl grinned.

In an aside to Linda he said "From George's comments about listeners, he must think we're being monitored and wants secrecy.  Make notes if you want, I'll explain later."

"Ah, two lines of little Indians on a fence here.  Have you been on the range?"

Karl paused and frowned for a second, then his face cleared.

"No," he continued.  "Just Bristol fashion, with a rescue.  All aboard now though.  How by you?"

"That ought to throw anyone listening a curve, it seems to be even throwing George and he's brilliant," he said firmly as the radio fell silent for several seconds.

Linda smiled up at him from scribbling notes on a pad she had grabbed.

"He must be.  I'm lost," she snorted.

"All aboard here too.  Second, fourth, and last piggies here, in the stick house, but the wolf is huffing and puffing on the horizon."

Karl frowned for a second, glancing at Linda, then back at the radio, looking at it as if by staring he could get some answers.  Then Linda could see his face change, his eyebrows lifted and he raised the microphone again.

"Mary Poppins and the chopper?"

"Lost in the quake.  Gone fission."

"Oh, too bad.  Maybe a little boy blue?" he asked.

"Hah, beware superman!  There's kryptonite in them thar hills." The voice on the radio drawled sardonically.

"Well, more like the Pimpernel then," Karl grinned

"Beggars would ride."

"Rub a dub, dub?"

"Possibly. Weather factor?"

"Oh come on.  College try?"

"Of the essence.  Recognition?"

"Whistling Dixie," Karl replied as he shifted sideways to begin the warm up of the boiler on the boat.  "The coffee's perking."

"Ease off, buddy.  Speed zone, and bears in the bushes.  How about a meeting in the cemetery?"

"Make it two dozen plus or minus one and the maitre de wants reservations."

"Oh, we're only half dirty."

"Okay, one kind or the other?"

"That's right.  The whole brood, rooster, hens and chicks."

The radio suddenly erupted with sounds of whistles and pops.  Karl glared at it for several seconds, then when it quietened, picked up the mike again.

"White out this end after chicks," he said

"Ditto this end, call in twenty?"

"That's four and out," Karl said

"Roger Dodger and …" then the radio was wiped out by whistles and chirps

Karl glared at it in frustration.

"Damn," he growled.  "We didn't set up a pickup spot."

"Hell," Linda laughed softly.  "I'm not sure what you two did say, I hope you do."

"Oh," Karl smiled.  "If you made notes, I can explain."

"Here," Linda handed him the notepad.  "I'd appreciate it."

"Okay, gimme," Karl glanced at her notes.  "Let's see, 'the crooked house' refers to the little crooked man who lived there, I suppose that means he's at home, but they suffered some damage.  'Polishing doorknobs' is from Gilbert and Sullivan and means I'm in 'the queen's navy' or aboard the boat.  The reference to 'Indians on the fence' I think is for the number of people there or maybe that they're scared of losing numbers, while 'on the range' is asking if I've been 'home on the range' or back to the island.  'All aboard' means you and I are on the boat and 'Bristol fashion' means that the boat is in good shape.

"It took me a moment to get the next one myself.  If you play this little piggie with a kid's toes, 'the second' one stayed home, 'the fourth' one went hungry and 'the fifth' one ran home crying.  Altogether it means that the whole family is there, but they're not too well off for food and want to get away.  The 'wolf huffing and puffing' means that someone is trying to put them under some sort of pressure, or else danger is lurking nearby.  'Little boy blue' asks if I can help and 'kryptonite' is his way of asking if I think I'm superman.  I replied no, that I didn't feel strong, just sneaky, like 'the scarlet pimpernel'.  And he replied with the quote from 'If wishes were horses,then beggars would ride.' meaning he'd like to get away, but can't think how.  Then I asked if he could get a helicopter, since Keri, his daughter, can fly one.  'Gone fission' meant he had one available, but
it had been destroyed, probably in the earthquake."

He paused and took a sip of coffee before continuing.

"Then, 'Rub a dub, dub', refers to boats, I was asking if they could get out to sea so we can pick them up.  He replied that time is a problem; 'time is of the essence' is the complete quote, I think.  That means we've got to hurry.  That's when I fired up the boiler and told him I could use the boat's whistle, and he'd know the sound.  When he used the term cemetery that's another name for 'graveyard,' but I assumed he meant 'the graveyard shift' suggesting sometime after midnight.  So I told him I'd be there within twenty-four hours, in other words tomorrow night.  Then I asked him how many people to expect and he said they were only 'half dirty', I took that to be referring to the dirty dozen.  I double checked that by asking if it was six of 'one kind' and half a dozen of 'the other' and he agreed, adding he's got 'the whole brood' so the women and children with him.  I would imagine that would be
his wife and her daughter, as well as his two older daughters and his grandson, my son David.  The last bit was almost wiped out by noise, but at least we agreed to call back about eleven or twelve tonight, I suppose on the same band."

He leaned over to cut the burner in the boiler back to standby, knowing that it would only take minutes to get to operating pressure if the boiler was kept warm.

"There's no sense in trying to leave in the dark if we don't have to.  We'd be just as liable to run into a raft of rubbish as not, and I'd rather not have to put up with that in the dark," he said firmly.  "If we leave early in the morning we can easily be down near them by midnight tomorrow.  Besides, I've want to think over that comment about speed zones and bears.  I didn't really understand that."

"Well, my assumption would be about the restrictions on movement.  Perhaps the coast guard is patrolling the water near them and on the lookout for travellers," Linda suggested.

"I guess," Karl said tentatively.  "I wish there was somewhere I could leave you to be safe while I go to George's rescue."

"Hah, like hell, buster," Linda bristled.  "For one thing you're going to need all the help you can get, and for now 'wherefore thou goest' and so on.  You're stuck with me."

Karl stared at her for a second and then grinned as he stood and pulled her into a bear hug.

"I'd rather be stuck on you," he laughed softly.

"That can be arranged," she grinned, then pulled out of his arms and dashed part way down the steps going below before turning to grin at him.  "Well, come on slow poke."

"Okay," he grinned.  "I guess the wise course would be to go back to bed and try to get at least a couple of hours of sleep before setting out.  It would make more sense to make the run in daylight anyway."

"Hah, sleep after," she giggled.  "And I'll be your sleeping pill."

She ran off and he made sure everything was shut down, then he quickly followed.

-o0o-

Karl awakened with a start, feeling Linda's soft flesh against his side and in his arms.  He could hear her soft relaxed breathing and the sound of rain on the deck over his head, but something felt wrong.  At the moment he couldn't place what it was, but he knew something had awakened him.  Listening even more carefully, he thought he heard a voice in the distance.  Still, he couldn't be sure.  He carefully slipped away from Linda, doing his best not to wake her.  As soon as his feet touched the deck and he could stand, he rushed to pull on pants and shirt.

Once he was dressed, he hurried above to the wheelhouse.  Most of the mist appeared to have cleared away and there was a mild breeze blowing toward the boat from the shore.  Rain was still falling heavily, but he could make out the shoreline.  Seeing movement there, he grabbed his binoculars.

There was boxy-shaped dark-green vehicle sitting near the shore and several men moving about.  They appeared to be working on an object down at the shoreline, approximately where he and Linda had seen a wrecked row boat.  He counted carefully and could see at least six men.  One stood next to the vehicle, whatever it was, and the rest seemed to be clustered around the ruined dinghy, perhaps trying to repair it.

"Army maybe?" Karl thought and his mind raced.  "Damn.  I suppose with this declaration of an emergency they can seize boats, but I don't want them to confiscate the 'Skolka.'  I want out of here.  I'd better wake Linda and if I can sneak away, I'm going to.  There is no damn way some snotnosed young whelp is taking my boat.  I wonder why they haven't tried to hail us, I would have thought that would be the first thing they'd have done.  Come to think of it, maybe they did?  Maybe that's what woke me?  Still, I don't like this."

"Linda," he called down softly, hoping she was easily wakened.  "Linda?  Wake up, Babe.  We're about to have company."

He heard her moving around as he fired up his boiler, wanting to be ready for any possibility.  Having left the pilot light burning, he knew that it would only be moments before he had steam, but even that brief period was going to seem to take an eternity.  In seconds Linda was standing at his side though.

"What is it?" she asked very quietly.

Karl silently handed her the binoculars and pointed to the shore where it appeared that the men dressed in army green were working to get the small boat afloat.

"Oh," she sighed.  "People!  That's wonderful."

"Yeah?  Well, maybe?" Karl grunted.  "But not just anyone, it seems to be the army.  The way they're acting worries me for some reason though.  I'm not happy that they haven't tried to hail us or anything.  It looks almost as if they want to be here and in charge before they announce that they're coming."

"Why would they do that?"

"Well, if they've been called out by the government, they probably want to commandeer this boat for their own use and throw us off."

"Oh, shit," she lowered the glasses and spun to stare at him.  "Can they do that?"

"If this area has been declared a disaster zone and is under martial law, they can and will," he said firmly.  "I'm not sure what I should do."

"Have you tried the radio yet?" she asked.

"No.  I haven't, but that's a good idea.  We'd better be quiet though, I just want to listen.  I don't want to talk for now," he smiled, snapping the radio's switch on.  "Thanks for the suggestion."

At first he got no voices at all, just lousy background noise, then suddenly as he rotated the dial he found a voice coming in loud and clear.  Glancing at the shore, he picked up the glasses.  One figure was standing by the vehicle and appeared to be talking into a microphone.

"… and it appears to be abandoned, sir.  Over," the voice was high pitched and seemed to whine.

"Would it be suitable for transporting troops, Lieutenant?  Over," the second voice seemed to be quieter, perhaps more distant.

"I believe it would, sir.  I think it must be about fifty feet long and I don't think it's a sailboat.  Actually it appears to be a rather large power boat of some kind, and in quite good shape too.  We'll know more when we get someone out to it.  We've found a small row boat that we might be able to use, if we can get it repaired.  Over," whiney voice answered.

"Too bad you don't have one of the inflatable boats with you," the quiet voice responded.  "You say it appears to be a power boat, Lieutenant, are you sure?  Over."

"Yes sir.  That's what it appears to be, it's certainly big enough, but the visibility is so bad, we can't be certain.  Over," the whiner responded.

"Well, let me know more when you find out, Lieutenant.  No matter what it is, grab it just in case.  Over."

"What if there are people aboard it, sir?"

"Put them ashore with a tent and a few days' supplies, Lieutenant, and put a man aboard to guard it for now."

There was no answer for a few seconds.

"Sir, what use is a boat to us?  Over."

"At the moment, Lieutenant, it's of no use to us at all, but it may have a use in the future.  Remember, we're living on an island, we may need to go somewhere else if things heat up too much.  Commandeer it and guard it.  That's all.  Over and out."

"Yes Sir, over and out."

The radio fell silent.  Karl stared at Linda.

"That was one chance in a million, catching their signal at just the right time, when they were discussing us," he frowned.  "It's just as I thought too.  They have no use for our boat, but they want to control it anyway, just in case."

"Karl," Linda frowned as well.  "Suddenly, I don't like this at all."

"I don't either," Karl shook his head slightly.  "I was listening carefully and that was no regular military conversation.  At least I don't think so."

"What do you mean?"

"Well first off; that's not a common band for the military to use.  In other words it's not reserved for military use.  It's just a regular shortwave band, but one of the seldom used ones.  Secondly, they just didn't sound right to me.  I think that those guys are trying to act like the military, but aren't really in the armed services," he frowned deeply.  "There's something odd about them that's sticking in my craw, so for some reason I don't trust them."

"I thought it was just me," she said thoughtfully.  "There's something about the way the bossy voice sounded and he kept repeating the word lieutenant so many times.  It was as if he was trying much too hard to sound authoritative.  Then there was that comment about 'need to go somewhere else if things heat up too much,' but I don't think the real army would just run off if things got tough."

"Yeah, I heard that too," Karl reached his hand toward her.  "Can I see those glasses again?"

"Sure," she handed them to him.

Karl studied the men working around the boat on the shoreline.

"Why aren't they looking for people who might be trapped and can be helped?" he said softly.  "Why are they all standing around or else working on that stupid boat?"

He leaned forward then, as if he was concentrating, after a second he lowered the glasses slowly.

"Linda, look carefully at those men.  Look at their clothing and tell me if you see anything strange?" he handed her the glasses.

She raised the glasses and studied the men carefully.

"Well, some of them are in blue jeans, but they all seem to have khaki coats except for the one fellow," she hesitated.  "Karl, he's wearing a red checkered shirt under his duffle coat and … Oh Hell!  He's the guy giving the orders.  I just saw him point and another guy did whatever he wanted."

"Yeah," Karl growled.  "Did you notice his gun?"

"No, he's turned sideways and that coat hides it, wait …" she paused slightly.  "Now he's turning, umm … it looks like a …"

She dropped the glasses from her eyes and stared at Karl.

"It's a six gun, a revolver, like a Colt, and it's strapped down in a western holster like a cowboy would wear.  The army doesn't allow anyone to carry those, does it?" she asked.

"No, not normally," Karl growled.  "That guy isn't regular service, not in the regular Canadian services anyway because as far as I know the officers carry 9 mil. pistols, not Colt 45s."

"Karl, what are we going to do?" she whispered then.

"Just hope the rain comes down a little harder, or the mist comes back," he answered quietly.  "Oh yeah, for now we don't show ourselves out on deck.  I don't want them to see us moving around.  They think the boat is abandoned and I want to leave them thinking that for now."

"What are you thinking about?" she frowned at him.

He grinned and sat back on the helmsman's seat.

"This is a steam boat and it can move damn near silently," he gestured down the bay with his hand.  "I've already fired up the boiler.  I'm holding the pressure at eighty pounds.  That's well under the release point for the safety, but still gives me enough steam pressure to get the boat underway.  If we lose sight of those guys on the shore, I'm going to count on the fact that they'll have lost sight of us too."

He paused for a second before continuing.  "If we get a chance we're going to sneak off silently into the murk and leave them here to try to figure out where we've gone."

Linda stared at him.

He grinned again.  "Well, even if they are regular-army, which I doubt, they haven't officially told us that they want to commandeer the boat.  If we leave without them speaking to us, then they can't complain that we disobeyed their orders, can they?"

She broke into a matching grin.

"I like that," she chuckled.  "Too bad we didn't leave last night after we talked to George, instead of going back to bed."

"That's okay.  It's only seven thirty in the morning.  We've got lots of time," Karl said glancing at his watch.  "I'm just glad we shut off the fog horn.  Except for a little bit of heat haze from the stack, this boat must look abandoned from the shore.  I'm hoping that in this much rain they can't even see the haze from the stack."

"Do I dare make something to eat?" Linda asked.

"If you want to.  I can't see why not, but I'm not really hungry right now.  I could use a coffee though."

"Me too, but I was just thinking of a bit of breakfast though and before I fired up the stove, I was wondering about smoke.  You mentioned the stack from the boiler, so I was thinking the stove might and wondered if that would be visible outside."

"Oh, no, the stove doesn't smoke, not at all, but I'm glad you thought of it," Karl smiled.  "You could make a pot of coffee, if you don't mind.  I think I'm going to check the radio, there seems to be a lot less noise on it right now.  If we could hear those guys on shore, we might be able to hear other people too.  Maybe we can even get a weather forecast."

"Good idea," Linda nodded, slipping down to the galley.

Karl turned back to the radio and slowly adjusted the tuning dial.  The weather station was back on the air and he listened to it momentarily before passing on to other frequencies.  The weather prediction was for heavy rain with a possibility of high winds out of the northwest later in the day.  He passed on quickly to other channels.  He had soon covered all the marine frequencies and had only heard one faint call in some foreign language.  The radio spectrum he could monitor was almost vacant.  He wished fervently that he had a standard broadcast receiver too, but he didn't and at the moment he wasn't about to jury rig Linda's radio again.  He turned his attention back to the channel where he had heard the conversation between the men he could see on the shore with their commander.  He decided it was safest to monitor their radio calls in order to be prepared for whatever they did, no matter who they were.

The rain was pelting down harder than ever now and the breeze was slowly building up.  He picked up the glasses and studied the shoreline carefully.  They appeared to have the little boat floating, but for some reason, none of the men were getting into it.  The rain was so heavy that he could hardly make them out and he grinned to himself in satisfaction.

"Linda," he called softly.

"Yes Karl," she answered, popping her head up from below.

"Can you arrange to leave everything down there for a moment?"

"Oh, sure.  I haven't started cooking yet, so I can shut off the heat and clip things down if you want me for something."

"Great, I'd like to get the anchor up if we can.  The rain is a lot heavier and if we're careful I think we can slip away without being noticed."

She came up into the cabin and glanced out the window.

"Oh, the rain is a lot heavier," she said softly.  "I can hardly see the shoreline."

"Right," Karl said.  "Now, I was going straight ahead when I anchored and we're heading about the same direction now, so that's how the anchor will have grabbed.  I'm going to try to break it loose by going straight back.  It will mean that one of us has to go on deck and slip the knot that ties the anchor line, then use the winch to lift the anchor.  I'd like you to either run the throttle or the anchor winch.  Which one do you think you can do better?"

"Mmm, how does the winch work?" she asked.  "I'd rather do that."

"You have to tail the winch by hand and clear the loose line, but it's an electric winch.  I'll just ease forward a bit to give you some slack to untie the line from the cleat.  Once it's untied, you'll have to pass the line around the barrel of the winch a couple of times without getting any crosses in it, then hold it steady while you take up the slack.  There's a rubber bulb on the deck just behind the winch that hides the electric control.  You can press it with your foot to make the winch work, then once it tightens the line, I'll start to back away.  You'll be able to hold the line easily while the strain on the winch will do the work of breaking the anchor loose.  Once it's free, you just keep on pulling it up and clearing the line until the chain and anchor are all that remains below the hull.  There's fifty feet of chain on the anchor and we don't want to make a lot of noise bringing that on deck, so we'll run for a bit with the anchor dangling and the chain
below the hull."

"How will I know when the chain is about to come up?  Should I lean out and watch?"

"Oh, no, you won't have to do that.  The anchor line has coloured telltales woven into it every ten feet.  Once you see several long red telltales, you have ten feet of line left before the chain starts." Before she could ask questions, he added.  "I like to know how much line I have out when I'm anchored, so I marked it with various colours every ten feet and a black line every ten fathoms."

She grinned.  "I thought there had to be a good reason.  Do you have a dark coat?"

He handed her a heavy woolen coat and a dark grey touque.  "Sorry, to stick you with this, but all the rain gear is bright yellow and just too darn visible for this job.  It would stand out too much in this weather."

"That's okay.  This will do just fine.  It's wool, so I won't get all that wet," she shrugged, slipping it on and tucking her hair under the touque.  "Are you all ready?"

She was standing with her hand on the door latch and smiling at him.

"Almost," he winked, then stepped over and kissed her lightly.  "Now I'm ready.  You be careful out there."

She grinned and slipped out the door, ducking low and slipping forward in a crouch.  Karl stepped back to the controls and shifted the engine control into slow forward, easing the throttle up until he saw slack appear in the anchor line.  Linda was amazingly fast at freeing the line and slipping two loops around the winch drum.  As soon as she braced to hold back, he threw the control into reverse.  He saw the line tighten and felt the boat jerk as the anchor line tightened.  But, he barely had time to increase the throttle before he felt the boat surge slightly as the anchor came free.  Instantly he cut the throttle almost to neutral so the boat wouldn't show excess speed.  If someone on shore could see them, even as a blob in the rain, he wanted to appear to drift away.  Linda was bent over the winch, pulling in rope hand over hand and just allowing it to drop where it fell on the deck behind her.  Karl felt better when he heard the winches low rumble stop
and saw her cleat the anchor line in place.  She turned and gestured at him, pointing at the coils of line on deck, but he waved her inside.  Right then he felt that having her exposed to view was more dangerous for them than running with loose lines on deck.  He felt a surge of relief when she came back inside immediately because he knew there was less chance of her being spotted inside the wheelhouse than on deck.

"Now what?" she asked as she slipped off the heavy coat and hung it up.

Even in the few minutes she had been out in the rain, the coat and her jeans had gotten soaking wet.

"Now, you change out of those wet clothes, while I ease us slowly out of here," he grinned.  "I'm hoping that it will look like the boat dragged anchor and drifted off in the wind, that's if anyone on shore can see us at all.  We want to move slowly enough not to stir up a wake."

"Great minds think alike, so, on the off chance that someone could see me moving, I tried to keep as low as I could," she nodded.

"I noticed.  You did a great job."

"I don't like that anchor hanging down there like that or leaving the loose rope on deck," she sighed.  "It worries me."

"Don't worry about that.  We won't be getting into shallow water for a while.  I'll steer for deep water to keep the anchor from dragging and unless it gets really rough, that line isn't going anywhere," he frowned slightly then.  "Aren't you cold?"

Since she was shivering now, she thumbed her nose at him before she slipped below decks to change.  Karl turned the radio volume higher, monitoring it closely to see if the men on shore had noticed that they were slipping slowly across the bay.  He checked his depth sounder and his radar, then grinned at the progress they were making, cutting the throttle to zero, temporarily letting the wind have its way with them.  They were drifting down the bay quite satisfactorily, but he was going to have to turn the boat somehow.  He hoped the wind would swing them around so they could travel bow first, instead of running astern.

He waited for several minutes, but the boat travelled steadfastly with its original attitude and direction.  He lost patience.  Throwing the throttle to forward, he spun the wheel hard over to port, then leaving the wheel alone, he reversed the engine for a few seconds.  After that, he brought the throttle to neutral and waited.  The 'Skolka' slowly swung and he could feel the waves start to rock her.  He waited patiently, swearing silently as the rain perversely seemed to lessen just then.

Linda came up from below, bracing herself on the steps of the ladder and looking at him curiously.

"Are you trying to spill your coffee?" she asked.  "I had to clip the pot down."

"Unh uh, I'm letting the wind swing us so …" he started to explain, then fell silent as the radio suddenly blared.

"Lieutenant Curtis.  Are you there?  Corporal Baker here.  Over."

It wasn't one of the voices they had heard before.  This voice was deep, almost gravelly.  There was a short pause.

"Curtis here.  Go ahead Baker.  Over," the familiar whiney voice answered.

"Sir, that big boat?  It's drifting away in the wind, sir.  Over."

There was another short silence.  The door to the deck came open and swung to the motion of the boat.  Linda mustn't have latched it tightly when she came in.  Karl looked at Linda and held his hand up to stop her from leaning forward to close it.  Linda had started to move, but now was as still as he was.  He thought the man might have glasses on them and didn't want to show any motion.

"Are you sure, Baker?  It's raining so heavy here we can't see anything.  Over."

"Yes sir, She's drifting sideways right now, almost off the point where I'm stationed.  Over."

"Baker, is there any way someone could be aboard that boat?  Over"

"I doubt it, Lieutenant.  I've got the binoculars on it now.  The cabin is dark, but I think I can make out the wheel, and I don't see anyone close to it.  In fact, I can see both the deck and the wheelhouse and there's no one moving around.  I doubt if anyone is aboard.  The waves are tossing the boat quite badly and if there was anyone on board, I'm sure they'd be trying to do something about it."

The voice fell silent for a second and then continued.

"Sir, I got a glimpse at the foredeck and I could see the anchor line tied off to a cleat and rope piled all over the deck, yet the line goes straight down into the water.  I think the anchor is hanging free.  There don't appear to be any lights on, not even running lights, just that anchor light we first noticed.  Oh, now I see a door banging in the wind as well.  I don't think any sailor would leave the boat like that, so I'm fairly sure that she's abandoned and drifting.  Over."

"I'm glad you were in a hurry and not trying to be neat with the anchor line.  Just don't move.  He'd notice that.  That guy has been around boats," Karl said softly, feeling he had to whisper, as though he could be heard.

"It sounds like it," Linda whispered almost silently as well.  "I'll stay right here."

"What do you mean, Baker?  Explain." The radio continued.

"Well, Sir, I think whoever was on board was washed overboard while they were working on the anchor.  I think the boat just happened to have drifted into the bay.  Maybe the anchor hooked on some debris out where it was floating before.  When the wind came up, it must have broken free and now it's drifting away again.  Over."

"Damn it Baker, can't you get out to it?  Over."

"How would I get there, Sir?  I don't have a boat.  Over."

"Could you swim out to it?  Over."

"Not a chance.  It's rough out there and the rain is coming down harder again, I can hardly see her at all now.  Over."

"Damn it, Corporal, Commander Nielsen wanted us to commandeer that boat.  If we'd been able to get this bloody rowboat patched up so it didn't leak so bad, we could have had control of that boat just in case we need it.  Can't you think of anything you could do?  Over."

"No, Lieutenant.  I can't think of anything.  Right now she's broadside to the wind and heeling badly with the waves.  If that keeps up for long, she'll be shipping water and that means she'll soon go down.  As well as that, she's headed for open water; the tide and the wind are both sweeping her out to sea.  I can't even make her out clearly in all this rain.  As rough as it is, I think she's gone.  I don't think there's anything we can do about it.  Over."

The radio fell silent.

The rain started coming down in sheets.  Karl waited a few seconds and then stepped to the wheel.  He moved quite rapidly, adjusting both the wheel and the throttle.  In seconds he had swung the boat and eased into a course that had her running with the wind.  He gradually slipped the throttle further and further toward its maximum.

Linda was grinning as she stepped to his side, after closing and latching the door.

"That worked out well," she chuckled.  "Do we dare speed up this much though?"

"Let's just hope the rain holds," Karl laughed, wrapping an arm around her shoulders.  "If you look at the radar, you'll see that right now we're running inside a rain squall.  Here, you take the wheel and keep us in it if you can.  If you do lose the squall fairly soon, cut the throttle to low and hit reverse for a few seconds to ease our speed so we don't leave a noticeable wake.  If it takes me very long and we get past the headland on the starboard side, turn her that direction about ten degrees, there's a wide channel there to follow out to deep water."

"What are you going to do?" she asked, taking his place at the wheel.

"Finish pulling the anchor," he grinned, slipping on a rain coat.  "In a short while we're going to need to have the anchor up all the way.  We'll get into shallow water as we cross over a reef and I want to be ready.  Besides in this heavy rain no one can see me out on deck, not even in rain gear."

She didn't have a chance to say anything more, he slipped out on deck and she watched him head forward as she held their course.  His movements were so practised that he made the job of stowing the anchor line and anchor seem easy.  He was back inside in moments, grinning as though he had won the lottery.  She laughed as he stripped off the rain coat and hung it up.

"What's so funny?" he asked stepping behind her and wrapping his arms around her.

"Nothing really," she chuckled, snuggling back against him.  "It's just that everything worked out so well.  You've got horse shoes up your butt!  I mean, the rain broke just at the right time.  If that corporal hadn't seen us drifting by at just the moment you were trying to let the wind swing us around, they might have thought there was someone on the boat.  Now they think it's just a drifting hulk."

Suddenly the radio crackled into life again.

"Corporal Baker, this is Lieutenant Curtis, over," the whiner was back.

"Yes Sir, Corporal Baker here.  Over."

"The weather is clearing here, Corporal, and the wind is dropping.  Can you still see that boat?  Over."

"Negative sir.  I've been puzzling it for a couple of moments.  She seems to have completely disappeared, sir.  Over."

"Did you say it's disappeared corporal?  Over."

"Yes lieutenant.  When I last saw her, she was heeled over in a rain squall.  If a freak wave caught her heeled over like that, she might have turned turtle and sunk.  There is some debris in the water about where she should have been by now, but I can't tell if it's from her or if it's just debris that's floating from shore, sir.  Over."

"Shit!" The whiney voice sounded in frustration.  "God damn it to hell.  Just what am I supposed to tell Commander Nielsen, Corporal?"

"The truth, sir.  We couldn't get out to her in time so she drifted off in the wind.  Then, since no one was aboard her to set things to rights, she healed over in the wind and sank in a sudden squall.  Over."

"Oh, thank you, Corporal, I'm sure he'll be pleased with your assessment of the situation.  He wanted to commandeer that boat for possible future use," Whiney voice said sarcastically.  "Over and out."

The radio clicked loudly and fell silent.  Karl looked at Linda and grinned.

"I think he's annoyed," he chuckled.

"Pissed right off, I'd say," Linda giggled.  "But, that doesn't bother me at all, since I don't think I like him all that much, just from listening to his voice on the radio."

"Well, I'm not impressed with him myself," Karl said slowly.  "I think I'm glad he's in charge and not that guy Baker, though."

"No.  Baker appears to have a brain and he uses it to think with, not just to keep his ears from flapping against each other.  I'll bet he would have had the dinghy floating.  "

"Yeah, just as long as he doesn't think too much, we're okay.  Of course without a boat, they don't have any way to catch us even if he does puzzle out what happened," he laid a chart on the table and pointed to an island well out in the strait.  "I'll go below and change these wet pants, you could head us well out to the open water, going past that island on the port side.  For now just continue up this channel and swing wide as you come to this point.  I hope the buoy is still there to tell us where the rocks are.  I think it was there on the way in, but I'm not sure, so try to be well away from shore as we pass that area.  To be sure, keep an eye on the sounder, if it drops under fifty feet, ease off to port until you're clear."

She felt slightly apprehensive at being left alone, but turned her attention to their heading as he went below and after noting the compass position, she glanced at the dials and gauges in front of her.  They didn't really make much sense to her even though Karl had explained them just the day before, but then she wasn't familiar with operating a steam boat either.  At least all of the needles were clearly in the green area of the gauges and well below the prominent red markings.  Besides that, she felt that the boat was doing well.  Somehow it simply felt right.

She hadn't been out in her boat all that much, but she'd been through this area and recognised where they were.  Since she knew roughly where she was, and since the boat was steaming along easily, she was able to relax a slight amount.  When she did see the buoy off her starboard bow, she eased into a slow turn, using the compass and adjusted her course to match Karl's orders.

Now that their direction had changed and the wind was slightly off her starboard aft quarter, the boat had a soft swinging motion.  She knew that motion would have made anyone who had motion sickness have an upset stomach in a few moments, but she'd spent enough time on boats that it hardly affected her.  In fact, she was hungry and she remembered the breakfast she had been cooking before they had slipped anchor.  She was about to call Karl when he suddenly came back above decks with two plates each with a serving of scrambled eggs, slices of bacon and thick slices of toast and jam, along with two cups of coffee.

"Hungry?" he asked as she grinned at him.

"Starved.  I was just going to ask you if I should finish getting our breakfast ready."

"When you're at the helm, I cook," he grinned, setting things down on the broad dash of the pilot house so both of them could eat comfortably.  "You're doing just fine.  Just throw that little lever on the left of the wheel to hook up my old 'Automatic Helmsman' for now, then you can eat your breakfast.  That's like putting the boat on 'autopilot' only it's not perfect.  For instance, I wouldn't trust it in heavy weather, but right now if we do need to adjust our steering we can put down our plates and do it quickly."

They were both hungry and once Linda had engaged the old autopilot they were both eating, but their breakfast was interrupted by a call on the radio.

"Lieutenant Curtis, this is Commander Nielsen at the H-G-F-M base.  Are you there?  Over."

"Oops, we must have forgotten to switch that off." Karl chuckled reaching toward the switch.

"Don't shut it off." Linda help up her hand and grinned at him.  "Let's listen to the wimp get chewed out for losing the boat."

"You're a mean …" Karl started to say, but was interrupted by the radio.

"Sorry not to answer right away, Sir." the whiney voiced Lieutenant came online.  "We were just checking out a building in hopes of finding some salvage.  Over."

"Well, while salvage is well and good, Lieutenant, what progress have you made toward securing that boat you spoke of?  Over."

"Bad news there, Sir.  We were just about to launch that rowboat to head for her when a heavy rainstorm came up.  We couldn't even see the boat from here in the heavy rain, but Corporal Baker said she broke free of her moorage, swung sideways in the wind and turned turtle, then sank.  Over."

"Dammit Curtis, we need that boat or one like it.  Get your ass in the saddle and find one.  If there isn't one there, then head for another marina and commandeer a boat there.  Things are heating up, so we have to leave this area and head for base two as soon as possible.  Over."

"Yes, Sir.  Right away, Sir.  Over and out."

"Well, are you satisfied now?" Karl grinned at her as he switched off the radio since it began to squeal.

"Yes, I'm much happier, thank you." she grinned.  "You were right, I guess.  Those guys really must have been crooks of some sort."

"Well, I don't know about crooks, but I think they were some sort of amateur militia.  I'm betting that someone reported them to the real army and they're on the run now." Karl shrugged, then smiled at her.  "It's really nice to have another person aboard to talk to, and it's especially nice to have someone who can handle the wheel part of the time.  By the way, I should tell you that you're doing very well considering that you aren't familiar with the boat."

"Well, I'd feel more comfortable if I understood what all these dials, levers and buttons are for," she said pointing at the gauges and controls.

So as they ate, Karl explained the function of every control and instrument in the cabin, then when they'd finished eating he had her adjust several things to show her what happened.  Shortly after he started his explanations he had her adjust the fuel flow to high and cut back the throttle.  A few minutes later she almost jumped out of her skin at the sound of the safety valve releasing.  He chuckled at that, but showed her how to increase the water flow, reduce the fuel flow and increase the throttle to drop the boiler pressure and reseat the safety valve quickly.  Afterward, he explained how to establish a balance of feed and demand, so the water feed, fuel flow and engine speed would keep each other in a state of equilibrium.

In other words he had her reestablish a series of settings that allowed the boiler to produce enough steam for the task of cruising and watched carefully as she did what he'd told her.  While he was at it, he explained what each control was and gave her a simplified version of how it worked.  His explanations were clear and concise, so while they drank coffee, he made her aware of each gauge, dial, and switch, every function and each control.  He even ran over the startup procedure and the shutdown procedure, but they didn't play with any of those controls.  As they ran though everything Linda found that the complex system grew less and less confusing as her familiarity with the controls grew.

Linda also realised Karl was a natural as a teacher so she enjoyed learning from him.  Her confidence built rapidly and she had enough experience on other boats to know that she was doing well.  They'd been travelling about two hours and had been making good time.  In fact, because the boat was designed for heavy weather they were enjoying themselves, even though the storm had worsened somewhat and the sea was relatively rough.

She was as unfamiliar with the GPS as Karl, but since they'd been travelling in heavy rain and mist which had reduced visibility to less than half a mile she had been forced to rely on it.  So she was even growing used to using it as a guide and had learned to trust it as well.  When they approached a pair of islands that Karl had told her they would pass between, she realized that his radar was excellent, far better than what she was accustomed to using.  Since he was right there to check her steerage, she decided to at least bring them into the entrance of the pass.  She smiled to herself, contemplating the idea of piloting them right through it before letting Karl take over again.

"Do you think I know enough to take her through the pass?" she asked over her shoulder.

"Well, I can't see why not, you're doing extremely well right now," Karl chuckled as he sat nearby, petting the cat.  "If you have any questions, just ask, or if you think you need me to do anything, I'm right here to help out."

She smiled and nodded, her confidence building even more as she realized the trust he was placing in her.

Linda checked their course one more time on both the GPS and the radar.  Then she checked the chart, making sure she was following a safe course into the narrow strait they were entering.  She was about to ask if he had a tide and current table for the area when she saw a tide book on a shelf above the wheel, next to the radar.  It was no problem to reach up and take it down.

"I was waiting for you to ask for the tide book," Karl chuckled as she opened it to what she thought would be the right area.

He had the old tom cat sitting on his lap, purring softly.  He stroked it with one hand and twiddled with the controls of the radio with the other, slowly scanning the bands, but with the volume turned down low.  Most of the short wave bands were still a garbled mess and the marine bands weren't much better, but as well as the regular short wave he had his old scanner set up to scan through the CB bands and it suddenly came alive.




Chapter 6

The voice coming over the scanner was so loud that Karl reached out and paused the scan, then lowered the volume slightly, but listened closely.

"Charlie, are you awake?  There's a boat going by, a big one too," a voice said loudly just as they passed the tip of one of the islands that formed the shores of the pass they were entering.

"I don't hear nothin' and I can't see a damn thing in this stinkin' fog," a second voice answered.

"It's running real quiet, but it came right past me.  Just shut up and pull out slow and easy.  If you're closer you'll see it and me.  I'll be following it into the pass."

"I wonder who that could be?" Linda asked.

"I don't know, but their chatter is very loud considering the volume level on the scanner, so they're very close and they might be referring to us.  If you check the radar, you can see there's a boat following us now.  It's just off the tip of the island on our starboard side" he said, pointing at the radar screen above her head.  "They might be trying to intercept us before we get into the pass."

"Oh shit, why would they do that?" she frowned.

"I'm not sure, but bring the burner up to full fire and adjust the water feed pump a bit to compensate.  Not too much water though, we want a full head of steam in the pass anyway, just in case we need it.  You can bring the boiler pressure up to just below the red line on the gauge, that's where the safety blows off."

"You don't want to stop for whoever is in that boat?" Linda reached down and adjusted the controls carefully.

"Maybe I'm paranoid, but I haven't heard them say anything that sounded even vaguely like they're marine officials of any sort.  It's certainly not on a marine band, that's a CB channel and neither the Coast Guard nor Search and Rescue use CB.  With the tsunami, this storm and everything else that's gone on lately, especially that bunch of pretenders this morning, I'm going to assume that it's someone else who wants to forcibly steal the boat.  If they were officials or had any legal authority of any sort, I'd have expected them to hail us directly.  Even if they can prove to me that they represent some kind of local authority, I'm still going to give them an argument."

Linda looked carefully at the radar screen and frowned, then turned her head and stared out the window. 

"Karl, I'm not sure, but isn't that another boat moving over there, just off the tip of the other island?"

"It looks like it might be," he said, standing quickly and staring off into the rain, trying to make it out.  "Good eyes.  I've been looking for that boat since the first guy mentioned someone else.  I can't see a boat myself, just some whitecaps or maybe their wake, but there's something over there, at least that's what I see on the radar."

The cat had meowed loudly after being rudely dumped off Karl's lap, then hopped up to the window sill, flipping the tip of its tail rapidly in disgust at losing its comfortable position.

"Could you take over the controls, please?" Linda asked.  "If we are being chased by someone you know the boat a lot better than I do and I'd feel a lot safer with you running things."

"All right," he nodded, taking her place quickly.  "Stick close by though, I may need you to do something or other in a hurry.  Since the tide is changing, we may be caught in a tidal rip going through the pass, which means I'm not sure it will be an easy passage, even if we weren't being followed.  I can't think of any reason for anyone to be following us though."

Squinting to look back through the pouring rain, Linda could just make out the boat following in their wake.  It appeared to be quite small, possibly an inflatable of some sort.  No matter how hard she tried, she could no longer make out the other boat that the voices on the radio had implied was off their port side.  She could make out its position on the radar screen though.  The boat on their stern was gaining, but checking their position on the radar screen, she was sure they would be in the pass before it caught up to them.

"Karl, I think they want us to go into the pass," she suggested.  "They almost seem to be herding us."

"I was thinking that," he said softly and slowly.  "And they're certainly faster than we are, even though we're a lot bigger than either of them."

"I'm worried," Linda said just as quietly.  "What could they be doing?"

"I'm worried that this setup may be a trap of some sort, so I'd best stay at the wheel.  Could you check the chart for me, please?  I'm certain this pass should be clear sailing, but according to the radar there appears to be some sort of blockage in the channel.  Only I remember being able to see right through the gap when I was here the last time.  Of course that was on a clear day."

Linda scooted over to the chart table, but had to brace herself as Karl reversed the engines to slow the boat.  Both of them heard the boil of the water against the hull as he revved the engine in reverse and Linda felt the boat try to swing off to one side.  She concentrated on the chart though, found their position, and checked along their course.

"According to the chart, this channel should be clear, Karl, but you're right, the radar shows an almost solid line of objects ahead of us," she said quickly.  "What could the boats behind us be after?  Do they want us to wreck against whatever is in the channel?"

"Maybe," Karl growled.  "Hang on.  I'm going try to turn the boat around and see what happens."

The 'Skolka' had slowed drastically, but they had already entered the gradually narrowing pass between the islands.  High rocky cliffs were just visible on either side even through the heavy rain.  He threw the wheel hard over to port so the bow entered a small back eddy, then he ran the engine up to full speed, but now in forward.  As the boat began to swing faster, he slipped the engine into full reverse, but he didn't move the wheel from the hard over position.  Linda was amazed as the boat heeled over and began to swing around quickly, yet still seemed to be travelling along almost the same path as before.  Now though, they were swinging sideways to the current, but they were moving down the cut much more slowly, hardly faster than the current.

Karl repeated the move, full ahead, then full astern, the wheel still in the same position.  Soon they'd spun almost completely around, so he threw the throttle to its full forward position, then swung the wheel until he was headed back toward open water.  Now the the tip of the island that they'd recently passed on their starboard was ahead, but on their port side.  Not only that, but they seemed to heading directly toward the radar image of the second boat on the radar screen, only now the 'Skolka' was making headway as it fought both the current and their former momentum.

Karl had accomplished his goal, in less than a minute they had reversed their direction and they'd done it in an amazingly short distance.  Then they began to breast the oncoming current and were soon making speed against the tidal rip.

"Now, we'll see if we're dealing with breakers or what," he growled softly as the boat began to move into slower current as the channel widened.

"Breakers," Linda asked.  "What are breakers?"

"Breakers, or wreckers, or whatever you want to call them.  Years ago, before we became so civilised and hired coast guards, cops and such, there were groups that used to lure boats onto the rocks in many places in the world.  They were called breakers, living off the salvage from the wrecked boats."

Glancing up at the radar, he grinned, a wolfish grin, and pointed out the window at the boat ahead of them, now easily visible through the rain and mist.  Linda could make out one man in the bow, waving his arm wildly and the boat swinging away rapidly.  It raced off in a wild surge of spray.

"They've turned around somehow, Charlie.  They're heading straight for us, and that boat is fucking big!  We're getting to hell outta here," the radio crackled to life.

"They don't want us to get close," Karl laughed.  "I guess they didn't expect that turn."

The second boat was easily visible now as well.  There were two roughly dressed young men in it and they were staring at the 'Skolka', seemingly in shock.  Then they both ducked lower in the boat and it swung away.  Soon its powerful engine was raising a small rooster tail as they raced off into the mist and rain.  It was headed in the same direction as the other boat had gone.

"What the hell happened, Charlie?  Could you see what they did?" a voice on the radio asked.  "How the hell did they turn so fast?"

"Who'n hell knows?  Maybe they've got bow thrusters or somethin' like that?" the other voice answered.  "Just be glad they didn't get too close.  If they'da had guns, they coulda blown us all outta the water."

"Well, now what do we do?"

"Go talk to the boss, that boat is really worth somethin'."

"Maybe we should radio him?"

"Not on your life, you know these piddley walkie talkie things ain't got enough power to reach him from here an' if'n we use the big radio he'll kill us.  I'll bet he'll want that boat though, but I gotta wonder if we can take it without sinkin' it?  Then I dunno if'n we got anybody in the gang what's run anythin' that big, have we?"

"Who knows?  Shut up for now, Charlie.  If they've got a CB rig as well as a normal marine short wave, they can hear us."

Karl looked at Linda whose eyes were big as saucers, and saw that she was watching the radar screen as the small boats raced away.  It was only a moment or two before their echo disappeared from the radar as they rounded the headland of the island at a high rate of speed.

"I don't understand, do you think they wanted us to run into whatever was there in the pass?" Linda asked.

"I don't know for sure," Karl frowned.  "But since both of them turned tail and ran when we got closer to them, I don't think they were too friendly.  "

"You aren't going to try to go through the pass then?"

"Nope, it'll take longer, but we can go around this island just as easily.  What worries me is that we'll be following them.  That means if they're fast enough, they might get a second chance at us, but now they know that we know they're there.  They could try something else and I'm not sure if there's any way we can be certain of avoiding them.  If they do intercept us, things could get violent."

"Shouldn't we report them to someone?"

"Well, we could try to call the coast guard, but we aren't supposed to be out here either.  Remember, there's a ban on travel, at least according to what we heard on the radio."

"We've got to do something.  If they're really trying to lure people onto the rocks they should be stopped.  For all we know they might be killing the people on the boats they catch and …"

"They might have just wanted to check to see what we were doing," Karl interrupted.  "We don't know that they were up to no good, even though that last conversation they had was pretty convincing to me.  I was suspicious even before that though, especially after the way they ran off when we turned around so quickly."

"How did you do that, anyway?" Linda asked shortly.  "I mean the pass is so narrow and the current is so strong that I'd never have tried to turn around like that."

"The current actually helped us to turn.  I just swung our stern out of true with the bow and pointed the bow into a bit of a back eddy.  Then I used the sweep of the current and the tendency of the 'Skolka' to crab to starboard when she's running astern to quickly swap ends.  If you had an inboard engine on your boat, you've probably done nearly the same thing when you docked in tight quarters, just to a lesser degree."

"Well, yeah, but never like that.  We heeled over a hell of a long way.  I'd have been chicken to even try a stunt like that in tight quarters, especially at the speed we were going and with the current running so fast.  I'd be afraid of the boat heeling right over and turning turtle."

"Well, the 'Skolka' has a very low center of gravity, so I was certain she'd stay round side down, but if we'd waited much longer we wouldn't have made it," he said slowly.  "First off we couldn't have swung around if we were in a much narrower space.  Then too, we'd have had a bloody hard time bucking that current if it was much faster, and it becomes a lot stronger as the pass narrows."

He sighed.  "I was just lucky to do it soon enough.  Now, let's see that chart again.  This detour is going to add a good hour to our travel time.  We're going to have to make up for part of that time by running faster, since we do have a time limit on this trip.  We have to be close enough to rescue George and his family around midnight."

"I guess we should have started last night after all," Linda suggested.

"If we'd started last night, we'd probably have gotten caught in that trap or whatever it is," Karl answered her, concentrating on the chart.  "Can you imagine being in that channel in the dark, when there was an even faster rip tide running through it?  I'm glad we did it on this tide, thank you.  I wouldn't want to get George's hopes up, then let him down because I screwed up."

"Can we still make it there in time if we have to detour?"

"Oh yeah, I was counting on some delays, but then this weather is helping us at the moment.  The wind and the tide are actually working with us, so we're moving faster than normal.  But still, until we're away from this island group and we've made up the time we've lost I'm going to run at full throttle.  I'm a bit worried by those two boats we saw.  If a whole bunch of them came out at once, we might have to fight them off or we could be boarded by a bunch of thugs."

"Do you have any guns on board?"

"Only a flare gun," Karl snorted, pointing to the wall mount where it was hung.  "I wasn't expecting to be in a situation where I'd need to repel boarders."

"I always wondered what a flare would do to an inflatable," Linda smiled almost viciously as she picked up the flare pistol, breaking it open and checking the barrel.

"That's an idea, but you wouldn't really shoot them with that would you?"

"Sure I would," she said in a determined tone.  "No one better try to take this boat from us right now, because this bunch and those dolts back in the bay have me 'P'd off.  This flare gun looks new, has it ever been used?"

"Once, just to test it, but it was cleaned and oiled afterward," Karl answered as he adjusted their course to steer well clear of the far end of the island they could just make out on their port side.

"Okay, how many flares do you have?"

"Um, a box of a dozen up here, stored in the cabinet under the flaregun mount and an almost full box stored down below, but those down below are outdated.  They'd probably still work, but they might not, so I've been meaning to get rid of them."

"Where are they stored?" she asked, putting the flare gun back in its rack.

"In the work room, on the top shelf of the oil cupboard, why?"

"Outdated flares usually work for years after their dates run out and this sounds like a good time to use them up.  Where is the oil cupboard?"

"It's the metal cabinet in the stern end of the engine room, next to the workbench."

"Oh, okay.  I'll go get the rest of the flares, just in case we need extras," she said, then disappeared down the ladder.

Karl stared after her for a second, then concentrated on the radar and the view out the forward window.  There was no sign of either of the boats they had seen earlier and no sign of any other boat at the moment, either by eye or on the radar.  Actually he was looking for lights now since the storm clouds had grown so thick and a heavy fog or thick mist had rolled in, so it was growing quite dark.  Because of that he was glad they hadn't been able to go through the pass, even though they might run a little behind time because of their detour.  This route was probably safer, provided they could get past the gang who were trying to commandeer the 'Skolka.'

With the tide and the wind both coming from behind their aft starboard quarter, Karl was forced to constantly make slight corrections for drift, otherwise he'd approach the island too closely.  However, since the speed of the tidal rip was strongest near the island, he didn't want to be too far away either.  Both the tide and the wind were helping them make time, so he was trying to take as much advantage of that increase in speed as possible.  Several minutes passed as he waited for Linda to come back from below.  He kept glancing at the radar and the GPS to make sure he was in clear water and had to admit to himself that he was quite worried about the situation that might soon unfold.

Then he saw the first boat appear on radar, rounding a point far ahead of him.  In seconds there were two, then four and finally, a fifth boat appeared on the radar screen.  He watched them spread out in the distance, but from the way they moved he doubted if they had radar on their boats.  In fact, they seemed to stay within visible distance of each other in the heavy fog and mist.  Just in case, he had automatically altered course, heading somewhat further out to sea and shutting off their running lights at the same time, anything to make the 'Skolka' even less easy to spot.

"Linda," he called.  "We've got company coming."

She came charging back up the ladder from below, carrying the box of old flares under one arm with a bright red tin box in one hand and a blackpowder rifle that he'd built from a kit in the other.

"I thought you said you didn't have a gun aboard.  Does this thing work?  There are powder and balls stored in this box that was sitting with the flares, so I hunted until I found the gun."

"I forgot that.  I made it years ago, but it's not very accurate, so I've only fired it a few times," Karl stared at her.  "It was made more for appearance, not with any idea of using it as a weapon."

"We aren't going to need to worry about accuracy.  Would you load it, please?  I don't know how much powder to use.  I might blow it up and hurt myself, instead of hitting whatever I was shooting at," she said as she handed him the rifle and took the wheel.

Karl checked the powder.  It was kept in a tightly sealed tin box which was lined with waxed paper and then plastic, so the powder hadn't hardened and he thought it was still dry.  He was lucky that the powder scoop was still in the powder box and that he still remembered how much to use.  Without any argument, he showed her how to load the rifle, keeping one eye on the radar to see what was happening.  It looked like they were going to pass just outside the end of the line of boats, but they would soon be opposite the ragged line of smaller vessels, so he quickly tamped home powder, wadding and a ball, then he fit a cap under the hammer.

"Don't cock the hammer until you're almost ready to fire, but just what are you planning to do?" he asked.

"Well, from the way they're acting, they can't have radar on those boats and since we travel almost silently, I don't think they have any idea where we are.  We're travelling almost twice as fast as we were before, so that should surprise them as well," she said, taking the rifle from him and handing him the flare gun.  "From the looks of it, only one boat is going to be able to see us.  If you fire a flare to go off above and in front of the rest of them, I'm going to shoot across the bow of the closest boat.  I'll try to make the bullet skip on the water close to their boat.  I hope this thing is noisy when it goes off."

"Oh, it's noisy all right," he chuckled.  "It sounds like a cannon.  Would you rather I shot it, and you took the flare gun?"

"I don't know," she said, hefting it in her hands "It might be an idea though.  Does it kick?"

"Yeah, it's got more powder in it than a 12 gauge shotgun, so even though it's only black powder, it kicks like a mule," Karl snorted.  "Make sure you keep the stock tight against your shoulder and brace yourself.  Even then you might shoot high."

"Could you do it then?  I've never shot a gun at anything, but targets," she admitted.  "Besides, you know how much it kicks.  It might throw off my aim."

"Okay," Karl answered, hefting the long rifle easily.  "I'm ready."

"I'm ready too," she said picking up the flare gun and staring into the rain for a view of the boats.  "Let's get out on deck.  We should be able to see the closest boat soon."

Karl checked the setting of the steering before lashing it in position.  Then he checked the throttle and glanced one last time at the radar before he followed her outside and toward the foredeck.  Neither of them bothered to put on rain gear, but Karl protected the firing mechanism of the old muzzle loading rifle with one hand.

"There it is," he whispered, pointing off their bow on the port side.

Linda dropped to one knee on the deck, resting the barrel of the flare gun on the handrail.

"I'm ready to shoot the flare any time," she whispered.

Karl guessed where the rest of the boats were and nodded his head.

"Fire the flare well above the center of the string of boats when I give the word," he said as he knelt and steadied the barrel of the rifle on the handrail as well.  "Okay, do it … Now!"

In the dim light he could just make out the shape of the first boat and he realised that it was an older boat with a wooden hull.  Karl decided at the last instant that he should blow a hole its bow, so he drew a bead on the hull near the water line.  In the brief flash of light when the flare shot skyward, Karl pulled the trigger, aiming at the bow wave of the boat.  The sharp whoosh of the flare must have startled the operator of the boat near them because the engine revved and it shot forward just as the black powder rifle thundered loudly.  In the damp weather you could feel the shock wave of the explosion in your bones and even pointed away from him, the noise made Karl's ears ring.

"Damn," he said softly and almost instantaneously.

He lowered the rifle then, knowing that the boat had run forward into the shot.  The boom of the rifle had been followed almost instantly by a snapping sound as the shot hit the boat's hull, but that was followed by a strangely loud whomp that he couldn't place.

"It's a fucking cannon," he heard a hoarse voice shout and the sound of the boat engines lessened suddenly.

"Where the hell are they?" a second voice sounded from farther away, probably from the next boat in line.

"Shit, they hit us with an incendiary shell!  We're on fire!" the first voice screamed.

Karl was trying to see, but the cloud of smoke from the black powder obscured his vision for a second or two, then as the flare lit the water far away, a corresponding flash of fire lit the water much nearer.  The nearer flash was accompanied by a sharp boom and Karl stared in surprise.  The closest boat really was on fire and there was a gaping hole in the wooden hull just forward of midships.  There had to have been something explosive inside that boat and his shot must have set it off, then started a fire.

He could easily see the boat now in the light of the fire.  There were two men on board, one had been in the bow and the other in the stern, while the fire was amidships and separating them.  Karl's shot and the following explosion must have ignited their gas tank or something extremely inflammable.  They were soon fighting a losing battle with the flames, shouting loudly at each other as they used fire extinguishers.  Karl whipped inside the cabin and cut back the throttle.  He rapidly reloaded the old rifle, then ran back on deck.  Linda was still kneeling at the rail, staring at the fire.

"Shit, shit, shit," she was whispering softly.

The 'Skolka' was still moving ahead, so the burning boat was falling astern.  The flare had gone out, leaving the fire on the boat as the only light.

"Let it burn and jump Dave," they heard another voice coming out of the mist and rain.  "We'll pick you up."

Then with the added light of the fire as it flared higher, Karl could see a second boat approach the one that was burning.

"The bastard shot us with a fucking cannon," the hoarse voice Karl had heard before complained.  "Get closer.  I don't want to get wet."

"Shut up and jump, I'm not getting any closer to that fire and I want to listen for that boat's engine.  They might be coming back.  I think that was probably meant as a warning shot, but someone screwed up and shot your boat instead."

In the sudden silence there were two loud splashes, then the sounds of disturbed water as the two men swam energetically to the second boat.  Since they were still moving and gradually drawing apart, Karl could no longer make out the men or the boat, just the glow of the fire in the rain and mist

"Did you hear that fucking cannon?"

"Yeah, it's lucky you shot off that flare."

"I didn't shoot any fucking flare.  They did it so they could see us clearly."

"Shut up, everyone.  They're still out there and I can't hear a damn thing, so they must be drifting.  That's got to be a fucking gunboat to have a cannon like that.  Do you think they'd only have one shell?  They could shoot another one at any time and they can see us in the light from Dave's boat now, so we might be their next target."

In the silence, Karl grinned and reached into the cabin for the whistle lanyard.  Glancing at the steam gauge he saw the safety was about to blow anyway, so he pulled long and hard, then let it go and signed for Linda to be quiet.

"Holy Shit," someone yelled.  "What was that?"

"That's a bloody ship and they're right behind us."

"No way, that came from in front of us," another voice argued.

"I don't give a fuck where they are.  Let's get to fuck out of here," a third voice screamed.  "I don't want to get run over by a freighter or a damn destroyer."

"Linda, fire another flare over them," Karl ordered, hoping she had reloaded the flare gun.

She looked at him in surprise, but raised the pistol and fired again.  As the flare rose upward he heard new cries from the men in the boats.

"Holy Shit, they're attacking again," a voice shouted.

"Where the fuck are they?" another voice responded.  "I don't want to run into them.

To add to their terror, he aimed the rifle high in the air and fired again.  There was a second's silence following the boom of the rifle, then a babble of screaming voices.

Karl had to chuckle as he heard an outboard rev up to race away, then the sound of the engine seemed to lessen as it was joined by shouting voices.  After a few panicked shouts, the sound of several other outboards joined the first as they raced away toward the island.  He stepped back into the cabin and watched the four receding dots on the radar as they followed the curving shoreline, then seemed to enter a harbour.  Linda came inside as well.

"I hope nobody got hurt," she said in a voice so quiet it was almost a whisper.  "I don't know what happened.  Weren't you trying to aim to miss?  I thought you were just trying to scare them?"

"I was at first, but I decided it would slow them down if I put a hole in their hull at the water line, but your flare must have startled the guy at the wheel.  Their boat leaped forward when the flare went off and just as I shot.  Between that and the kick of the rifle I hit higher on the hull and closer to amidships than I planned.  I don't understand how a lead slug could start a fire, but in the long run I think setting their boat on fire was the best possible thing that could have happened after all," he chuckled.  "From what they said, I don't think anyone was hurt, but from the sounds of it they're certain that we're a navy gunboat, complete with a cannon of some sort.  I'll bet it will be while before they try to sink another boat."

He threw the throttle of the engine over to full speed again and then slipped his arm around her shoulder.

"It couldn't have worked out better," he chuckled pulling her close and hugging her tightly.  "They aren't going to bother us again and from now on they're going to be worried that we may come back.  Once we get well clear of this vicinity, I'm going to fake a call to the coast guard, giving a report about pirates in the area.  I'll cut off the broadcast in the middle, as if we sank or something.  That'll do two things, it'll report them and on top of that it'll tie up the local coast guard, keeping them from checking for stray boats who are further away, meaning us."

Linda was shivering, Karl assumed she was cold from the damp clothes she was wearing.

"Maybe you should change your clothes," he said, trying to express his concern in his tone of voice.

"I guess," she whispered and pulled out of his arms to slip downstairs.

She was gone quite a while.  Karl heard the splash of water running and decided she was showering as well as changing.  He kept an eye on their speed and direction, but spent some time scanning the radio channels for any traffic that he thought might be related to them or the sea near them.

In a few spare moments, he cleaned and lightly oiled the outside of the old rifle and used a chunk of lightly oiled rag tied to the ramrod to roughly clean the bore.  Once he had it clean enough that it wouldn't corrode, he looked around the cabin for somewhere to hang it, frowning slightly.  After he'd built the kit, the government had insisted that he take out a licence in order for him to keep the damn thing, but had told him that he had to keep it in his home.  Well, the boat was his home for part of the year, so technically it was semi-legal to have it here and right at the moment he'd use that excuse to provide a measure of safety.  There were several pegs along the roof beams and he lifted the rifle to hang it there, taking the time to check that it hung solidly.  Actually, it looked almost as if the pegs had been put up there just to hold the old gun, then he recalled that this had been a fish boat.  He remembered that years ago fishermen had often shot seals when
they bothered their fishnets, so the pegs could very well have been put there for the purpose of holding a rifle.  After making sure the powder and shot were resealed, he put the container in a locking cabinet and tucked the older flares away in a cupboard under the chart table, then cleaned the flare gun before hanging it back in its place.

The rain was slowly easing; however Karl was hoping it wouldn't clear completely.  Heavy rains caused 'clutter' on most marine radar sets and he really didn't want to show up clearly on any coast guard or navy vessel's radar screens - if there were any of them in the vicinity.

In a short while, Linda came back up into the wheelhouse with a cup of coffee for him, but was strangely quiet and soon disappeared below to make them a meal.  While they ate, she was again quiet, so they ate in silence, but as they were having an after lunch coffee she opened up.

"Karl, we could have been killed back there."

"Um hmm," he responded, looking at her sitting at the chart table.  "But we didn't and you did a swell job; you were right where I needed you and you did exactly the right thing."

"You could have accidentally killed those men," she whispered.

"Now wait a minute," Karl said shortly.  "Do you think they'd have been easier on us?  I mean first off they were trying to wreck the boat.  They've built some sort of barrier in that pass and they were following us to make sure we ran into it, but later the whole group set out to capture the boat and I think they were willing to kill us to do it.  I was just protecting us."

"But we were already past them.  We didn't have to do that."

"I think we did.  They had stepped well outside the law and were trying to steal from others, one way or another.  When they were following us into the pass they already knew it was blocked, so the decent thing to do would have been to speed up and warn us.  Instead they held back, then when we did turn around, they ran away.  What made me think we had to defend ourselves was the radio conversation they had as they ran away, that and the fact that they came back after us with extra help.  A boat this size would be quite a prize for them and they wanted it, no matter what they had to do to get it."

"I guess," she said, in an irresolute tone.

"I'm positive," he said firmly.  "If you noticed, there were rifles in that boat I hit and the boats were spaced out in a line across the water trying to intercept us.  They had decided they wanted this boat and they seemed willing to do anything to get it, so I think they'd have shot us and thrown our bodies overboard without too much fuss.  Of course if they realised you were a woman and they captured you, you might have had a much different fate."

Linda was silent after that and since Karl didn't feel like having arguments, he didn't say anything either, instead he turned up the volume on the radio and tuned it to the weather station.

"… light to moderate north westerly with constant light rainfall and heavy mists until later this evening with a possibility of heavy fog tonight.  That will be followed by the possibility of rising winds and heavy rainfall late tonight or in the early morning.  An incoming low pressure system will likely bring on a general small craft warning throughout the whole of the forecast region by noon tomorrow.  This will be accompanied by the possibility of extremely heavy rainfall and storm force winds.  If the trough deepens as expected, there will be a strong possibility of gale warnings by tomorrow evening and extreme weather conditions for several days …"

"Damn," Karl growled, tuning the radio to another band.  "That's all we need.  I just hope the strong winds hold off until after we've picked up George and his family.  Of course once we have them on board we're going to be heading right into the teeth of the gale as we head back home, so that trip isn't going to be a picnic."

"Will we be all right in a gale?" Linda asked in a concerned tone.

"Oh, sure," Karl reassured her.  "This boat was built to fish off the west coast of the island and no storm in this area can stir up the waves that they get out there.  There just isn't enough distance for the waves in the straits to build as high as those on the Pacific coast of the Island.  I'm much more concerned about picking up George before it gets too rough.  If we have to pick them up offshore they'll probably be in a small boat that could easily be swamped in heavy weather."

"Oh, can't we get near the shore?  Don't they have a dock?"

"Who knows, but you know what the tsunami did to all the wharves back in the bay?  They were wiped out completely.  The same thing probably happened here and in that case their dock may be gone, and since we draw between four and five feet of water at the keel, we can't get very close to the shore without a dock of some sort.  Remember too, George is in a wheelchair, so he can't do anything athletic.  We might even have to hoist him aboard with the crane."

"Oh," Linda frowned.  "If they're in a small boat, couldn't you lift it right onto the deck?"

"If I could that would be the simplest, but even if you're at the wheel, I should have someone else to help me with the crane.  Not only that, but the crane I have is only meant to lift light weights, so the biggest thing I might be able to lift is a small dinghy with one person aboard.  Even then the only way I'd try that would be if there was no wind, but from the sounds of that forecast I doubt if that'll happen."

"Well, let's not look for trouble," Linda smiled softly.  "Let's just hope the forecast is wrong."

"Yeah," Karl sighed.  "Do you happen to remember the name of Tom Bourgogne's newest boat?  He owned one of the marinas back in the bay where you were moored."

"Sure, and I even remember the registration number.  It was the 'Silverfish', number 14KZ30659.  The reason I remember it so clearly is that it was the next number after mine.  We happened to register our boats on the same day.  Why do you want to know that?"

"Well, we've been travelling for an hour since we left those pirates and if you listen, there's no one on the emergency band.  We're far enough from where they tried to scuttle us that I think I can safely report them," he said as he wrote down the name and numbers on a pad.

"But why do you need Tom's boat number and its name?"

"Well, I'm fairly certain it was wrecked in the tsunami that wiped out the bay where you were.  So, although I'm positive it's a wreck already, the coast guard doesn't know that.  I can use the number and give them a boat to search for, then I'll make sure they're searching in this area."

"Oh, I see.  Is there any way I can help?  After considering everything, I do feel that those crooks should be stopped."

"Well maybe you can help, when I'm on the radio and if I point my finger at you, lean close, scream loudly and then cut off the scream sharply as if you were killed."

"Just scream loudly?"

"Yeah, I may need a scream for dramatic effect."

"Well, all right," she looked puzzled.

Karl tuned the radio to the emergency band and listened for several minutes.  It was relatively clear.  He glanced down at the name and number of Tom's boat and then signalled Linda to silence.  Picking up the microphone he tried to make his voice excited and shrill as he spoke.

"Mayday.  Mayday," he glanced at the numbers again.  "This is the 'Silverfish' registry number 14KZ30659, we're off Pig Island and we're being attacked by pirates.  They've stopped us and now they're going to board us.  Mayday, Mayday, please help us."

He paused for a moment and just listened.  Linda was silent as well, studying his face.  Then they heard a crackle and a weak voice answer his call.

"Vancouver coast guard, calling 'Silverfish.'  Please repeat your message and give your location.  Over."

Karl looked at Linda.

"I need the location off the chart, just make it close to the pass.  I won't answer them directly, as if we can't hear, but I will give the info they want."

Linda jumped up and grabbed the pad, then looked at the chart and quickly writing down the exact location of the pass where they'd first seen the roughnecks they'd tangled with.  As soon as he had the numbers, Karl lifted the microphone again.

"Mayday, Mayday this is the 'Silverfish'," he paused and gave the latitude and longitude as clearly as he could, then broke off the signal.

There was a brief pause, then a weak answer came back.

"Vancouver Coast Guard, calling the 'Silverfish' Please state the nature of your emergency.  Over"

Karl waited for a moment, then smiled at Linda.  He waited for a few seconds to clear the expression from his face, then picked up the microphone, twisting his face into as close to a look of panic as he could manage before speaking.

"Mayday, Mayday.  Please someone, answer me.  This is the 'Silverfish' in the pass at Pig Island.  There are five boats of pirates behind us, shooting rifles and shotguns at us.  We don't dare turn around and they've got the pass blocked with wreckage.  The current is so strong that we can't turn around or we'd be swamped," Karl said in a rush.  "Someone please help.  Oh, damn.  Now they're shooting again.  Mayday, Mayday."

He pointed at Linda, who leaned forward, screamed loudly with her mouth only inches from the microphone, then let the scream die in a blood curdling gargle.

"My God!  They've shot my wife," Karl said loudly.

He lifted his thumb from the contact switch to stop sending, then set the microphone down.

"A little theatrical, don't you think," he said and grinned at Linda.  "I thought you were about to splatter blood on the mic."

"Well, you said I was to die," she grinned back.  "I tried to make it convincing.  Especially after watching you twist your face until you looked like you'd just seen Frankenstein."

"Calling the 'Silverfish.' Come in 'Silverfish.' This is Seattle Search and Rescue.  Come in please," Came a stronger signal from the radio.

"Hah," Karl sounded satisfied.  "Now we've got the Yanks on the hook too.  The question is, do we answer and repeat our supposed location or do we let the 'Silverfish' sink and let the Vancouver Coast Guard pass on the location to them?"

"Let's wait a while and just listen for a bit," Linda suggested.

"Okay."

They waited a moment or two, then heard Vancouver and Seattle both try to contact the 'Silverfish' and were about to answer one more time when Seattle came back strongly.

"Vancouver Coast Guard, this is Seattle Search and Rescue in regard to the vessel 'Silverfish.' Do you have an accurate location, please?"

"Seattle Search and Rescue, this is Vancouver Coast Guard.  That's affirmative," they repeated the location Karl had given them.  "We show that location as a pair of islands often referred to locally as Pig Island and there is a Pig Island Pass which is fully navigable, but extremely narrow in sections.  The 'Silverfish' is registered as a thirty-six-foot aluminum fishing vessel capable of seven knots and the current in that pass is estimated at ten knots during a flood tide.  The international border runs approximately two miles from that location, but it would appear the vessel is on the American side.  We have dispatched a hovercraft to investigate, and it should arrive inside of ninety minutes, but if you prefer we will withdraw."

"Thank you, Vancouver.  Please allow your vessel to continue.  We have a vessel underway now, but it will take somewhat longer to arrive in that vicinity.  Please do not use force unless absolutely necessary, but be prepared just in case.  This situation sounds extremely serious.  Our men will assume responsibility upon arrival."

"Thank you, Seattle.  Vancouver out."

"Thank you, Vancouver.  Please keep us posted.  Seattle over and out."

Karl looked at Linda and grinned widely.

"There, that takes care of that.  Now, as long as we don't run into that Yankee boat, we've reported the 'pirates' without being directly implicated."

"The only thing that bothers me is that the Search and Rescue boats might have been rescuing someone else and have now gotten pulled off to go on a wild goose chase," Linda frowned.

"They don't work that way, at least I know the Canadians don't," Karl said slowly.  "If they don't have a boat free, they don't respond as quickly.  If they can't get there because of prior rescue calls, they put out a request for local boats to come to their assistance.  Since they didn't put out a call for local assistance, and they didn't even ask if a vessel was nearby, they were clear of calls and since they said they'd be there so soon they must already be on the way.  They might even have been patrolling along the border on a 'fishing expedition' for anyone who was out and about, but not involved in a serious situation."

"So we wouldn't be calling them away from an emergency?"

"Nope, at least I don't think so.  I think the Coast Guard was looking for people like us who were on the water when they shouldn't be, and according to those new regulations, that means anyone.  Besides, someone has to control those bastards on Pig Island.  I wouldn't want anyone else falling into their trap."

"Oh I know and even if I don't like the method we had to use to contact them, I do agree that the coast guard needed to be called in to handle the situation," Linda said firmly, then changed the subject.  "Would you like another coffee?"

"Sure, then I was wondering if you could take a short nap.  Later on, I'm going to ask you to take the wheel for a while because I want to rest for a bit so I'll be in decent shape for later on tonight.  If I can, I'll let you rest again once I'm up, but we both need to be awake and in good shape when we have to pick up George and his crew."

"I'm not really tired now, but I might be able to rest for a while," she said shortly as she went below.  "I'll get you that coffee first though."

Karl did his best to put the episode with the men he now thought of as pirates out of his mind, checking the weather once more, hoping for an improvement, but was disappointed.  If anything, the forecast was even worse than before.  He took that into account as well as the fact that he expected a boat to come racing from the general direction of Seattle, so he altered his course slightly and kept the boat running at almost full throttle.  With the help they were getting from the wind off the stern quarter, the boat was making good time.  However, the wind was definitely getting stronger, which meant the boat was becoming more difficult to control.  He looked at his charts again as Linda brought his coffee to him.

"The weather doesn't look good for later tonight or tomorrow morning," he frowned.  "But, if the wind and tide keep pushing us at this pace, we could be in George's vicinity earlier than I expected.  In fact, we may be able to take a break for a few hours, if we can find a place to take shelter while we wait."

"Are we going to have very rough weather tonight?" Linda asked.

"If the weather system they're forecasting hits us, it's going to be a bad storm," Karl looked concerned.  "We'll have to contend with rain and wind on top of high waves.  Not only that, but we'll have to try to head into the wind to get back to Canadian waters, so we might be thrown around a bit.  The 'Skolka' will be able to handle the weather easily enough, but we may be in for a rough ride."

"Oh, I was going to start a stew.  Since George said they hadn't been eating too well, I thought that might be appropriate."

"Well, normally it would be great, but if it's very rough or if any of them have queasy stomachs, even the odour might make them seasick."

"How about if I make it anyway, then if the weather turns out to be not too bad they can have a good hot meal to warm them up.  If it gets too rough, we can put it in the cooler to keep it overnight.  Then warm it up and eat it when the weather calms down."

"Okay," Karl agreed.  "But when you're cooking be sure to put the guards up on the stove and use the tie-downs on the pot to keep it from sliding around if we get hit by rough waves.  I know the stove is gimbaled, but I've never used it in really heavy weather.  I don't know how much worse the chop is going to get or even how soon it will happen either.  It looks like we're in for a big storm though.  Look at the barometer.  It's still dropping like a stone."

"Okay, I'll put on the stew on low heat and then try to lie down for a bit.  If you need me, just call."

She bent and kissed him on the cheek, but before he could pull her into a hug, she slipped away and down the steps into the galley.  He glanced after her, feeling slightly worried that her attitude might have been changed by their brush with the pirates.

Left alone, Karl spent his time for the next few hours watching the weather, monitoring the radio and guiding the boat toward their destination.  He had never been out in the 'Skolka' in weather quite as rough as this was getting to be, but he was astounded to find how well she handled and responded.  Even in ten or twelve foot whitecaps, she was reasonably stable and although he had to keep constant attention, she felt amazingly controllable.  She was so stable that as the odour of the stew started to work its way up from the galley, he grew quite hungry and was surprised that he felt no signs of queasiness or seasickness.  For some reason he even thought he could smell fresh baked bread.  Before long, he was actually salivating, but didn't dare leave the wheel to satisfy his curiosity or his hunger.

Just as he decided to give up, unable to resist his hunger any longer and was about to lash the wheel in order go below to find something to satisfy his hunger, Linda poked her head up from below.  She was carrying a plate of stew and a huge slab of fresh baked bread, slathered with melting butter.

"Hungry, Karl?" she asked with a grin.  "I'll take the wheel while you eat."

"You are wonderful," Karl laughed.  "The smell of that stew was driving me nuts.  I'm starved."

Linda laughed in delight as she took the wheel.

"I already ate," she explained.  "And I'm astounded, I expected to get seasick being below in rough weather, but I feel fine."

"Um hm, me too," Karl mumbled around a mouthful of stew.

"Well, this boat rides extremely well in this weather and once I get used to it, I'm going to love that galley.  I checked the freezer in the stern and I used a couple of your steaks to make the stew.  I thawed them in the microwave, but I found a couple loaves of frozen bread as I was looking for stew meat, so I baked them too.  Do you mind?"

"Unh uh," Karl managed to mumble around another mouthful.  "S' wonderful."

Linda laughed softly.  "I'll shut up until after you've eaten."

Karl just grinned and kept shovelling away the food.  He was hungry, but he didn't want to be away from the wheel for any length of time either, just in case Linda had any problems.  He realised then that they would have to be in better weather before he would feel safe leaving her in control of the boat; either that or else he would have to be more certain of her abilities.  As he polished the plate with the last of his bread, he wondered how he could express his feelings without offending Linda.  At last he looked up at her with a deep sigh.

"I was hungry," he smiled at her.  "And that was excellent."

"No shit!  For a while I thought you were inhaling that stew, but I'm glad you enjoyed it," she said quietly, her face quite sober.  "Now could you take the wheel again?  I don't feel confident in this storm.  I've never been out in anything like this and I don't know how you can trust me to be in control.  Heck, I don't know if I trust myself not to screw up."

Karl rapidly rethought his feelings and decided she needed some more experience at the controls while he was nearby.

"I'll take over in a few minutes, if you can do it just a little longer," he frowned slightly.  "I need the can right now, then we've been on the water for a while and there are a few things I should really check."

"Oh, okay, but hurry would you?  I'd rather you were close by if I run into a problem."

"Okay," he said over his shoulder as he went below.  "I'll be back shortly."

He was only gone for a few moments and when he returned, he found several excuses to do small jobs, keeping her at the wheel until he saw that she began to relax a bit.

"You're doing this intentionally," she accused at last.

"What?" he said, trying to sound innocent.

"Keeping me at the wheel until I feel more confident," she glared at him.  "In case you didn't know it, this damn thing is hard to keep straight.  I don't have your muscles or your weight to fight these heavy seas."

"Swing just a bit more away from the wind, let the waves come right up under the stern for a while," Karl suggested, coming closer, but not offering to take the wheel again.

Linda swung ship slightly, checking over her shoulder for wind direction, but soon she was able to relax somewhat.  The boat rode much easier and took the waves even better; there was less swing to their motion than before, even though the boat had a slight bucking motion now.

"Won't this make it hard on us later, since we've swung off our former course?" she asked.

"Not that badly, I was going to have to change course soon anyway," he gestured toward the chart, then out the windshield, pointing forward, but slightly off to one side.  "We're going to try to pick up some shelter from a couple of islands in a while and they're off in that direction.  Because of some shallow reefs, we have to be careful not to come too close to the islands before we swing into their shelter anyway, but at this heading we have some leeway."

She stayed at the helm for the next hour or more.  At first he stood at her side and later he tried to ready the boat even more than it had been.  He even took the time to go down to the engine room, checking over everything there, making sure there were no developing problems with either the engine or the boiler.  On the way back to the bridge, he grabbed two cups of coffee to take up with him.

"Oh, there you are.  Thanks for the coffee," she sighed.  "I was just going to call you.  I think I can just make out the American patrol boat on the radar.  At least it's a fairly fast boat and it's coming from the direction I'd expect them to travel."

He studied the screen for a moment, then grinned.  The blip on the screen was at least five miles away and on a slightly different course.  It was quite large and moving rapidly in the opposite direction to the 'Skolka,' but he couldn't make out any running lights, so he felt relatively safe.

"Thank goodness they're so far away and slogging their way against the storm, while we're travelling with the wind.  With so much flotsam in the water in the last while, they must think we're just a derelict caught in the storm.  Besides, this boat has an extremely small radar profile since almost everything above the waterline is made out of wood, except for the stack and that's round, so it scatters a radar signal.  I doubt if they'll bother trying to check on us.  The only thing that might alert them is our speed and since we're travelling with the wind, even that's not going to be too noticeable.  Besides, they think they're after murdering pirates; they wouldn't really be all that interested in chasing a lowly fish boat.  Has there been anything on the radio?"

"Nothing at all in the last while," she answered.  "Could you take the wheel?  I need the little girl's room."

"Oh, sure," he took over and she slipped away.

The vessel on the radar was making surprisingly good time against the wind while they were travelling at a good clip along with it.  By the time Linda was back from below, it was off the radar screen and well behind them.

With the heavy clouds and the rain, combined with the lateness in the day, it was gradually growing darker and Karl was feeling somewhat concerned.  They were coming up on the small island chain where George and his family lived, but they were heading into relatively unfamiliar waters in failing daylight.  As a result they were going to have to depend on the radar, the GPS and their charts, since this was an area where Karl had never cruised in his own boat.  He had travelled between the islands once or twice, but there'd been another captain at the helm and they were on a totally different boat, so he wasn't really familiar with the area.  Still, he needed to be in the lee of the islands to use them as a shelter from the storm because even in the murky weather, they still might be seen, so it was too early to attempt a rescue.  If it was possible, he was hoping to heave to while he was on the radio with George that evening.  That way he'd be able to concentrate on what was
said, not the boat or the waves.  People's lives were at stake and they couldn't afford to make a mistake because of a poorly understood conversation.

He explained all this to Linda as they drank their coffee and she did her best to reassure him, but admitted that she had never been in the area at any time.  She was the first to make out the outline of the islands on the radar screen and Karl had to swing the 'Skolka' onto a heading that had the wind and waves slamming into their starboard side.  With the running waves of the storm, then the reflected waves from the shore as they neared the islands, the waves not only felt much stronger, but also more erratic.  One of the coffee cups slipped past the retainer on the chart table, smashing as it hit the deck.  Meanwhile the cat abandoned his position on the windowsill for a 'safer' spot, moving to lie on the deck by the binnacle, almost under Karl's feet.  Linda was forced to hold onto the edge of the chart table to stay where she was needed, while Karl fought with the wheel in order to hold their course against the battering waves.  The boat was tossed roughly as they
encountered extremely choppy seas for several moments, then suddenly they broke into much calmer waters.

Karl heaved a loud sigh of relief.

"Yeah," Linda tried to suppress a giggle of relief.  "I wouldn't want to be out in this if we had to put up with much of that for very long."

"I wouldn't either," Karl grunted.  "We'll probably have one more rough stretch when we come to a gap up ahead, but right now we're running in the lee of an island.  If you look off to the starboard you can just make out the cliffs."

"I see a light over there, so there must be people up and about," Linda pointed.

"Yeah, hopefully they won't notice us," Karl frowned, concentrating on the depth sounder and the radar as well as the reduced waves they were running into.  "I doubt if anyone can see our instrument lights in this rain, but there isn't much we can do if they do notice us."

"You don't have the running lights on, do you?" she asked.

"No, and we don't make much noise, so we aren't exactly drawing attention to ourselves.  Besides, we're almost past this island.  It's rather small and only has a couple of houses high on the hill."

"Well, the light I saw was high above us, so I guess those folks still have power."

"As small as that island is, they probably use a generator all the time.  Now hang on, we're going to be into some more waves for a while and they could be darn rough," he warned her.  "Once we're past that section we're getting close to the place I'm aiming for though, so don't run off.  I'll need you to help me."

"Okay," she answered.

Just as she spoke the boat was hit by the first of a heavy series of waves that rocked and tossed them around.  The first waves hit so suddenly and smashed into the boat so hard that Karl almost lost control of the wheel but he managed to hold their course relatively steady.  After that first flurry of furious intensity, the waves eased somewhat and Karl knew the original spate had been intensified when they were reflected by striking the island.  As a result he was somewhat surprised to slip into the wave shadow of the next island as easily as they did, but as soon as he realised where they were he tensed and glanced over at Linda.

"Except for the first bit, that crossing was easier than I expect, but now I need your to pay attention, Linda," he said quite sharply.  "Keep an eye out ahead would you?  There should be a buoy ahead, on our starboard side, that is if it survived the tsunami."

"Do we dare use the searchlight?"

"Why not?" Karl shrugged.  "This island is uninhabited not like the last one and I'm not worried about people being out in this storm anyway.  Besides we need to find that buoy since it marks the point near the entrance to a narrow bay where I'm hoping to anchor for a while."

"Anchor?  Here?  I thought we were in a rush to get to George's?"

"Sorry, I guess I never told you everything I had planned to do if we got here earlier than we expected.  George lives on the last island in this chain.  So, we're in the right general area, but I'm not about to try to hold position near his island in this storm.  We can moor in the shelter of this island quite safely.  No one lives here since it's so small and has no fresh water, besides it only has one small bay that can be used as a harbour and then only in winds coming from the north or northwest.  I don't even know the name of the place, but George calls it Jack Knife Island.  That's because it's shaped like a jack knife with one blade partly open; the opening between the handle and the blade forms the bay.  In a southerly wind, it gets battered something terrible, but we can use it for shelter tonight and we should be completely safe.  After we talk to George, we can cruise over closer to his place to pick him up.  Hopefully that'll be the easy part of
this trip."

"Oh sure," Linda said sardonically.  "We're going to pick up a paraplegic, as well as three women and two kids.  All of them are going to be crammed into a small boat and we're going to do it in the midst of gale force winds.  Naw, you're right, we shouldn't have any problem at all."

"It could be worse.  Those weird militia guys might have caught us this morning, the pirates might have snagged us back at Pig Island, or the Coast Guard might have caught us on our way here, but none of them did," Karl snorted softly.  "Right now we need to find that buoy and the bay though or we could be in trouble and I don't want to screw up after we've put up with all that other crap."

They didn't find the buoy, but by using the searchlight and the GPS, in conjunction with the charts, they did find the bay.  Then it was a just matter of turning head-on into the wind blowing down the narrow bay and steaming toward shelter.

Before nine o'clock that night they were at the head of the bay, and were sheltered from port, starboard and astern by high cliffs.  They'd even swung the 'Skolka' around to face down the bay, then had set both bow and stern anchors solidly.  They were both very tired though and Karl was so relieved that he was able to relax, which made him feel even more exhausted.  Linda encouraged him to lie down and rest since she'd had a short nap earlier and she insisted that she could certainly keep an eye on a moored boat.  He argued with her for a few minutes, but finally gave in and lay down to rest.  However, he did make Linda promise to wake him in plenty of time to call George later that night.




Chapter 7

Karl may have dozed off for a few moments in the next two hours, but he rather doubted it.  Instead he felt as though all he'd done was toss and turn in anxiety.

Most of the time he was trying to think of a way to get six people aboard the 'Skolka' in near gale force winds, and those people were bound to be bringing along possessions and all sorts of other gear.  Most of his thoughts revolved around conditions brought on by being unable to dock, because he was certain the dock would have been destroyed in either an earthquake or a tsunami.  He'd watched for any signs of a dock as they has steamed past the first island in the chain, but hadn't seen anything of the sort.  With that in mind, he tried to think of various ways to get George and his family safely aboard while not damaging the boat.

The only lifting arrangements he had on board were the davits that he used for his dinghy and a small, relatively fragile crane, but both were strictly temporary arrangements.  The temporary crane was dismantled and stored in a crate on deck, but it wasn't very strong.  It was built of salvaged piping, coupled with a hand winch and was meant to be used to lift forty-five gallon barrels of fuel aboard, but then only if no other method was available.  Neither the davits, nor the crane would be able to lift anything more than eight or nine hundred pounds.  On top of that, neither of them was stable enough to be used in rough water and both of them would be extremely difficult to use in the dark.  That virtually eliminated any attempt to lift anything important, so he certainly wouldn't trust either setup to lift a person except in an emergency.

That meant he had to think of a way to lift a paraplegic almost six feet, bringing him up from water level to the deck while using only human muscles.  George wasn't helpless, but he definitely wasn't muscular.  He was going to need to have assistance to get aboard, no matter how it was done.  That in turn meant that there had to be another boat involved, probably a much smaller one, and in heavy seas, that was going to be a major problem.  Each passing wave would cause the boats to move in various directions at various times which was an easy way to get someone hurt or even killed.  The only way he could see that they could safely transfer people from a smaller boat to the 'Skolka' was to do it in calm water, but calm water was a rare commodity at the moment.

At that point Karl's mind began to contemplate wilder and more difficult schemes.  He wondered if he could anchor the 'Skolka' offshore of George's house and somehow get a rope ashore, then rig a temporary bosun's chair arrangement to winch people aboard.  Then he remembered the partly full drum of diesel tied to the after side of his wheelhouse and he put that together with the idea that oil on the top of water reduced the wave height.  He wondered if he dumped that diesel overboard if it would lessen the waves enough, but he had doubts of that.

Finally he gave up trying to think of alternate solutions in utter defeat.  Somehow he was going to have to either dock the 'Skolka' or else he needed to shepherd George's smaller boat into calm water to safely manage any transfer.  After he'd reached that conclusion, he tried to force himself to fall asleep, but sound of the howling winds outside the boat prevented that.  Sleep simply wasn't possible.  All he did was toss and turn, growing more and more frustrated with the situation as time passed.

He could only listen to the howling winds for so long while lying on the bunk though.  He knew that Linda would call him if there was any problem, but he felt as if the coming situation was out of his control and he wanted to do something to improve the odds of success.  He took the time to shower before he headed for the wheelhouse and found that there was a pot of freshly made coffee on the stove as he passed through the galley.  He poured two cups, taking them with him as he ascended the steps into the darkened wheelhouse.

"Hi there," Linda smiled.  "I heard you tossing and turning in your bunk, then in the shower, couldn't you sleep?"

"Nope," he answered as he waited a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, then set down the coffee and took her into his arms.  "I missed my sleeping potion."

"Sorry," she sighed.  "But like you said, someone had to watch out for problems if they should crop up."

"I know," he said shortly.  "But what with missing your loving, as well as just too much wind noise, I simply couldn't sleep."

"Yeah," she snuggled against his chest.  "I know what you mean about the wind.  I'm glad we're in shelter.  At least you were lying down and resting."

"Some rest.  Most of the time I was trying to think of ways to pick up our passengers safely, but I struck out," he laughed sardonically.  "What does the weather man say?"

"According to him, the storm is lessening a bit, but he hedged his bets by saying it could get worse,"

Karl looked out the windows, his eyes now more accustomed to the lack of light, but he still couldn't see anything.

"I'm going to switch on some outside lights for a short while," he said, moving away from her, over to the dashboard and the controls.

"Close your eyes for a second," he warned as he threw a switch.

The foredeck and perhaps a hundred and fifty feet of storm ruffled water ahead of the boat was suddenly lit up.  They were sheltered from the worst of the wind coming over the steep banks behind them, but at the far end of the illuminated area, the waves were already building on the water.  He threw another switch and the stern deck was alight as well, now they could see all the way to the towering cliffs that stood on both sides and behind them.  Although the windows were somewhat obscured by the falling rain, they could still make out most items on deck and everything appeared to be riding out the storm well.

"Okay, now for the gamble," Karl sighed softly.  "I'm hoping no one is close enough to see our search light."

He switched on the search light and swung it down the small bay where they were sheltered.  On each side, cliffs towered a hundred feet or more above the water level, the rock face broken here and there by trees clinging precariously to the steep rocky banks.  Rivulets of water gleamed and glistened as they fell to the water below.  The further away from the boat that Karl aimed the light, the larger the waves grew, until they ran away out of sight into the darkness.  By then he estimated them to be at least three feet high and their tops were broken by white spume, even though still inside the little bay.

"Not a fit night for man nor beast," he said slowly.  "Not unless you intend to be hidden in a storm while you smuggle people out of the country."

"It looks bad," Linda frowned.  "If anything, it's worse than when we were out on the water."

"Oh, I don't think so," Karl laughed softly, switching off the search light, then the other lights.  "It was fairly rough out there before, but you were used to it then.  Now it looks worse because we've been sitting in calmer water for a while.  I haven't a clue how we're going to pick up George though.  I'm impatient as hell waiting for his call so we can figure out what we're going to do."

"You really can't be planning to try to pick him up out on the water, are you?"

"Well, we can't get near the shore with this boat and he seemed to imply that there was no other way to get aboard.  To be honest, I'd like to see if we could go there, have them meet us on the water and try to bring them back here, using the 'Skolka' as wind break or rather as a portable breakwater of sorts." Karl suggested.  "We'll just have to talk to him, now that we're here and this close …"

He let his words trail off with a sigh.

"When you talked to him before, what time did he say to call?" she asked.

"About midnight, it's only ten-thirty now."

"As impatient as you are, why not try?" she shrugged.  "He can't be much less impatient.  If I was waiting for a rescue, I'd be on pins and needles by now."

"Well, I guess we could try."

He turned and switched on the night lights in the cabin, then sat down at the radio, switching it on as well.  After waiting for a moment for it to warm up and steady down, he lifted the mic. to his mouth.

"Peter, Peter, pumpkin eater, had a wife and couldn't keep her, but now he's standing by" Karl said into the microphone.

"Pudding and pie." George's voice came booming back immediately, so loud that the radio squealed.  "Cut the DBs, huh?"

Karl lowered the gain on the radio before using the mic. again.

"You too."

"Better?"

"Much, too close for comfort."

"Oh, where."

"Jack knifed and storm battered, but fine and floating."

"That fast?"

"Double time.  Storm tossed, tide pressed and fleet footed.  You got visitors?"

"No contact.  Pigs on the horizon in seventy-two or so."

"Ouch!  Well, with us.  They came.  We saw.  Rain came.  We left.  Vision obscured.  Ident negative."

"Wonderful for you, damn small chance here."

"Oh no!  Cancellation?"

"Tough with storm.  Plus danger walking."

"Hang time uncertain.  Tonight okay, then questions arise; whither will the winds blow?"

"Momento, Mi Amigo.  Conferencia."

"Si mi amigo."

Karl looked at Linda as the radio went silent and shook his head.

"This doesn't look good.  The storm might be just too strong for them to get out to us and going in close to shore might just be too dangerous."

"We're too close and we came through too damn much to just give up," she frowned at him.

"Yeah, I know, but with our draft we can't go ashore, and if the storm turns so the wind blows from the south, we'll be in trouble here."

"Where is George's place actually at?"

Karl stepped over to the chart table and pointed to the last island in the chain.

"George's house is here on this island - I think about here and we're over here," he pointed a finger at one spot on the chart, then to an island near the other end of the chain.  "His house is high on a hill and at least a quarter of a mile from their boat house, which sits right on the shore of the bay, so they have to get down that hill.  Next they'd have to get a boat afloat without capsizing it, then get out to us while we stand by in the storm.  After that we have to get them aboard and I'd like to do it all without anyone seeing us.  Since there are several families living on the island, it has to be done after dark.  Otherwise, sure as shooting there are bound to be several witnesses and when you get more than two witnesses, one of them is bound to be a fink."

"I see," Linda sighed, staring at the chart.  "And we don't know what they've got in the way of a boat or anything, do we?"

"No, just imagine if they have to get through a quarter mile of debris to get to the boathouse, like we had to get through to get down the hill when I found you.  That could take a day or more in itself, particularly if George is in a wheelchair."

"That's just what I was thinking," Linda frowned.

Suddenly the radio clicked loudly; "Hibernation is over.  The Bear waddles."

Karl stepped back to it and picked up the mic. answering instantly; "Ah, oui monsieur."

"Chatter is indicated.  The worry is ears.  Try happy heaven with the kid's orchestra?"

Karl frowned for a second, then grinned.

"The conductor needs to wait for the fiddler to tune up, gimme five?"

"Gotcha.  See ya later, in the playground."

Karl moved to another radio, switching the first one to standby.

"All right, what's happy heaven?" Linda frowned as she asked Karl.

"He meant channel seven.  Haven't you heard of seventh heaven?" he asked.

"And a kid's orchestra?"

"Citizen band, you know how kids love to play with walkie talkies.  George is suggesting channel seven on the CB," Karl grinned as he switched on his CB radio.  "The problem is that this set is old and it needs to warm up, then it drifts a bit for the first few minutes."

"Then why change radios?  We could hear George clearly on the other one."

"And so could anyone else with a marine band radio for hundreds of miles," Karl explained.  "Citizen band is strictly good for line of sight, maybe ten or fifteen miles at the most."

"You guys and your codes, and knowing so much about radios," she shook her head.  "It sounds a bit melodramatic to me."

"It might be," Karl said slowly.  "But, we're here illegally and we're planning on smuggling people across the border into Canadian waters.  That's a federal offense on both sides of the border.  I'd rather be cautious than caught."

He picked up another microphone.

"Allee, allee outs in free.  Is that a bear up in the tree?" he said slowly.

"Right on.  We should be in the clear for a few minutes.  Are you safe where you are for at least four or five hours?"

"We should be okay.  The wind is blowing over us and down the cut.  We're anchored solidly enough to hang against the winds hitting us at the moment."

"You are in Cove where Jack carved the pumpkin, aren't you?"

"Yeah, we got here a couple of hours ago.  The cliffs are protecting us from the wind at the moment, so we're snug as a bug, at least for now."

"As long as the wind doesn't turn, right?"

"Yeah, I know."

"Well, we've lucked out here.  We're at the boat house already.  My old Chris was holed, but it was up on the cradle, so the girls did a patch that will keep her afloat for a few hours.  The engine seems fine and we've got a dinghy sitting on the stern deck if we need it, so we're going to come to you."

"Is that safe?  That's just a runabout, a fair weather boat.  We can come there," Karl argued

"Unh uh, we've managed to clear the ways on the cradle, but once we launch … Well, the cable is gone, snapped in two, so we're tied with rope, but once we're underway, we're committed.  There's nowhere here where the wind is broken by cliffs, which means getting onto your boat would be practically impossible.  Like I said, we'll come to you and we'll transfer to your boat in the shelter of your present moorage.  The calmer winds in that cove will make it easier to get everyone aboard safely."

"I could get the derrick rigged and working, could we run parallel and manage a lift, at least for you?"

"Not in this wind you won't, but I think we can make it to you with no problem.  I'll stay on the radio, so if we do get into trouble, you can come to us."

"Wouldn't it be better if we came and acted as escort, sort of a moving breakwater?  We could always come back here for the transfer."

There was a brief silence from the radio.

"How long would it take for you to get here?"

"Probably an hour or more, by the time we get steam up," Karl frowned, checking his steam gauge, but knowing that he'd let the pressure fall to standby, so even as he was talking on the radio he fired the boiler to bring the pressure back up to running pressure.

"And how long to beat back there with us?  At least another hour and a half, or maybe two hours, right."

"I suppose," Karl admitted.

"Cap'n Jack, you jus' stay wheah you is.  You bin runnin' the risks 'til naow, you res' up.  Ah's got this show undah mah wing and Ah's planned it all out.  You jes set back an' reeeelax, Mammy's on the way." The voice on the radio was now female with a heavy and very fake southern drawl.

Karl had to laugh.  "Are you sure, Mammy?"

"Yep, now shush yo mouf, we is gonna be busy heah foah a bit, so's we cain't talk, but we be back showtly.  Give us til 'bout midnight or so ta git this thing ova ta yor neck o' ta woods.  We'll call ya back then.  Ova an' out fer naow."

The signal cut off.

"Damn that woman," Karl growled, setting down the mic.  and standing up to pace to the back of the cabin and stare out the window at the cliffs behind them.

"Who was that anyway?" Linda asked.

"Hm?" Karl said turning to look at her.

"That woman, on the radio, who was she?"

"Oh, that was Ely, George's oldest daughter."

"Was she putting on that voice?"

"Oh the voice was a put on, but she's black.  Well actually, she's brown, light brown, like coffee with lots of cream.  I guess you could say she's half and half; her mother was black and George is white.  Her sister, Keri, is far lighter, her skin looks like cream all alone in the cup."

"What are they like?  Are they pretty?"

"Hell, they're beautiful," he laughed softly.  "At least to look at.  Ely is the older of the two by a few months and more of a natural leader, while Keri is more of a follower.  Well part of the time, but she's the rebel of the two.  Ely is willing to take her time to dot every 'I' and cross every 'T', while Keri often takes short cuts to get things done just as soon as possible.  Ely trained as a nurse, but she at one time she even owned a fishboat, so she's self-sufficient and a reliable person to have around.  Meanwhile Keri has worked at several different jobs, and she's willing to tackle almost anything, but what she best at is piloting a plane or even a helicopter.  That's the one thing she does where she refuses to take shortcuts, because she knows it could kill her and her passengers.  As far as boats are concerned they were both my students, so I'd trust them on board almost anything that floats."

"Both of them sound quite competent," Linda smiled as he paused.

"Oh sure, they're competent, but sometimes … sometimes Ely is so damn certain of their ability that she becomes overconfident.  This time that overconfidence might be getting them into deep trouble."

"As if we aren't in trouble ourselves," Linda gestured toward the raging storm outside the windows. "We had to sneak in and we had a rough ride getting here."

"That's exactly what I mean.  We had a hard enough time getting here and in finding this bay, but this boat is designed to handle rough weather.  They're in a runabout that isn't built for big waves and on top of that, they've had to do a patch job on it, just to get it to float."

The radio broke up their discussion.

"Whoopee, What a ride, but we're under way," George's voice spoke again.  "Ely just slashed the ropes holding us to the top of the marine ways and we slid into the water like we were launching a ship.  We must have been doing ten miles an hour when we hit the water.  Thank goodness we went in bow first."

"How are you doing?" Karl asked.

"It's rough, but we're handling it.  We can't make much speed in these waves, but the patch seems to be holding quite well, so we're not taking on much water.  We've got five bodies that can bail the boat if need be."

"Keep an eye on that patch, it may start leaking from the pounding it's getting in these waves."

"Aye, aye Cap'n." George answered.  "Now don't bug us.  We're busy."

"I'll just bet they are," Karl sighed as he put down the mic.  "Damn, I wish I could get close, just in case they need help, but we might miss them in the dark, then what the hell would we do."

"Couldn't we see them on radar?"

"Possibly, but they'd have a tiny radar profile and they were quite insistent that we stay put.  There might be some reason that they don't want to mention on the radio."

They sat in silence for several minutes, Linda petting the tomcat and Karl fussing with the short wave radio.

"What are you doing?" Linda asked as he scanned slowly across the dial, but with the sound turned low.

"I was just checking for local radio traffic," Karl explained.  "I'm hoping that the local authorities are asleep at the switch, but I'm listening just in case."

"We're across the first gap between the islands and in calmer water again." George's voice announced.  "Keri and the kids are bailing since we took on a fair bit of water as we hit the higher waves.  It came in from a freak wave over the stern and you were right, the patch is leaking a bit, but we're all okay, even if we are slightly shook up.  Be sure you stay where you are.  Keep radio silence, but be ready to leave at a moment's notice."

Karl listened to him and reached over to the boiler controls, adjusting one or two slightly before he spoke.

"George has to think someone can either see or hear him," he said.  "I really don't understand."

"I think you should just trust him," Linda suggested.

"I know, but they're family, I want to be out there helping them."

"I understand," she smiled, touching his hand.  "Knowing what little I do about you, I see you as more of a man of action than a couch potato.  You don't seem to like waiting, so I can understand why you're edgy."

"Yeah, I guess," he said slowly, going back to scanning the radio bands.

Linda stood and sighed slowly.

"Okay, I'll admit it; the waiting has gotten to me too.  I'm going below and making sure we've got everything ready. I was wondering what you think, should I leave the table as it is, or make up the bunk there?"

"I'd leave the table up for now," Karl advised.  "After fighting their way here, they're probably going to want to warm up and I'm not even sure we're going to need that table as a bunk.  I don't know who will sleep where or if it matters.  We've got two spare bunks and while we're under way we won't be using the captain's berth much, so we can share it, probably with Ely and Keri I would imagine.  They'll be the ones on the wheel when we aren't."

"You mean we're going to take longer getting back than coming down here?"

"Oh yeah, first of all we have to beat our way back against the weather, then we have to avoid well-travelled routes and be ready to hide somewhere if need be.  Which means we should travel at night or in heavy weather if possible, hopefully with lots of cloud cover and rain.  On top of that we're heading for Gull Island, which is further away than the bay where you were, so it will take almost twice as long to get there as it did to get here.  Figure anywhere from twenty-four to forty-eight hours, depending on what sort of problems we run into."

"Oh, okay," she said, slipping below.  "Then I guess taking shifts makes sense.  I'll go check the bedding on all the bunks so everything is prepared."

After Linda was gone below, Karl switched on the forward lights and stared out into the blackness.  The wind was blowing over them, unable to tear at the boat because of the shelter of the high cliffs around the bay.  Even then he could see at least foot-high waves less than a hundred feet from their bow.  The rain was coming down in sheets now too, making visibility haphazard at best.  One second you could see a hundred feet or so, then the next instant you could hardly see past the bow of the boat.

He checked to make sure their rain gear was at hand and was tempted to pull it on, then decided he didn't want to be overheated when he did have to go out on deck.  He knew that he was simply anxious, but there was no way for him to calm himself.  He was worried that something was about to go wrong and felt that he might not be able to help his friends.  Right at the moment he was forced to wait and he found that extremely hard to do in the conditions they were suffering through.

He forced himself to sit down in front of the radios and spent some time again searching the bands.  He was listening for anything he felt might be related to them, paying particular attention to the bands where he had heard anything official or even quasi-official.  He even turned on an old police scanner that he'd had sitting on the shelf, unused for years, and listened to that, but heard nothing relating to the local island group.

Finally he tuned to the weather station to hear something that related to him and the others.

"… moderate to strong north westerly winds with some heavy rainfall until tomorrow evening with a possibility of storm force winds tonight and a possibility of rising winds and heavy rainfall in the early morning.  An incoming low pressure system has brought on a general small craft warning throughout the whole of the forecast region with a possibility of extremely heavy rainfall.  If the trough deepens as expected there will be a strong possibility of gale warnings by tomorrow evening and extreme weather conditions for several days …"

The CB came to life again for an instant, and he heard someone seem to draw a deep breath, then it went quiet again.  He leaned forward, tense and worried, then reached up, pointed the searchlight down the channel of the gorge, and snapped on the switch.  He couldn't see much more, but remembering the difficulty they had finding the entrance, he left it turned on, but turned its beam quite high, focussing it well above the waves.

"Light seen.  That you, Cap'n?" George asked.

"Yes," Karl answered immediately.

"Thanks, we've found the entrance, so cut the light.  It's in our eyes." George ordered firmly.

He switched the searchlight off and flipped on all of his deck lights instead.  Instantly he could see a very weak running light far down the inlet, but coming toward them.

"Linda," he called as he stood up and started to finally put on his rain gear.  "I think they're almost here."

"Coming," she called.

They had hardly gotten into their raincoats and out onto the deck when they caught a glimpse of the smaller boat coming out of the rain.  A figure was standing at the bow, holding a line and they could hear the engine, but it wasn't running smoothly.  It was spluttering and gasping, then when the boat was only a few feet away from them it died.  The figure on the bow gave the coil of line a mighty heave and it arced through the air, but was caught by a gust of wind.  Karl had to stretch as far as he could to reach it, but as soon as he had his hand on it, he braced himself against the handrail and gave a mighty heave.  As soon as he gained some line he passed one end to Linda, who helped him heave the boat against the wind.  In a moment or two, they had the smaller boat tied off against the bumpers at the 'Skolka's' side.

Linda looked down into a mid-sized runabout with a cabin forward.  As well as the trim figure of a woman on the forward deck, there were five other figures aboard.  A man who looked to be in his eighties sat on the seat just aft of the cabin, holding his arm about a small boy who held a pair of canes.  Opposite them sat a pleasant looking woman who looked to be about forty and at her side Linda saw a small girl.  Standing at the wheel was a tall dark-skinned woman.  Everyone was dressed in rain coats, but all of them looked wet and tired.

"Hello Karl," George's voice sounded weak.  "Am I ever glad to see you!"

"Hello George," Karl grinned.  "I'm glad to see you too."

George heaved himself to the edge of the boat by sheer strength of his arms.  The two women in the cockpit were instantly at his side, steadying him.

Karl grabbed his boat ladder and hung it over the side.  George grasped it immediately and with the help of the two women from below, as well as Karl and Linda above, he was soon on the deck of the 'Skolka.'  Bracing himself against the handrail with one arm, he held out his other hand to Linda.

"Good evening, young lady, my name is George and my family has insisted that I would be more of a liability than an asset in the present operation, so they rudely told me to 'get to hell out of their way.'  Therefore I find I must ask your assistance to guide me to the wheelhouse.  Once I am ensconced within it's shelter, you will be free to return and assist in the rescue and salvage operation."

Linda had to chuckle as she introduced herself to him and helped him into the wheelhouse.  Once he was sitting on a stool in the wheelhouse, he ordered her back on deck, refusing her offer to help him any further.

"There are sufficient aids to my stability to assure my safety and mobility within the confines of Karl's vessel, Linda, but thank you for your kind attention," he said gruffly.  "Now your assistance would be better appreciated in aiding my motley crew in the transfer of personnel and our salvaged baggage to the safety and shelter of this fine craft."

Linda grinned at him, in a way he reminded her of her own father, but was far more talkative.  To his surprise she leaned over and hugged him briefly before rushing back outside.

On deck, Karl and a young woman were rapidly packing bags and parcels out of the way as those still in the boat passed more bulky objects their way.  Linda joined in, but in only a few minutes the flow of packages had dwindled and died.  Then the older woman and the two children climbed the ladder to join them on deck.

Karl asked Linda to get everyone and their gear inside and swung down the ladder into the smaller boat.  So, grabbing an armful from the load on the deck, she opened a hatch dropping down into the aft end of the cabin and led the way inside.

She glanced up the passageway as she came down the ladder from the deck.  George had managed to move down to the galley and was sitting at the table with a cup of coffee.

"I have made myself at home," he announced.

"Good for you," she smiled, as she moved away from the door in order to put her load of packages in Karl's workroom.

"I guess this will do for storage," she laughed.  "There isn't a lot of room for extras."

"Oh, this is great," The smaller of the two young women had followed her down the ladder and handed Linda her load, then reached for the loads of someone behind her.  "We knew there wouldn't be much room and we were just hoping Karl didn't have this space full so most of our stuff wouldn't have to sit out on deck.  By the way, I'm Karen, but everyone calls me Keri."

Keri seemed taller than Karl had said and Linda found her amazingly attractive.  It wasn't that she was exceptionally beautiful, in fact her features were quite prosaic, and yet there was a subtle beauty in the symmetry of those features.  As well as that her colouration was wonderful and she had a presence about her that made her seem almost larger than life.  Her smile lit her face with a glow that made you want to smile back, so even as wet and tired as she must have been, she seemed to be vibrantly alive.

"Hi Keri, I'm Linda," she said grabbing, then stacking parcels and bags as they were passed her direction.

In fact a human chain had been set up to shift the bagage and it was several minutes before she was able to say much more.  By that time she could hear the burner being brought up to full fire and knew that would soon have the boiler up to full running pressure.

"Oh, Karl must have decided to move out right away," she frowned, glancing toward the bow of the boat and the steps up to the wheelhouse.

"I think so," Keri smiled.  "We think one of our neighbours might be a fink for the army reserves and Ely will have warned Karl about him.  If we move out in the storm, they won't know where we've gone or be able to trace where we go."

"Darn, I'd better get up there and help.  I made stew and I was hoping to be able to feed everyone before we set out," Linda laughed.  "If anyone's hungry, it's on the stove and the bread is on the counter."

"Mom is probably helping Uncle/Daddy," the young boy who had worked as hard as anyone at moving all the things below decks piped up.

"Your mom is probably cold and tired.  I've had a rest and I'm still warm," Linda smiled at him as he ducked out the door and ran off.

"Too warm," Keri's voice purred.  "You're sweating and if we're moving already, we should make sure this stuff won't shift in heavy weather.  Ely can look after herself for a few minutes."

"Oh, it should be okay," Linda glanced down at the pile of baggage.

She moved to go past Keri, who smiled and blocked her way.  The smile she wore on her face made her look gorgeous and she raised a hand to brush her finger tips gently along Linda's brow.

Linda felt a thrill pass through her at the soft touch.  She stared into Keri's big eyes, her mouth slowly opening to say something, but she couldn't think of anything to say.  Keri didn't say anything either, but her hand lifted again.  Now it softly stroked Linda's cheek

"You are lovely," Keri purred softly.  "It's no wonder Karl …"

Her quiet voice trailed off slowly.

"I'm sorry," Linda said softly, almost whispering.

"So am I," Keri's smile became rueful.  "But then Karl and I have a similar taste in lovers."

"Oh," Linda laughed softly and reached over Keri's shoulder to push the door to the room closed.

"Why did you do that?" Keri asked frankly.

Linda just smiled softly and reached her hand up to stroke along Keri's brow, returning the gesture Keri had made.

"You were warm too, so I closed the door to the boiler room," Linda whispered.  "However since we're alone now, if you want to complete that pass, Karl and I aren't married and I do like women as well as men."

"Ah, so you're not above cheating on your partner?" Keri asked, raising her eyebrows.

"Oh no, I wouldn't do that, but then Karl isn't really my partner either," Linda grinned.  "And actually, since I know you and he have played around … then, knowing how highly he regards you, I'll brag to him that you made a pass at me."

"He knows that you swing both ways?" Keri laughed softly.

"Unh huh," Linda grinned.  "And it doesn't seem to bother him."

"But how about sharing?" Keri grinned.

"Oh in your case, I think he'd be understanding."

"Hmm, but would you?" Keri asked with a slight smile.

"Are you suggesting a threesome?"

"No, but in your case that's not a bad idea either," Keri laughed.  "Actually you should know that both Ely and I have had crushes on Karl since we were kids and he wasn't totally immune to our seduction, so we've both been his lover at one time or another.  I was wondering if you'd be as understanding as Ely was if I tripped him again."

Linda leaned toward her slowly.  Keri stared at her until the last instant, only closing her eyes as their lips gently touched.  The kiss was brief and almost virginal.  Linda stood upright and grinned.

"Trip him?  Sweetie, I understand that you have, quite often, so I imagine you'll probably do it again.  As for when you do it, how you do it, or where you manage it, that's up to you," she laughed softly as she moved past Keri and stopped at the door.  "Just so you know, as long he wants me I'm willing to cooperate, probably anytime he asks, but I don't think he is about to ask as often now, not with you and your sister around. "

Keri was left staring after her.  Linda walked forward and as she passed through the galley she smiled at George, then the woman who sat with him and the two kids; all of them busily eating her stew.  She didn't dare stop to talk to them, Keri might catch up to her and right now Linda didn't want that.  She wanted to be in Karl's company before that happened.

She paused on the steps up to the wheelhouse to accustom her eyes to the reduced light, but also to control her rampant feelings.  She was tremendously aroused.  She couldn't remember when she had been more tantalised by any person, but she knew she had done the right thing to walk away and retain control, even though it had been extremely hard to do.  She could hardly keep herself from giggling, she felt so euphoric.

"Calm yourself, woman," she thought to herself.  "This is one weird situation and you need to keep a lid on your libido."

After a few deep breaths she felt much calmer.  Up in the wheelhouse, she saw the other woman, Ely, at the wheel and Karl was busy out on deck, still raising the anchor.  Ely was taller than her sister and slightly darker, but while Keri had seemed quite attractive, Ely was stunningly beautiful.  Linda paused and watched her for a second before speaking.

"Hi, I'm Linda, are you okay?" she asked.

"Oh, hi.  I'm Ely and I'm glad you're here.  I'm not sure if I remember all the controls, so could you take over?  Karl wants to get moving right away and he should have a hand out on deck.  If you'd take the wheel, I'll go help him."

Before Linda could say anything, Ely was headed outside and on her way forward to help Karl who was raising the anchor and stowing the anchor lead.  As soon as the anchor was clear and they'd begun to move away from the shelter of the cliffs, Linda could feel the wind try to twist the boat and shove it sideways.  She had to increase the throttle to pull away from the rocks on the starboard side of the boat.  Then as they moved further out in the open, the smaller boat made steering much more difficult; it was still tied on their port side and constantly pulled the 'Skolka' that direction.

She managed to straighten out their movement, intending to steer out of the little bay and attempting to retrace the same course they had used to enter.  However the wind was beating against them so hard and gusting in such rapidly changing directions that she didn't dare take the time to check the depth sounder or anything else.  Instead she could only fight the wheel and try to steer clear of either side of the narrow channel.  Luckily for her, steering did improve as the smaller boat was moved along the port side and shifted astern, but even then it still caused the 'Skolka' to 'crab sideways' to a certain extent.  She was quite happy that before they hit open water Karl came inside and took over the wheel.

"Thanks Linda," he smiled at her, immediately opening the throttle wider.  "Ely will be a minute or two.  She's keeping and eye on their boat since we'll be towing it astern for a few more minutes.  As soon as we're clear of all the rocks at the entrance to the bay and in the full force of the wind, she's going to cut it loose though.  We can't tow it in this storm, not since it's leaking so badly, besides, the engine is dead.  It has a cracked block from overheating, but we didn't want that boat to sink in the bay.

"Why not?" Linda asked.

"Because it might be found in a place where they might have been rescued, but if it washes up on the shore out in the open, people will think they lost the engine, then got swamped.  Ely is quite worried that one of their neighbours might have guessed what they were doing and she wants to make things look as if they didn't make it." Karl shrugged.  "Now to change the subject, we should be all right for a few minutes, but since we're going to be heading up the channel between the islands and straight into the storm, so you'd best pop below and warn everyone to hang on.  The ride could get quite rough, so after you've warned them I'd like you back here, just in case I need a hand with anything."

Linda hurried below.  Keri was now sitting at her father's side, facing the steps and greeted Linda with a broad wink.  Linda was surprised to feel an instant surge of desire, but managed to control it.

"Karl says it may get a little rough," she had hardly gotten the words out when she felt the motion of the boat become more violent.

"He's in a hurry and the waves will be getting worse for a while," she added, as she had to grab a hand hold.

"We expected than, Linda," Keri said in a low musical tone.  "It can't be as bad as the trip we just came through was though."

Her voice sent another thrill through Linda's body, centring in her loins.  Linda's grip tightened on the hand hold, she didn't dare to move for an instant since the feeling of desire was so strong.

"We will be fine," George said firmly.  "Do not concern yourself about us in any way.  I would imagine Karl would welcome your assistance."

"Actually he's the one who sent me to warn you that things would be rough, but you're right,I'd better get back up top in case he needs me."

She forced herself to turn and go back up to the wheelhouse.  Just as she came up the steps, Ely came in the door carrying a length of rope coiled in one hand and a hatchet in the other.  Karl immediately shut off the deck lights and they now stood in the semi dark wheelhouse, with only minimum lighting on the controls.  Two sets of headlights, pointing forward, were the only lights that were turned on outside. The first set were mounted in the hull of the boat, near the bow, but when the boat hit a heavy wave their light disappeared underwater.  The second set of lights were mounted on the forward edge of the wheelhouse and showed the water breaking over the bow of the 'Skolka' each time she headed into a wave.  The bow of the boat would rise immediately, then the water would run across the deck, down the sides of the wheelhouse and then overboard through the scuppers.  Meanwhile the boat rose up and over the top of the wave, then slid down to meet the next one.

"You were right Karl," Ely said gesturing with the hatchet.  "As soon as that wind hit us, I could feel the line stretch tight and I couldn't release the knot tied around the cleat.  I had to cut the rope with the hatchet."

"I could feel it let loose," Karl nodded.  "I'm sorry we couldn't save it, but I'm glad you cut it loose as soon as you did.  It added quite a load on the engine and it was making the steering difficult when the wind swung it out of line."

"Don't worry about it, it served its purpose and we couldn't have saved it anyway.  As soon as it hit the end of the line I could feel the line jerking, like the dang thing was doing a gandy dance behind us," Ely explained.  "I had to get rid of it quickly, because it could have caused us real problems."

"I suppose," he frowned.  "At least we saved the safety equipment and the radios that were aboard.  I just wish we'd been able to salvage more than just the dinghy or that we could have managed to save the bigger boat altogether."

"I don't see how we could, and since we think old Santos called the army reserves about us, we didn't have time to patch it any better than it was.  I'm just hoping that the wind sweeps it across the channel and it wrecks on the island opposite the spot where I let it loose.  If they find the wreckage of our boat and as long as nobody saw this one, they'll think we didn't make it through the storm and were drowned before we could get to safety."

"We'll probably never know; at least I hope not," Karl shrugged.  "I plan on being as far away as I can when they find it, if they do.  Is everyone all right down below Linda?  By the way, have you met Ely?"

"Everyone is fine and we said 'Hi' as I took over the controls," Linda answered.

She had been staring out the window past the flashing wipers that were struggling to clear the rain splattered glass.  Now she turned her head and looked at the woman standing near Karl's other shoulder, her face now lit by the soft green light of the radar screen.  Just at that moment, Ely flipped off the hood she had worn over her head.  Linda couldn't avoid the tiny gasp that escaped her lips.  Ely's head was completely bald.

"Alopecia," Ely stated flatly as she saw Linda's reaction.

"Wow, I thought until now that 'Bald is beautiful' was just a saying that men used to salve their egos," Linda managed to say with a smile.  "I'm sorry I gasped, but Karl didn't warn me that you were utterly gorgeous, so you took me by surprise."

Ely smiled back at her and Linda felt that this woman was one she wanted as a friend, but somehow she held back, strangely feeling threatened.  In her heart she felt that if Ely wanted,she could wrap Karl around her finger.  In fact, she knew they had been deeply involved in the past and the way they acted, she suspected that they still were.  That was natural, after all they had a kid, the boy that she'd spoken to while he had helped to stow their belongings below decks when they'd first come aboard.

"You two are involved, aren't you?" Ely asked bluntly.

"Yes, you could say that we are, in a way," Karl answered for them both, making Linda feel much better.  "Linda was in the wreckage of the town back in the bay where you and I first met.  The place got hit hard by an earthquake, then a tsunami.  It was totally wiped off the map.  She was hiding in the wreckage of half a boat that was thrown part way up the hillside by the tsunami.  She was doing damn well by herself, but decided she wanted company and came away with me.  I think she took sympathy on an old man, not wanting me to be lonely."

Linda smiled herself, saying nothing, but she rolled her eyes and shook her head at Karl's version of what had happened.

"Damn," Ely laughed softly.  "Just my luck, I'm about to be marooned on an island with my favourite man, but he's gone and gotten himself spoken for."

"You aren't alone in thinking he's your favourite man," Linda had to chuckle, as much at Ely's honesty as at anything else.  "I think everyone on this boat could say the same thing right now, but let's not swell his head too much, I like him the way he is."

"That means you've got brains as well as beauty," Ely grinned.  "If first impressions mean much, Karl, I think I approve of your taste in rescued women."

"Thank you, especially since it looks like I've rescued you both" he winked, then surprised Linda by wrapping one arm around her waist.

"You steer, with both hands," she ordered, pulling away.  "I don't want the boat on a rock or something."

Ely laughed gaily and stepped back as well.

"I think Karl said you might have a bit of stew left and I'm starved.  We haven't been eating too well the last few days," she said, looking at Linda in a far more friendly way.

"I'm not sure if there will be anything left," Linda smiled back, accepting the verbal olive branch.  "I told your family to help themselves and they looked hungry.  I came up here to offer my help if it was needed, but I can't see any reason for three of us being up here now.  I think Karl and I can handle everything, if you want to go down and check to see if there's any food left."

"Why don't you go below too?" Karl suggested.  "Now that I see what it's like, I'm quite sure that I can handle this alone for a while.  There's nothing much anyone else can do here anyway, and you should meet everyone.  Besides, if you'd make a fresh pot of coffee, I could sure use a cup.  I promise, if I need help, I'll call you."

"You and your coffee," Ely laughed.  "She hasn't changed you much."

"Change him?  Fat chance!  He's stubborn," Then Linda gestured to the tossing waves.  "You know, I'm astounded that you're hungry and that your family is actually eating in this storm.  Most people would be seasick."

"Hah, not us," Ely laughed.  "Dad might get a bit queasy and the kids might too, but Keri and Trudy are used to rough water, so am I.  We had a boat almost as big as this one and I used to fish commercially.  If it was calm, everyone used to come along.  When it was rougher, only my crew and I went out, but even then Keri or Trudy came out several times.  Dad would have loved to have been along, but his legs made him more of a liability than an asset."

"I'm surprised you could drag him away from his typewriter," Karl laughed.

"Oh he's enthusiastic about being on the water," Ely smiled.  "It's just as much of a passion as writing is.  I'm surprised you haven't noticed that."

"When I'm on a boat, I concentrate on the boat and the water," Karl laughed.  "Like right now.  I'm sorry but I've got to keep an eye on what I'm doing."

"Okay," Ely chuckled.  "I know when I've been told to 'fuck off.'  Come on, Linda, let's leave the man to be manly and all alone with his testosterone.  Besides, I know my family were hungry and if I want some of that stew before they clean the pot, I'd better get my ass in the saddle and grab a bowl myself."

-o0o-

After Linda and Ely had gone below decks, Karl could devote his full attention to navigating the channels between the islands.  He knew it would take a while and in this wind it was going to be dangerous, so he had to pay attention.  Having two beautiful women on deck near him hadn't helped his concentration.  Although he cared for both of them, he was somewhat anxious about them being friendly while in close proximity to each other, because that was going to be essential once they got to Gull Island.  For now though, he was glad he had convinced them to go below, right at the moment they were simply a distraction and he didn't need that, not in the present situation.

Amongst other things he was having second thoughts about his course; he wasn't sure they should have tried this pass in this weather.  It might have been prudent to retrace the safer route that he and Linda had travelled when they had arrived in this island group.  However, he felt if they went back the same way they had come, it doubled their chances of being seen in the area.  Since he and Linda had seen lights onshore, there was a good chance they'd been seen arriving in the area so he really didn't want to be seen heading in the opposite direction.  If they were seen moving in the opposite direction it would have been obvious that they hadn't been seeking shelter from the storm, but had come there on purpose, probably to rescue someone.  Over and above that going back that direction happened to be the nearest approach to where they realy were heading.  If anyone did happen to see them pass by, he wanted to misdirect their conclusions if possible.  This pass would
have seemed the logical course to follow if they were heading toward Seattle, so it was almost a hundred and forty degrees off his planned direction of travel.  Yet by swinging their course and going around the end of the island chain soon after leaving the pass, it would allow them to take shelter in a second island chain after about six hours or so of travel.

Unfortunately, if the weather worsened this course would take longer, so they might have to finish the trip in daylight.  That wasn't a pleasant thought because travelling in daylight increased their chances of being seen and perhaps even being stopped by the authorities.  However if they made it to his planned goal, they could moor for the day, then change directions again when they left that temporary moorage the next evening.  Not only would that allow them to take a break and have a rest, but it might throw off any chance of pursuit.  All things considered, this had seemed the best choice to take, even if it was more dangerous in stormy weather.

Right at the moment, he wasn't as confident in that choice as he could have been though.  He was finding this pass extremely tough to navigate.  He found himself trying to check the radar, the depth sounder, the GPS, and the chart alternately, all at the same time as trying to focus on a storm blurred shoreline through a rain-splattered windshield.  Making minute adjustments to his steering, he tried to take advantage of what shelter he could find from the wind and waves.  However, he didn't dare hug the windward island too closely; he didn't know these waters well enough to do that and he might put the boat on a submerged reef.  Often the boat was in mid-channel and in large waves, but he couldn't do anything about it.  As well as the running waves of the storm, there were reflected waves from the shorelines of the islands, and those often caused the boat to take on a curious twisting motion.  That would throw his steering off to one side or the other, which meant that
he had to make instantaneous corrections almost constantly.  There was no way he could relax, not even for a moment.

He sighed heavily, if this carried on for long he was going to be both mentally and physically exhausted before he got the boat to the moorage he planned to use tomorrow.  As well as that he was beginning to wonder where Linda had gotten to, that cup of coffee seemed to be taking a very long time coming - not only was he thirsty, but he needed to stay alert.  Caffeine would certainly help with that and he was sure he'd need that edge soon.




Chapter 8

Linda had followed Ely below and was surprised to find that only the other two women were still sitting at the table in the galley.  Even as rough as the boat was riding in the storm she saw that they looked quite comfortable in these surroundings.

"Hi," Keri smiled up at the two of them.  "Dad and the kids were dead tired, so we fed them, then sent them to bed.  There's still quite a bit of that wonderful stew left, Ely, even some homemade bread.  You should have some?"

"Yep, I plan to pig out.  Have you two met Linda?" Ely said, helping herself to a plate from the cupboard and then some stew.  "I haven't heard the whole story, but I understand she's another damsel in distress that he rescued and from the way he acts, he's become quite close to her since then."

"Yeah, he's rather special to me as well," Linda laughed embarrassedly, then for some reason she looked directly at Keri and blushed as she explained.  "He did rescue me and I was an extremely desperate situation just like you were.  Needless to say I appreciated the rescue and once we were aboard the 'Skolka,' I took advantage of the closeness of the situation to say thank you.  I was rather forceful, so he didn't have much choice about anything that happened."

"Oh, Baby, do you ever have a lot to learn about Karl.  He's always got a choice," Keri laughed softly.  "I've known Karl since I was a teenager, and you must be pretty damn special yourself just because you're here along with him.  He's very particular man about the people he allows to get really close to him, especially in tough situations."

"Yes, he's very particular about the company he keeps," the older women sitting at the table spoke up.  "I'm Trudy by the way.  I'm George's nurse, housekeeper, and normally, his bed warmer and companion, but tonight he's babysitting.  He's got Ely's boy and probably my daughter in his bed for company."

Although she looked about forty, Trudy would normally have easily been the prettiest woman in any room, but here she was overshadowed by both Ely and Keri.  Blonde and buxom, she had that indefinable quality that broadcast the idea of motherhood and caregiver.  Linda knew instantly that she was going to be a friend.

"Hi, I'm Linda " Linda smiled as she offered her hand to the older woman.  "As you heard, if I can borrow your term, I've been Karl's bed warmer for the last few days, but if I'm going to keep the job I'd better make him a pot of coffee."

"You sit," Keri ordered, sliding out and pressing Linda back into the seat beside Trudy.  "We all know our way around this boat and I've eaten.  I'd like to go up and say thanks to the Captain for rescuing us myself."

"From the way you've been talking, maybe I shouldn't encourage that," Linda managed to grin, even if she wasn't too happy about the idea.  "You might steal my bed warmer."

"I don't think you need to worry that much about Keri.  She might borrow him for a short while, but she bats in a different league most of the time," Trudy laughed.

"Trudy!" Keri complained.  "No fair, giving away my deepest secrets to someone I've hardly met."

"I wouldn't exactly call that a secret," Linda laughed.  "At least you didn't try to keep it a secret from me when you came aboard the boat."

"Has Keri been forward again?" Ely chuckled as she sat down opposite Trudy and Linda.

"Either that, or she thought I had a lot more to do with your rescue than I did," Linda grinned.  "She seemed very glad to be rescued."

"Well, I was very glad to be rescued," Keri actually giggled and blushed slightly.

"And now you want to make the same offer to Karl that you made to me, huh?" Linda teased even more.  "I knew I should have made that coffee as soon as I came below."

Ely laughed as Keri flushed slightly, then reached a hand across the table to touch Linda's fingers.  "Oh, Sweetie, you'll do!  You'll do just fine.  Almost no one embarrasses Keri, so that was well done."

"So do you really want to take the coffee up to Karl yourself?" Keri managed to say.

"Nah.  You go play.  It'll do his ego good," Linda grinned, trying to look more confident than she felt.  "When I met him, I did say no strings, and he warned me that he was also involved with you two.  So you go have fun, I'm betting that he turns you down tonight, then I'll get more bang for my buck when he and I gfet together again."

"Oh honey, if I tease him and he resists, he'll be frustrated, you'll get a BANG all right," Keri snorted.

"Mmm, is that a promise?  I've had one of those," Linda laughed, then shivered her shoulders as if she was remembering her ecstasy.  "They're wonderful, aren't they?"

"Give up Keri," Ely snorted with laughter.  "She's got your number."

"Number hell," Trudy was laughing almost as hard.  "She's got everything from your zip code to your shoe size."

"Okay, I surrender," Keri laughed as well.

"Not surrender, Darling, make that a truce and I'll agree," Linda grinned.  "A temporary truce, at least."

"And how long is this truce supposed to last?" Ely laughed softly

"Oh, I don't know?  Until we decide to go at it again, I guess," Linda answered.  "I think Keri will decide that."

"Hah, I may be adventurous, but I don't play with dangerous weapons," Keri laughed.  "Sorry, Sweetheart, I've had one verbal KO, I'm not planning in getting back into that ring for a while."

"So you're going to trust her to take Karl his coffee, after teasing her like that?" Ely grinned and rolled her head toward Keri while watching Linda's face.

"I guess," Linda shrugged her shoulders.  "Hell, if I were to worry, all I'd accomplish would be to give myself wrinkles and grey hair, besides Karl has told me about his living arrangements with these two."

"Well, since these two couldn't get him into a commitment after years of trying, I doubt if either of them can do it in a few minutes." Trudy grinned.

"Many years of trying, I was only sixteen when I met him and I've been trying ever since," Ely paused with the spoon halfway to her mouth and smiled at Linda.  "I've had a crush on him ever since I met him, so I want to get to know you.  Anyone who managed to become his bed warmer in a short time has to be pretty damn special."

"Not all that special.  He was married before and he said he's had occasional lovers," Linda responded with a depreciating wave of her hand.  "Actually, I understand that you did okay on that score, so did Keri."

"Hmph, his ex-wife was a conniving bitch who married him in order to get a free ride and wanted sit around the house, have kids and get fat.  I met her, once," Keri broke in, looking as if she'd just sucked a lemon.  "I was only a teenager and she was in her late twenties.  She I was just a kid, but even then I was woman enough to best her in an argument that damn near became a cat fight.  The divorce was already settled, but she wanted Karl to give her more than the judge thought was fair, so she was trying to con him.  He was well rid of her.  After they broke up all he had were a few one-night stands before we met him and since he met the other women when he was drinking too much, they don't really count.  Then he came to work for our family.  Ely and I have done everything we can think of trying to get a commitment out of him.  Hell, Ely even had his son and she still only got to warm his bed when he was willing."

She paused and grinned before saying anything more.  "I want to get to know his bed warmer too.  I want to take lessons.  Anyone who can get any commitment out of him, especially in the short time you've had, just has to be very special."

Linda looked at the lovely women who surrounded her at the moment and didn't know what to do or say.  She was growing upset because of the conflicting sensations running through her body, which were matched by her confused feelings.  She knew she was quite deeply involved with a wonderful man, but at the same time she was lusting after a very attractive woman.  At that point Linda felt she was almost losing control, so for the moment she was speechless.

Linda knew that the others were waiting for her to speak, but at that moment she didn't know what to say.  Instead she was watching the red haired, hazel eyed seductress who was planning to go tease the man she felt so strongly about.

Keri was standing with her feet apart, braced against the movement of the boat.  Her hands were resting on the counter behind her, drawing her shoulders back and emphasising her breasts.  Even more than that, the sweater she was wearing detailed every curve, while the sway of the boat kept her tense and emphasized her youthful strength.

The rest of the room seemed to fade away, somehow Linda could only see Keri's figure, especially her breasts.  She had what Linda thought of as perky breasts, the kind that rode high on a woman's chest, jutting upward and forward, defying gravity, even though she wasn't wearing any support.  Linda envied those breasts, that small waist and the high, but fully rounded bottom with unbelievably trim thighs and legs.  Keri's body made her feel old and matronly.  At the moment she wanted nothing more than to run her hands over every curving inch of that gorgeous shape, yet at the same time she wanted to remain involved with Karl.

"Well, I'm not giving you lessons about anything to do with Karl," she blurted with a laugh.  "You already have several years head start in the race to win his affections and I think I'm already in an unfair competition."

"Unfair?  Why would you say that?" Keri pushed away from the counter and stood more erect.

"With your figure, I don't know if I'll be able to stand up to the competition."

"Thank you for noticing my figure," Keri smiled at her.  "Coming from you, that's one hell of a compliment, but you've got no reason to feel outdone as far as a figure goes.  I'd trade you thighs and legs any day."

"Don't be silly," Linda laughed.  "I was just thinking that your bottom and thighs were wonderful."

"Toothpicks!" Keri frowned.  "I have to pad my thighs in order to look good in some clothes; otherwise, I look out of proportion."

"Gilding the lily," Linda laughed.

"You're both lucky," Ely said, as she leaned back, having finished her stew.  "My tits are so big they droop, my thighs are enormous, and my ass is huge.  I'd gladly trade either one of you."

"Listen to who's talking about drooping tits," Trudy snorted with a grin.  "I'm old enough that gravity has taken over.  I used to have breasts; now I have dugs."

"Oh come now," Linda sighed.  "You all look beautiful."

"Oops, I think this coffee is ready," Keri broke in.  "What does his highness take in it lately, Linda?"

"One small sugar, no milk," she answered automatically, forcing herself to turn toward Trudy with a question in her eyes.  "How did you get involved with this family, as a nurse for George?"

In the background, Keri prepared a cup of coffee and went up to the wheelhouse with it.  Linda had to force herself to remain seated instead of chasing after the sexy redhead.

-o0o-

It wasn't long after the two women had gone below before Karl could smell the coffee perking and he began to grow impatient as he waited for his promised 'cuppa' to arrive.  He was concentrating on what looked like a rock off their starboard bow when he noticed a coffee cup being slid into his cup holder by someone who remained standing behind him.

"Thanks," he said, still intent on his steering and assuming it was Linda.

"Welcome," he hardly heard the whisper behind his ear, then he felt arms slip around his chest and hold him in a tight hug from behind.

One hand remained on his chest, but the other slowly crept downward.  He hesitated a second or two, but when the hand slipped below the belt he tensed.  He was positive it wasn't Linda now, just from the touch of that hand.  He reached one hand down, grasping the wrist then lifting and pulling it to the side so it was resting on his hip.

"That's enough now.  I need to concentrate," he said, turning his head to glance over his shoulder for an instant to see Keri grinning at him.

"I was just going to say; thank you," she laughed softly.  "I could make you quite happy and still let you steer the boat."

"And I'd probably have run us on the rocks because that would break my concentration," he growled, turning forward again.  "Besides, what would you have done if someone had come up from below?  I'm surprised at you."

"By someone, you mean Linda don't you?" she responded with a laugh.  "To be honest, I don't think she'd be bothered as much as you seem to think, not after having had a chance to talk to her.  I like Linda a lot by the way.  I think she's wonderful, and I think she's trying her best to make do in a difficult situation and succeeding.  She's got charm, class, and good sense.  Anyway, I've missed you, and your lovin' for long enough that I'd almost forgotten how you felt.  You're definitely still quite a man.  So, if you change your mind …"

"Oh for Christ sake Keri, stop being a pain in the ass," he growled.

"Pain wasn't what I was planning to provide," she giggled loudly.  "I guarantee that you'd have enjoyed every moment."

"You know damn well that's not what I meant," he argued.

"Oh I know what you meant, or at least what you said," she heaved a deep sigh.  "I just think I should thank you the proper way.  I'm not about to force you though.  But, I should tell you that I've been told I give a great hand job and a helluva blow job.  Come to think of it, it was you who told me that and not all that long ago either."

"That's all fine and dandy, but not now for cripes sake.  I don't want to wreck us," he snapped, still wanting to pay attention to the boat even though the pass had widened slightly and was now easier to navigate.

"Oh man.  You are such a stuffed shirt sometimes.  I don't know why I love you so much," she sighed again as she wrapped her arms back around his chest from the back to hug him tightly for a few seconds.  "Let's forget sex for a while.  I've missed you a whole lot and I'm so glad to see you.  It's been what, almost nine weeks?"

He couldn't help but chuckle.

"You haven't changed much.  You're still a hell of a tease," he snorted.  "But yes, I've missed you too."

"I am not a tease," she announced flatly.  "Anything I've ever offered you is yours for the asking."

"Oh, but at what price," he grinned, before returning his concentration to the job at hand.

"Totally free," she whispered.  "For you, it couldn't be any other way.  No strings, no demands.  You paid the full price on any loving I could possibly give you long ago."

"Ah, you might not make demands, but …" he said slowly, letting his words trail off.

"Oh you big dumb ass.  I was just trying to let you know how much I love you and return some of that love you've lavished on me and my whole family," she declared.  "Just look at you right now.  You're not just risking your life for us, but Linda's as well.  Now on top of that, you're smuggling us across the border, you're risking your freedom and your precious boat just to help us.  You couldn't show your love for me and my family any more than you already are.  It isn't possible.  All I was trying to do was say thanks."

"Just verbally saying thank you works wonders," Karl said shortly.  "I'm quite glad to help."

"Oh shit, I know that," she moved away from him to stand in one corner of the wheelhouse, staring out the window into the darkness.  She was quiet for several seconds, then she began to talk quietly.  "I remember the first day I saw you.  I was with Ely.  You were living on this old boat even then, but the 'Skolka' didn't look much like she does now.  She still looked a lot like an old fish boat and some parts of her even stank of fish, especially below in the bilge.  You'd just come to Gull Island to see if you could install an electric generator for Dad."

"Unh huh," Karl nodded.  "That's right.  That was just after George had hired me to see if it was possible build a hydroelectric plant in the upper gorge and run a feed to his cabin."

"That was the old cabin.  Now it's supposed to be Dad's chicken house, only no one lives at home long enough to keep chickens, so no one uses it for anything."

"I think you might keep some now," Karl smiled.  "That is if you want to."

"Chickens you mean?  Yeah, we might have to keep them at that," Keri sighed softly.  "The problem is where will we get them?"

"Oh, I imagine we can probably find a few for you.  I left a couple of dozen on the island and I left them a self-feeder full of food, so if they survived the earthquake, we'll still have eggs.  Actually the older hens will probably have chicks by now since no one will have been there to stop them from setting on the eggs."

"Yeah, but you've got more than just chickens. You've got goats, and pigs, even a garden and an orchard."

"Those pigs aren't mine.  You won them in a bar, remember?  We'd have been better off if I'd thrown them overboard on the way home, or given them back to the bar owner the way I wanted to," he snorted.

"Aw come on, they were so cute and cuddly," Keri giggled.  "Besides, I gave them to you."

"But, if you remember I refused to accept them," Karl sighed.  "I knew even then that they'd be trouble, but I didn't think that pigs grew to be so damn tough, stubborn and unruly."

"Well, I did try to pen them.  Who would have thought they were so bloody strong and determined that they'd tear down a fence?"

"Well, they're a real pain in the ass now.  Now since we've all been away for a while I wonder if there'll be anything left, or if they'll have eaten the whole damn island."

"Oh come on, we chased them all down into the swamp and penned them there with cliffs on one side and water on the other.  They can't get out of that."

"Huh, they've probably gotten up the gorge and eaten the generator house by now.  You have to admit they've been more trouble than they were ever worth."

"I suppose," she yawned.  "Right now though I don't feel like arguing.  Since I've been working like mad for almost twelve hours, I'm pretty tired.  I think I'll sit down for a while."

"Unh huh, same old Keri, start to lose an argument and you want to go to sleep," he laughed.

"In a moment …" she whispered, then fell silent.

When she didn't say anything more for several minutes, he turned to look at her.  Exhaustion had caught up to her and she was dozing in the chair.  He took the risk of locking the steering, then moved over and shifted the chair to face the desk in the corner so if she slumped she wouldn't fall, then he quickly moved back to the wheel.

-o0o-

Both Ely and Trudy noticed Linda's reaction toward Keri, but only Trudy noticed Linda's tension when Keri went up to the wheelhouse with Karl's coffee.  She carried on with their conversation as if nothing had happened, trying to diffuse Linda's worries.

"Yes.  I'm George's nurse and housekeeper," Trudy grinned widely.  "At first I was a part time nurse for George, coming over on the weekly supply flight on a helicopter, but eventually he offered me a full time job.  Karl was living on the island already, but Keri had gone off to college by then.  Ely was at home, but having a hard time with her pregnancy and George was in bad health, so they needed a nurse and someone to help out around the house.  Being a nurse, I could help both George and Ely and since I wasn't scared of using a broom, I took both jobs, working as nurse and as housekeeper.  What I didn't realize was how persuasive George could be.  By the second week I lived there I was warming his bed as well.  Three months later, I woke up one morning feeling sick to my stomach and quickly realized I was pregnant.  Mary-Beth was born almost exactly seven months after David."

"Mary-Beth and David have grown up like brother and sister, but occasionally he teases her by calling her Aunty Mary-Beth," Ely smiled.  "We've been out to the island so many times that they both call Karl their uncle/daddy, so I guess you'll be their aunt like Keri is."

"I'd like that," Linda smiled.  "I love kids though, so I'll probably spoil them."

"No worse than George and Karl do, it isn't possible," Trudy laughed.  "Which reminds me, I'd better go check on George and the kids.  Hopefully, they should be asleep by now."

She slipped past as Linda made room for her, then Linda turned her attention to Ely.

"The way you polished off the stew, you must have been really hungry, would you like a fresh coffee?  There should be lots."

"Thanks, I'd love one," Ely smiled.  "I haven't had coffee in four days and that was made from grounds that were on their second or third rerun."

"You guys had it rough then.  What do you like in your coffee?" Linda asked as she poured two cups.

"Just black," Ely smiled again as she took the cup.  "We certainly didn't have any fun.  How did you and Karl come through so well?"

"Oh, Karl was on the boat through the whole thing, so he missed the worst of it," Linda sat back down.  "I was on my boat when the earthquake happened, but I got caught in the tsunami and tossed halfway up a hill.  I was knocked out when the boat got washed ashore, but it was busted in half, then the half I was in got jammed between two trees.  Luckily it was the forward half, so I had my bedding, clothing and a little food.  I found some other salvageable stuff strewn around, but I was all alone in the wreckage for several days.  When Karl found me, I was on the verge of going nuts from sheer panic.  I was short of food and had to depend on rainwater that I caught in some old tarps in order to have anything to drink.  The whole area I was in was a vast field of wreckage and dead things.  I think I'd be dead by now if he hadn't come along."

"Oh, I thought you were together through the whole thing."

"Oh no, I only met him a few days ago.  He claims I was singing when he found me, but I doubt it.  As I told you, I had hardly any water and not much in the way of food, certainly nothing to sing about.  The stench around me was terrible and I was so lonely that I was almost going nuts.  When I first saw him, I wanted a hug so badly that I was overly enthusiastic and I almost knocked him off his feet," she blushed.  "Then out of sheer gratitude, I tried to seduce him right then and there.  He calmed me down and took me back to his boat.  Once we were there, he fed me and cared for me.  Later that night I did manage to seduce him out of sheer gratitude and we've been together since, but to be honest we don't really have much of a relationship at all."

"Well, if I'd been in the same fix and had the chance, I'd probably have done exactly the same thing," Ely reached across the table and took Linda's hand as she laughed softly.  "We didn't have it quite as rough as you did.  We were living in a house and it was high on a hill, so it wasn't hit by the tsunami, but we had it rough in other ways.  Instead we got hit hard by one of the big earthquakes."

Ely's mood had changed and she frowned, sighing deeply.  Linda squeezed her hand gently in sympathy.

"That house was the first one I ever remember living in.  It was a four-bedroom house built high on a hill and it used to sit in the shade of a couple of huge old Fir trees," she said, with a hint of tears in her eyes.  "When the earthquake came, the house was shaken up, but even worse the big trees crashed down and crushed it.  Those trees were so big that they did an awful lot of damage.  The only room that was still in fairly good shape was Dad's bedroom at the end of the hallway and it only had three walls, but at least it still had a roof.  Luckily Dad, Trudy, and all Dad's radios were in that room, so they were together when the quake hit.  The kids and I were down on the boat in the boathouse, getting the ChrisCraft ready for the summer and since the boathouse was really well built, we were okay.  We were shaken up, but not hurt, and while one end wall of the boathouse came down and a falling timber poked a hole in the boat's hull, we were more frightened than
anything else.  Keri had been in the car on the way home.  She was in a car accident, but she got out of that with hardly a scratch.  However, she had to walk twelve miles through earthquake wreckage to get home, so by the time she got there, it was almost dark.  By that time the kids and I had found Dad and Trudy and were starting to get some semblance of an understanding about what we were up against."

She paused for a minute, rolled her eyes and sighed, then carried on.

"We had only the one room that we could manage to make relatively weather-tight for the night, using a couple of tarps to keep out the worst of the rain.  there was a small generator out in a shed, but in order to get anything to work on it, we had to jury rig electric cords because the house wiring was screwed.  Trudy managed get water from the old well in the yard and since we had a drum of gasoline we could run the generator which would power the pump.  Dad found a bedside light that worked and Mary-Beth dug up a hotplate that worked part of the time, but we had to be careful how we plugged in the cord.  We had hardly any food, the freezer was buried under rubble in the basement and the fridge was smashed.  Thank goodness we found some potatoes and some canned goods that night, then David found some coffee and some dried milk, so we had something to eat and drink.  That doesn't sound like much, but it sure made us happy at the time," Ely smiled.

"Oh, I can understand," Linda grinned back.  "My first meal, after I got myself half way sorted out, was a can of pork and beans, washed down with rainwater caught in an old tarp.  It was one of the most satisfying meals I've ever had."

"I'll bet.  That's what it felt like for us that night.  We felt lucky that all of us were alive and unhurt, having something to eat was a bonus," Ely laughed, then sobered.  "Of course, I'm not sure when you got clobbered, but after we'd eaten, it was getting dark and we were getting sleepy.  Keri managed to dig her way down to what was left of the linen cupboard and passed everything she found in there to me.  We huddled together and slept under blankets in one huge pile, all of us lying on the wreckage of Dad and Trudy's bed for the first night, but we still almost froze.  The next day, we moved Dad's foam mattress and the blankets to the boat house and onto the boat.  At least with all of us inside a smaller space at night we could get fairly warm, so even though it was crowded, we were more comfortable on the boat than we'd been in the house."

"I understand.  I don't think I was ever warm at night when I was trying to live in the wreckage of my boat," Linda nodded.  "I think the only reason I slept at all was out of exhaustion.  During the day I spent almost all of my time trying to find things to eat, just to keep me alive."

"Oh, I agree," Ely snorted.  "For the first few days everything was a mess, but eventually we organized things to be more comfortable.  First we made the boathouse fairly weatherproof with old boards and tarps and whatever else came to hand.  Then once we had that old hot plate set up on one end of the workbench, that became our kitchen.  Keri and I even rigged up the portable john from the boat behind a tarp in one corner, so it had ventilation to the outside."

"I just used a handy tree limb and a bucket," Linda giggled, making Ely grin.

"Well, part of our problem was Dad.  He's pretty crippled up and was being a pain in the butt without any way to keep busy, so we moved a couple of his radios down to the boat.  That kept him occupied trying to listen to the radio so he could keep us posted about what was going on around us.  Actually when Dad heard over the radio about how much damage the tidal waves had done, he almost talked us into moving back to the house to be safer.  But, the rest of us decided to gamble on being more comfortable at night, so we stayed in the boathouse and slept on the boat.  Of course once Keri and I had rigged an electric line from the generator to the boathouse so we could use power tools on the boat, Dad changed his mind again.  Soon we were running the generator almost all the time because Dad insisted on each of us taking our turn to listen to the radio twenty-four hours a day.  Even if we were cut off, he wanted to know what was happening around the world.  So between
taking turns manning the radio, trying to rescue stuff from the wreckage, doing work on the boat and trying to scrounge enough to eat and drink, we were constantly busy.  We spent as much time working on the boat as possible though because we planned to leave for the mainland or a larger island once we had calmer weather.

"Of course, once we heard from you and Karl, we've been so busy getting ready to move out that time flew.  We did have a scare though.  After Dad got off the radio to you last night, he caught part of a message that sounded like one of our neighbours.  The old twit was reporting us to the local branch of the army reserve for working on our boat and jumped to the conclusion that we were going to break the travel restrictions.  Dad assumed the report was about us anyway, so we got really worried because we'd heard the announcements about not travelling.  That damn radio report was the reason he had Karl switch to the citizen band earlier tonight.  The neighbour doesn't have one of those and they're not strong enough to carry to any of the nearer army reserve bases either."

"Yeah, Karl had figured almost all that out from the code your dad used," Linda grinned.  "I think if it had been me, I'd have tried to find a way to derail the old goof's little red wagon."

"You think like Keri does," Ely grinned, "What pissed off Dad the most was that the nosy old bastard was making the report on a radio that Dad had given him.  It got me annoyed because I'd always thought the old son of a bitch was a troublemaker anyway.  Actually the silly old bugger came over this morning to check out what we were doing.  While I kept him away from the boathouse, Keri slipped over to his place in a hurry and disabled his radio.  The old bastard finally lost his temper and tried to push past me to see what we were doing in the boathouse. Only by then Keri was back and when he attacked me, she lost her cool and chased him off with her shotgun."

"Well, I hope she brought her shotgun along.  We could have used one earlier today," Linda frowned.  "We ran into pirates, but between Karl being smart and both of us remaining fairly calm, we got away."

"Pirates?" Ely asked with raised eyebrows.

"Well, Karl called them breakers or wreckers," Linda shrugged.  "They had built a barrier across a pass between two islands somehow and they were herding us toward it.  I think they let the tidal rip do their wrecking for them.  It was raining hard enough that we couldn't really see, but it showed up on radar, thank goodness for that.  Karl managed to turn around and go straight at two boats that were crowding us and we darn near caught them, even though we were running against the tide."

"But what good would a shotgun have done?"

"Oh, that was later, after we'd detoured to go around the island.  They came out to chase us down with half a dozen boats, but it was quite dark and raining heavily, so no one could see well.  Luckily we had radar and could keep track of where they were.  We sort of blew up one of their boats.  Karl accidentally hit the gas tank or something with a shot from a black powder rifle, so the boat burst into fire and burned.  The two guys on the burning boat dove off and another boat picked them up.  They were sure we were in a gunboat or something, because that black powder rifle made so much noise.  They were shouting a lot, so we heard them say that they thought it sounded like a cannon."

She paused and smiled apologetically.  "Karl could probably make more sense of the story than I can.  I was so flustered at the time that I can't think straight about what happened even now."

"That's all right.  It seems that we weren't the only ones having an exciting time of it," Ely grinned back.  "Anyway, since we had the boat all loaded and were all down at the boathouse when you guys called back, we decided the best thing for us to do was to come to you.  Since we knew that transferring Dad and our stuff out in open water was going to be almost impossible, but you were in relatively calm water, it made sense to us.  We needed shelter, but even then we had to be lucky to get there because of the storm.  Mostly though, we didn't want to take the chance of being seen by anyone."

"Ah, we wondered why you insisted on coming to us, instead of having us come to you."

"Well, the earthquake and the tsunami wiped out our wharf, so there was nowhere for a boat as big as this one to tie up.  Luckily our boat was stored in a boathouse with a carriage on rails that ran all the way down into the water.  Dad originally had it built that way so we could haul the boat out of the water in the winter.  Anyway, since the winch cable of the haul-back was busted by the earthquake, we had the boat tied in place.  Once we cut it loose there was no way to get back up the grade again, so it was a one time effort.  We loaded everything we wanted to take into the boat and waited for your call on the radio.  All we really had to do was cut the rope, slide down into the water and get over to you guys."

"That's when both Karl and I started to worry," Linda offered.  "I think both of us were feeling rather helpless about then.  We knew what the trip down here had been like and how bad it was going to be for you to get through to us.  At the same time we knew we couldn't come looking for you because we might have missed you in the dark and the storm.  Waiting was tough though; it felt like it took forever for you to get to us."

"Well for me, the time we were travelling to you was strange, completely weird.  Some of the trip seemed to pass fast, but the rest of the trip it felt like time crawled and so did the boat.  When we were in the shelter of the islands, and were making good speed, the time seemed to fly, but the gaps between the islands were each a different brand of hell.  We crossed four gaps and each one was bad, but each one was different, every one of them had different winds, different waves, different currents.  The last one had a bunch of sea wrack on the surface and that got drawn into the salt water intake that cooled the engine.  Suddenly we had no cooling.  I literally burned out the engine of Dad's boat in that last mile.  I've never been so relieved as I was when you and Karl caught that rope and pulled us in," Suddenly Ely looked slightly surprised, then she yawned.

"Oh excuse me," she apologized a second later.

"Oh, don't worry about it, you've been through a lot and you need sleep," Linda said, then smiled.  "I've enjoyed talking with you, but I guess I should be thinking about going up to the wheelhouse, Karl might need me to help him in one way or another."

"Keri is up there, she can help him, if he needs help."

"Well, maybe, but Karl was expecting me to come back with his coffee.  You and Keri have both been his lovers for years and I'm just the stray that he rescued a few days ago, so I don't feel very secure about not doing what he wants."

"I wouldn't worry," Ely laughed softly.  "Karl still seems to see Keri and me as friends with benefits more than as lovers.  He treats us more like nieces most of the time rather than desirable women, but I do understand.  If he was my new guy, I'd probably be a touch jealous too."

"I'm not jealous, just … I don't know, sort of concerned.  After meeting you two, I can see I'm not playing in my league at all."

"What the hell are you talking about?" Ely laughed softly.  "You look gorgeous."

"Well, I certainly don't feel it," Linda said shortly.  "You have that exotic look that would drive most men wild, while Keri has that as well as so much raw sex appeal that it simply oozes out her pores, and you both have figures that I'd kill for."

"Oh come on, take a look in the mirror once," Ely frowned at her.  "What are you, a hundred and twenty pounds, with about a B cup?  On top of that you're blonde, extremely attractive, and from what I've seen, you're damn smart.  I'm envious in a lot of ways."

"Of what?" Linda asked.  "Actually my hair is more mousey blonde than anything, I've got a weird pudgy nose and …"

"Oh Christ," Ely broke into laughter.  "You're talking about noses.  Look at mine, it should be on a moose, it's so big and so wide.  My lips are fat.  I've got no hair, made more noticeable by a high forehead.  I'm black, well, half black, while you're white.  You could be a model for Christ sake.  I've got tits like a Holstein cow and a huge ass to match.  White men look at me as Black.  Black men look at me as white.  I'm half way between both races and it sucks."

Linda stared at her, then it was her turn to laugh.

"You've been using the wrong mirror."

"Huh," Ely grunted in disbelief.

"Well, your nose and mouth look great to me and I love your head, I meant what I said before; in your case, bald is beautiful.  As to your skin colour, well to me it's lovely.  It reminds me of coffee with lots of cream.  Karl described you that way and it suits you, perfectly," Linda smiled shyly and reached out her hand across the table.  "Both you and I know that friends don't see race or colour.  So, would you be my friend?"

Ely stared at her, then had to grin as she reached out and took Linda's hand.

"I don't think that'll be a problem," she laughed softly.

"That's good," Linda sighed.  "I wouldn't want to start off on the wrong foot.  Karl loves you all so much and he's so special, I wouldn't want to be at outs with you."

Ely tried, but couldn't suppress another yawn.

"Oh, come on.  You've just been through hell, and you're tired.  You should get some rest," Linda showed her concern quite openly.  "And here I've been dumping my insecurities on you like a damn fool."

"Oh I don't mind, I've got some insecurities too, but I'm bushed," Ely sighed.  "Would you mind if I just curled up here and went to sleep for a bit?  You can call me if you need me for anything."

"Unh uh," Linda hesitated.  "I think you need a real sleep.  Trudy didn't come back, so she must have taken the bunk in one of the small cabins and I guess your Dad and the kids have the other one.  Karl won't leave the wheel for love or money, not as long as he feels the least bit unsafe doing it.  Anyway, he had a rest for an hour or so and I had a nap this afternoon, that leaves the captain's bunk free.  Why don't you go curl up there?  Karl won't mind."

"No, I think I want company to cuddle," Ely suppressed a yawn.  "I'll see if Trudy found a bunk of her own."

"Do you want a hand?"

"Hell no," Ely laughed softly.  "I don't need to be tucked in."

Linda watched her weave slowly down the passage to the cabin and after a moment, she followed on impulse.  Trudy was sound asleep and Ely had taken off her blouse, but had barely started to take off her jeans, then had fallen back onto the bunk and was sound asleep.  She was sitting in a weird half-upright position with her jeans pulled down around her knees.  Worried that she might be thrown onto the floor if they ran into really heavy weather, Linda managed to slide her down into a prone position on the bed, then get her jeans all the way off.  They still felt quite wet from being out in the weather earlier.  Ely's panties and bra were damp as well and Linda only hesitated for a few seconds.

It only took a moment to remove them.  She leaned over to pull the blankets over Ely as she lay on the bunk, pausing and admiring her in the soft light.  Ely's face was relaxed and looked much younger, her skin seeming to glow softly in the dim light.  Her chin line was strong and clean and her neck was quite long.

After carefully hanging the damp clothing along an overhead shelf so it would dry, she stood up and was about to go when she thought she heard Ely whisper something.

"What was that?" she asked leaning down close.

"Thank you.  Could I have a goodnight hug?" Ely whispered, pushing back the blankets with one hand as she raised it to touch Linda's arm, exposing her chest and her soft round breasts.

Linda smiled and bent to hug her gently, then lifted up to gaze at Ely for a second.  On a sudden impulse, she bent her head forward and kissed those full lips.  Ely opened her eyes and smiled softly as Linda lifted her head again.

Trudy moaned softly and opened her eyes.

"Oh hi," she mumbled, then shifted her body to make more room on the small bunk for Ely.

"Linda was tucking me in," Ely answered softly.

"Oh," Trudy smiled, slipping her hand up to push her hair from her face.

She raised her head and looked at Linda first, then down at Ely as she sighed faintly, then her breathing relaxed and slowed as she fell asleep.

"Poor baby," Trudy whispered softly, her hand lifting to stroke Ely's brow.  "You just lay back and rest."

She lifted her eyes and smiled at Linda.

"I don't think she's slept much since the earthquake happened.  She's been the rock everyone else has leaned on," Trudy whispered.  "She's exhausted."

"I'll let you both sleep," Linda suggested and started to stand from where she had been sitting on the edge of the bed.

"Oh don't go for a moment.  She's sleeping now," Trudy smiled softly.  "I wanted to say thank you for everything."

"No problem, but really, it was Karl's doing, not mine."

"Oh we all know what Karl's like, and that gives all of us a pretty good idea about you too," she smiled again.  "Anyway, thank you."

"Oh you're welcome," Linda smiled back at her.

Trudy lay back and closed her eyes.

"Goodnight," Linda whispered as she rose and went out the door.

-o0o-

The motion of the boat had become more violent since they were now in rougher water, so Linda had to use handholds as she moved forward, then up the steps.  She found Karl at the wheel and Keri dozing in a seat shoved against the chart table.

"Oh," she smiled at Karl.  "And I was expecting that she'd be doing her best to seduce you."

"And who would have steered the boat?" Karl laughed softly, but seemed uneasy.  "Do we have anywhere left where she could sleep?  She's exhausted and I'm afraid she might get thrown out of that chair and hurt herself."

"I'll help her below and put her in the captain's bunk.  Ely is sleeping with Trudy and the kids are sleeping with George," she chuckled.  "I finally got Ely to lie down and go to sleep.  She was just as tired as Keri seems to be, maybe more.  Ely just resisted sleep a bit longer."

She paused long enough to walk up behind Karl and hug him gently.

"You could have warned me that Keri was bi.  At least she likes to tease women," she whispered.  "She tried to tease me as we were storing their things below decks."

"She did?" Karl sounded surprised.  "I'll be damned.  I always wondered."

"You didn't know?"

"Well, both she and Ely used to have friends staying with them at times, mostly female friends, and some of them were damn attractive.  I did wonder at times if they were involved."

"Well, you don't have to wonder any longer.  I'd say I got a dose of the proof," Linda chuckled.

"Well, at least in Keri's case, she's definitely bisexual then.  She made a play for me when she brought me the coffee," Karl admitted.

"Oh, she did?" Linda giggled.  "What did she do?"

"Oh," he laughed.  "She didn't let me see who brought my coffee.  She just slipped it into the holder and hugged me from behind.  At first I thought it was you, but her hand dropped down and I think she wanted to squeeze my crotch.  Something about the way she did it made me think it wasn't you since so far you haven't been that forward, so I grabbed the hand and found it was her."

"No shit?" Linda chuckled.  "Rather obvious isn't she?  And with the balls of a brass monkey."

"Oh, yeah, and Ely is just as brazen.  I've put up with the two of them for years.  I just didn't expect either one of them to do anything right away, especially not right after meeting you.  What did you do?" he asked curiously.  "I hope you're not angry."

"Angry?  Whatever for?" Linda chuckled.  "Actually from someone that attractive, it's quite a compliment.  I guess I left things up in the air.  I wanted to talk to you first.  If the circumstances were different …"

She let her statement fade away.

"Oh," Karl answered after a few seconds.  "You mean, if we weren't involved?"

"More or less," Linda shrugged.  "You should know, I told you that I was involved with a woman before."

"I remember that," Karl said softly.  "I guess it took a reminder to recall that though."

"Are you upset?  I mean because I'm attracted to women too?" she almost whispered.  "I do prefer men though, in most cases."

"Well I'm glad of that," he chuckled.  "But since you're so attracted to women, maybe next time Keri tries to get me wound up, I won't be so elusive.  After all, just a couple months ago she and I were involved.  She'd had an argument with her dad and came over to the cabin hunting a bed for the night, then stayed for a week or two.  After a few nights she ended up sleeping with me and we played around a bit."

"Hah," Linda snorted as she kissed his ear and squeezed him tight.  "If you - no make that when you do 'play around' again, don't be surprised if I get into things a bit myself.  You know the saying; 'What's good for the goose is good for the gander' and it works both ways."

"I think life could get complicated," Karl said firmly.

"Oh, I don't know.  I think I'll arrange to step aside temporarily when Ely seduces you too."

"What the hell?" Karl frowned, whipping his head around to stare at her for an instant.

"Well, what else did you expect?" Linda laughed softly.  "You did warn me that you were involved with both of them and I like them a lot already.  I wouldn't want to see either one on the sidelines and totally frustrated."

He frowned heavily as if in consternation.

"You're their hero right now," Linda sighed.  "The white knight who appeared out of the mist and rescued the princess.  You're kind and considerate and Ely said you've always treated them well."

"Now wait a minute, are you implying that I've been seducing anyone," Karl snorted softly.  "Those two are the ones who …"

"Oh no," Linda grinned.  "I know it's not intentional on your part, but I'm trying to tell you that you're building up a harem.  You found me and I jumped your bones, but because both Ely and Keri have been involved with you before, I think they'd gladly rejoin the party at a moment's notice."

"Oh shit," Karl stared at her.  "That's all I need."

"Well, if you don't want three women bouncing your bones at night or at your beck and call during the day, you'd better arrange for some more men to relieve the problem," she laughed softly.

"What do you mean, arrange for some men?" he frowned again.

"Well, I'm sure Keri and Ely are both used to having a lover once in a while.  Even you know that, since you've been the man.  They're not desperate yet, but I'll bet either one would jump into bed with you tonight or tomorrow if you gave them the chance.  If you don't, then six months from now the situation will be intolerable," she paused and took a deep breath.  "If I tried to keep you to myself, I'd be the only woman on the island who was getting enough sex.  To be honest, that idea makes me feel distinctly uncomfortable.  Jealousy would put me on the outs with all of them and I don't need or want that.  Besides, I already like them too much to want to fight with them."

Karl shook his head.  "I can't just pick men off the trees for everyone."

"I'm not really suggesting it.  We're going to have enough of a problem surviving on a small island with so many of us living there," Linda shrugged.  "To be honest, I like both of the women too much to be very jealous.  The problem is you.  From the way you've been talking, you almost sound like you want to cut them off."

"Wow," Karl sighed.  "Are you encouraging me to play around?"

"No, not really," Linda smiled wanly.  "But, you were their lover before I came along and both of them are willing to resume the role.  Since I seduced you, you know I'm willing.  In other words, you may be busy.  I'm not encouraging you to add to the female population of your island hideaway though.  I'm positive that you won't get many chances to sleep alone as it is."

"I think I could hold myself back if I needed to."

"Oh sure," Linda said sarcastically.  "Hell, Keri wasn't even trying hard to seduce you, but you were aroused.  If either she or Ely really try for very long, I'd bet on them succeeding."

"I don't know about that," Karl argued.  "I mean we lived on the same island for years, and even though there were times when either Ely and I or Keri and I …"

"The circumstances are different now," Linda interrupted and smiled rather sadly.  "As well as the earthquakes and the tsunamis, there's this flu, or whatever it is, running rampant.  We're all going to want to stay in our own group, and we'll want to keep ourselves isolated from others.  Besides, I think we're in this situation for the long haul."

"Yeah, so?" he commented softly.

"Well, to start with, we've got that primeval female feeling that hits after any disaster.  Women have a driving desire to have babies to repopulate the losses.  We can't help it.  It's instinctive.  I suppose it's a form of racial preservation.  I mean, look at me, a day after I met you I was talking about trying to have kids.  Anyway, for some reason we're all horny as hell.  I know I am and I know I'm not the only one.  So we go looking for the most dominant, most virile male we can find and come hell or high water we lure him into the sack."

"And I suppose you think that's me?"

"Of course.  Look at you.  You're out here risking death and danger to save us from dire straits.  You're showing bravery, strength, resolve and intelligence.  Then to top it off, you're planning on isolating yourself on a tiny island with three very horny women where you just happen to be the most virile and dominant male.  Each of us feels we have a claim on you, but each in a different way.  None of us is really committed to anyone else and all of us want to take you to bed."

Karl stared at her for a second as she fell silent.

"Look, woman, I'm quite happy with you and what you do in bed, so I don't need to take either of those two to bed," he spoke softly, but firmly.  "I know enough about women to know that jealousy does strange things.  I know what it's been like when the arguments and squabbles break out.  I've tried living with both Ely and Keri as lovers.  It simply doesn't work out well."

"It's a different situation now," Linda snorted.  "Three lovers simply don't work well; there's always one who feels shorted or left out.  With four, it's a different story, then there's a chance for everyone to share.  I was thinking that if we did it right, you could have all of us as your lovers."

"What?" Karl stared at her again.

"You heard me," Linda laughed softly.

"What in hell are you talking about?" he said shortly, his face creased into a frown.

"Well, this may take a while," she said, lifting her eyebrows and tilting her head coquettishly.

"We've got hours and hours to spend until we're out of this storm and everyone else is sleeping," he responded, "so I guess you could say I'm a captive audience.  I think you're nuts, but I'm willing to listen to you."

"Okay," she smiled.  "Now, I'm assuming that you find both Ely and Keri attractive?"

"Is that a question?" he smiled back.  "If it is, I'm not sure I should answer it candidly."

"Oh, come on.  It is a question and why shouldn't you answer it candidly?" she chuckled.  "Are you scared of offending me?"

"In a way, I worry about offending you, yes.  I mean you are my bed mate right now, even though I can see you have wandering eyes," he grinned.  "To answer your question though, I've watched them grow up from sexy teenagers to even sexier women.  So the answer is yes, I do find them attractive, who wouldn't?  Hell, I'm the father of Ely's child and I've made love to both of them, a few times with both of them in the same bed at the same time."

"Well, just for now, forget that I've been your bed mate for the last few days.  Let's say you knew you were going to pick up Ely and Keri in a couple of days, would you have been as eager to make love to me?"

"I didn't exactly have a choice," he laughed softly.  "At least not the first time or two."

"Well, that is the best way for a woman to say thank you to a man, especially when she feels that he saved her life," Linda giggled.  "But you're changing the subject on me."

"No, I'm not.  I didn't have a choice," he laughed softly.  "Come to think of it, Ely and Keri didn't give me a choice either."

"Okay, forget about the choice thing.  Let's imagine that it hadn't happened and you'd never found me.  Would you have let Keri have fun when she brought you your coffee?"

"Possibly, but not likely, it would have been dangerous in this situation," Karl snorted.  "Why are you asking?"

"Okay," Linda sighed.  "Now I told you I like women as well.  Actually, I think I told you that I had a woman for a partner for over a year."

"Yes, so what has that got to do with the price of rice in China?"

"Well, I think both Keri and Ely like to play around at times, I mean I think they like women almost as much as they do men.  That's just from what Keri said as we were storing their stuff.  Then some of the things Ely said as well … Okay, in her case it's not a confirmed suspicion yet."

Karl stared at her, then grinned.

"What was that grin for?"

"Oh, I was just thinking that maybe you were giving me an out, if I did happen to slip and gave in to temptation."

"Not really, it's more of a warning of what will probably happen."

"And?" he asked.

"And … well, I think they're both sexy as hell.  Now that I know more about you and about them, if Keri were to make another advance toward me, I might not try very hard to resist."

He grinned and wrapped his arms around her.

"I can't say I blame you one bit," he laughed softly as he hugged her tightly.

"So you wouldn't mind?" she hugged him back.

"Why should I?  Besides I like your taste in women.  Both of them really are sexy as hell."

Linda giggled softly and snuggled close.

"As sexy as me?" she asked, kissing him on the cheek.

"Not the same way, but Ely has that exotic appeal an Keri, well …" Karl laughed, softly caressing a breast as he hugged her tight."

"Talking about exotic, what about our sleeping beauty?" Linda interrupted.  "Don't you think she's sexy?"

"Well, I …" Karl sighed.

Linda pressed back and stared at his face as she interrupted again.  "Karl wake up.  Right now she wants you in bed and yet she doesn't want to have a fight with me over you.  She's been in your bed before and she wants to be there again."

Karl just stared at her for an instant, then back out at the storm.

"I mean it Karl, if you patted that pretty little bottom, she'd be all over you," Linda stated.

He still had a hand around her waist and he pulled her close.  "Yeah, I know that, but then, what would you do?"

"Well, that depends on you, and on Keri," she grinned.  "Amongst other things, I've always wanted to try a 'ménage à trois' with the right people."

Karl frowned.  "Three people in the same bed?  I don't know about that.  I've tried it, and the whole thing leaves me unsatisfied."

"Don't knock it until you've tried it with the right people," Linda laughed.  "Even you might find it to be a lot of fun."

"Well, I'm not sure I'd like that.  It still sounds frustrating to me.  I know my capabilities and my desires," Karl shook his head slightly.  "Besides, I would have thought that as a woman, you'd want two men and one woman."

"I think that depends on the people," Linda smiled.  "With the right two women, I doubt if it would be frustrating, especially for the man."

"I doubt if there are many men in the whole world who can satisfy two women," he argued.

"Ah, but with the right two women, he'd be super satisfied," she grinned.  "And so would they."

"Oh come now," he scoffed.  "I don't believe you."

"We'll have to ask Keri won't we?  Once we get a chance to be alone with her, then you can satisfy that urge of yours to make love to her."

"Just what makes you think I have an urge to have sex with her now?  I just feel …"

"Oh you do," she laughed as she interrupted.  "But that's just it.  It doesn't matter if you want make love to her or not.  Both of us know she's willing and available.  If she sets her mind to it, I think she can trip you and beat you to the floor with her pants down and her legs spread.  She won't give you a choice."

"You don't really know her like I do, she's just teasing."

"Well, I think she's looking for sex.  She doesn't need two of the people she depends on trying to seduce her, but if she does her best to score with you, what are you going to do, run?"

Karl laughed.  "You ought to know I'm not very good at running away from things," he grinned at her.  "But I don't think it will be a problem."

Linda leaned into the hug, then lifted on her tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek.

"Darling, either you're blind or you're an eternal optimist.  There is no way you can keep four sexually aware people in isolation and have two of them act as lovers while two do without."

As they had been travelling, the waves had been steadily getting higher and stronger.  Just then a large cross wave hit the boat twisting it sharply and Keri seemed to slip in her seat.

"Right now, I'd better get Keri below," Linda said firmly as she moved away from Karl so that he had room and could fight the wheel.

She had to hang on as she moved across the wheelhouse, it was becoming that rough.

"Come on, Sleeping Beauty," she said loudly as she gently shook Keri's shoulder.

"Hmm?  Oh!  Hello, Linda.  I must have dozed off," she said, barely able to open her eyes.  "Is there a problem?"

"There certainly is.  You're going to fall and hurt yourself if you try to stay sleeping in this chair.  There's a bunk below decks where you can lie down.  Do you think you can make it?"

"No problem, where's it?" Keri mumbled as she managed to get to her feet.

"Down below, I'll come with you."

Linda helped her down the steps.  Another wave shifted the boat while they were passing through the galley and Keri stumbled against the table as she moved past it.  Linda caught her before she could fall, then helped her the rest of the way.  Since the only open bunk was in the captain's cabin, Linda led her there.  Once Keri was there, she sat back slowly on the edge of the bunk, her eyes almost closed.

"Okay, I'll help you undress," Linda grinned.  "I had to undress Ely as well, so why not you?"

Linda found it was much easier to undress someone who could cooperate, even if she was bushed.

"My panties and bra too?" Keri questioned.

"Absolutely," Linda grinned at her.  "First off, they're damp and need to dry.  Besides, you've been showing off those tits since you came aboard.  I want to see for myself if they're real."

"Bitch," Keri laughed weakly, but tried to cooperate.

Unfortunately she overbalanced and almost slipped off the bunk and onto the floor.  Linda caught her and helped her to sit up again.

"Relax, Beautiful.  I'll help," she leaned forward, reaching around Keri to undo her bra.

With their faces almost touching, she suddenly found herself being kissed.  She waited a second before she broke the kiss, then finished undoing the bra.

"Not yet, Babe," she pulled back, laughing softly.

"What do you mean, not yet?" Keri asked, sounding a lot less sleepy.

"If you're wide enough awake to kiss like that, you can take off your own clothes," Linda grinned.

"Are you going to watch?" Keri asked, as she slipped off her bra.

"Nope, I'm going to hang all these clothes up out of the way and let them dry," Linda answered taking the bra and scooping up Keri's jeans and blouse, then taking the panties as Keri slipped them off.

She turned and hung them up.  By the time she was finished, Keri was lying back on the bunk, but hadn't pulled up the covers.  Her skin was a smooth creamy tint and now lying on her back; she looked younger, only about eighteen or so.  Her breasts still seemed to fight gravity and stood more upright than most women's would have.  Linda smiled at Keri's barely open eyes.

"Slide over a bit, love," she smiled and sat at Keri's waist, taking one of Keri's hands in one of hers.

"Just to get things straight, I'm not offended by your hug and kiss.  If things were different, I might have taken you up on the offer."

She lifted a hand and rested it lightly on a tight breast, whose nipple had swollen to a tight cone.

"Just so you know, I have been involved with a woman before, so there's no way that I was offended by your attention.  I think you're lovely and I'd love to play with your body for a few hours.  I'm not offended by you trying to seduce Karl either; he is a hunk, but you have to understand, this trip is almost like our honeymoon.  We're rather involved in each other right now," she grinned then at Keri's strangely surprised look.  "I'd like you to tell Ely too, if you would.  For now, I'd rather you limited yourself to hugs and kisses for both Karl and me.  If we decide we want more, we'll let you both know.  All right?"

Before Keri could say anything, she bent forward, lightly kissed Keri's lips, drawing a soft moan.  Linda lifted her head then.

"Sorry, I shouldn't have done that," she whispered.

"That's okay," Keri sighed softly with a smile.  "I'm going to take that as a promissory note.  I'll tell Ely, but I want a real goodnight kiss and hug."

Linda leaned forward slowly teasing Keri with a light kiss as her hand gently caressed a tight breast for an instant, then before Keri could really react, she lifted her head.

"Now that was a real promissory note," Keri sighed.  "I thought we were limiting it to hugs and kisses?"

"Ah, but Karl and I get to choose, remember?" Linda grinned.  "Now, you need sleep."

"Oh, but that's not fair," Keri protested

"Quiet, Babe.  Reading between the lines of what Karl has told me, I think you two have teased him for years and only taken him to bed when it suited one woman or the other.  Now it's his turn to tease you and I'm going to help him," Linda whispered mischievously.  "We'll talk some more tomorrow."

Linda grinned at her as she pulled the blankets over Keri, bent to kiss her lightly one more time, then wished her goodnight.  The motion of the boat was actually less violent as she moved back to the wheelhouse.




Chapter 9

Karl couldn't afford to watch as Linda managed to get Keri to her feet and started down the steps, not since they were running into a series of large waves, one right after another.  He couldn't really understand why the water had suddenly grown so much rougher and at the moment he was too busy keeping the boat under control to even worry about it.  Luckily, the series of waves lasted only for a few minutes, then it seemed as if they were running into much smaller waves and a somewhat calmer stretch of water.

A glance at the GPS and the radar explained the reason.  Those heavy waves must have been the result of the 'cross chop' at the entrance to the pass he'd been negotiating.  Karl sighed deeply, not only were they out of the pass between the islands, but he'd felt the boat ride more easily almost instantly after crossing through them.  He double checked his position, then adjusted his direction, finding that on the new course he was able to increase the speed of the boat.  On top of that he was no longer fighting the wheel as much and could pull a stool over close to the wheel so he could get off his feet for a while.  That felt great since his knees had been bothering him, even if he hated to admit it.

Unfortunately the change of direction seemed to make the wheelhouse feel cooler and as soon as he sat down, he started to cool off even more.  He'd gotten his pants wet when he'd been out on deck in the storm.  Instead of gradually drying as he'd expected, they seemed to be getting more uncomfortable and now were feeling both cold and wet.  He knew that with his arthritis problems he should get out of them as soon as possible, especially since it wasn't good for his knees and legs to get badly chilled.  On top of that, the coffee he'd had earlier had gone straight through him and he needed the head.  Even worse, he was feeling the urge to relieve more than just his bladder.  He was soon wishing that Linda would come back from below decks.  It took long enough that he was actually quite uncomfortable when he finally heard her come up the companionway from below.

"Oh man.  I'm glad to see you," he said abruptly.  "I need to get to the head.  Can you take the wheel for a few minutes?"

"Sure.  Sorry I was so long.  I had a little problem putting Keri to bed," Linda grinned, but sobered quickly when she saw Karl's frown.  "Should I just keep the boat on this heading?"

"Yeah.  I'll be back as quickly as I can," he said as he stepped to the ladder.  "If you have an emergency, blow the whistle a few times.  If I'm in the head and busy, the whistle will wake Ely and she'll come to give you a hand.  I'll hurry as fast as I can, but I might not be able to get here instantly."

"I'll be fine.  Take your time," Linda responded as he rushed below.

For Linda, it seemed to take forever before he got back.  The rain was steadily easing and the wind was dropping as well, even though the swells were still quite large.  It must have been almost an hour, before his head appeared coming up the ladder from below.

-o0o-

Actually Karl hurried to the head and took care of his needs quite quickly, but when he pulled his undershorts and pants back up, he found the damp clothing was even more uncomfortable than before.  He decided he had to change them, however when he went into his cabin he was somewhat surprised to see Keri sleeping on his bunk.  She slept 'au natural' and she must have found the captain's bunk was warmer than she wanted to be.  She'd thrown off the covers, which exposed her curvaceous body to his gaze.  She couldn't have managed to look more attractive if she'd tried.  He found himself staring for a few seconds, unable to look away, then resolutely turned his back and found dry clothing.

While he was hurriedly kicking off his shorts and pants, he accidentally caught them on a drawer handle.  Then, just as he was off balance and turning, while attempting to loosen them, the boat pitched as it encountered a larger than normal wave.  Even as he was losing his balance and falling, he happened to catch a glimpse of Keri's face.  Her eyes were now open and she was smiling up at him.  He was literally thrown into the bunk and on top of her.  She caught him in her arms, but he managed to use his arms to prevent himself from crushing her under his weight.

"Pennies from heaven.  Someone up there loves me," she whispered, then before he could protest or pull away, her lips found his.

She was nude and very desirable.  He was nude from the waist down and lying on top of her.  He knew she was willing, even eager.  And yet he fought for restraint, almost forgetting himself in that short instant when her lips touched his.  A surge of pure animal desire sought to take over his body, rebuffing his restraint.  Frantically kicking himself free, he shifted his body away so he wasn't lying directly on her.  She moaned, and her arms clamped even more tightly around him, but he broke the kiss and pulled his face away from hers.  He paused where he was and held perfectly still.

"I can't do this Keri," he said firmly.  "It would be a mistake.  Linda is alone at the wheel and I can't play around."

"Aw come on," Keri pleaded.  "I need you.  It's been way too long."

"No Keri.  This just isn't the time.  It's too damn dangerous," Karl answered.

"Oh to hell with that.  Linda won't mind, not really," she growled, wriggling to try to clamp her legs around his hips as her arms held his chest.  "She said it was okay if you started it and damn it, you've started."

"You bitch, I haven't started anything, I fell, that's all," he growled, fighting against her frantically hunting legs

"Your private bitch, please," she giggled, then she moaned and her voice changed.  "And I'm in heat.  I don't know what it is, but I need you.  I need a man.  I need sex.  It's driving me nuts."

"Keri, this is crazy."

Her arms prevented him from pulling away, and along with that, every surge of the boat as it pounded into the waves seemed to force him against her wonderful tight warmth.  Her position, his position, the mutual readiness of their bodies, all seemed to collaborate against his reluctance.  Her body twisted and heaved under him.

"Oh Karl, please!" she whimpered.

"Keri, I can't and it's not because I don't want to.  I'm fighting myself as much as I'm fighting you," he admitted.  "I want you too, but right now, it could get us killed, or at least caught and jailed.  We have to have two people awake and watching at all times."

"Even for ten minutes?"

"Keri, you know damn well, you and I - look, if I made love to you, I'd have to do it 'all the way,' then I'd be tired.  I'd fall asleep and so would you.  We're so bushed from all this crap that we're running on adrenaline and I think it's screwed up your thinking.  Maybe that's what's making you so horny," Karl argued.  "Besides, Linda isn't that familiar with the controls, she might make a mistake or an emergency might crop up.  Who knows what could happen?"

"Okay, okay, so what if all that is true? It doesn't help the way I feel one damn bit," she moaned, her body finally relaxing in resignation.  "I'm still horny as hell.  Fuck, we all are.  Even Linda and Trudy are acting horny as hell and both of them are at least getting an occasional piece of ass."

"Oh Jesus, woman, do you think you're the only one who feels like a raging sex maniac." Karl laughed sardonically as he rolled to lie beside her.  "I've never felt like this since I was sixteen.  Maybe the earthquake set off some sort of gas that makes people horny or something.  I don't know, but it isn't normal."

"Oh Shit," Keri couldn't help but laugh, even if it was in frustration.  "At least I know I'm not alone."

"No, you're not alone," Karl snorted.  "And it doesn't help to end up in bed half nude with a beautiful woman."

"Only by accident, or so you said," she laughed.

"That's right, kid.  It was an accident," Karl sighed softly.  "Just an accident."

He kissed her lightly.  Keri smiled sweetly up at him.

"If this was an accident, I think I like accidents," she sighed, then stated flatly "It's not as if we haven't had an 'accident' or two before you know."

"I guess," he smiled.  "I must be driving you and Ely nuts huh?"

"What do you mean?"

"Well, with Linda.  I mean, I practically lived with you and Ely as … well I guess as husband and sort of co-wives for several years, Ely even had David and there is no doubt he's my son, even if I'm not supposed to be able to have kids.  Then Ely and I sort of drifted apart.  She and David moved to Seattle for a while.  You went off to school and then to work.  Yet I always made room in my bed for you when you came back, and I did the same for Ely.  Now I have Linda along and I seem to be pulling back.  Even I don't get it."

"She's new, Ass Hole," Keri giggled.  "And from what I've seen she's bloody smart and damn competent.  You're on tenterhooks because you really like her a lot.  But although you know she likes you, she's told you she likes women too, so you may be a little insecure with that.  Besides, she's a touch possessive and a bit worried that we'll try to steal you back from her.  So, I imagine she's made you aware of that, and it affects you as well.  She hasn't figured out how being around you works yet."

"So, how does being around me work? I still have to that figure out myself."

"Oh man, ask a woman to describe the impossible when she's exhausted," Keri laughed softly.  "Tell ya what I'll trade a short snuggle for an attempt to describe it."

"Wench.  You always need a snuggle," he chuckled.

"From you?  Of course I do," she sighed softly as he wrapped an arm around her, just gently holding her.

"Okay, describe away," he muttered, trying not to inhale her hair as it moved near his mouth, then he had to blow it away after all.  "Pffffuuff"

"Oops," she shifted a bit.  "Better?"

"Unh huh.  Looks great, tastes horrid."

"Well, enjoy looking at it while you can, it won't be there for long, I guess," she started to cry softly.

"What are you talking about?" he whispered softly.

"I'm losing it, like Ely did.  Alopecia.  Didn't you notice … down below? My pussy is almost bare."

"Oh shit.  I thought Ely's disease was genetic, from her Mom, wasn't it?"

"I guess it was Daddy, and maybe it affects him too," Keri sniffed.  "Although of course, he denies that he had anything to do with it! It's an auto-immune disease, so it could come from him just as well as from anywhere."

"He would deny it," Karl had to grin.  "Hey, alopecia isn't communicable is it, I mean, I seem to be getting a bald spot on top of my head too."

"That's male pattern baldness, Dolt," Keri couldn't help but snicker.  "Alopecia is not a communicable disease.  And I may not lose all of my hair, but since I've lost almost all of it on my body now, I will probably be bald in a year or so."

"Poor Linda."

"Poor Linda? Why the hell do you say poor Linda?"

"Well, she's going to be outnumbered.  I mean I'm going bald, your Dad is almost bald, Ely is bald, David is bald, now you're joining the crew.  Gee, that leaves only Trudy, Mary-Beth and Linda with hair.  And if it comes from your dad, Mary-Beth might lose hers one day as well."

"Oh, you idiot," she snorted.  "All you can do is make jokes about it."

"Well, is there anything I can do about it? If there is and if you want me to, I will."

"Sure, sex once a day, that's a guaranteed cure," Keri snapped quickly, then snickered.

"Oh sure," Karl laughed.

"Well, it was worth a try," she giggled.

A sudden cross wave caught the boat and they felt the sickening lurch.

"Sweetheart, you had best get back up to the wheelhouse.  I'll be okay."

"Yeah, Linda is going to wonder what the hell happened to me," he started to roll out of the bunk.

"Mmm, possibly I guess, but she may have it figured out, she's smart.  Before you go, I need a hug first."

So Karl hugged her tightly for a few seconds, then pulled free and stood up.  He looked down at her and smiled as he was pulling on a pair of dry pants; she winked broadly then closed her eyes again, making no comment.  He hurriedly slipped away and up to the wheelhouse.  Linda turned as he came up the steps, then broke into laughter when she saw he was wearing dry pants.

"What's so funny?" he said defensively.

"It's just that I know where you keep your pants and it took quite a while to change them," she giggled.

"You find it funny?" he seemed totally surprised.  "I damn near got raped."

"Sorry, babe, I saw how you acted with Keri, and to quote a saying I heard long ago; 'In order for it to be rape, one of the people involved has to be unwilling.' And, somehow I think you'd be quite willing."

He just stared at her for a moment.  "Well, at least nothing really happened."

"It didn't?" Linda said in surprise.  "You've got to be kidding."

"No, nothing happened.  Did you put her up to the attempt?" he asked incredulously

"No, I didn't put her up to it," she laughed.  "As horny as she was, she didn't need any of my suggestions.  Cripes, remember she made a play for me before she did you.  She's as horny as I seem to feel, maybe even more."

He sat on the stool in the corner and stared at her like he was seeing a total stranger.

"I think I can stay at the helm for another couple of hours if you want to go below and finish the job off right," she giggled again.  "You shouldn't leave her totally frustrated."

"She seemed quite happy when I left," he managed to snap back.

"Oh sure, I'll bet you were fighting her off to get away," she laughed, then she heard a giggle and turned to see Keri's head pop up from below.

"He did too.  He hopped out of the bunk and ran," she said, climbing the steps slowly.

Karl flushed bright red.  Keri was still undressed, but was carrying her clothes and wearing a blanket draped over her shoulders.

"You're a bitch!" he glowered at her.

"Hah, not long ago you looked at me like I was something tasty on the other side of the candy store window," Keri laughed.  "Linda, can I take our man back to bed? He didn't satisfy me, really he didn't.  All we did was have a nice talk, then he ran off, much too soon too."

"I didn't think he'd taken long enough," Linda laughed.  "I can stay awake and alert for a while if Karl goes and has a … nap."

"Sure, but I might not let him nap for very long," Keri joined in the laughter.  "Then I might wear him out so much that he'd fall sound asleep and be gone for hours."

"You're both bitches," Karl growled.  "Just what the hell is going on?"

"Well, as I told you, Keri made a play for me and I told her that we were on a honeymoon of sorts, so it was up to us if it went further than hugs and kisses.  I think she was willing to let it go at that.  You must have been the one to take it further," Linda grinned at him.  "Just what happened?"

"You're not mad?" Karl stared at her.

"If it was your choice, how can I be angry after I told her it was our choice?" she said.  "But I am curious, what did happen?"

He stared at her for several seconds and then had to laugh himself even if it was a bit hesitantly.

"I guess I can tell you.  It really was an accident.  I was changing my pants and shorts because they were wet and uncomfortable from before, when we were getting everyone aboard.  I was just kicking them off my feet when the boat hit a big wave and I lost my balance.  I landed on the bed and partially on top of Keri.  I'd even been trying not to look at her because she looked so damn tempting.  She'd shoved the blankets off and was lying there nude.  She woke up, wrapped me in her arms, and started kissing me.  I guess if I'd known what you had said to her it might have been more than a kiss, but I managed to pull back, and talk some sense into her.  Even I don't know how I managed that though," he stopped talking suddenly.

No one said anything for a few seconds and then he spoke again.

"I'm sorry Keri and I'm sorry Linda."

"Oh for fuck sake!" Linda stared at him.  "You stupid bastard.  I love you, but we're not married or anything.  I don't have any claim on you or on your dick.  From the way the world is going, with earthquakes and tsunamis and everything else, we may all be dead in a few days or a few months.  If we make it to your island hideaway, we'll be lucky.  Then we're going to be stuck together on a little island in the middle of nowhere.  As I see it, we're going to have to share everything, and in my case, that means I know I'm going to have to share you as well.  Particularly since these two women have been involved with you for years and you've been with me for what, two days? I'm a realist if nothing else.  I could be a bitch and try to claim you for myself, then be hurt when they trip you, or I can bow to the inevitable and play around too, since Keri seems to be willing."

She was almost in tears.  Keri was at her side and hugging her almost instantly, with Karl just a second behind, but on her other side.  She found herself laughing and crying as well.

"Look at you two," she sniffed.  "A beautiful nude woman and a man she was just in bed with, well at least laying in the same bed with, are both hugging me.  To make it even stupider, the man doesn't know where to put his hands for fear he might touch the other woman."

All three of them had to laugh at that, even if it was a little insecurely.  Linda grinned as she felt Karl relax and felt him reach around her to touch Keri gently.

"That's better," she said teasingly.  "But Karl, why don't you stand between the two of us and hug us both"

"Just what are you trying to do: drive me nuts? Just what the hell is going on?" he asked, stepping back and sitting on a seat.

He stared at the two women in confusion.  Keri turned around and glared at him.

"You stupid S-O-B, wake up and smell the roses.  Linda is trying her damnedest to make the best of a strange situation," she was standing with her hands on her hips, the blanket still draped around her shoulders.  "Both Ely and I still love you, even after all these years and she knows it.  We didn't hide it from her, but she can see that you love us as well, she's giving you the opportunity to still be involved with us if you want."

"But …" Karl started to protest.

"Shut up, damn you," Keri growled.  "Linda was right.  We're going to have to all live in close proximity on an isolated island for God knows how long.  If this fucking flu running wild across the whole continent is as bad as they say, we don't dare do anything else.  We have to stay isolated.  I imagine that being stuck on the island and having to work with you every day, we'll still act the same way as we always have, hoping that we'll be able to seduce you.  Linda knows that both Ely and I couldn't keep from wanting to go to bed with you if we had to."

She walked over close to Karl so he was staring up at her.

"There's an added complication," she smiled as she turned and looked at Linda.  "I've always been attracted to beautiful women, and I'm very attracted to Linda.  Now from what Linda has said, it seems that the feeling is mutual.  So while we aren't exactly willing to give up on men, meaning you, I believe with a little imagination, we could all be in a hell of an enjoyable situation."

She paused and smiled, lifting a hand to touch his face lightly.

"Linda was smart enough to see it almost instantly.  I like the idea a lot and I think … no, I'm fairly positive that Ely will be willing to play along.  I know she's fascinated by you and I've seen her friends, she likes women a lot too," she slowly let the blanket slip from around her and sat on Karl's lap.

She bent her head to kiss him lightly on the lips, then pulled back and grinned at his confused face.

"Don't you want a harem?" she whispered.  "Most men would love it."

"What?" he frowned at her.

"You heard me," she laughed softly.  "There are three of us and one of you.  We all like men, and we all love you, each in her own way.  All of us are willing to share you as long as you don't mind us playing amongst ourselves when we're not in your bed."

"But, what will your Dad say?" Karl protested.

"Dad isn't exactly an angel," she laughed again, very soft and sultry.  "Hell, he seduced both Ely's mom and mine at nearly the same time, after all we're only a few months apart in age.  Besides, he's seduced almost every nurse that ever came into the house.  She was either in his bed or out the door inside of two or three weeks.  You ought to know that by now.  Dad will probably congratulate you.  In fact, I think he's been happiest at those times when either Ely or I were living with you.  Actually, I think he'd like it even better if both of us were living with you.  He likes you.  He keeps his nose out of Ely's and my business, unless we ask for help.  You can't use him as a scapegoat.  This choice is yours."

Karl just stared at her, then at Linda.

"This is just too weird," he said slowly, shaking his head.  "We're out here in a hell of a storm and could have real problems if we're not careful.  If the Coast Guard, the Navy, or even the Police from either country catch us, we could lose the boat.  I suppose if things went really bad, we could be shot for breaking martial law."

He paused for a few seconds, then carried on speaking.  "I admit it, I'm tired, and I'm depending on you, all of you, for help to get us back to the island.  When we get there, we might not even have homes to live in.  Now, on top of that, you all seem to be trying to talk me into living some sort of group marriage with you.  I'm confused, I'm exhausted, and to be truthful, I'm sceptical as hell that we could make it work."

Keri slowly stood and walked over to stand beside Linda at the wheel.

"So go to bed.  You said before that there should be two people on deck, so Linda and I can handle the boat for a while.  If we have any problem, we'll call you.  Or if you need to talk before you can sleep, go wake up Ely.  Cuddle and talk to her if you want, but …"

Just then they heard footsteps approach the ship's ladder through the galley, then Ely came up from below.

"Hello, did I hear my name mentioned?" she asked quietly.  "I woke up and couldn't get back to sleep.  I suppose I'm too keyed up and I've grown used to catching cat naps lately, then waking and running like hell to solve some problem or other."

Karl looked at her and had to laugh.  Ely was wearing one of his shirts and he doubted if she was wearing anything else.  Somehow it seemed fitting that she should be there as well.

"That's my shirt," he accused.

"Well, I didn't have a house coat," she grinned at him.  "I didn't think you'd mind.  You never have before."

"I don't really," he chuckled, feeling relieved, at least Ely was still acting somewhat normally.

"Hi, Sis," Keri grinned.  "It's a good thing you're here.  We were just discussing your future love life."

"What?" Ely stared at her.  "What in hell are you talking about?"

"They seem to have decided that they want you as part of a harem," Karl said "And they want me to be the pasha, or whatever the guy is called who heads up the harem."

Ely astounded him by giggling and blushing.

"Well? Let's hear your thoughts," he insisted.

She was still grinning, but now she looked thoughtful as she deliberately waited for a few seconds before she spoke.

"I have to ask Linda a question first," she turned toward Keri and Linda.  "Linda, if Karl says no, can I still come over and visit to … well, to be your 'friend' once in a while?"

Linda cocked her head off to one side and seemed to think deeply for a moment.

"That depends on the friendship, if it means sex, that wouldn't really be fair," she shrugged.  "After all, I'd feel like I was cheating on Karl.  I'm sorry, but if I can play with others, he should have the same options."

Keri turned to Karl, not saying anything for a moment.  Her face was surprisingly sober for her, since she was usually so bubbly and buoyant.

"What do you think?" she said seriously.

"Honestly? I'm too damn tired to think about something this complex," Karl said shortly.  "I want to know what you all think, then I'm going to go to have a short nap and let my mind mull over what everyone has said for a while."

"Good," Ely smiled softly.  "I think it could work, but it could also be a hell of a mess.  Whether it works or not is up to all of us, and that includes Dad, Trudy and both of the kids.  Hell any relationship is difficult.  This idea is a hundred times as difficult, but personally, I think if it did work, it would be a wonderful way of handling a lot of problems."

She paused and slowly stretched.

"Actually, I had the same sort of idea churning in my mind, that's probably why I couldn't sleep.  Meanwhile, I've got a proposition for everyone," she turned to Keri and Linda.  "Can you two keep us afloat and on course for two or three hours, while Karl and I get some rest? He looks like he hasn't slept much in days and I know that I haven't slept much either, so I'm bushed.  I promise not to seduce him, but I know a nice cuddle would be wonderful.  I think we should all wait and think about the whole idea for a while, at least until we're safe at home."

"If Keri will help me, I can handle the boat, but if there is a major problem we might call you." Linda shrugged, but even then she knew they'd only call for help if there was a bad problem.

"Keri?" Ely asked

"Oh, I'm tired, but if Linda and I can talk, I can stay awake for a while.  I did have a nap earlier today, then maybe half an hour here on the boat.  I know you haven't had hardly any sleep for several days though, so you need a rest more than I do."

"Well, Karl?" Ely looked at him.  "If I promise only to cuddle, would you let me sleep with you?"

"Well, I haven't really slept solidly in days, almost a week, a long time anyway," he sighed.  "Since this mess started I sleep a short while then awaken again, almost as if I'm expecting something else to happen.  So, yeah, I'm tired enough to sleep, although I'm not so certain sleeping with you is the smartest thing I could do."

Karl stood slowly and when no one made any more comments, he and Ely went below.  He led the way to the captain's cabin and once inside he pulled off his shirt and pants, kicking off his shoes.  Ely slipped out of the oversized shirt and as he'd expected, she was nude underneath it.  She slipped past him into the bunk, then turned to look at him with a grin on her face.

"I know you sleep without clothes, at least you did the last time we were in bed together, what was that, about two years ago?" she chuckled.  "So hop into bed.  It's okay.  I did promise to be good even if I'm sorely tempted to be a bad girl."

She was lying on her back, her body on display to his gaze and he knew it was intentional.  He looked at her in unabashed admiration for a second, then he slowly bent to pull off his socks, and hardly paused before he slid off his shorts.

Then he stood beside the bunk, gazing down at her lovely figure, admiring the way she looked once again.  She had a beautiful face and a figure to match.  He could feel his arousal grow and knew she was watching him just as much as he was watching her.

Her skin looked as smooth as milk chocolate, yet even lighter in colour; her body really looked like she was extremely well tanned.  A heart-shaped face and hazel eyes gazed up at him, dark red lips glistened softly in the soft light above a softly round, yet somewhat pointed chin.  Her breasts were round and firm, but flattened now because she was lying on her back.  Breaking the smooth swellings were firm hard nipples of chocolate brown, which seemed to tighten and swell even as he watched.  His gaze wandered downward, taking in the sight of the soft smooth hairless skin from the top of her head to the tip of her toes.

She watched his eves travel down her body, then back to her face and their eyes met.  After a few seconds she shivered.

"Oh man," she sighed as she stretched and simpered.  "You make me feel so naked and helpless."

"Good," he grinned, then flipping out the bulkhead light, he slipped into bed at her side and leaned over her, kissing her tenderly.

"Man, am I ever happy to have you and David on the boat and on the way to safety," he sighed.  "Just how is my son's Mommy anyway?"

"Happy to be here, but horny as hell!" she chortled.  "Now that I'm actually in bed with you, I'm sorry I promised to be a 'good girl'."

"Well, I guess I could play yellow pages."

"Hmmm? Yellow pages? Oh! No, please for God's sake, NO!" she laughed.  "That would drive me wild right now, I know how your fingers get me going, but tonight they wouldn't be enough."

"Well, it was only a suggestion," he laughed softly.  "Can we at least cuddle like you suggested?"

"That, is one thing we can do," she sighed and cuddled close.

"S'nice," he murmured softly.

"Yes, it is, I've missed you," she murmured in return.  "Actually I hope Keri and Linda do work something out."

"Mmmm," he moaned.  "Too tired to talk much.  Just lying here feels so good."

"Okay love, go to sleep," she smiled sleepily and twisted her head to kiss his cheek one more time.

"Love you," she whispered.

When he didn't answer, she listened closely to his breathing.  She chuckled and decided he really must have been tired since he was already asleep.  So she curled herself tightly against his chest and listened to his heartbeat with her eyes closed until she dozed off as well.

-o0o-

Up in the wheelhouse, about that time, Linda and Keri were talking softly.

"By the way, just what is his cabin like? If we do decide we can all live together, are we going to be crowded?" Linda asked softly.

"Well, a little maybe.  Karl calls it a cabin, but it's actually a log house and it's quite big.  Let's see, on the main floor there's a huge kitchen with a pantry off to one side, and a bathroom past that, but there's also a doorway to a little side porch between the kitchen and the pantry.  One side of the kitchen opens into the main living room.  The living room has a big fireplace and a wood heater against the end wall with two couches and several comfy chairs.  In one corner Karl has a whole wall of radios and stuff, but next to it there's a small bedroom that he calls his guest bedroom.  Along the back wall, between that bedroom and the bathroom, there's hallway sort of thing with a set of stairs going up to his loft.  If you go past the stairway on the right side, you come to the bathroom doorway on the right hand and facing you is another door that leads back into a storage area."

Keri paused for a second and grinned.

"Upstairs, well, that's mostly just his bedroom and it's huge.  There's another fireplace in it, a couple of walk-in closets, a bathroom with a tub, several dressers and bureaus, a hide-a-bed, a couple of big chairs, and of course his big bed.  Ely and I talked him into making it big enough for a king size mattress.  The flooring is varnished wood, but most of it is covered with old oriental carpets and there are two French doors leading out onto the covered deck.  The deck is the roof over the front porch of the house, and it runs the full length of the house."

"It sounds wonderful," Linda smiled wistfully.

"Oh it is.  The walls are all built out of logs, cut right on the island.  He peeled and stacked them though, drying them out for a year or more before he started building the place.  The outside of the cabin was left to weather naturally, but the inside surface of all the logs was sanded smooth and varnished.  The only walls and ceilings that aren't natural light-coloured wood are in the kitchen and the bathrooms.  Karl said there were too many oils and too much water vapour in the air in those areas.  He insisted that the walls and ceilings in those parts of the house had to be covered in drywall and painted off-white, so they could be washed.  I helped him build the cabin and we just finished it on the inside this last winter, so it's almost new," Keri stretched and shifted slightly.  "It was so nice that I almost hated to leave, but Dad has to live in the US once a year to maintain his citizenship there until he can straighten around his landed immigrant status
back in Canada.  He needed to live stateside for two months and Karl wanted to visit some friends, so we closed everything up tight and we all took off."

"You had a lot of faith leaving the place unguarded for two months," Linda frowned.  "Weren't you worried about squatters or vandals?"

"Not really!" Keri laughed.  "From the water Gull Island looks like a deserted death trap.  The only easy way to get on and off the island is by helicopter."

"But, we're in a boat," Linda's frown was verging on a scowl.

"Well, there is one way in by boat, but you have to know exactly when and how to get through it safely.  I think the best way to explain that is to wait and let you see how it's done," Keri laughed.  "It's an experience in itself and I'd just spoil it by describing what it's like.  I'll just say that it's exciting."

"Huh, I think I've had more exciting experiences than I need lately.  After living through an earthquake and a tsunami, then being marooned, rescued, threatened by fake military, then pirates and now pounding around in a steam boat during a helluva storm, I could use some peace and quiet."

"Oh, Honey, just wait until we're on the island.  It will be all worthwhile and you'll have all the peace and quiet you could ever want."

"I wonder how badly the earthquake damaged things there."

"We'll know in a day or two at the rate we're moving," Keri answered.  "I'm surprised, but I'm not worried all that much."

"If only the waves would drop a bit, we'd be able to make better time."

"I suppose it would help, but I don't understand our direction.  This certainly isn't the most direct heading if we're going to the island."

"I think the idea is to lose any pursuit and confuse any watchers.  I know Karl suggested that we needed to hole up during the daylight hours and move only at night."

"That makes sense, but that means we've only got about two more hours of travelling time before daylight.  It's getting close to dawn."

"Yeah, I think we'll have to wake him in another hour or so, to find out what he wants to do.  I suppose we should have asked before he went below, but I didn't think of it then."

Although the wind had dropped somewhat, it hadn't let up all that much and the rain was pelting down extremely hard.  The forecast was actually predicting strengthening rain and winds, but they hadn't materialised, so the boat was slogging against steady waves and wind.  Both women being at the controls meant that neither of them was really all that busy, one watching the radar and the GPS, while the other kept the boat on their heading.  When they checked the charts, they found that they would intercept a series of small islands in another two or three hours.  However, at the moment, neither of them could remember having been to any of the harbours there.

Still, the time passed fairly rapidly.  They each found the other was interesting to talk to and they were able to keep up a conversation that kept them entertained.  After an hour they were surprised in mid-discussion by Ely joining them on the bridge.

"Hey, what's this?" Keri asked in surprise.  "You should be sleeping like a baby."

"Oh I did, for a while, but I wanted to be sure everything was okay," Ely grinned.  "Karl cuddled me, so I relaxed and zonked out for a little while, but I woke up a while ago and I just can't get back to sleep."

"I thought you said when you went down with him that you were going to be a good kid and just sleep," Keri laughed softly while Ely grinned.

"She probably was good, damn good," Linda laughed.  "But we're talking about Mister Horny and now that I think about it, he never committed himself to being a 'good boy', or anything."

"Thank you.  I think he had ideas," Ely laughed as she approached and hugged Linda thankfully.  "I protested, rather weakly, but he must be really tired; he listened to me.  We only cuddled."

"What? We send you down there to share our man and you let him sleep?" Linda grinned, then surprised Ely with a quick kiss before turning her attention back to the wheel.  "Actually, you should have seduced him, and you should have stayed there.  You of all people should know that when he first wakes up he has his biggest and best erections."

"Well …" Ely drawled slowly as she grinned back at Linda.  "I thought it might be … sort of your turn, I mean Keri and I have had him for ages and …"

Linda thought for a moment, then shook her head.

"No, I told Karl I'd take control here, so I'll stay at the wheel even if the idea of waking with him is tempting," she smiled.  "You still look bushed and I think you should get more rest.  Actually I hate to even ask Keri to stay here with me while you're sleeping, but I'm not sure I'll stay alert if I'm alone.  In your case though, you look exhausted.  Besides, you and Karl haven't seen each other in a long time.  You'd be passing up an opportunity for some great sex, just as long as you wake up when he does."

She paused for a second, then grinned mischievously.  "I don't think Karl should wake up alone either.  We've sort of teased him a bunch since you came aboard, he's probably frustrated as hell."

"Sweety, I already know about his highness and great morning sex," Ely laughed softly, then yawned deeply.  "And I do have to admit I miss it, of course that might be 'cause I ain't had none for two years."

"His highness?" Linda laughed.

"Our pet name for Karl," Keri laughed softly.  "He likes top-of-the-line things.  He'd rather do without than have to put up with cheap crap."

"Ah, I see," Linda grinned at Ely.  "Say Ely, talking about doing without, what's this about no sex for two years?"

"She was playing 'her highness' too," Keri laughed.  "Her job kept her away from home and away from Karl for two years.  She seemed to prefer going without to accepting second best."

Linda laughed aloud as she grinned at Keri.  "Well, your wits seem fine.  You can't be all that sleepy."

"I'm fine, in fact I feel better standing here than sitting down or even lying down.  To be honest, I'm finding that I get a bit sea sick when I'm below decks this trip, sort of queasy, not really sick, but it's uncomfy.  Besides, Ely is the one who's tired.  She hasn't really slept much for days, just dozed for an hour or two at a time.  I've been able to sleep at least a few hours every night since the earthquake.  I even had a short nap before we left the boathouse tonight, but I don't think she's been able to sleep at all today.  I think it's finally catching up with her."

Linda turned and looked at Ely, who just smiled weakly.

"I'll be alright," she said, her voice almost a whisper as she suppressed a yawn.

"Like hell," Linda growled.  "Keri, would you be okay at the wheel for a few minutes?"

"Sure, but why?" Keri said, moving quickly to take Linda's place.

"I'm taking this silly bitch below and putting her to bed," Linda said firmly.

She brooked no argument, but insistently forced Ely down the steps, then forward and into the bunk with Karl.  She had to help Ely undress once more, but this time Ely was awake enough to help.  Karl awakened partially as Ely lost her balance taking off her pants and practically fell upon him.

"What?" he grumbled sleepily.

"Ely needs to sleep," Linda whispered.

"Um, okay," he answered, then wrapped Ely's nude form gently in one of his arms.

Linda bent and kissed Ely lightly, then leaned over and kissed Karl as well.

He just smiled and relaxed, lolling back with his eyes barely open.

"When we get to the islands ahead, what should we do?" she whispered.  "Are we looking for a harbour or what?"

"Hmm, oh yeah," he yawned and started to sit up.  "We'll go into the harbour at the old dynamite plant.  It's been abandoned for years.  The dock and breakwater there shelters the harbour from almost any wind.  Since it's made of concrete and sits on a rock bottom, the tsunami shouldn't have damaged it much."

She pushed him back onto the bed and smiled down at him.  "I know where that is, now that you've reminded me of the place.  I've been there, so you can just relax and get some sleep." she whispered.  "Let your women handle this.  You rest, but if I need you, I'll call or blow the whistle.  Okay?"

"Unh huh," he sighed softly and lay back again.

"I love you," she whispered, her fingers gently brushing an errant strand of hair from his face then stroking his soft beard as he relaxed.

"Thank you.  I am kinda tired," he whispered softly.  "Just let me rest for a few more minutes and I'll be fine."

In only a few seconds, he had fallen asleep again, his relaxed breathing joining Ely's.

"Have fun kids," Linda chuckled as she quietly slipped away.

After tucking Ely into bed with Karl, Linda hurriedly headed back up to the wheelhouse, but paused in the galley briefly.  In a moment, she grinned at Keri as she brought up a coffee for each of them.

"Thanks," Keri smiled softly.  "And thanks for putting Ely to bed."

"No problem," Linda grinned.  "I really wish I could be a fly on the wall to see what happens when they wake up though."

"Oh, why? Does voyeurism turn you on? "

"Well, not really, but Ely is about to wake up in bed with the horniest man that I've ever met," Linda laughed.  "You ought to know what's bound to happen if she wakes at the right time, does the right things and is willing to play around."

"Oh yeah, I understand," Keri laughed as well.  "I think she can handle him though.  She lived with him for five years solid."

"Oh I'm sure she can, but it would still be interesting to see the fireworks."

"Well, it'll be a while, she's bushed and I imagine he's pretty tired too," Keri paused.  "Actually, as tired as Ely is, she might not push at all and Karl is just as likely to bounce out of bed and start working on some job on this damn boat.  It all depends on how well they sleep the rest of the night and what sort of mood they're in when they wake up."

"Oh?"

"Unh huh.  those two are just as likely to lie there side by side and get into a planning session about what to do in case various things have gone wrong back on the island."

"Do they normally do a lot of planning then?"

"Oh yeah!" Keri chuckled.  "When Ely was about three months pregnant with David, Karl was already building a crib for the baby and Ely was already collecting diapers and making fancy little blankets."

"So are you saying that getting them together tonight might be all for nothing?"

"Well, no, that's not really what I meant.  It's just that their personalities and their worn out state may have a different result than you expect," Keri looked appraisingly at Linda and giggled.

"Now what's so funny?"

"I was just thinking that both you and I have probably had about the same amount of sleep and we're going to be getting tired about the same time."

"So?" Linda frowned at her.  "By then we'll be tied up to a dock or at least moored in sheltered water.  Karl told me where to head for now.  It should be around daylight by the time we get there."

"That wasn't what I was thinking about," Keri grinned, "and you know it."

"Oh, are you asking me to sleep with you?" Linda laughed softly as she moved behind Keri, who was still at the wheel.

"Yes, please," Keri whispered.

A shiver passed through her body as Linda leaned over her shoulder and kissed her gently on the side of the cheek then rested her hands on Keri's hips.

"I think I'd like that," Linda whispered, slowly lifting her hands upward to Keri's waist.

"Oh God, not now! Please," Keri whimpered.  "I get too impatient and I'm already frustrated."

Linda laughed softly, then ignored Keri's pleas as she let her hands slip up to hold both of Keri's soft breasts with her hands.  The thin cloth of Keri's blouse did little to lessen the feeling as Linda's fingers teased her tight nipples until they were extremely aroused and hard.  One hand remained on a breast, cupping and fondling, but the other hand slid slowly downward.  Coming to Keri's waist band, Linda distracted her by nibbling gently on her ear lobe.  As Keri gasped, Linda's hand slid inside her jeans.  She cupped Keri's mound softly, already feeling a hint of the warm moistness that was building.

"Now you know what Karl felt like when you teased him," she whispered.  "How do you like the shoe on your foot?"

"At least I offered him a blow job," Keri sighed.

"Oh, I'm not offering, I'm promising," Linda whispered.

"Oh, shit.  You've got to stop.  Someone has to steer this boat," Keri moaned softly.

"I'll stop in a moment," Linda said softly.  "This is only a promise of what will come when we have time."

Then her fingers moved insistently.  She took possession as well as control.  In seconds Keri was moaning, then gasping, finally she groaned and her body seemed to vibrate for an instant before she sighed and relaxed.  Linda steadied her against the big ship's wheel, slowly withdrawing her hands, finally leaving them resting on Keri's hips again as she kissed her cheek one last time.  Sensing in a few moments that Keri was relaxed, but recovered and again able to stand alone, she moved away and sat in the seat off to one side by the chart table.

"You're a bitch," Keri giggled, "but a wonderful bitch."

"Thank you," Linda grinned.  "Next time, it's your turn and I expect the equivalent of that blow job you promised Karl too."

"That's a promise," Keri giggled.  "At least I'm not quite so damn frustrated now."

"That was the idea, just don't go to sleep on me," Linda grinned.

"Oh I won't, and thank you."

"Fine.  Now, have a look at this chart," Linda said, changing the subject as well as the tone of her voice.  "This is where we're going."

She pointed to a bay that was prominently marked.  "I've been there and when we get close, I'll take over the controls, but no playing around then.  I'm not that confident about the conditions there, so I don't want to get flustered enough to make a mistake and put the boat on the rocks.  We're going to have to moor there for the day because I think Karl intends to travel after dark until we get home."

Keri was surprised at the sudden change, but took it in stride.  It was the same way either Ely or Karl acted when they were in command of the boat.  Linda was letting her know that she considered herself in charge, which was only right since Karl had left Linda at the helm.

"We aren't that far from there now, are we?"

"No," Linda glanced at the GPS reading.  "At the rate we're moving, we should be there inside an hour or so.  Do you think we can handle mooring by ourselves?"

"Well, I know how to drop the anchor, if you can run the throttle and the engine to set it." Keri answered.  "I've worked on this boat a lot with Karl and I've sailed with him a fair bit.  Anchoring isn't hard, but I think I know that place too, isn't there a huge concrete dock there?  Why not tie up to that"

"I've been thinking about that, but I don't know if we want to be tied to a dock," Linda answered slowly.  "Even if the island is supposed to be uninhabited, I'd hate to take a chance and make it easy for someone to come aboard."

"Oh, I never thought of that," Keri sighed.  "Everything is so different now.  There aren't any cops to call if you have problems."

"Right.  We're not even supposed to be here, so we're on our own.  We couldn't call the cops if we wanted to, even if they were available.  It's damn scary," Linda answered.  "Now before we get there and shut the boiler down to standby, why don't we run through what we need to do?"

"For real?  Well, with this many people on board, we should make sure the water tanks are topped right up again; I see that we're down to under ninety gallons.  Since Karl's been running the fresh water make up system for several days, we should check the reading on the salt level in the primary coils.  It might be time for a flush."

"Well, since I've come aboard, the water purifier has been on automatic, does that make a difference?"

"Yeah, it does.  The level of salt builds up in the water inside it after a while and it slows down how much fresh water you get as a return.  On a long trip, Karl usually does a flush of the system while he's out in deep water."

"Isn't flushing it into the ocean bad for the fish?"

"Naw, it's just the salt out of the sea itself.  Karl explained it to me once, what we're doing is putting back what came from the water in the first place.  The fresh water still does exactly the same thing the sun and wind do on the surface of the water, it evaporates the water, then cools the vapour and collects it.  In nature, the water vapour becomes clouds, here on the boat it drains into the fresh water tank."

"Okay, so how do we fix it then?  Is this flush like flushing a toilet or something?  Karl never showed me that."

"No, it's not a job you do every day, so he probably didn't even think of it," Keri chuckled.  "All we need to do is throw a few switches that control some solenoid valves.  If you take the wheel for a moment, I'll show you how it's done."

"Okay," Linda moved to the wheel.

Keri moved over to a small console at one side of the dashboard and lifted a lid.  "Everything is written down on the inside of this cover.  First we stop the salt water inlet pump and close the fresh water outlet valves, then we operate these two valves to disconnect the inlet filter and bypass it.  Finally we reverse the flow on the salt water system and restart the inlet pump."

"That's it?" Linda asked as Keri stepped back and grinned after operating a few switches.

"Yep.  After ten minutes or so I'll put everything back to normal, then I'll go down to the engine room to check that the system is working right, but it should be okay.  While I'm down there, I'm going to visit the head, but while I'm below, would you like a coffee?  I could start a fresh pot and bring it up with me when I'm done."

"I'd love a coffee, but I don't think you should be away long enough for it to perk.  Now that you've mentioned the head I feel the need myself."

"Right, I'll be as fast as I can then," Keri giggled as she hurried off.

She was only gone a few minutes, then Linda dashed off, returning with two cups of the coffee that Keri had put on to perk.  Fresh mugs of coffee in hand, they'd again swapped around and Keri restored the fresh water still to regular operation.  Linda was astounded at how quickly the flow of fresh water topped up their reserve after the system had been restored to normal.  She again turned the wheel over to Keri and did a few other small duties that Karl had taught her to do prior to a shut down.

In less than an hour, they were in sight of the island and Linda again took the wheel.  Thankfully it was growing light enough that they could make out most of their surroundings and they could see that the entrance to the harbour was clear as they came close to the island.  By some chance, the channel markers near the harbour entrance had survived the tsunami, so Linda had no problem finding her way safely.

Once they were in its full shelter, the bluffs on the island took the force out of the wind and the waves dropped progressively as the 'Skolka' crept through the entrance and into the small bay.  Linda slowed to a creeping pace, not trusting anything to chance.  Her eyes alternately watched the depth sounder and checked their progress as they slowly crept past the huge concrete breakwater that doubled as a dock.

Once they were inside the harbour, the water was almost calm, with only a small chop.  Linda decided to moor well out in the center of the bay and moved to drop anchor there.  Keri threw on a rain slicker and as Linda brought the boat to a halt, she dropped the anchor, then when Linda began to reverse, she waited for several feet of anchor line to slip overboard before throwing a loop on the kingpost and snagging the line to a halt.  The momentum of the boat set the anchor as Keri signalled to stop engines.  Dropping a stern anchor was just as simple, then it was only a matter of adjusting the length of the anchor leads before they were both satisfied with the mooring.

In only a few minutes, they were riding safe and sound in the small bay, and since the wind was broken, all they had to contend with was the steadily falling rain.

When Keri came into the wheelhouse, Linda was leaning on the wheel, looking out over the foredeck and softly crying.

"Hey, what's wrong?" Keri asked as she slipped off her rain gear.

"Oh, thank God, we made it," Linda whimpered softly.  "I was so scared I might do something wrong with the boat or else do something stupid, like steer us onto a rock."

"Well, you sure did a good job of hiding your fear," Keri chuckled sympathetically as she moved to Linda's side and hugged her gently.  "All we have to do now is wait for someone to wake up, then we can go to bed and maybe even get some sleep."

"Fuck, what a relief!" Linda sighed and then chuckled herself.  "Do you remember how to set the boiler to standby? Karl did show me but … well, right now, I can't remember a darn thing."

"Sure, you set all the controls to point to that little 'ST' mark on the dial," Keri giggled.  "I'm going to shoot that fucking man.  You did a wonderful job of getting us here and I'm certainly not complaining, but it sounds like he left you to run the fucking boat without showing you how to put her to bed properly.  Just how much training time have you had, I mean time really running this particular boat?"

"Hmm, oh maybe seven or eight hours, why?"

"Oh man," Keri laughed softly.  "I've run this damn thing for about a hundred hours, and there is no bloody way that I'd want to take command for that rotten trip.  We just came forty odd miles through a freaking gale and you had only eight fucking hours of training time on this boat? I swear, I'm gonna nut that man!"

"Honey, you can beat on him, scream at him, anything like that, but you even try to touch his nuts and you'll have to come through me," Linda giggled.  "I figure those nuts drive his libido and even if I like women, I think I like his cock just as much, if not more."

"Fuck.  You're probably right," Keri began to giggle too.  "But you have to admit, it probably wasn't the best judgement call that Karl ever made."

"Well, I did have a boat before, and Karl did have a good chance to see how I work under pressure," Linda grinned.  "As usual, he was right.  I could do it, even if I wasn't sure of myself."

"Hmm, whatever, I'm still gonna be sure to ask him if he'd do that again," Keri smiled.




Chapter 10

Considering the relief that Linda was feeling at that moment, the fact that she didn't feel like arguing with Keri shouldn't have been a surprise.  Instead of saying anything though, she changed the subject.

"Keri, I've been in this bay before with friends and the last time I was here, we dropped a crab trap overboard.  We caught about six good sized crabs in a very short time.  Do you think Karl might have any crab traps aboard?"

"Now you're thinking lady.  I could use a crab dinner," Keri grinned, reading Linda's subject change for what it was and going along with the idea.  "He keeps two or three folding traps in a deck locker, and I think he probably has some chicken bits in the freezer for bait too."

So they set out to try to catch some crabs.  When Keri went below to check out the freezer, she found Trudy and Mary-Beth just starting coffee and breakfast in the galley.

"Good morning, Keri" Trudy smiled.  "Coffee will be a few minutes, then I'll see about breakfast."

"You're up early," Keri grinned, "Did we do something to wake you."

"Yeah, you made the boat quit rocking so much," Mary-Beth giggled.  "Did you know Daddy snores, a whole bunch?"

"Yeah, he does, doesn't he?" Keri grinned.  "Did you sleep okay otherwise?"

"Unh huh, but I went and slept with Mommy after a while.  Daddy snored and David poked me in the tummy with his elbow too," Mary-Beth frowned.  "Whatcha doin'?"

"Oh, I'm going to get some old chicken bits out of the freezer.  Linda said she thinks there are lots of crabs in the water here, so we're going to set crab traps," Keri grinned at her as she went into the workroom to get at the freezer.

"Can I help?  I like eating crab too and Unca-Daddy Karl showed me how to bait the traps."

"Well, it's raining really hard right now, maybe you can help me when we pull them up later, how's that?" Keri spoke, bellied down over the freezer and looking into its depth.

"I guess.  I think my raincoat is in one of our bags, but I don't know which one, so I guess I'd get wet if I went outside to help, huh?"

"Yep, I'm afraid so.  Hah, here we are, even labelled crab-bait," Keri crowed as she found the package she was looking for.

"Eww, those are all the yucky bits from when Unca-Daddy Karl kills the chickens," Mary-Beth made a face.  "You mean he keeps that for crab bait?"

"The crabs love eatin' 'em, kid," Keri laughed.  "And I love eating crabs."

"I like crabs too, cooked and on my plate," Mary-Beth giggled.  "They sure must be stupid though, to eat the yucky parts of the chicken."

"Well, I won't argue with that.  Now come on.  We need to get this upstairs before Linda gets impatient with me."

"It's not upstairs, Keri, it's above decks," Mary-Beth pronounced authoritatively.  "Unca-Daddy Karl said so."

"Yes, little Miss Smarty Britches," Keri grinned, pushing the little girl ahead of her to the galley.  "Mama Trudy, has this little girl had a shower yet this morning?"

"Why no, we didn't want to waken anyone."

"Well, the wind's not as strong here in the bay and although the rain is cool, it's not cold.  I just had a brainwave.  If she and I took our clothes off when we went to bait and set the crab traps, we could rinse off in the rain."

"Oh my, what an idea, but it sounds like fun.  What do you think, Mary-Beth?"

"Okay, but if I freeze, can I come back inside right away?"

"I think that's a smart decision and you know what?  I think I'll come too," Trudy laughed.

So giggling and laughing, all of them stripped in the wheelhouse, then ran out in the rain.  When Linda, who was standing on the stern deck, saw them coming she broke into laughter, but after a moment's hesitation she stripped off her clothes and joined them.  It was such a simple thing, but right then it was just what they needed; a little bit of pure fun to relax from the tension they'd all been under.

It was cool enough that they didn't stay out for long, but after they had gone back inside, the warmth of the boat soon had Linda and Keri yawning.  Luckily, both George and David had awakened by that time and since there were four people to keep watch, Keri and Linda slipped off to find a bunk for a quiet cuddle and a snooze.

-o0o-

Karl awakened slowly, hardly realizing where he was.  He could hear rain beating on the hull above his head, but there didn't seem to be any strong waves rocking the boat, in fact it felt quite calm.  He realized immediately that he was not only nude, but he was holding and being held by a woman's gentle body.  He opened his eyes to stare into hazel eyes and a smiling face.

"Hi, stranger," Ely said with a smile.  "Imagine meeting you here."

Karl couldn't help a start of surprise.  He stared at her momentarily before he responded, his mind having flashed back to the earlier conversation during the storm with all three women.

"Well, hello," he managed to mutter, still unsure how she expected him to react.

Since he had awakened with an erection and he was lying on his side, facing her, he could feel her soft lower belly pressing against his hardness.  She tightened the muscles of her stomach, making her flesh move softly against him.

"Do you remember the first night we spent together in this bunk?" she whispered.

"If I remember correctly, you seduced me," he smiled.

"Guess what?  I'm going to do it again," she laughed softly.

"And that should be a surprise?" he slid his hands to her bottom and pulled her tightly against him, relishing the sensation of her softly yielding flesh.

"No, I don't suppose it is, but we've got a good two hours until it gets dark again," she whispered.  "And I want to have something to eat, but before that, I want a nice long gentle loving."

"Upper or lower," he grinned.

"Surprise me."

So he did and she was delighted as well as delightful.

Almost an hour later they went out and met everyone else in the galley, where Trudy was acting as the chief cook.  George saw them the instant they appeared in the passageway from the captain's cabin.

"Well hello," he grinned at Karl.  "At last!  I was wondering if you two had absconded.  However, Linda assured me you were simply reviewing memories and reestablishing familial bonds."

Trudy grinned, wrapped her arms around Karl and hugged him tightly, then to his surprise she kissed him quite thoroughly.  As she released him from her hug each of the other women wanted a turn.  Karl was hugged and kissed by each of them in turn until finally he was holding Ely again and he looked up to ask quietly.  "Shouldn't someone be up top and on watch, just in case something goes wrong or someone shows up?"

"Your son and my daughter are on the job," Trudy smiled at him, pressing him back into a seat, then setting a plate full of crab meat and several slices of freshly baked bread in front of him.

"Linda and I decided that we needed to feed you well, now that you've got three women to keep happy," Keri volunteered.

"We know about the old wives' tale that you feed man oysters to make him horny.  But, while we couldn't find any oysters, this bay seems to be crawling with rock crabs," Linda added, laughing in delight.

"So since crab is sea food, we substituted one for the other," Keri grinned.  "We're hoping that maybe it'll put a little extra lead in your pencil."

"He's never needed that before," Ely chuckled.

"There was usually only one of us making love to him at any time before.  We made sure we took turns, remember?" Keri interjected, laughing gaily.

Everyone laughed and Karl joined them after a moment, even though he was quite surprised at their mirth.

Karl waited until they were quiet, then asked.  "Are you sure David and Mary-Beth are responsible enough to be the only ones on watch?"

"They will do just fine," George pronounced.  "Each one will keep the other alert and attentive to their duties.  At the moment they are feeling very grown up.  It has always been my contention that the more responsibility you give children, the fewer problems you have with them when they are grown."

"If that was true, Dad, Ely and I should have given you a lot less trouble," Keri giggled.

"You never gave me any insurmountable amount of trouble," George looked at her attentively.

"Oh come on, Dad," Ely crowed.  "For one thing, you had a fit when I came back on Karl's boat with him and bragged that he was my lover."

"I felt that you were much too young, barely old enough to be responsible enough to learn to drive.  In fact, I'm not sure you were of the legal age of consent.  However in point of fact, I don't know what the legal age of consent for sex between a young woman and an adult was at that time, because I consciously made the decision that I would not do the research.  I did not wish to know."

"Oh get real, Dad," Ely laughed aloud.  "You set the whole thing up.  First you found a guy you liked, then you got the Pinkerton's to investigate him and even gave Keri and me the report to read, knowing darn well that we'd like what was in that file.  Once you knew you had us hooked, you sent me off to live and work with the man for two weeks.  You knew we were going to be together on a boat where there'd be little if any privacy.  You knew he was recently divorced and that I had a crush on him already.  You knew damn well that we'd seduce each other."

"Well, it may have seemed that way, but at the moment of inception, that was not my plan.  After it became a fait accompli, there was little I could do.  Besides, you seemed quite enthused with the situation and that was the important consideration," George pronounced.

"Oh, George, you lying old fart.  I warned you what would happen weeks before, when you told me what you were going to let her do.  You just shrugged your shoulders and ignored my protests," Trudy laughed softly.  "And, just for your information, she was well past the age of consent, so at the moment she made her decision, she was entitled to give her permission.  But if I remember, you weren't all that worried about it even then, except that it made you horny.  The next week when I came for my weekly visit, you asked me to move in with you."

"I asked you to marry me," George said vehemently.  "And you turned me down flat."

"Like hell you did," Trudy laughed again.  " The first time we ended up in bed you waited until I wasn't expecting any funny business and pulled me into your bed with you.  Then you set out to convince me that I'd be turning down a wonderful opportunity for satisfaction if I didn't hang around.  You didn't propose until later, years later, and you only did it then because I was pregnant."

"Well, you did turn me down at that point however," he frowned.  "Have you any idea what that does to a man's ego?  The guilty man finally scrapes up the nerve to commit himself to living his life with another, but she expresses a wish to remain free to pursue extramarital affairs."

"That's not true at all, you old fart," Trudy laughed.  "What you did was offer me a perpetual contract that was basically identical to what I'd get from proving a common law relationship.  Besides, since I was pregnant, you knew I wasn't going anywhere."

"Ah, were you pregnant then?  I thought it was a year before Mary-Beth was born," he sighed.  "And she's growing up so fast."

"Well Dad, you always said children grew too fast," Keri winked at Ely.  "At least that's what you always told Ely and me."

"Well, look at yourselves.  When I bought the island you were six, Karl joined us there when you were not much more than sixteen.  Trudy was making weekly visits then, but shortly thereafter she moved to the island permanently.  When you went off to school, you'd have been twenty or so.  Now -- you're what, thirty?  It only seems like a few months or perhaps a year to me.  Time passes so quickly," he sighed as he looked at Keri with a melancholy gaze.  "Just as I remember Ely advising me that she had seduced Karl upon her return from assisting him with his boat, I also remember you not long later, casually announcing that you were Karl's lover as well."

"Does it bother you that both Ely and I happen to love the same man, Dad?" she asked quietly.

He paused and frowned.  "No, that doesn't matter, as long as everyone remains happy and relatively satisfied.  I just don't understand any of it really.  I mean, I can understand it from Karl's perspective.  I literally had two wives when I was younger, your Mother was one and Ely's the other, but I doubt if I really satisfied either of them.  I never have understood one woman being willing to share her lover with another woman."

"Only one of her lovers at a time Dad.  That's what's wonderful about four, if two are busy, there are two left to keep each other company," Keri grinned.  "Linda and I talked it out.  We're all going to talk Karl into letting us live in his old cabin.  If anyone from outside comes around, it will look like Linda and I are lesbian lovers while Karl and Ely are living together."

"Well, as I see it, that means that Trudy is going to have to look after the whole house," George frowned and winked at Ely.  "Somehow, that doesn't seem right to me.  It was built with more than three residents in mind and certainly it's too much work for one woman to maintain."

He paused and then he smiled at Linda.  "I don't suppose you'd consider coming over for a day or two a week, just to help out would you?"

Linda broke into delighted laughter, she bent and kissed his cheek, then turned to Trudy.  "I've heard of his reputation with house keepers," she giggled.  "What do you think?"

"That depends," Trudy chuckled.  "Karl, how is your arthritis these days?  Could you use another nurse for a couple of days a week?"

"Huh?" Karl stared at her and then at Linda.  "I'm not sure I understand.  My arthritis isn't all that bad."

"Oh you ass," Trudy threw her hands in the air as she turned to Ely.  "Is he always this obtuse?"

"Not usually," she laughed softly.  "Usually he's unbelievably quick, so he must still be sleepy.  Either that or he has something else on his mind right now."

Trudy walked over to Karl and surprised him as she slid into his lap.

"My dear man," she grinned at him.  "George seems to want to share in your good fortune.  You have three women serving you, while he has only one.  If he has Linda do 'housekeeping' for two days a week, I might have to sleep on the couch.  To be honest, I hate to sleep alone; do I need to be plainer than that?"

He stared at her grinning face, then decided that everyone was teasing and that she and Linda were calling George's bluff with a touch of pure deviltry.

"Well, my back has bothered me on occasion, but not much lately," he smiled, bringing a hand up to pat her round bottom.  "I suppose we could give it a trial.  Do you have a preventive treatment in mind?"

"A really good massage and then lots of exercise, with emphasis on pelvic thrusts," she grinned.

"He doesn't need practice at those," Linda laughed as she slid into George's lap.  "How about you, George, how are you at pelvic thrusts?"

"Well, Trudy has been trying to improve my technique for years," he laughed, then to Karl's surprise, he audaciously slid his hand up inside her blouse.  "But, she tells me that I'm still much better with my hands."

Linda sat up instantly, her eyes registering her surprise.  No one else could really see what George had done, but everyone could guess.  She pushed his hand away, but only laughed.

"Well, that hand does pretty well, but I'm a bit leery about the present setting.  There are little kettles around that have big ears," she chuckled as she grasped and held his wrists.  "By the way, are you ambidextrous?"

"George, Linda is right.  The children might come down," Trudy said quietly.  "Karl, that goes for you as well.  We'll discuss your treatment later."

"Okay, I need to check the engine and boiler before we start out on another leg of the trip anyway," Karl nodded as she rose from his lap.

"All right," she smiled

He shifted to the side from the bench seat and stood as well, but was surprised to find her following him as he went down the passage and turned to go to the engine room.  He glanced at her face quizzically.

"I've never seen your engine," she grinned.  "Would you show it to me?"

"Oh he keeps his 'engine' in really good shape and he makes sure it gets lubricated regularly," Ely said quite loudly from where she stood in the galley at the other end of the passage.

Keri popped her head around the corner as well.  "Watch out, Trudy, it can get hot in there and darn dirty too," she giggled just as Karl opened the door into the engine room and stepped inside.

Trudy paused to look back before following him, grinning widely as she winked at Linda.

"That's okay.  I like it hot and dirty at times," she followed Karl, closing the engine room door behind her.

"Okay woman, now what?" Karl grinned.  "I think you and Linda were trying to bluff the old man and your bluff just got called."

"I know," she managed to say while laughing softly.  "We were teasing, but the old bastard must have seen me wink at Linda."

"Yeah," he grinned back.  "Now, why don't you stick around and really help me check things, maybe George will get the wrong idea after all."

"Well of course," she smiled.  "We couldn't let a good tease simply die, could we?"

So Trudy helped him as he checked and oiled around his boiler and engine.  They took their time and were quite thorough, so it took almost half an hour.  When they finished and returned to the galley, George was speaking

"… but what if Karl and Linda are together, are you and Ely going to …" he asked.

"I like Ely a lot and she likes me too, but whether we ever make love, well, since you bring it up, it doesn't worry me," Keri frowned as she interrupted him.  "It's none of your business Dad, but for your information, I do think she'd make a wonderful lover."

She stood up and pushed past Linda to go up the ladder to the wheelhouse.  As she disappeared, Linda sighed deeply.

"George, I don't know you very well," she said firmly.  "But I think she just did a very good job of telling you that you've got your nose where it doesn't belong."

She followed Keri and George just stared.  He glanced at first Karl and then at Trudy.

"Well, which one of you is going to chew on me next?" he growled.

Karl looked at Trudy and she looked at him, then she smiled as she sat down at George's side.

"George, even they don't know if this is going to work.  Those two are still getting to know each other.  Your being negative isn't going to help anything though.  Besides, what else are they going to do?"

George just rolled his eyes and looked at Karl.

"George, I don't know what's going on," Karl sshrugged.  "I love them all, each in her own special way, and I plan to enjoy every minute of what we have for as long as it lasts, whether that happens to be one day or a hundred years.  Now, it's getting dark and I'm feeling homesick.  As soon as I can, I want to be back on Gull Island.  Well, at least I want to be near the island by dawn tomorrow.  If we can manage that we might be able to catch the high tide going into the cut.  If we cruise all night long, we can just about make it."

It was his turn to head up the steps and to the wheelhouse.

Ely looked at him as he came up and winked.

"I thought I'd send the kids down to settle things before any of us went down.  What do you think?"

He grinned.  "That sounds great to me.  But first, David, could you turn up the burner on the boiler for me"

Ely opened her mouth to say something, then realised that there were four adults who knew exactly what to do and were watching her son.  She just smiled and winked at Karl as David moved to the controls and fired up the burner.

"Now, what's next, Mary-Beth, how about you show me?" Karl grinned at the tousled hair of the little girl who stood at his bald headed son's side.

"Double check the water level in the boiler on this gauge," she pointed, then reached for a control.  "Then you have to run the feed pump on manual control for just a bit.  Just long enough to make sure it works."

"And what do we need to do next, David?"

"Check the reading on all the lubricator indicators to make sure they're full.  Then you have to make sure you don't pump too much water into the boiler, so we shut the feed pump back to automatic."

"And you have to check the stack temperature, dummy!" Mary-Beth chided.  "You gotta be sure the burner fired up."

"That was next, Aunty Mary-Beth," David grinned at her, not in the least upset, but taking the opportunity to tease her a bit about being bossy.

So for the next few minutes, Karl used the kids as examples as he gave the three women a review of the startup sequence of a steam boat.  Once he was satisfied that the boiler was coming up to pressure and working properly, he had both kids climb on his lap and tell him about their day.

Shortly afterward the kids went below decks, so when the boiler was at operating pressure, Karl and the three women got the boat underway.  They raised anchor and slowly steamed out of the shelter of the bay that had hidden them all day.  Karl laid out a course on the chart for all of them to keep an eye on, then settled back to enjoy the trip.  During the day the wind had slowly dropped and shifted directions as well; now it was coming from the northwest.  Since they'd changed the direction they were travelling when they left their overnight moorage, it was again almost directly in their face, but now it wasn't much more than a stiff breeze.  However, along with the impending darkness and the steady rainfall, the clouds it brought were as much cover as Karl wanted.

Keri volunteered to take the wheel.  So Ely offered to coach her on integrating the GPS readings with the radar sightings, since Keri felt she didn't know the GPS well, which left Karl and Linda at loose ends for a while.  Karl decided to listen on the radio, first to catch the weather and then to try to catch up on the news.  After that he wasn't sure just what he wanted to do.

Linda spent a few moments with him at the radio since she told him that she'd had some difficulty with it during the day.  Even George hadn't been able to figure it out.  It turned out to be quite a simple problem, someone had left the earphones partially plugged into the jack, which cut the speaker out of the circuit.  Karl fiddled for a few seconds, then noticed the earphones.  When he pulled the connecting plug completely out of the socket, the speaker blared.

"… moderate westerly winds with little rainfall throughout the evening and a possibility of further moderation tonight, but a strong possibility of rising winds and heavy rainfall again in the early morning.  The low pressure system that has brought on a general small craft warning throughout the whole of the forecast area and extremely heavy rainfall is now lessening.  Weather radar shows one further small trough which should pass through the general area early in the morning hours, but there is a possibility of a general clearing trend toward daylight.  However, there will be further unsettled weather conditions for several days …"

"That doesn't sound like the storm we've been expecting," George spoke up from his side, startling Karl.

"Oh, shit, you surprised me," Karl laughed uneasily.  "You're right though.  It sounds to me like the storm center might have gone past us."

"What have we been slopping around in for two days then?" Keri laughed.  "A summer breeze?"

"Well, it could have been a lot worse," Karl shrugged.  "I just hope this weather holds out for a few more hours.  I want clouds and rain for cover for most of the way home."

"I don't understand," Linda frowned.  "I mean we could travel a lot easier if the weather was nicer."

"Ah, but if it the weather was nice, more people would be outside and those who were outside could see much further," George spoke.  "In a heavy storm like this, even regular radar is not as reliable, since part of the radar beam is deflected by raindrops.  The only things which might track us in a heavier storm are the military satellites.  At least the only thing at the present time that is, I understand the new 'HF' Radar will not be affected by storms at all.  However, since the government is still contemplating where to construct the first West Coast installations, we are safe from that."

"As I understand it, even the satellites seem to be somewhat affected by heavy rain," Karl sighed.  "However, there isn't much we can do to avoid those at any time.  I'm more worried about being seen, either by eye or by radar, and we present a damn small radar profile for regular radar under any circumstance.  The 'Skolka' is made of wood and wood isn't an effective radar reflector.  As well as that, heavy rain can reflect a hell of a lot of radar waves and distort things rather badly.  I'm hoping that the combination will reduce our chances of being noticed.  So, if you want a nice uneventful trip, hope for strong wind and rain until we get home."

"Oh," Linda frowned slightly.  "Well, why are you worried about the military satellites?"

"Well, if they happen to be using infrared scanning cameras to keep an eye on the area, and if those cameras work through heavy cloud cover, we'd stand out like a sore thumb.  I mean to them it would seem that the boat was on fire, just from the heat of the boiler.  Admittedly, the boiler room is insulated, but we do have a fire burning inside the boiler and the exhaust goes straight up the stack.  We'd be an extremely distinctive anomaly from space and since they dislike seeing anomalies, they'd probably send someone to investigate.  " Karl explained.  "Which means that they worry me, first of all because we shouldn't be travelling at all, but mostly because we're breaking the law just by being on the move.  However more than that, we are smuggling people into Canada, my dear."

"Yes.  You are.  You're smuggling me and mine," George added, laughing softly.  "But like you, I'm more worried about being seen from ground level than from the air or from space.  So I don't mind the rain at all, I just hope the wind doesn't come up as strong as it was last night.  Early on, it was really more than I have ever been out in before."

Ely laughed softly.  "Dad, you're a wuss, this trip wasn't bad and you're in an extremely good boat.  I'm astounded at how well she takes to heavy waves."

"Well, it was built for fishing the west coast of the island," Karl smiled.  "Out there, twenty or thirty-foot waves are quite common.  I've just made sure when I rebuilt her that I kept the center of gravity as low as I could; other than that, the hull is still like it was when she was originally built."

"She has served us well," George smiled.  "What time do you expect to get home?"

"I was hoping to get near the vicinity of the island about five in the morning.  It should be just coming on toward daylight.  If it's raining hard, I'll hang back a bit, since I'd rather have daylight to go through the cut."

"Yeah," Ely snorted.  "And either a high or a low tide because of the current there."

"That works too," Karl smiled.  "High tide tomorrow is at six thirty or there about."

"I don't understand," Linda looked confused.  "What is this cut everyone talks about?"

"Ah," George chuckled.  "That, my dear Linda, is a story in itself.  You see, I am a writer and when I am in the throes of creation, I have no wish to be disturbed.  We are heading for an island which I purchased many years ago in order to ensure that I would have the privacy I require.  For years, it had sat untenanted, because there was really no way to land on its shores in most weather conditions.  Most of its outer shorelines are actually steep cliffs, surrounded by deep water.  There is one narrow passage which almost bisects the island that leads into a land-locked and well sheltered bay, but even that passage was thought to be unnavigable."

"Picture in your mind a narrow passage, perhaps one hundred feet wide in the most part, but narrowing to approximately sixty or seventy feet in several places.  On each side are sheer rock faces, which tower up to one or two hundred feet above you, some of those faces have overhangs that almost meet.  Now as you know, nature abhors a straight line, so visualize several sharp bends and a few straighter sections for a total distance of several hundred feet in length.  Imagine too, if you would, that at the end of this passage is a deep and quiet bay, several acres in extent.  As the tide rises and falls during the day, the tidal waters from this bay must pass through the cut.  At its greatest flow rate, you can imagine the turbulence in that restricted passage."

"As well as all that, the entrance to the bay is through a passage in the sheer cliffs that is, for all practical purposes, hidden from view from almost any angle, especially if one is at or near sea level.  I first viewed the island during an overflight by a small plane, but after purchasing it, I and anyone that I wished to have visit the island made the passage by way of helicopter.  I felt certain that I was almost guaranteed privacy, which as I intimated, was why I had purchased the island in the first place.  "

He paused and sighed deeply, stretching to ease one of his legs.

"However the amenities on the island were lacking to the point of deprivation.  I had a small cabin built, but all lighting was done by kerosene lamps.  All cooking was done on either a wood or kerosene stove.  All water had to be carried several hundred feet from a small pond fed by natural springs.  I and my family were forced to use an outdoor facility for natural functions, an outhouse, if you will.  At best, we were camping out in the wilderness.  When conditions were at their worst, as in weather like this, it soon grew to seem as though we were imprisoned."

"Since there was no telephone, I became involved with amateur radio for communication purposes.  However, the radio required a generator to provide power and that required fuel.  As well as that, transport of that fuel was extremely expensive due to our isolation.  Having the generator also meant that my family then had the ability to use small electric appliances, which meant that the generator ran more often, burning more fuel, and on and on, ad infinitum.  It reached the point of intolerance because of the sum total of those minor usages.  Imagine if you would, a household with myself, two teenage daughters, and a nurse.  Electric power meant not only communication gear and lighting, but also radios, record players, hair dryers, hot plates, etcetera.  All of which increased the fuel consumption to gargantuan levels."

"The fuel situation alone grew extremely troublesome.  In fact, in an attempt to make fuel delivery by water possible, I hired a husband and wife team of divers who were also underwater demolition and blasting experts.  In approximately two weeks time, working at extremely low tides, they managed to remove the worst of the barriers from the cut and make it much less dangerous than it had been.  By doing that I had hoped that I would be able to establish a method of delivery for bulkier items.  However even though I purchased a perfectly good powered barge, I only found one individual who actually managed to have enough intestinal fortitude to bring the beastly thing through the passage.  Even at that, he was so upset by the trip that he beached it immediately upon entering the bay, then insisted that he be flown back to the mainland by helicopter, adamantly refusing to even attempt a return passage through the cut."

"As well as all the problems with supplies, I was constantly being disturbed by either one of my daughters or my nurse, asking me to solve some difficulty or handle some picayune chore.  In the long run, my writing was suffering and in many ways our situation was becoming totally untenable.  So, financially and physically, our residence on the island was rapidly becoming more and more difficult to maintain.  A solution of some sort had to be found and relatively soon."

Mary Beth came up from below and without breaking off his speech, George smiled at her and held out his arms.  Mary Beth was dressed in her pajamas and ready for bed, but at his invitation, she crawled into his lap and snuggled against his chest while he carried on talking.

"It was through the amateur radio that I first became acquainted with Karl.  A friend, who, like myself, lived in a somewhat remote situation, had met Karl and had persuaded him to build a small hydro electric facility to provide power for his cabin.  He waxed enthusiastically about Karl's many abilities.  I managed to ascertain that this paragon of ability was unemployed, but in the process of rebuilding an old fishing boat into a live-aboard vessel of some sort.  I assumed he was in need of reliable funding in a small way, and as well would be in need a relatively cheap moorage for his vessel when his repair was complete.  I deduced that indeed I might be able to succour this paragon of many skills in some small way, while at the same time obtaining the services of a handyman for my own convenience."

Linda had been watching George intently, but now she glanced up at Karl whose face was twisted into a wide grin.  George didn't even notice her lapse of attention as he carried on with his story.

"It was with some difficulty that I traced the whereabouts of this paragon of the arts of a multiplicity of trades, but at last I discovered the marina where he was working on his vessel.  Now I was expecting to find a small man, who was something of a less than well-educated individual, however I was met by a large gruff individual with a bouffant beard and …"

"George, that's pure bullshit," Karl laughingly interrupted.  "You asked my friend for my radio call sign, then you called me on the radio.  We never met in person until I came to the island."

"Oh Karl, why settle for the prosaic simplicity of the truth, when a fine story can be constructed around the basic root of the situation," George looked up at him and grinned.

"Oh, go ahead, tell your story," Karl laughed.  "It gets better every time anyway.  But Linda, if you want to hear the truth, ask me about it.  Only make sure it's when George isn't around to prevaricate."

"Ah, but Linda, his version will bore you to tears," George smiled at Linda.  "Now as I was indicating, I convinced his highness to come to the island and he remained with us for a few days while he assessed the situation.  Of course at that time he was only concerned with the basic idea that he would build me a hydro electric plant.  That was because when I first spoke to him, he was quite satisfied to remain where he was for the purpose of rebuilding his vessel.  Even the hydro electric plant was somewhat of a question in his mind, as I was unsure of exactly how much water flow we actually had available for use toward that purpose."

"On his second day of residence on the island, he not only assessed the amount of water available, but since it was summer and carrying water was such a bothersome chore, he convinced me that I should arrange to have running water to be available at the cabin as well.  Then he convinced me to do a rather thorough job of wiring the cabin, giving me an estimate of its cost.  He also managed to convince me that due to the fact that since we had some rather fierce wind storms it would be cheaper in the long run to have an underground service leading from the generator to the house.  I was left in total awe of the speed and efficiency with which he conducted his appraisal."

"On top of that, during his short stay, he managed a Svengali manoeuvre that left me in awe of his personality as well.  He not only deflowered both of my virgin daughters, but he managed to convince my nurse that he was the greatest man she had ever met.  In fact, he was so great an infatuation that she was almost sorry she was stuck with me as her lover.  I had to ask her to marry me to keep her with me."

"Oh you lying old fart," Ely broke in, laughingly.  "You flew me over to help Karl fix his boat and I seduced him.  Then we steamed it over to the island and took everyone by surprise when we arrived unannounced.  Keri never slept with him for weeks and weeks after that and Trudy wasn't even living on the island on a permanent basis then.  She only flew over once a week and since you hadn't gotten her pregnant yet, you hadn't asked her to marry you either."

George looked pained.  "Oh, but the story sounds so much better my way.  However, perhaps I will have to check with you for details when I compose the account for posterity."

"You damn well better.  In fact, I want the job of fact checker of that book, if you ever get around to writing it," Ely grinned.  "I don't want to be made out to be something that I'm not."

"Well there is that consideration," George continued with another of his quiet smiles.  "At any rate, the girls fell in love with him.  As well each of them was quite ecstatic at the prospect of running water and the possibility of an indoor toilet.  However that in turn dictated the need to expand the cabin, as well as the necessity of building a septic tank and field.  So it was then a matter of arranging for a time when he could begin work and he absolutely refused to be tied down to a proper schedule.  He insisted that he had some work which must be done on his vessel before he could even consider my project.  Meanwhile, both girls had become adamant that he had to be the person to do the job, denying me the choice of hiring someone else now that he had explained the possibilities.  So I was stuck with him as a workman and with the probability that I would spend at least another year in deprivation."

He paused and grinned at Karl.

"That was the day I decided I wanted you to stay on the island for as long as I could convince you to stay," he said firmly.

"Thanks George," Karl smiled.  "I've certainly enjoyed being your maintenance man, but there are times when I'm more of a guest than an employee."

"Ah yes, as to that …" George smiled and winked at Ely.  "Ely, would you go downstairs and in my briefcase, there's a manila envelope with Karl's name on it, could you go get it please?"

"Sure, Dad," she grinned and slipped away.

George turned so he faced Karl more fully.

"You have accomplished much over the years.  I doubt we could have maintained the island, even as a part-time residence, without your abilities.  I doubt there is any way we can ever repay you for your help and willingness to show us how to adapt our surroundings to meet our comfort.  All we have ever been able to give you is a place to moor your boat, an area to build a cabin and a minuscule modicum of amenities.  I've never been able to get you to accept a fair repayment of your true worth for your time and effort."

"Well, I do have a pension and most of the improvements were a benefit to me as much as to you," Karl grinned.  "Besides, my expenses never have been all that extreme."

Ely came back and stood at George's side, holding a large legal sized envelope.

"Well, from all of us, here is a gift, given in thanks," George said, taking the envelope from Ely and handing it to Karl.

"Read it aloud, Karl," Keri said insistently.

Karl concentrated on the letter, reading it slowly and clearly.



To whom it may concern:



   With due consideration for services rendered, I, - George Edward Grant - ,do hereby grant a permanent lease of approximately ninety-one (91) hectares, a portion of the property known as Larger Gull Island (locally known as Gull Island)- described in separate title form #BC-7811476-a, to Karl Larson and his heirs and assignees.



   This property shall include all areas north of the geographical feature (locally) known as Karl's Cut, thence down Grant Bay and thence in a line up the bed of the incoming stream and down the length of Ker-Ely Lake, from this point the property line shall extend in a line due west to the outcrop known as lookout hill and from there shall drop to the tide line directly below.



   All parties and residents of Larger Gull Island are to have full and equal access to both the harbour and the harbour entrance central to the island and are to have free access to and/or use of the water from the natural springs that feed into Ker-Ely lake and from there into the incoming stream at the head of the aforementioned harbour.



   All fees, taxes, and other legal costs on this property are to be born by the estate of George Edward Grant.



   No party may sell, gift, grant, or otherwise assign title of his or her shares of said leasehold without the express consent of all other parties involved in the ownership of any portion of Larger Gull Island."

Signed: G.  E.  Grant                                   



Witnessed by: Kimberly LeTrec.                   

 



Besides that sheet, there was another document inside the envelope, a legal copy of George's ownership and registration of title.

Karl stared at George who beamed back at him.

"Thank you, George," Karl said, his voice loaded with emotion.

"Now, you don't need to ask permission if you want to dig a hole or build a shed for some purpose of your own," George grinned.

"Did I ever?" Karl asked with a grin.

"No, but now I won't have to feel I should have been asked prior to the moment when you had done the deed," George laughed.  "It may not save anything else, but my frustration.  I have always felt that I was allowing you free rein, but now I don't even have to consider it."

"I always thought I consulted you before I did anything irrevocable," Karl grinned.

"Oh you always have, quite faithfully, and that has been quite a problem to me at times," George chuckled.  "I would be busy, writing away and gainfully employed at my work, then in you would pop, asking me if it was all right for you to dig a new hole for a new fence post or some such minuscule problem.  Even after receiving your answer, you would sit around and waste hours of precious time while you would expound upon all the various tasks you proposed to tackle at some future date."

"Dad," Keri protested.  "You were always the one who would ask Karl to sit down and have a coffee while you'd keep him from getting to work on whatever job he was planning to do."

"Well, once or twice perhaps," George laughed.  "But then he started coming over late in the evening.  Often arriving when I was exceedingly somnolent, knowing that I would soon dismiss him in order to allow me to obtain some sleep."

"That was pure defence," Karl grinned.  "I knew you went to bed early and I found you didn't waste as much my time if I came near your bedtime."

"Humph," George snorted having no ready answer, then he glanced down at Mary Beth who had fallen asleep in his lap.

"Could I ask one of you to lend me assistance with my youngest daughter?" he asked softly.  "It seems that she finds her father's tales to be boring.  This one appears to have put her to sleep."

Ely beat Karl to his side by a pace and picked the sleeping child up gently.

"I've got to check and see that David is ready for bed anyway," she smiled at Karl.  "I'll take her."

"Perhaps Karl will aid in my descent to the galley then," George said pulling himself to his feet using the hand rail from the steps to help.  "I believe that I too will try to enter the land of slumber so that I can awaken tomorrow in time to see our passage through Karl's cut.  I still find that trip invigorating, even though I can be of little aid in its passage."

"Do you want me to wake you up then?" Karl stepped to his side and grinned.  "Or are you going to depend on that internal alarm you brag about."

"Linda, I would ask you to please check that I am awake in time to partake in our homecoming passage," George smiled past Karl's shoulder at Linda.  "That way Karl will have one less onerous duty on his mind."

"Certainly George," she answered with a grin, then helped Karl assist George, who slowly made his way down the ladder.

Once he was below, he was able to move much more easily and refused any further assistance, so both Linda and Karl went back up to the wheelhouse.

"Is he always like that?" Linda asked.

"You mean a know-it-all, wise-ass, pontificating, verbose, son-of-a-bitch," Keri laughed.  "Always!  This was mild.  When he gets to telling a story, he can get carried away.  Sometime's it's just something fierce.  However, you have to admit it is entertaining to hear him talk."

"Oh.  I agree, but I'm not sure about your description," Karl chuckled.  "I'd say he was quite a bit more than any of the names you used, but I still think he's one hell of a guy."

"So do I, but then I'm prejudiced," Keri laughed softly.  "At least he made the last hour pass quickly."

"Are you putting down my man again?" Trudy grinned as her head appeared at the top of the steps from the galley.

"Not really, Trudy-Mom," Keri grinned back, then mimicked George's tone.  "I simply refuse to acknowledge any excuse for his verbosity or his propensity for erudition.  Particularly when he is in the process of doing nothing other than broadcasting the faeces of the male bovine animal."

Everyone laughed and Keri looked slightly crestfallen.

"Damn," she said shortly.  "I was hoping someone would ask me what I meant for at least one word."

"All us kids seems to be edjumacated," Linda laughed.  "Even when we're in total awe of a person's loquaciousness, or perhaps the better word would be magniloquence.  However, you have to admit his verbosity was neither ambiguous nor nebulous, he told a masterful tale."

Keri raised her eyebrows as she grinned.

"Okay, I guess my family isn't the only one that swallowed a dictionary," she grinned.  "You should do that to Dad sometime, he prides himself on his eloquence and his vocabulary."

"Oh no," Linda laughed softly.  "Never beard a lion in his own den.  It not only offends the lion, but your only comeback might be a burp … from the lion."

"Enough, you two," Karl said firmly.  "I think George will always sound like George.  He always has and I doubt if anything you two could do is about to change him.  Right now we need to work out some system of watches so no one gets too tired tonight.  Who else slept today, besides Ely and me?"

"Did you two sleep?" Linda grinned.  "We thought perhaps you were busy most of the time."

"Snoop," Karl smiled.  "But for your information, we slept almost all day.  I only woke up a few hours ago."

"Okay, Keri and I each got about five or six hours of sleep, didn't we kid," Linda countered.

"Unh huh.  I slept like a log," Keri smiled softly.

"Well, I've been awake for hours, but George is reading a book in the one cabin and both kids are settled in the other for the night," Trudy said softly.  "I won't be able to settle down for an hour or two.  So I was wondering, would anyone like coffee, or a sandwich, or anything else?  Karl, how about you, I know you like coffee almost anytime."

"If you happen to be making a pot, sure," he acknowledged.  "And if there's a slice of that bread left, I'd love some sort of sandwich.  I haven't really eaten much in the last few hours and I'm hungry as a horse."

In just a few moments, it was decided that Keri and Linda would take the first shift at handling the boat and Karl would take a break, going below with Trudy, who would make sure he and Ely were well fed.

Karl had hardly gotten settled with a coffee and a sandwich, when Ely came into the galley.  Karl stared at her in surprise.  She was wearing a light-blue cashmere sweater and a blue jean skirt.  They set off the colour of her skin wonderfully.  She was wearing a bit of make-up and had taken off her wig.  She was absolutely stunning.

"Wow," he said softly, while grinning foolishly.

Surprisingly Ely flushed.

"Now that looks more like the Ely I remember," Trudy grinned.  "I've just made Karl another coffee and a sandwich.  Before I take coffee to the girls up top, would you like something?"

"Just a coffee, please," Ely smiled at her.  "And thanks for the compliment."

"I would say Karl's compliment was more eloquent," Trudy laughed softly.

"But in his case, it was hormones talking," Ely responded with a grin as she sat opposite him.  "He's always liked to see my titties in cashmere, even when they weren't as big as they are now."

"Ah ha," Trudy laughed even louder.  "That explains the number of cashmere sweaters you salvaged from the wreckage of the house and packed along.  I was wondering about that."

Karl had never seen Ely blush like she did then, so he grinned and winked at Trudy who winked back.

"If you want, you could borrow one," Ely snapped back with a grin.  "I don't know about Dad, but I think Karl would like to see you in cashmere."

"Actually, I draw enough gazes from both of them now, but thank you," It was Trudy's turn to blush.

"I admit it," Karl grinned.  "After all, you are a very pretty woman."

"Yeah, and she's got great tits," Ely chuckled.  "And since you're a tit man …"

"Now just a minute," Karl protested.  "I have never pretended that I don't look at pretty women and Trudy is well worth looking at.  She does have great tits, but the rest of her is pretty damn nice too."

"Thank you, Karl," Trudy smiled.

Karl noticed that she now stood straighter and her shoulders were thrown back, making her breasts stand out even more than usual.  He managed a surreptitious wink at Ely, who winked back broadly.

"Well, perhaps I will borrow one of your cashmeres one day," Trudy grinned openly.

"Well," Ely grinned back.  "You could try this one.  It would suit you."

"It is a pretty colour," Trudy smiled, then looked surprised as Ely quickly slipped it off and handed it to her.

Ely now sat bare breasted and Karl winked at her, then grinned at Trudy as she held the sweater in her hand and turned to him with a quizzical look.  To his surprise Trudy giggled and blushed.

"This isn't a sweater.  It's so long that I could use it as a dress," she said, offering the sweater back to Ely.

"Go ahead, try it on," Ely smiled.

"No, not today," Trudy smiled, "but I do promise to borrow one of your sweaters one day, all right?"

"Okay Trudy-Mom," Ely laughed softly.

Trudy leaned forward as she passed the sweater back and kissed Ely on the cheek.  "It's so nice to see you happy," she grinned, then she turned to Karl.  "Thank you, my friend."

"Well, whatever I did, you're welcome," Karl smiled.

"Well to start with, you damned idiot, you rescued us from one hell of a mess.  Now you're helping us avoid all the crap that might be coming down the pike," she mock-frowned at him.  "Now, I promised your crew a cup of coffee, then I'll leave you two alone so you can catch up on each other's lives."




Chapter 11

Later, when Karl tried to remember how the hours of that night passed, he didn't recall much of the trip itself.  He knew that they spent the night slogging through wind and rain, meeting heavy seas and gusting winds at times, but mostly he remembered the time spent with three friends.

He also remembered brief snatches of the night such as the time they'd been listening to a station on the radio coming from somewhere in the Southern States that was talking about the flu epidemic.  Linda had shut the radio off after the station's third appeal to; "… send your pennies, send your dimes,  send your dollars and we will pray for your sick and dying.  Let 'God's Grace, Church of The Air' be your path to salvation from this abominable sickness of the flesh …"

He remembered all of them trying to calm her as she ranted: "Damn Greedy Son of A Bitch Minister, trying to get rich now of all fucking times and off of the fucking sick at that.  Someone should shoot the rotten bastard."

He and Ely had convinced Keri to take her below and find a bunk, knowing that someone's love was what Linda needed more than sleep, but perhaps one would lead to the other.

Above all, he remembered talking to Ely for hours while they caught up on each other's lives.  As they talked, the weather gradually eased until the wind had slowed and the waves had lessened.  The rain continued to beat down however.  Finally, near dawn, they were approaching the three islands that made up the Gull Island group and Ely went below to waken everyone.  She wasn't long in coming back from below, and when she did, she was grinning.

"Even Dad is getting up," she laughed.  "I told him it was going to be quite a while before we'd enter the cut, but he just said he wanted to see the island from the boat."

Karl frowned.  "He's seen the island from the water before, hasn't he?"

"I don't know?" she said questioningly, thinking for a moment.  "Oh, sure he has!  Remember, we took him over to Saltspring three or four years ago, or was it before that?  Anyway, I think we went for their big Lamb Barbeque party."

"Oh yeah, it's got to be more than three or four ago.  If you recall, the kids ate something that upset their stomachs and we ran out of diapers, so I had to hunt through half the stores in town for cloth diapers," he laughed.

"Yeah, I remember that.  Perhaps it was longer ago than I thought," she joined in with his laughter.  "That's when you came back with an armfull of flannel bed sheets that Trudy and I tore down to size so we could use them as diapers."

"Now, what is so funny?" George said from the top of the steps going below.  "Even had I not decided to come above deck previously.  Your laughter would have drawn me."

"Hi George, just chuckling about diapers," Karl laughed, then repeated the story.

As Karl, Ely, and George talked, the others came up to join them.  Keri took the helm again to give Karl a coffee break.  Then out of the rain and mist, a small rocky island, the first of the short chain, appeared off their port bow.  Linda glanced at the chart and was amazed at the depth of water surrounding the whole chain.  She glanced at the depth sounder as if to confirm what she'd noticed, then commented on it quietly.

"Yeah, all three islands are surrounded by deep water.  George thinks they're volcanic, but I think they're just an upthrust, a sort of ledge stood on its edge," Karl grinned.  "I'm not a geologist, but there are several fresh water springs on the island and whoever heard of volcanos having springs?"

"Lots of them," Linda chuckled.  "Haven't you heard of Harrison Hot Springs?  It's over on the mainland, above Vancouver, and the hot springs are on a mountain that's volcanic."

"Well the springs on the island aren't hot and they're not loaded with minerals either.  Instead, they're exceptionally pure and untainted.  Besides, lots of the islands in the strait have springs and nobody thinks the other islands are volcanic.  I'm not sure where I heard it, but someone told me that the springs feeding St. Mary's Lake on Saltspring Island have been traced back to the Olympic mountains in Washington State and that the stone is sedimentary.  Now whether that's true or not, I don't know, but Saltspring Island isn't all that far away from us."

"Whatever," Linda laughed softly.  "I'm just glad we won't be short of water."

"Well if the quake didn't wipe it out, the cabin has hot and cold running water and electricity, all because of those springs," he grinned "George's place is the same."

"It doesn't sound much like what a person would usually expect in an isolated cabin," she smiled.

"Karl calls it a cabin," Keri chuckled.  "The rest of us think of it as a house."

They were able to see another island now and Linda noticed that both of them had steep cliffs, streaked with white.  There was so much white that both small islands seemed almost as if they glowed in the dusky light of early dawn.  Even though the rain had eased from the former downpour, it was still quite heavy with the clouds hanging very low.  Everything was scarcely lit by the rising sun, but even though the light was quite dim, both islands were clearly visible.

"These two islands are sure different from any I've ever seen," Linda commented.  "Why are they white like that?"

"Birds," Karl snorted.  "That's nothing, but bird shit.  I think half the birds in the strait nest on this string of islands."

"Oh," Linda frowned.  "Is the island we're going to like that?  I mean, is it covered with bird dung?"

"Oh no!  Only the steepest cliffs," Karl shook his head.  "Someone dumped some cats on Gull Island years ago and they went wild.  We'll have to keep old Evinrude inside.  The feral cats would probably kill him otherwise.  They're a bloody nuisance.  I know they keep the birds down, but they get into everything and they're vicious as hell.  You want to be damn careful of them."

"I see," Linda frowned again.  "By the way, those islands look completely bare, didn't you mention a garden?"

Karl laughed and nodded his head.  "Yeah, I do have one, now.  When I tried to grow a garden at first, the cat's dug it up.  They used it as an oversized litter box, then the birds ate anything that grew from any of the seeds that were still in the ground.  Next I tried growing lettuce and plants like that on the window ledges, in pots.  That never worked out well either.  The lettuce always bolted to seed and I forgot to water dang things.  Now I've got a fenced and screened garden patch that I use if I'm going to be home for a while.  "

"Linda, he's being modest.  He even has a timed watering system," George chuckled.  "His garden must be half a hectare in size.  Then he has several fruit trees and a berry patch too.  It is my contention that he is a farmer at heart."

"You never argue when I bring over some berries or a few fresh vegies," Karl grinned.

"No," George said seriously.  "I suppose that now, since we shall be forced to be permanent residents, it might be best if we start a garden as well.  I doubt if we will be able to arrange for a regular grocery delivery for some time in the future."

"Yeah, that's another worry.  I just hope the power stayed on," Karl's forehead creased into a frown.  "I didn't ask you before, but was your freezer stocked when you left the island last time?"

"It was," Trudy smiled softly.  "And so was the pantry.  So if the earthquake didn't damage anything too badly, we'll easily have enough food to last a year.  In fact even if the freezer died, I think we'd be okay for a few months.  We have a tremendous amount of dried food and canned goods."

"That's good.  I wasn't expecting quite this mob," Karl grinned.  "But I've probably got quite a bit too.  I usually try to keep my pantry well-stocked."

"Yeah, as well as that you've got the garden, goats, chickens and even an orchard," Trudy rejoined.  "Your cool cellar usually looks like you were preparing to feed an army."

"Well, you never know what's going to happen," Karl sighed.  "I do like to be ready for problems, just in case."

Meanwhile, they had passed the first island they'd seen, they were even with a second and could make out a third island which was even larger, but further ahead of them

"Is that it?" Linda asked.

"Unh huh, that's home," Karl nodded.  "I think I should take us in."

"Oh yes, I was going to ask you to do it," Keri sighed.  "I'd be willing to do it, if we were in a dinghy, but I wouldn't even dare to try with something this big."

Karl smiled and lifted the cat from his lap to take the wheel as she stepped back.  He adjusted one or two controls carefully.

"You did a great job last night," he grinned at her."Thank you for all your help."

"Well, thanks for the encouragement," she grinned back.  "I had some good teachers and this is a great boat."

"I'm glad you like her," he smiled, dropping an arm around her shoulders to hug her gently for a second before concentrating fully on his controls.

Karl glanced up at the radar as he took the wheel, then did a double take.

"Keri, did you notice how long that boat has been following us?" he asked, grabbing the binoculars and stepping to one of the windows that faced astern.

"Shit, I never saw it at all.  It can't have been there for long," she stepped back near the wheel even while looking back over the stern.

"Oh man.  It's a big sucker," Karl frowned.  "I can't tell who it is, military colours though, so I imagine it's Navy.  George, could you see what you can hear on the radio, check both military and civilian channels.  Keri, take the wheel again, keep the throttle where it is and steer the same course we're on now.  Don't swing to starboard the way we usually would.  This heading will take us around the island the long way, on the port side."

He stared back through the glasses.

"She's holding at about the same distance," he said slowly.  "I think she's assuming that she's in our radar shadow by following in our wake.  Damn rain.  I can hardly make her out."

George had turned the radio up and was monitoring the regular marine traffic channels, but was getting nothing.

"If they were trying to overtake us, wouldn't they call?" he asked.

"Yeah, that's what worries me," Karl said, his face frowning deeply.  "I can't make out much about who or what she is either.  I don't see a flag, I can't even make out what colour she is for certain, except that she's painted in drab tones.  Since she's just on the edge of my view and the rain is interfering, the glasses don't help much.  Ely, what can you tell on the radar?"

"Only that it's directly behind us, running in our wake and staying either at or very near the same speed as we are."

"Okay," Karl drawled slowly, thinking furiously.

He dropped the glasses and looked around, checking where they were on the GPS, then looking at the island.  Suddenly he looked thoughtful.

"Keri, keep going on this heading, but as we clear the end of the island, swing to starboard so we stay about the same distance from shore as we are when we get off the point of the island.  It'll look to them as if we were going to head for a point off of our starboard bow.  Keep the turn gentle and increase the throttle just a touch as you begin your swing, not much, just five percent or so.  Ely, once that ship disappears into the radar shadow of the island let Keri know, that will mean they've lost us as well.  When she tells you that Keri, I want you to bring the throttle to full speed, then cut to starboard so you barely miss the cliffs of the Island as you go by.  And I mean I want you to go real close to the rocks.  It drops off fast all along there, so you can get close enough to almost scrape the paint on the hull.  George, stay on the radio, if anything important comes in while we're on deck, Trudy can shout at us.  Linda, I need
some of the powdered laundry soap, just grab the box, and a big plastic canister from the galley.  About this long," he gestured with his hands, then rummaged in a drawer for a moment.

"George, make sure all the CB radios are off would you?  In fact, pull the power fuses or the batteries if you can," he was speaking quickly as he pulled a pair of small walkie talkies out of the drawer and tested them to get a feedback squeal.  He reached up to take a small box from another drawer and then stood up and moved to the ladder.

"Be right back," he called and ran down below.

"Where do you want this container?" Linda called up from below decks.

"I'll take that and I'll be right back.  Go up top and see if I have any more tape in one of the drawers will you?  Black electrical tape.  Oh, and dig out the black powder for the musket."

"All right."

"What's he up to?" Linda asked George as she came back up the ladder from below.

"He's 'MacGyvoring', turning junk into something that he believes we can use to get out of this predicament," George said firmly.  "We've seen this sort of reaction on previous occasions.  I'm not exactly certain what he is about to do, but whatever it is, I have faith that it will work to our advantage.  I suggest that we all stand by, willing to assist if he needs help in any way, but without interfering with his movements or actions."

"Fine by me," Linda said, finding a new roll of electric tape and hauling out the red painted, metal box of black powder from the cabinet where it had been stored.

Then Karl came running back from below, carrying the plastic container.  He reached into a cabinet and took out several of the old outdated flares from the box that was stored there.  Using an old hunting knife, he cut and scored the cardboard casings, particularly near the ends.  Placing them carefully, he managed to cram several of them inside the container.  He alternated their direction so an equal number pointed one way or the other, packing them as tightly as he could.  In fact, he was jamming them into the container so tightly that they locked together.

At that point he looked up and frowned as he looked at them all.  "Now, please don't bump me or operate anything electrical for a few minutes.  George, that means the radios too.  Keri, don't move any controls, except the steering,"

With that he placed one of the walkie talkies on top of the flares, sliding the antenna through a hole in the wall of the container.  It was minus its case, but wrapped in clear plastic wrap, fastened with black electrical tape.  Two wires lead from the radio to what looked like a small, broken light bulb which he handled very gently.  Once everything was carefully placed where he wanted it, he opened the red metal box of gunpowder and gently covered the broken bulb with a small amount of the black powder.  Then he carefully laid a sheet of newspaper over that.  At that point, he grabbed the laundry soap and filled the container to the brim, then glanced around at everyone as he picked up a small can of liquid and slowly poured it over the soap powder.  Finally, he closed the lid of the container, taping it in place, then he wrapped the whole package in a layer of plastic and sealed the joints with tape.  The only part still exposed was the antenna, but the joint of that
and the plastic was quickly sealed with tape as well.  Leaping to his feet with the package, he grabbed his rain gear.

"Linda, grab your raincoat and come help," he ordered.  "George and Keri, all radios and electric switches should be okay now, but unless it's an emergency, leave them untouched for another few minutes, just in case."

Out on deck, Karl had Linda untie the partially full oil drum that had been lashed against the back of the wheelhouse and roll it to the edge of the deck near the stern.  Meanwhile he pulled the old dinghy that Ely and the others had towed behind their boat to the edge of the deck.  With Linda's help, Karl got it over the side and clambered down into it, then he hurriedly jammed the container he had built underneath a seat and tied it in place.  With Linda's help he got the barrel down into the little boat as well.  He opened the bung of the barrel and poured about a gallon of marine gas inside.  Grabbing the drum and tipping it, he sloshed it back and forth violently by rolling and twisting it, then he tipped it on its side so the liquid was pouring out through the open bung.  He doused the whole inside of the dinghy with gasoline, then he climbed back aboard the 'Skolka' and allowed the dinghy to drop astern on the end of a long rope.

"Whew," he sighed deeply.  "I think that should do the job."

"Just what the hell is a plastic container of flares, some gasoline, and a partly full drum of diesel fuel, all thrown into an old wooden dinghy going to do?" Linda snapped.

"Confuse people, I hope," Karl chuckled.

Just then, the 'Skolka' began to speed up and they changed direction drastically.  Karl waited a moment or two, then he released the rope on the dinghy.  He and Linda watched it drop behind them for a moment or two more.

"Let's get inside," he called, running for the wheelhouse

Linda followed hurriedly and was there in time to see him pick up the other walkie talkie.

"Anything on the radio yet?" Karl asked George.

"Nothing, but I don't  …"

"Sh," Karl grinned.  "It's about time."

He lifted the walkie talkie to his mouth and depressed the send button.

"Boom," he said sharply.

Three or four hundred feet astern, his word was magnified several thousand times.  A massive sheet of flame erupted and everyone, including Karl, jumped in surprise.  In seconds the flame was gone, replaced by a huge, expanding cloud of black smoke, but Karl was laughing almost hysterically.

"Holy Christ," George whispered

"I always wanted to do that, just once," Karl laughed.  "Now Keri, may I take over the wheel again, please?  Oh, and there are no more worries about electrical switches or radios either, Just don't touch the mic's, so you don't accidentally send out any signals."

Keri, as well as the other women seemed to have been struck dumb, but she moved aside to let Karl take her place.  He jammed the throttle as far forward as he could and, although Keri had been steering the boat quite close to the massive cliffs of the island, he turned the wheel slightly and moved even closer.

The cliffs rushed by less than a hundred feet from their side and Karl kept edging ever closer as they passed around the outer end of the island.

"Anything back there on radar yet," he asked, attentively watching their position.

"Unh, uh.  No," Ely answered, glancing at the screen.  "Nothing anywhere."

"Great," Karl said softly.  "George, anything on the radio?  If that bomb I made worked, we should hear something soon I think."

"Nothing on the regular marine channels, but I might have something on the military channels.  Just a second, I was listening in on the earphones so as not to disturb anyone.  Here it is on the speaker."

"Inflatable crafts four and six, ready to deploy sir," a voice suddenly came from the speaker.

"Shove off, Lieutenant, although after a blast of that magnitude, I doubt you'll find much but debris," another voice answered.  "We will heave to momentarily.  The water here is too deep to anchor readily."

"Yes!" Karl exalted.  "I think that's it, George."

"What the heck do you expect them to do?" Ely asked.

"Well, I'm hoping that they think we just altered course slightly, and were staying well away from the island.  I tried to make then think that we did something stupid and blew ourselves up," Karl grinned.  "If we can manage to get into the channel before they follow us, or pinpoint us on radar, we've got it made."

"Karl," she said sharply, staring up at the radar.  "There's another image, probably a boat, just on the edge of the radar screen.  It's well out in the strait and on our port side."

"Shit!" Karl snapped, leaning back to glance up at the screen.

The radio came to life again.

"YAG319, this is YAG312, come in please.  319 to 312, over."

"YAG319 here, 312.  Approaching your position from east north east.  Have you anything further on that explosion you reported?  Over."

"Negative, 319, the captain requests that you advise on your radar observations.  Over."

"Affirmative 312.  Suspect vessel appeared to be heading away from your vicinity at approximately ten knots, that is one zero knots, when she faded from our screen while appearing to make a sharp turn to starboard.  All that was left behind was a ghost image.  Immediately thereafter a detonation was heard and even the ghost image of the vessel vanished from our screens."

Karl stared at Ely momentarily, then looked at George.

"We must be close enough to the shore that they're reading us as part of the island," he suggested

"Well, there is the masking effect of the rain, along with the wind and waves, then too this is a wooden boat.  As long as they aren't using Doppler radar or infrared we just might disappear as far as they're concerned.  We must blend into the background of the island, while the surf against the shoreline provides a background hash that is masking our motion.  Of course all of those suppositions are provisional on the fact that they are operating at a distance which allows the relative inaccuracies of their system to induce unrecognisable errors," George said thoughtfully.  "Even our movement could be mistaken as the standing wave from the explosion as it rushes along the shoreline."

"They're at least five miles out," Ely said immediately.  "Does that mean anything?"

"Let's hope they don't do anything different for ten minutes," Karl muttered.  "We'll be at the cove by then and once we slip in there we should be okay.  At least I hope so."

"Yeah, if they don't see us rounding the corner," Linda smiled.  "But we do seem to have horseshoes up our butts."

"Nonsense," George said vehemently.  "There is little luck involved.  Karl assessed the situation, then instigated the appropriate action.  He has always created his own luck."

"Not this time George," Karl said softly.  "I'm no military strategist.  As Linda said, we were just lucky."

"That, my young friend, is half of the reason many battles are won.  Someone combines good tactics with great intelligence and has a bit of luck come along.  Bingo, they win and the other side loses."

Karl just shook his head and eased the boat even closer to the rocks.  Now, there was only about a boat length between them and the cliff.  Linda was watching the passing rock in fascination.  She would have sworn that no one could have lived there and from her view, she couldn't see why anyone would want to.  Sheer cliffs, topped with scraggly trees and shrubs, lifted up from sheer rocky shorelines, the overall effect appearing barren and forlorn.  Most of the cliff walls were stained with streaks of white and hundreds of birds wheeled in the sky or perched amongst the windswept remains of struggling trees.

"Hey," she said, suddenly pointing at a tree.  "There's a cat up in that tree."

"Yeah, a fucking feral cat," Keri said shortly.  "I shoot them when I can."

"What?" Linda stared at her.

"I thought we told you.  Someone dumped a cat and a bunch of kittens on the island years ago," Keri growled.  "We had one tom cat and he must have been a horny son of a bitch, on top of that those kittens must have all been female.  Now there are feral cats everywhere.  They kill all the birds and the small animals that they can catch.  I hate them."

"But I thought you liked Evinrude, Karl's cat."

"He's different.  He's tame and he's neutered, I checked," Keri snorted.  "Besides, even if he's as thin as a rake, he's big.  All the wild cats on the island are little shits, half his size, damn scrawny, sickly things.  It's a mercy to put them out of their misery."

Linda looked at her as if she were seeing a stranger.

"Linda, I'm sorry to say she's right," George said softly.  "On the Island, the feral cats have no natural predators.  They kill birds, snakes, squirrels, even frogs and when they can, small fish.  Karl and I have even taught David and Mary Beth to carry and use pellet guns.  Just ask Karl what they do to his flower beds."

"Flower beds?  What do they do, eat the flowers?" she asked as she turned to Karl.

"They like freshly turned earth," he grinned.  "It's their idea of a perfect toilet."

"Oh," she laughed uneasily.

"It's not funny unfortunately," Trudy piped up, surprising everyone.  "I'd love to have a flower bed at the house, but the cats would just ruin it, so I've never bothered.  Karl tries, but then he has that damn wolf to help him keep the cats away."

"He's not a wolf," Karl laughed.  "I've told you.  He's a cross between a coyote and a Bouvier.  And, he's as gentle as hell.  The kids love him."

"Hmph," Ely snorted.  "He loves you, and David, I guess, but he barely tolerates the rest of us.  I think he lives on cats."

"You mean he eats them?" Linda said in surprise.  "Don't you feed him, Karl?"

"I try.  He usually won't eat dog food, only raw meat," Karl said carefully."I thought I was going to have to get rid of him when I got the first of the goats, but he guards them as if they were his family.  He's the same with the chickens."

"Is he dangerous?"

"Not to any of us," Keri grinned.  "He's as close to me as anyone except Karl and David.  He loves to hunt with me.  But I don't know what he eats.  It isn't cats though.  He loves to kill them, then he just walks off as if they're of no interest to him, that is if he doesn't cock his leg and piddle on them as if they disgust him."

"Then you have no cats in your houses?" Linda asked.

"Oh we've tried.  The kids had a pet cat for a while, but it got out and the feral cats killed it.  Karl even had a cat until last year, but I think it died of old age," Keri volunteered.

"The dog didn't kill it?"

"Oh heck no, they slept together; on a rug at the end of Karl's bed if it was cold, or out on the front porch in mild weather."

As they had been talking, the boat had been moving rapidly around the island.

"I think we're home free," Karl sighed softly as he adjusted their heading to swing around a small point.  "Anything else from the Navy, George?"

"Not one word about seeing anything on their radar," George answered.

They turned into what appeared to be a small bay with sheer walls.  Karl cut back the throttle drastically as he steered toward a small notch that appeared at the top of the cliff and he glanced from side to side, lining the boat up in an extremely fussy manner.  It wasn't until they were coming from exactly the right direction and were only about a hundred yards from what looked like a continuous cliff face that Karl swung the nose of the boat slightly.  Then as if by magic a channel suddenly appeared out of the seemingly solid cliff before them.

Linda stared in surprise as the rock face seemed to part to show a narrow stretch of water.  Even now, near slack water at high tide, tidal rips ran along the outer edges, showing small swirls and ripples in the water surface.  In a moment they were headed into the narrow opening and Karl eased the throttle into a more open position for a few seconds.  Their speed increased slightly and Linda felt her heart in her throat as the rock walls slid past.  She stared ahead at a sheer cliff.  There seemed nowhere to go.  Karl swung the wheel hard over into a turn and after a few seconds, he reversed engines momentarily, cramming the wheel hard over in the other direction while opening the throttle.  He had to, in order to slow the boat before it hit the blank wall.  Everyone stared as that rock face seemed to slide by, only inches from the bow of the boat.

No one spoke, but Karl had to smile at the group sigh as the boat missed the wall.  He eased forward, heading down the channel again.  He steered the boat carefully, keeping it well away from dangerous looking swirls and eddies along the bank as they crept steadily forward.  Now they were almost crawling around bends and down short straighter sections.  Then off to one side and just ahead of them, the rock had a different colour.  Karl noticed it instantly.

"Damn, there's been a rock fall," he said in a low voice, almost a whisper, as he reversed engines for a short time to slow them even more.

The water ahead of them appeared to be surging, almost boiling.  Just then the depth sounder screamed.

"Oh shit.  Keri, how deep is the water?  I can't look over there right now," he barked impatiently.

"It's okay.  The alarm was set at fifty feet," she answered almost instantly.  "The bottom's almost thirty feet down.  I've shut off the alarm."

Karl had slowed the boat to a creeping pace, barely cresting the oncoming current.

"Thank you.  Call out the depths as we move," he ordered.  "Ely, Linda, and Trudy, get out on deck with boat hooks and if I need help, be ready, but don't push us off unless I ask for it."

"Eighteen feet," Keri said loudly as the other women rushed out on deck.

"Only tell me if it gets to be less than ten feet," Karl modified his earlier order.  "Remember that we draw between five and six feet.  After that we're clear."

The boat crept forward slowly.

"Shit," Ely called loudly.  "Huge rock on the port side forward."

She was pointing at a jagged slab that broke the water.  Karl eased the wheel to take them to the right.  It looked like they could make it, but clearance with the walls would be slim.

"Ten feet … nine … no make that eight," Keri said quietly, but firmly.

"Shit," Karl growled softly as the boat eased alongside the recently fallen rock.

"Nine … eight … nine.  "Keri continued, fighting to keep her tone calm.

The boat was almost still, her engine barely running fast enough to hold them where they were against a slow moving outgoing tide.  They were creeping along, but not much more.  Karl had one hand on the wheel and the other on the engine controls.  They slipped forward inch by inch and foot by foot.  Ely was standing right at the point of the bow, looking straight down into the water, her hand gesturing slowly for him to ease forward.  Slowly, but steadily they moved along.  Karl found his palms were growing moist as he anticipated the possibility that they might hit the bottom.  He found himself holding his breath and had to make a conscious effort to relax enough to breathe.

"Nine feet … fifteen feet … eleven … twelve … eighteen ..," Keri's voice tolled off the depths as they crept forward.

Karl could look out either window and see rock far too close to the boat to be comfortable, but the water seemed to be surging less beneath and around them.  He was tense and expectant, waiting for the next emergency and ready to react instantly.  At least now the boat seemed to have stopped fighting the steering as it had in the roiling, surging water of the shallows.

"The bottoms rough, but we seem to be coming into deeper water again," Keri's voice sounded relieved.

"I think we're past the slide," Karl said softly, obviously relieved.  "That was a huge bloody section of overhang."

"I believe you are correct," George said quietly.

He had been sitting in the back of the wheelhouse all this time, simply staying out of the way.

"Whew," Karl sighed softly.  "I hope there are no more surprises like that."

"That fallen rock is going to make it hard getting in and out at anything but a high tide, isn't it?" George asked.

"Damn near impossible.  Thank God this isn't a 'low-high' or we'd have grounded," Karl agreed.  "Keri what's the bottom like now?"

"More than fifty feet down, should I let Linda and Ely know it's safer now?"

"Yeah, but warn them that we might just need them again.  Better to be safe than sorry," Karl smiled.  "Thanks for your help."

"No problem, I don't fancy swimming this early in the morning," Keri laughed softly as she stepped out on deck for a moment.

The boat was still moving forward and they seemed to be heading for another blank wall.  Karl slipped the controls into reverse again, held it there as the boat crabbed sideways, then he slid the control back to forward and now at slow throttle, proceeded through one more hard turn.  Then suddenly he was swinging the wheel and throwing the boat into full throttle and hard reverse again.  The water was churning under them, the boat seeming to protest as he brought them almost to a stop before he touched the wheel again, then he slipped the engine control into forward.  He waited for the boat to swing and reduced the throttle so that they coasted around the last little bend.  After that he eased her ahead and they slowly slipped into a small bay surrounded by green clad slopes.

Out on deck Linda let out a deep sigh, only then realising that she'd been holding her breath.  At her side Keri laughed softly.

"Relieved?"

Linda nodded and giggled in relief, her face warping into a wide smile as she stared at the steep slopes.  Huge firs, stood proudly, matched by open grassy areas and balanced by massive oaks.  Arbutus and dogwoods covered large patches, in turn surrounded by smaller bushes and shrubs.  There were birds by the number, but nowhere near as many as she had seen on the outer cliffs and these were different from those on the outside as well.  The birds on the cliffs had been gulls and other sea birds, while these were sparrows, finches, robins and other birds of the woods and fields.

Her gaze swung quickly, trying to take in the beauty of the place.  Even in the dull light, it looked beautiful.  The only signs of human intervention were a huge buoy in the center of the bay, and on their far left, she could see a small floating dock.  At the dock's end, a winding path faded off into the trees as it climbed the slope.  As well there was a slope roofed shed in a small flat area near the dock, almost hidden by bushes and trees.

"Wow," she vocalised another deep sigh."I didn't expect this."

"It does kind of get to you doesn't it?" Keri laughed softly.  "Wait until you see it in the spring and full sunlight, with flowers blooming and the birds all singing.  That's when I like it the best."

Karl was steering carefully for the huge buoy that sat in the centre of the tiny bay.

"Holy Shit.  I'm still trying to get over the stimulation of that last little jaunt," Linda laughed, still feeling the pulse of excitement running through her body.  "I've been on tamer carnival rides."

"Yeah, I've been through there with Karl before and it was bad enough then," Keri grinned.  "But, that rock slide gave all of us a bit of a thrill."

"A bit of a thrill?  It damn near gave me a heart attack!" Linda grinned back at her.

"Whatever, I'm just glad we're home again," Keri laughed in delight, moving forward to snag the huge buoy with the boat hook she had taken from Linda.

Ely was at her side in seconds with a rope and in only a moment or two they had moored the 'Skolka' securely.

Inside the wheelhouse Karl turned to George.

"Well, we're home," he smiled.  "I noticed you put the radio back on the earphones.  Was that to calm things down?"

George smiled.  "Well, Linda nicely changed the subject and I thought it would be less distracting for you.  I was listening on the signals between the navy boats.  It seems that they're mystified by our disappearance, mainly because they can't understand how an explosion could destroy so large a boat so thoroughly.  They're actually worried about the lack of flotsam."

"As long as they think we sank, I'm happy," Karl grinned.

"I would say they had planned on having us haul to, especially since they were coming around the islands from both sides," George suggested.  "I'm surprised that they're being as thorough as they are.  They actually have an air sniffer out on one of the boats, and they've found traces of diesel fuel, gasoline and gunpowder, as well as some traces of what they call long chain organic molecules.  I would suppose that would be from the plastic container.  The combination seems to be bothering them somewhat."

"It would bother me a hell of a lot more if they figure it out," Karl chuckled.

"Admittedly," George smiled.  "All they have for physical evidence are some small scraps of wood and a bit of diesel fuel making a rainbow on top of the sea water."

"That and some conflicting radar and observation notes," Karl grinned.  "One day I'd love to hear someone tell the story from their side."

"Let's hope that if such a circumstance happens, it is well into the future," George smiled.

"Yeah."

"As it is, thank you, Karl, for me and for my family," George held out his hand.  "Once again we owe you far more than we can ever repay."

"Oh forget that," Karl laughed as he shook George's hand.  "You would have done the same for me if I'd been the one in trouble."

"Perhaps so my friend, but I doubt if I would have been either so effective or so efficient," George smiled as he stood carefully.  "In a moment, I am going to go below and rest for a while.  What I expected to be an exhilarating passage was turned by the navy and nature into a real life adventure, followed by a thrill ride.  My only desire at the moment is to calm my beating heart."

"Yeah," Karl chuckled.  "That slide left us another little problem to solve.  I'm not thrilled by the idea of having to wait for a high tide to get in and out of the lagoon.  Would you like a hand to get below?"

"No, you have your hands full and I seem to have mastered these steps," George smiled slowly.  "What do you propose to do at the slide?"

"Well, for now, not much, but in a month or two we have some very low tides," Karl's forehead creased into a frown.  "I have a few sticks of blasting powder.  I suppose I can try to blow up some of the biggest rocks and let the tidal sweep wash the rest out of the way."

"Won't there be a risk of triggering more slides if you do blast?" George asked shortly.

"Not if I'm careful," Karl responded, just as shortly.

"Ah yes and when haven't you been careful?" George smiled.  "With the exception of course,  of the unanticipated conception of my grandson."

"Well George, according to Ely, that wasn't an accident," Karl grinned.  "In actual fact she worked at it pretty hard.  After all, even the doctors said my chances of ever siring a child were slim to none.  Besides, I kinda like having a son."

"And I admit, I like him being your son," George smiled.  "I was not being critical, only reminding you that even you were not infallible."

"As if I needed a reminder," Karl laughed.

Ely and the others came inside at that moment.  Only Ely remained in the wheelhouse as Linda and Keri moved through and went below.  Karl was grinning as he slowly moved to shut down the engine and drop the boiler pressure.  Early in the night's journey he had asked Keri to run the fresh water still so all the tanks were almost full to the brim.  He shut down the still, topping up the water in the boiler to reduce pressure, but leaving the burner on standby as he prepared the boat for an indeterminate stay at anchor.

"You aren't moving it to the dock?" Ely asked.

"Nope, not yet," Karl answered.  "Actually, I want to check the dock first.  I was going to ask you if you'd come with me.  I want to check that out, as well as both your Dad's house and our place, just to be sure everything is safe before the rest go ashore."

He moved back and stood at the wheel as he let his eyes roam and to survey the bay slowly

"I don't understand it," he frowned.  "I can't see that the tsunami did any damage at all."

"The cut and the rock fall protected it," George said as he rose to his feet, hanging onto the edge of the chart table for support.  "The water around the island is deep and my guess is that the wave front of the tsunami moved so fast that not very much water built up to rush into the cut.  That rock fall probably happened in the earthquake and before the rush of water came along, which would have added to the restriction.  It seemed to me that the rock was spread a lot further inward than it had any right to be.  I will wager that a wall of rock was in the way and the mass of water of the tsunami pushed it as far as it did.  I was watching the walls as we came in and the lower surfaces were scoured free of vegetation until we were past that rock fall.  Shortly after we passed that portion of the cut, there was vegetation on the walls again.  I think the fall was large enough to dam off the wave of the tsunami so that by the time it broke free, the worst of the pressure
wave had past.  In fact, it might have even been almost at the point of receding, that way not much water would have gotten into the bay at all."

"I suppose," Karl shrugged, but frowned.  "I don't suppose you happen to know which direction the tsunami was travelling do you?"

"Oh, I thought you knew, I heard that it came from the Alaskan pan handle.  At least there was a massive rock slide there.  If so, it would be travelling down the gulf.  That would partially explain things as well, because in that case the wave was actually passing the cove, not facing into it," George looked thoughtful.  "I suppose the north side of the island took the brunt of its force."

"I can't see that as possible George, not considering how convoluted and restrictive the channels are further up the coast.  Hell, it would have to pass through Hecate Strait, Queen Charlotte Strait, and Johnstone Strait, as well as around numerous islands, before ever getting to Georgia Strait.  After passing through all of those, the wave would have been dispersed and reduced in force to the point where damage here would be minimal," Karl smiled.  "Anyway, I'm not about to worry about it for now.  Ely, after we have another coffee and something to eat, would you fancy a row in the dinghy?"

She agreed, so it wasn't long before she and Karl had the dinghy in the water.  The rain had eased to hardly more than a drizzle as they set off for the dock and they rowed ashore in relative silence.

Once they were at the dock, they tied off the little boat and clambered out.  At first glance there didn't seem to be any real problems, an extremely high tide line of debris was the only sign they could see that could be attributed to the tsunami.  The dock itself appeared to have weathered everything with no damage at all and when they checked its mooring lines, they still seemed perfectly solid.

The first sign of any damage at all was inside the boat shed.  There, a small dinghy that Karl had been working on and had left resting on trestles had been knocked to the floor.  As well, some shelves had fallen from the walls, their contents strewn far and wide.  While a few things had been smashed, nothing of importance had been irreparably damaged, but the place was something of a mess.  The floor was littered with fallen objects that had been thrown off of hooks and shelves.  The water hadn't even reached the height of the floor and they were only about ten or twelve feet above the regular high tide mark, so the tsunami seemed to have spared this bay.

Karl glanced around and shook his head gently.  "I think we should go back and bring the 'Skolka' to the dock," he suggested.  "That way everyone can at least stretch their legs."

"Why bother, we'd just have to round them up and get them back on board again if we can't stay in one of the cabins," Ely frowned.  "Besides, you know Dad, as soon as he's ashore, he's going to want to get to his desk and back to work.  He's champing at the bit right now to get on with the book he's writing.  His notebook was the only parcel he worried about all through the whole shemozzle.  He packed it in a damn briefcase, then after the earthquake, during the tidal wave and everything else, he's insisted that the briefcase was moved at the same time and to the same place he was at.  Besides, before we get him ashore, I want to see if his spare wheelchair survived.  We lost his regular chair in the quake, and without that it's damn hard for him to get around.  He tries not to complain, but he misses the freedom of movement and independence that chair gives him."

"I thought I missed something when you came aboard, but  I didn't realise it was his wheelchair," Karl said, shaking his head.  "I guess I just wasn't thinking about details like that."

"You've had a few other things on your mind," Ely smiled, then slipped to his side and hugged him tightly.  "Be realistic, Karl.  You can't think of everything."

"I can try," he laughed, wrapping her in his arms and hugging her tightly.

"Stop that," she ordered, with a smile.  "We need to go look at both cabins, then get everyone ashore before we do any playing around."

"Spoil sport," he chuckled, stealing a short kiss and hug before letting her move away.

Karl suggested that she carry a shovel and a rope while he would carry an axe and a small chain saw.  So they hunted them up in the mess, leaving the straightening of everything else for later.  At the last moment, Karl picked up a small pack from one of the broken shelves and put a few wrenches, a hammer, pliers and two pairs of gloves in it before slinging it over his shoulder and grabbing a walking stick.  They were soon on the path leading up the hill and found several places where fallen rocks or limbs had blocked easy passage.  Each time they found a blockage, they stopped long enough to clear their way past, so it took almost an hour before they reached the split in the path where each fork lead off to one cabin or the other.

They paused there to shelter from the drizzle and rest a short time in the small lean-to at the junction of the three paths.  Karl had built it years ago as a handy storage spot when loads either came up from the dock or went down to it.

"Dad's place, or yours first?" Ely said after a few moments, still breathing quite deeply from the exertions of the climb and the work they'd done on the path.

"Your Dad's, I think.  For one thing, there's the wheelchair to help get him up the hill and it is the bigger place," he said.

"I'm more worried about your place," Ely said softly.

"Our place," Karl corrected, setting off slowly down the path to the left.  "I'm not worried, not really."

"Well there's going to be more of us living there than at Dad's," Ely smiled.

"Pardon?" Karl asked, stopping to look at her with a slight frown on his face.

"Well, besides you and me, there's David, as well as Keri and Linda," she explained.  "I'm sure Keri doesn't want to live in the same house with Dad and you can't just throw Linda out either."

"I wasn't planning to," Karl stared at her.  "I just thought that she and Keri being together … Well, I expected they would want to be away from us, don't they?"

This path was wider than the other had been and Ely was able to walk at his side.  "You're not comfortable with Keri and Linda, are you?  At least you don't seem to want them living with us."

"I wouldn't say that, I really do want them with us, it's just that …" he paused and turned to her, looking her in the eye.  "Well, I find it strange that one night, I'm sleeping with someone, then the next night she's implying to me that she might really be a lesbian and thinks she has found the love of her life."

"You forgot to mention that the last night, you slept with me as well," Ely laughed softly.  "Or that you've also slept with her new partner in the past."

"That's the confusing part," he said slowly.  "I was told that I was being seduced into a harem, and I know that both Keri and Linda like sex with a man as well.  I've sort of had the proof of that.  In fact both of them seduced me, at least initially, but now they've both managed to let me know that they prefer each other."

"So?  They're bi, so what?  But, I admit, it is a complicated situation," Ely said slowly.  "Still, I promise, I'll do my darnedest to make sure you don't miss either one too much.  That is if I have too, somehow I doubt that though."

Just then they rounded a corner and across the path not fifty feet from them there was a huge limb and a couple of small trees lying across the trail.  The limb had apparently fallen from a fir tree just off the side of the path, bringing the smaller trees down as well.

"Well, there's our first small problem," Karl pointed.  "We'll need to clear that away."

He set to work with his little chain saw and the axe while Ely began to drag the shorter sections of debris away, piling it off to one side of the path.  The chain saw made a lot of noise, so conversation was impossible until he was done with it.  Even afterward they worked quietly for a few minutes before Ely stopped and looked over at Karl.

"There is another complication with Keri and Linda living around you," Ely said, talking as she worked.

"Oh, what's that?" Karl said as he glanced at her.

"Well, when I get pregnant again, both of them are going to be jealous."

Karl stopped working and stood up to stare at her.

"Ely, I told you, the doctor told me that I don't stand much chance of having kids.  He said it was one chance in a thousand that I'd ever have kids.  Since David is my son, I figure I've shot my wad," he said seriously.

She looked at him and grinned.

"Oh shit," she laughed.  "Do you believe your doctors or me?  I mean, you made love to me and I got pregnant.  So what if it took a while?  I know married couples who've tried harder and took longer, so don't try to give me that bullshit about being 'almost' sterile."

Then she giggled as she turned and tossed an arm load of branches on the pile.

"Besides, they said one chance in a thousand, right?  How long do a thousand fucks take, especially as horny as we are right now?  A year, maybe two at the outside?" she walked slowly over to him and put her arms up to rest her hands on his shoulders.  "You are quite a virile man, you know."

He stared at her for a few seconds and then broke into laughter for a brief time.

"Oh come on, I'm not that bad," he chuckled as he wrapped her in his arms, hugging her tightly.

She hugged back for a few seconds and then pulled her head back and grinned.

"Do the math," she laughed again.  "I was figuring it for the last time Keri and I teased hell out of you not long after we met years ago.  That time it was eight times in a twenty-four-hour day, but let's say you're less virile now, let's say your normal response time is twice a day.  With three-hundred-and-sixty-five days in the year, a thousand doesn't seem so much does it?"

"And when do I get some time off to rest so I can do any work?" he said as bent to kiss her.

She couldn't answer for a minute or two, but when she could, she giggled again.

"If you keep this up, I'll start doing the math for three times a day, but I already know that would be less than a year."

"Be reasonable woman, in the middle of the path, in broad daylight," he laughed.  "Just where would we lay down?"

"Oh my!  Is your education ever lacking," she grinned.  "Haven't you ever heard of puppy dog style?"

"That's tempting, but we'd be wasting time," he sighed, pulling away from her.  "Besides, you already turned me down at the boathouse."

She pulled back and looked at him for a moment, then grinned.

"Making love is not a waste of time, and since when are we on a schedule," her voice was low and sultry.  "Everyone is on the boat and they have no dinghy to get ashore, so we aren't about to be disturbed.  Besides, working along with you always did make me horny."

"Oh, quit it, woman," he laughed.  "You're insatiable and you drive me nuts."

"Look who's talking?  I haven't had a lover in months.  You've at least had the edge worn off."

He had to laugh, but as well he stood up and started to work on the log again, slowly cutting away as much of it as he needed to remove for easy clearance.  Once again the chain saw stopped conversation.  Then when he was done cutting for a while, they worked in relative silence for several minutes.

"Do I really drive you nuts?" she asked after a few moments.

"Umm, that was a bad choice of words," he paused and grinned at her.  "Let's just say that I like to play with your body and I love making love to you."

"Oh come on," she laughed softly.  "Even you can't pretend what we've done at times was making love.  Mostly it was just sheer raw sex.  We fucked each other silly.  Even yesterday we got into it pretty darn hot and heavy."

"And I suppose you didn't like it?" he grinned.

"Oh hell no, I loved it," she laughed louder.  "Actually you fulfilled an old fantasy again."

"Oh, what was that?"

"Making love where I lost my virginity," she laughed.

"Well, it's not like we haven't done that a few other times," he grinned.  "If you have any more fantasies, let me know about them.  Maybe I can help you out."

"Oh, are you going to be busy," she snorted in delight.  "I've been having fantasies about what I've wanted you to do to me since I was sixteen years old."

"Uh oh," he laughed, picking up his saw again.  "Maybe I should have shut up then.  I can see just from this one tree that I'm going to have a lot to do besides make love to you.  I think repairing damage is going to be big on my list of things to do for a while."

"Huh, you just don't seem to realise how much help you're going to have," she responded.  "Now you can just ask for help and there will be three or four workers at your side.  Keri, Linda and I may not be men, but damn it, all of us can work."

In the next two hours or so, she proved that to him time and again as they cleared small rock slides, tree falls, and other obstacles from the path.  Finally they were standing at the entrance to the small clearing where George's house stood.

Two floors high and built of logs, it seemed as if it had survived quite well, but since they were two or three hundred yards away, they couldn't be sure if it had sustained any damage or not.

"Look at the old cabin," Ely said, pointing off to one side.

A tree had fallen squarely onto the roof and although the walls still looked quite solid, the roof was caved in and the door stood open.

"We can worry about that later," Karl said, setting off across the clearing toward George's house, but in seconds Ely was at his side.




Chapter 12

As they approached the house, they saw that at least one window on the second storey had lost its glass.  Then they noticed that one of the corner posts supporting the front porch had snapped, giving a strange lean to the whole porch roof.  Karl looked at it carefully before stepping onto the porch deck and walking toward the front door.

"We'll have to get a support under that quickly," he said in assessment.

"Yeah, I'm surprised that more windows aren't broken if the quake managed to break a six-inch solid fir post."

"From the looks of that post I'd say termites had gotten at the bottom of it first.  I'm surprised that a porch support wasn't treated against insect damage," Karl commented as he reached for the door knob.  "As for the windows, they're all sitting in a channel and resting on glass wool.  I imagine that's what cushioned them from breakage.  They have a little clearance away from the log walls, so they shouldn't be under pressure."

Although the handle turned, the door wouldn't move when he tried it.

"Shit, it seems to be jammed," he growled.

"It's probably locked," Ely chuckled.  "Didn't Dad give you a key to the deadbolt?"

"Oh, I don't even have a deadbolt lock on my door, so I never thought of it," he admitted, grinning sheepishly as he dug in his pocket, looking for his key ring.  "I don't think I have my keys to this house with me."

"Here, I brought mine," Ely pushed him aside and unlocked the door.

As the door swung open, they both leaned forward to look inside.  The main floor was largely one big open room, with the exception that one end of the space was closed off from the rest, that portion included George's bedroom/office and a large bathroom.  However, the main living area was a shambles.  Broken glass and ornaments littered the floor, book shelves had fallen forward, and furniture had shifted out of place.  However, the worst damage appeared to have resulted from some of the plaster having fallen from the ceiling of the kitchen and dining area.  Every flat surface in the room was covered with a light coating of powdered plaster dust.

Ely reached around the corner and flipped on a light switch.  One lone light bulb had survived and lit an area near the fireplace.  That light actually called attention to an area of black soot spreading a short distance outward from the open doors of the hearth.  It was almost in the shape of a black hand, complete with fingers, laid over the powdering of white from the fallen plaster.

"Oh my!" she looked upset and moved to step inside.

"Wait," Karl said quickly, reaching out to take her arm.  "If we walk on that dust from the plaster, we're going to grind it into the flooring and the carpets."

"Well, what else can we do?  Even the vacuum is in the broom closet in the kitchen."

"Can we get in the kitchen door?"

"Well, it's locked, but I think I've got a key to it too."

"Good, we'll close this and go in there.  If I remember, the kitchen has a tile floor.  At least we won't damage it as badly if we walk on it."

"What do you want to do, clean our way forward slowly through the whole house?" she pushed his hand away in exasperation.  "I want to see if we can make this place habitable for everyone by tonight or if we'll have to stay on the boat."

"I'd say it'll be the boat for a day or two," Karl snorted.  "But you didn't even notice the most important thing.  We've got power."

"Oh," she turned and stared at the lone electric light.  "We do too."

Her frown had turned to a smile and she hugged him momentarily.

"So, since you're the one who insisted we had to put all the feeder lines underground in order to protect them from being knocked out, that just means that you're a genius.  Of course, you did a great job of designing and building the generator and everything else as well.  This only proves it," she laughed proudly.  "But, that's not a surprise; I've known that you were brilliant for years."

"Oh cripes," he snorted derisively.  "Let's have that key to the back door before I get ill."

"Oh to hell with that," she said sharply.  "If we stay off the rugs and just walk on the tiles and flooring around the outside edge of the room, we can clean up later."

She pushed her way past him and began to move along the uncarpeted areas of the floor.

"I want to see how the bedrooms fared," she announced.

Karl frowned, but followed her.  By moving one or two small pieces of furniture out of their way, they were finally able to get to George's bedroom.  When she opened the door, Ely gave a sigh of relief.

"It looks fine," she said softly.  "We can set Dad up in here to write while we work on the rest of the place.  Look, his wheelchair is fine and his radios all seem to be okay too.  Actually there's hardly any dust in here."

"That's good," Karl smiled.  "Do you think you can keep your dad in here for long?  He'll be out and underfoot as well as in our way if I know him."

"So what do you recommend, smart ass?"

"Well, we could leave everyone on the boat while you and I start the cleanup.  Or we could leave Trudy and the kids with him while the rest of us do the job.  I'm sure I could rig up a place for him to sit and write."

"He uses a word processor on his laptop.  All he needs to do is sit down and set it up," she laughed.  "It's not that, since the power on the boat lets him run the laptop.  It's all his reference material that he'll want while he's working that will cause a problem.  Getting him just what he wanted out of all these books is what would drive us nuts."

She gestured one arm toward a wall of books.

"He has dictionaries and thesauruses and encyclopaedias and who knows what else that he uses all the time.  Look," she pointed.

One wall of the bedroom was solid from floor to ceiling with books.  Astoundingly, none of them were on the floor and Karl's curiosity was raised, so he stepped over to look at the shelves.  Not only were all the books jammed in quite tightly, but there was lip of about half an inch on each shelf and the shelves themselves were all built of steel that angled back toward the wall slightly.

"Where did your father get these shelves?" he asked.

"Oh, war surplus.  I think they came off of a boat that was being scrapped or something," Ely answered offhandedly.  "Let's see what else is ruined.  This room seems fine."

In the bathroom next to George's bedroom, they found that there was water pressure, but no hot water.  Other than the fact that the floor was littered with Trudy's cosmetics, that room looked fine as well.

"I imagine Dad shut off the water heater," Ely commented.

"Well, I know I did," Karl laughed.  "In fact, I shut off the power to the whole cabin, except for the walk-in freezer."

They moved on to the rest of the house then.  George's stair climber, a gadget that hung on the rail of the stairs, had suffered a hit from a falling statue which was smashed on the upper landing, but other than that the stairway had suffered no damage.  Once they were upstairs though, they found that all of the bedrooms were a mess.  Plaster had come off of walls, pictures and paintings littered the floor and the ceiling in two of the bedrooms and one bathroom had partially collapsed.  There was water damage in two of the rooms and the roof was leaking, so that had suffered damage as well.

Ely was in tears but Karl was quite pleased.  He held her in his arms and comforted her for a few minutes.

"It isn't all that bad kid," he said soothingly.

"I know, but there's so much work," she sighed, as she cuddled in his arms.  "I mean my bedroom and David's bedroom are ruined."

"Woman, you live with me now," Karl said firmly.  "We've got to stop the leak in the roof, but it isn't all that bad.  Almost everything can be salvaged or fixed."

"Oh, I forgot I was moving," she laughed through her tears.

"Let's get some buckets to catch these water drips, then head over to the cabin and find out how much damage we have there.  After we know that, we can see if we can raise the boat on the CB and let them know how things are."

In well under an hour, they were back at the junction of the paths and the small shelter that stood there.  Karl had brought George's wheelchair and stored it inside the shelter so it was out of the wet.  Then they set off for Karl's cabin along the third pathway leading away from the wye.

The rain appeared to be lessening even more and since Karl knew they wouldn't have to bring George and his wheelchair through this stretch of the path immediately, he ignored any of the smaller rock falls and branches that littered the path.  They still had some dead-falls that they had to remove, but they made good time.  In less than an hour they were approaching his main worry, the bridge across the gorge where the water from the small lake ran to the sea.

Although the flow of water wasn't great, the gorge was amazingly steep and quite deep, perhaps fifty feet or more at the point where the bridge crossed it.  The bridge had been built by felling two large trees across the gorge, then decking it with creosoted timber.  Karl had salvaged and recycled that timber from an abandoned dock on another island.  What worried Karl was the fact that the supports for the original tree trunks had only been native stone with very little mortar supporting them.

As they came around the corner before the bridge, they could see that it was still standing, but it too had suffered.  A tree had fallen part way across it and now the bridge was supporting the trunk of the tree and preventing it from falling into the gorge.

It had dropped from the side they were on and was resting directly on the bridge, having wiped out a section of the bridge railing along one side.  Approximately a quarter of the length of the tree was hanging over the railing on the far side of the bridge, so that portion of the tree was virtually unsupported.

The way the fallen tree sat, Karl knew at a glance that if he simply cut it, there was a good chance of it falling onto the flume that carried water to the generator plant and it might take the bridge out too.  Since the flume itself was made up of large size plastic pipe and was several years old, Karl was worried that it might be brittle.  He knew that a large object falling on it might shatter and destroy it, cutting off their electric power.

"Son of a bitch," he growled.

"Can't we just cut it off?" Ely asked.

While Karl was explaining his concern about the flume, his mind was working rapidly.

"Look, it's not a huge problem" he shrugged, after a moment's reflection.  "I think I know how to handle this, but I'll have to check it out."

Karl bent over to one side to see what the underpinnings of the bridge looked like before they did much more though.  That seemed to be solid enough, so he slowly walked out onto the span.  Then to Ely's surprise, he jumped up and down in the middle of the bridge, just short of the first of the branches of the fallen tree.

"You ass!" she shouted loudly.  "What the hell are you doing?"

"Reassuring you that it's still solid," he chuckled.  "However, I took off my pack before I came out here.  Would you bring me the flashlight, please?  I think everything at the generator shed looks quite good, but I want to check."

Ely walked slowly out onto the bridge to stop beside him and stare down the ravine.  Even in the dim light she could see a spray of water farther down the gorge, so the cover which had hidden the Pelton wheel had been broken away in the quake.

Karl held the light and focussed it on the spray.  Ely could see a wheel spinning rapidly, but it was just in the edge of the water flow.

"It isn't hitting the wheel straight on," she remarked.  "Did the earthquake shift it off center or something?"

"No," he grinned.  "It looks like it's working perfectly.  There's an electromechanical governor in the generator shed and it adjusts the direction of the flow to make more or less water hit the blades as the power demand varies.  Now, if the power lines are okay, we should have electricity up at the cabin.  At the worst, I may have to shut off the generator while we string some more wire and reset some breakers, but that would just be for the cabin.  I'm happy as hell.  If you look closely, you can see a light on the wall of the shed, so I know the generator is still operating perfectly.  Of course I knew it was working back at George's house, but seeing that light burning confirms it."

He grabbed her in a bear hug, then kissed her hard and handed her the flashlight before going back to get the chain saw and the rope.  As he came back, he explained what he wanted to do.

They started by cutting off any of the smaller branches that were in their way, until all that stretched across the bridge itself was the main trunk of the tree.  Now it was simply a matter of making sure that as the pieces of the log fell, they didn't come too near the flume.  Rigging the rope around the upper tree trunk that hung past the bridge, Karl had Ely tie it off to a tree on the bank behind them.  Afterward he simply had to cut the trunk and the severed section of the tree swung against the rope in an arc that easily cleared the flume.  Recovering the rope became the hardest part of the whole problem.  Actually it was fully half an hour after he climbed down to untie it before Karl was standing back on the end of the bridge at Ely's side.

"Okay, smart ass," she sighed softly.  "You got rid of the top of the tree, now what do we do with the rest of it?"

"Well, if you look at it, it's split where the weight rested on the bridge," Karl pointed.  "The roots are still holding the damn thing on the bank though, so a lot of the weight is on the bridge."

"Yeah," Ely almost whispered.  "About half of the roots are still in the ground, so what?"

"I'm going to tie a rope around my waist and around the bridge, so that if the bridge jumps back upward after the weight shifts off of it, I won't fall.  Then …"

He was interrupted by a loud crack and the split they had been talking about suddenly opened.  As they stared in amazement, the tree split lengthwise for at least ten feet.  Then slowly, ever so slowly, the split moved down along the trunk.  The main portion of the tree began to droop downward and at the same time the section they had been working on was being pulled across the deck of the bridge taking the broken section of the handrail with it.  Karl and Ely both began to walk backward, moving off the bridge quite rapidly.  At the same time, they stared in fascination at the moving split and the sliding section of timber.  The movement of the tree suddenly accelerated, then with a grinding, growling snap, the butt of the section which Karl had cut slipped off of the bridge and dropped downward.  It snapped back against the main trunk, which came to rest with little more than a rustling and crackling sound as it slammed against the side of the gorge.  What was left
of the tree was now suspended upside down, but braced against the bank, in fact the section that had been resting on the bridge was now jammed into the soil at the base of the bank.  Luckily, everything had cleared the flume on its way down.

Karl and Ely stared momentarily, then broke into laughter.

"That's what I call well done," Ely grinned after a moment.

"What do you mean?" Karl asked.

"Well, either you had that planned, or you're the luckiest son of a bitch around," she chuckled.

"I guess I'm just lucky, because it wasn't planned," Karl grinned.  "Now let's see if the rest of the bridge is all right."

The railing on one side of the bridge had been damaged, but it was only cracked, not broken.  The other railing had been broken away completely and had lost a section about ten feet long.  Karl tied a length of rope in its place as a temporary measure.

"Texas bluff," he smiled at Ely.  "It looks a lot safer than it is."

"Oh come on, the bridge is safe enough, but that rope won't make Keri feel better," she grinned.  "She never did like heights much, which is strange, since she flies a friggin' helicopter."

Picking up all their gear, they continued on their way.  Once across the bridge, they were walking on a path through tall trees.  A few small branches impeded their way, but nothing really seemed to be badly damaged.  Unfortunately the day had passed very quickly as they worked and it was almost dusk.  The rapidly dimming light wasn't helped by the falling rain.

Karl paused suddenly, then turned to Ely.  He grabbed her in a bear hug, then kissed her hard and handed her the flashlight before setting off along the path again, this time quite rapidly.

"Wait a minute," she called.  "What's the hurry?"

"I want to see how the cabin fared," he called back, but not slowing.  "If I see a problem, I'll wait for you."

She hurried along, and wasn't really far behind him when they crested the small hill at the edge of a large clearing.  In the dim light she could just make out the bulk of a small house across the clearing, but in the dim light it was difficult to even distinguish it from the nearby trees and the sheer rock face behind it.  Karl knew his way though and by the time she had reached the front steps, a porch light suddenly came on.

He came around the corner of the house, grinning broadly.

"You know, this is the first time I've seen your new house.  You just finished it last year, didn't you?"

"Yeah mostly, I started living in it the year before last, but it wasn't finished then.  I guess you're right though, it is your first time.  Hey, we've got power anyway, so we'll have lights to see," he crowed.  "Now to see what damage the quake did inside."

Ely pointed.  "I see it cracked a window."

"Yeah, that one, as well as the one in the back door, around the side of the house," Karl said, as he opened the front door.  "If that's all the damage that was done, I'll be happy as hell.  Windows are nonessentials.  It looks like the glass held, even if it's cracked, so I doubt if any animals got in."

"Right now the animals would have to be damn tough to slow me down.  I want a bath as soon as I can have one," she laughed.

Inside, Karl turned on a light.  The living room opened off a small entryway and the floor was strewn with fallen bits of plaster from the ceiling as well as pictures and other things that had hung on the walls.

It was a large room with varnished log walls and a huge stone fireplace at one end.  The glass doors of the fireplace stood half open with the blackened hearth gaping into the room and a fan of soot staining the old Oriental carpet that stretched before the fireplace.  A tall book shelf had fallen over, so books were spread far and wide.  Meanwhile one cupboard in the kitchen area had a door hanging askew with a few pieces of broken china lying on the tile floor.

"Well, this isn't bad," Karl sighed.  "A bit of a mess, but nothing that can't be cleaned up in a couple of hours."

"Let's look at the rest of the house before we start," Ely grinned as he began to pick up things on his way across the floor.

"We are," he snorted.  "I'm just picking up stuff that's in my way as we go."

"Ah.  Sorry, I guess if it was my house that had been put through a blender, I'd be a bit distracted too."

"Hey, the house is still standing," Karl smiled ruefully.  "There's just some cleanup to do.  But as you said, let's see how the rest of the place fared."

At least this kitchen didn't have any plaster dust or broken plaster on the floor.  The plaster ceilings were cracked in one or two places, but hadn't fallen down.  Meanwhile the walls were all of varnished wood and only the occasional piece of chinking that had fallen from between logs lay on the floor or protruded from spaces in the logs.  A few pots had fallen from their hooks on one wall.  The fridge gaped wide open and was running smoothly, its light shining on bare shelves.  As Karl closed the door, Ely turned on the water at the sink but all she got was a gurgle

"Let's hope the broken pipe for that is easily fixed," Karl sighed.  "I was looking forward to a nice long bath in my tub."

"So was I," Ely smiled.  "There's no chance you just turned the water off is there?"

"Nope.  There's a solar water heater on the roof that heats a mass of stone in the crawlspace under the cabin and I leave the water on to supply the system in case of a minor leak.  Maybe the supply pipe is broken, but for now, let's worry about other things.  I hope the larder is okay," he said, as he walked around the corner and past a set of stairs in order to open a thick door.

The room they entered was lined on two walls with shelves of closed containers and had another door at the far end which seemed to be let into a rock face.

"This opens into a small natural cave that was here before I built the house.  I did expand it though," he explained, checking a pipe that ran along just above the floor on one side and snapping off a switch next to a pair of water tanks.  "If there's no water, I don't want to burn out an element.  At least the electricity was off when I came, so the elements shouldn't have overheated too much in the short time they were on."

"I thought you said the water was heated by solar panels?"

"It is, but there's an auxiliary electric tank as well.  The water from the roof panels feeds one tank, which preheats the water for the other.  That way I had hot water all the time, even on stormy days."

"I should have expected something like that.  Well everything looks good here."

"This isn't what I was worried about.  You ain't seen nothing yet," he opened the door at the far end of the room and Ely felt a distinct chill.

"Ah, it's cool in here, that's a good sign," Karl sighed.

The walls here were solid rock and the room was huge.  Shelves stood on each side and reached well above their heads.  On the shelves were boxes and bags, small barrels and varying sized pails as well as several closed cupboards.  One more door was set into an insulated wall that stood off to one side.  The door was made of metal and looked bulky.  On the wall next to it were several gauges and controls.  Karl grinned as he turned from looking at them.

"Wonderful.  It's still working perfectly," he chortled.  "I was worried."

"What is it, a walk-in freezer?"

"That's right," he laughed, pulling open the door.  "This is the only thing in the house that runs on electricity, but is never turned off.  I want the temperature to stay below freezing at all times."

A large room, perhaps twelve feet square, was lit by a single bulb.  The shelves inside were covered with packages, wrapped tightly and covered in frost.  He closed the door quickly after Ely had a brief glance around, but even that short time had cooled the outer room and she shivered.

"That's my deep freeze," he grinned, closing it again.  "There's probably a year's supply of food for the five of us in there.  Well, along with what's in this room, perhaps even longer if we were careful.  I've been hoping the electricity was still working and none of the freezing equipment had been broken.  I'd have hated to have to chuck all this out because it was spoiled."

"I can see why," Ely shivered slightly.  "Did you expect a disaster of some kind?  You seem so well prepared."

"Not really," Karl laughed, leading her back into the kitchen.  "But living here in isolation you get to worrying about something going wrong and not being able to get supplies.  I suppose I got a tiny bit carried away with preparations."

"Well I'm damn glad you did," Ely laughed.  "Did you say this was a natural cave or did you excavate it?"

"It was a little bit of each," Karl explained.  "It was a small cave and I opened it up since the rock was soft.  I needed the broken rock for the heat storage unit inside the foundations under the cabin anyway.  Like I said, the solar panels heat water that gets pumped down under the cabin into a pipe grid buried in a rock and gravel filled space.  In the winter, I can pump water back through it and into the heaters in the cabin.  But I've got a wood stove and some electric heaters as well."

Ely broke into laughter.  "I want to see everything and we came up here to check it all.  How about if we keep going?  Besides, I'm getting chilled."

"Right," Karl laughed.  "Now that I know we're in good shape as far as food is concerned, I can worry about other damage to the place.  But, I guess we should call the boat, George will be worried.  The radio is in my office and that's just off the living room."

As they came back into the main house, Karl opened a door on the left.  "This is the downstairs bathroom …"

He paused instantly after opening the door.  They could both hear the sound of gushing water.

"Oh Hell!" Karl said loudly, staring inside.

A hole in the floor gaped before him.  Down in the hole, a small boulder lay on the crushed toilet and was constantly washed by water from a broken pipe.  He glanced upward at a matching hole where the window had been in the wall and found he was looking at the rock face behind the house.  Because of the roof overhang and the proximity of the rock face, hardly any rain came in.  However in the vicinity of the hole in the floor, everything was wet from spraying water and littered with broken wood, shattered glass from the window and broken porcelain from the toilet.

"Shit," he growled.  "It's broken off right at the feed from the main supply line to the cabin."

"So much for our bath," Ely laughed almost hysterically, picking up a piece of the shattered porcelain from the toilet.  "And your nice indoor toilet.  I hope you have an outhouse."

He didn't respond.  He was leaning into the spray over the hole, trying to see exactly what was broken.

"Look at that, it snapped the handle and spindle right out the shut off valve to this bathroom.  I think I can fix that quickly enough," he grinned up at her.  "Don't despair on that bath yet, Ely.  I've got a spare valve for this out in the shed and I'd better fix it right now before it does any more damage.  Hopefully I can use the pieces of the spare valve in this valve body.  If the threads in the old valve aren't too badly damaged, it will work, but I'm liable to get wet doing it."

He stood and picked up the flashlight as he went out the door, leaving her standing alone.  She looked after him and then smiled at the thought of him repairing the water right away.

"He would want to fix it now," she laughed softly, talking to herself.  "Oh well.  While he's fixing that, I'll clean up a bit."

She went back to the kitchen to clean it up first, starting by trying to restore the pots and pans to order.  While she was busy there, he rushed past on his way back into the bathroom.  In a few moments she heard him call her name and hurried to see what he wanted.

"Ah, there you are," he grinned up from down in the hole in the floor.  "Try the cold faucet on the tub would you?"

She leaned over the tub and turned it on.

"It seems to work all right."

"Hold it," he shouted, then he spoke quietly as she shut off the water.  "It's broken the drain as well.  Hand me that soggy towel would you?  It's already gotten wet and gone mouldy, so I might as well use it to plug up the pipe.  We don't want to have the sewer gases backing up and stinking us out or making us sick."

He popped out of sight for a moment, then was right back "I guess we'll have to wait for tomorrow for hot water our bath.  But at least we'll have cold water in the kitchen for coffee and such."

"Good," she grinned as he climbed out of the hole.  "But we'll still have to go outside for a pee, right?"

"Right, unless we use the upstairs bathroom," he grinned, dusting himself off."  The pipes for that drain still look all right."

"You bugger, just knowing the toilet was gone and hearing that water running, I've absolutely got to go," she laughed.

"Top of the stairs and around to your left," he laughed as she scurried off.  "I'll be out back when you get done and I could use a hand."

Ely heard his voice following her, but she never even slowed down.  She'd found the stairs and rushed upstairs to the bathroom, not even bothering to hunt for switches to turn on lights in her hurry.

When she came back down, she could hear him outside and she followed her ears to find him working around the back of the house.  She helped as he put a tarp over the hole in the wall and then a piece of rough plywood over the hole in the bathroom floor.  It was almost an hour before they got to his den and the radio, since they went back to the kitchen to make a coffee first, but that wasn't surprising.  After all they'd had to clean up more of the mess in order to use the stove, or the kettle, or even to sit down.

"Are you going to call Dad now that we know what's going on?" she asked as they entered Karl's den and he began to check the radios.

"The problem is that this morning we ran into the Navy boys," Karl frowned.  "They'll be monitoring any radio traffic.  The only thing that might be safe is the CB's and even they might be too powerful.  I was thinking of signalling them from the cliff."

"Karl, it's already dark and we left the boat well before noon, so we've been gone for hours.  Dad will be worried as hell and monitoring everything.  Unless we call soon, Keri is going to talk Dad into letting her swim ashore to come find us."

"Yeah, I know," Karl sighed.  "I suppose we could do that thing we did before, the trouble is we could be triangulated."

"How about those satellite cell phones you and Dad have?  I know Dad's is on the boat."

"So is mine," Karl laughed sardonically.  "Besides, mine hasn't worked in weeks.  I think I fried battery in it."

"Shit," Ely frowned.  "Look, let's turn on the CB and go to channel seven, that's where we always talk to Dad if we call locally, but we almost always use walkie-talkies."

Karl's face twisted into a grin as he laughed and reached into his coat pocket.  He pulled out the walkie-talkie he had used to blow up its mate that morning.

"Well, he's in a hole as far as radio goes, those cliffs shelter almost all radio waves and this thing is damn weak …"

He turned on his CB monitor.

"What are you doing?" Ely frowned.  "If you send with that on.  It'll squeal like hell from feedback."

"I don't know the frequency of the walkie-talkie," Karl gestured at the large CB rig.  "This thing carries for miles.  It's too powerful to send on, but we can use it to find the frequency of the walkie-talkie and then get your Dad to switch the CB on the boat to that channel."

"Oh, I think I see," Ely nodded.

By leaving the main CB rig on receive and switching from one channel to the next, they found that the walkie-talkie was on channel eleven.

"Bingo," Karl grinned.  "I don't suppose your Dad monitors eleven though does he?"

"No, it's worse than seven for chatter, but for this it should be okay," Ely grinned.

Karl retuned the CB to channel seven and picked up the mic.

"Hey Bear, you got the time?  My watch says it's eleven.  Over," he said quickly then shut the radio off as he turned the walkie-talkie on again.

"Oh, smart," Ely grinned.

In only seconds the walkie-talkie came alive.

"Your watch is wrong, but it is damn late.  Where the hell have you been?" George's voice growled.  "Over."

"Shifting trees, moving rocks, fixing pipes, closing holes," Karl answered shortly.  "The tsunami might have missed the island, but the earthquake didn't.  We've been busy as hell.  We haven't even taken time to eat."

"Oh." George grumped.  "Well, I'm been worried and so has everyone else.  Update us."

"Some damage everywhere.  Trees down, rock and mud slides on the paths.  Broken windows, porch supports, fallen plaster, a hole in the roof, and water damage at your house.  All repairable, but it'll take a while."

"What about your cabin?"

"Windows busted, shelves fallen, rocks through the wall, toilet and pipes busted," Karl responded.

"If all of us help, how long?" Keri's voice asked.

"Tomorrow and the next day will be a start, a week or two for the rest, who knows?  Too tired to think, so we'll probably stay here tonight," Karl answered.

"Oh hell!  But … yes, we understand." George responded.  "Too late to come back now anyway.  Early tomorrow?"

"Hell no, still have to eat, then clean up, make beds.  Maybe get to sleep in three or four hours. And besides that we've been up for more than twenty four hours.  Tomorrow at noon perhaps, maybe later," Karl frowned.

"Don't take too long or we'll have a mutiny on our hands." Trudy's voice broke in

"Just handle it," Karl growled.  "Over and out."

Then he shut off the walkie-talkie and dropped it on the counter.

"Now what?" Ely said as she watched him twirling the dials on another radio.

"Now, I'm going to try to monitor the military for a bit," Karl frowned, concentrating on the radio.  "For some reason seeing them around here, patrolling near the island worries me."

Ely watched for a moment, then slipped away quietly.  Returning to the kitchen, she glanced around, then headed to Karl's huge pantry.  In moments, she was back in the kitchen with a small package of frozen vegetables and a package of macaroni and cheese.  Setting them on the counter, she turned and headed up the stairs to Karl's bedroom.

A few moments searching there and she found where he had put the sheets and blankets, then she quickly made up the big bed.  Glancing around the room, she picked up one or two fallen photos and a large painting, hurriedly hanging them back on the walls.  She smiled as she spotted the fact that a fire had been laid in the fireplace.  After that she glanced around and found that the candle holders she had given Karl years before were placed around the room and that they all had candles in them.

Smiling again, she hurried back down to the kitchen and quickly began to cook a simple meal, pausing to run back into the cool storage to find margarine for the mac and cheese as well as a bottle of wine.  On the way back to the kitchen, she paused at the hot water tanks because one was gurgling and making hissing noises.  Checking it, she found that there was an overflow valve of some sort that was hissing madly and air was shooting out.  Not wanting to make a mistake, she hurried to Karl's den.

"Karl, I was in the room where the hot water heaters are and there seems to be air blowing out of one of the valves," she said sharply, interrupting him as he concentrated on a weak radio signal.

"Oh," he looked up, somewhat startled.  "I imagine that's the second stage of the heating system refilling, but I'd better check."

"I hope it's nothing more.  I've just about finished cooking a meal," she said as they hurried back to see what was making the noise.

In seconds Karl had checked the valves and he grinned as he turned toward her.  "Good news," he chortled.  "Tomorrow the house will warm up.  It's just air and nothing to worry about.  Besides, we should be able to have a hot shower or a small bath in an hour or two."

"Great," she smiled, picking up the bottle of wine and the tub of margarine that she'd abandoned in her hurry.  "For now though, let's eat something.  It should be almost ready."

When they were back in the kitchen, she finished cooking as Karl set the table, then they sat down to a simple, but filling meal.

Both of them were famished and hardly spoke as they ate, but afterward, over a final glass of wine, she broke the ice by asking him what he had heard on the radio.

"Well, nothing really new," he yawned cavernously.  "The flu is still spreading.  The officials are still trying to be officious and the navy appears to be chasing after any boat that tries to move."

"Oh, did you hear anything about our brush with them this morning?"

"Well, in a way," he chuckled.  "It seems that there aren't that many vessels around that move quite quickly and yet almost silently.  They were requesting a report from the coast guard about the supposed gunship that had a running battle with those pirates on Pig Island."

"I thought Linda said you'd made it sound like the boat sank?"

"Well, they don't appear to have been convinced that we sank at that time, but now they're wondering if there might have been two boats there.  On the other hand it does seem that they believe our boat blew up off the point of the island, but they still want to find out more about what happened.  It seems they're worried about an invasion of some sort."

"Oh Christ, the paranoia of the military mind," she sighed.  "Invasions, right after a bloody disaster like the one we've just been through?"

"Ah, but in their mind it couldn't be a more opportune time.  In fact because of our low radar shadow they seem to think perhaps we were actually in a submarine and we simply submerged, leaving a floating bomb behind.  I guess what they saw on the surface was either too far away to be seen clearly or else they thought we had some sort of disguise."

"Oh man," she had to laugh.  "That is a perfect example of the paranoia of a military mind."

"Well," he frowned.  "They're going to send out planes as soon as the weather clears in order to check the area, so that could be a problem.  If they overfly the area, the 'Skolka' will be spotted, since she's moored in the middle of the bay.  We should probably move her to the dock and figure out a way to disguise her."

"The trees around the dock are pretty damn high," Ely shrugged.  "A plane would have to be almost directly overhead to see her, could we make her look different somehow?"

"My thought exactly," Karl yawned again, lifting his glass and gazing into the tiny bit of wine left.  "Did you put something in this wine?  I'm suddenly extremely sleepy."

"No, I didn't," she laughed softly.  "You're just tired and so am I.  Let's go to bed."

"I think I'll have a cold shower first or I won't have enough energy to make the bed," he mumbled getting to his feet.

"Like hell," she argued moving to his side.  "A shower would just wake you up.  Besides, the bed is already made."

"But …" he started to protest as they moved to the stairs.

"But nothing," she chuckled.  "Do you need the can first?"

"Oh, I should at least wash my hands and face," he said as they came to the top of the stairs.

She walked with him to the door to the bathroom, then when he had gone inside, she lit the fire in the fireplace and all the candles near the bed.  By the time he came out of the bathroom, she was snuggled under the covers.

"Are you ready for bed already?" he asked as he approached.

"Um hm," she murmured.  "I need a cuddle."

The cuddle became a fondle, the fondle became a kiss, the kiss became passionate, and before they slept, they made love.

After Karl had fallen into a sound sleep, Ely slipped out of bed, blew out all the candles, and wrapping herself in a blanket, sat on the rug before the fire.  She sat quietly, staring into it's flickering depths until it had died to nothing but embers.  Her thoughts were deep and her mind in a turmoil.  She thought back over her love affair with Karl; sometimes passionate, sometimes lukewarm, sometimes distant.  Looking up at the wall, she caught sight of a picture that took her mind back to the time when it was taken.  In the photo, she was just sixteen.  She had been a romantic teenager, a child with a woman's body and a woman's desires, isolated by her father's almost pathological need for privacy and to a certain extent by her colour.  As well as that, only a few years earlier, when she had just reached puberty and her body had begun to change, those changes in her body had brought on alopecia.  At first all of the hair on her body seemed to stop growing, then
as she became more developed, the hair that she already had began to fall out.  For a teenage girl the result was devastating.

Her father had taken her to doctors of all sorts.  Doctors who specialized in skin disorders, doctors who specialized in hormone disorders, doctors who specialized in stress related diseases, none of them helped her.  Finally she had met a doctor who knew what she was going through.  The doctor had been black, a woman and a victim of alopecia as well.  She was not only as bald as Ely now was, but she had been proud to have no hair.  Ely had been able to open her heart to the doctor and explain to someone else what her life was like and what she felt.  Ely smiled as she remembered the doctor's words when Ely had finally fallen silent.

"The research people tell us that what we have is brought on by our own bodies.  They claim that Alopecia is an auto-immune disease.  in other words, our own bodies are killing off the hair follicles, right at the roots.  They say it might come from our genes, or it might be a virus, but right now they aren't really sure.  To be honest, I don't know if they're right, but I have my own suspicions," the doctor had smiled, then had run her hand across her bare pate.  "Child, one thing you should always remember, monkeys and apes have a lot of hair, modern man is gradually growing less and less hair, but you and I have none.  My suspicion is that you and I may well be the next step in evolution.  We may no longer be members of the race known as Homo Sapiens, Sapiens; instead, you and I may be the precursors of Homo Sapiens Superior.

"If we are the next step, then we shouldn't worry about the pity of the hairy apes, and we don't ever want to be envious of them.  However, for God's sakes don't ever brag to anyone about what I am saying.  Man is a pack animal and as a pack, they all try to remain as close to identical as possible.  There is some danger in being different, so try to blend in, but at the same time be fully aware that there is absolutely nothing wrong with your body in any way.  Learn to be proud of your lack of hair and in your difference.  Find yourself an intelligent man who accepts you the way you are and have his children.  Your genes will be passed on and one day perhaps, all men and all women will pity the hairy apes who now run the world so badly."

Ely had asked questions and had been given answers that she had found radical at the time, but had come to respect in their own way as she had aged.  She had asked her father about her mother's hair.  She couldn't remember much about her mother, who along with Keri's mother, had been killed by a careless driver when she and Keri had been only four years old.  Her father had smiled, admitting that Ely's mother had very thin hair and hardly any body hair, but that she had never seemed worried about it.  Since he was nearly bald himself, having only what he called a pope's fringe, he had never been bothered by it either.

Keri, Ely's half sister, had a full head of luxuriant red curly hair.  Since they were only months apart in age, Ely had confided her new found acceptance of being bald to her.  To Ely's surprise she'd discovered that not only was Keri accepting, but in some ways and at some times seemed almost envious.  If Keri was caught in the rain, her hair erupted into a massive bush of curls.  Then too, every time she washed her hair, it took hours to restore it to what Keri considered acceptable control.  She had soon learned to accept that Ely only had hair when they were out in public since Ely took to wearing wigs when they went anywhere.  Still, Keri often complained about her own hair roblems.  Each time she had to get ready to go somewhere, she bemoaned the time it took her, until one day Ely had lost her temper.

"If you don't want hair, Dad's got a fucking razor that will make your life a lot simpler." Ely had screamed.  "With all the fucking fuss you make about your stupid fucking hair, but right now I'm glad that I'm as bald as a billiard ball."

Keri had stared at her in surprise, then broken into tears.  That had brought on Ely's own tears.  In the resultant reconciliation both of them had screamed, cried, laughed, and finally, become much better friends than ever before.

The photo on the wall was one that Keri had taken because she really did find Ely beautiful.  Ely had posed nude, her lack of hair on display, her fingers of her left hand barely hiding the absolute minimum of her sexuality while still leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination.  If anything it was an extreme artistic photo, almost verging on pornography.  Actually Ely was proud of that shot and if possible, even prouder of how she looked now.  She was older, more developed, and she knew that to many men she was even more desirable than she had been at sixteen.

Ely smiled and turned her head slightly so she could see the photo she had taken of Keri.  It was just as provocative.  Keri was just as nude and her pose was even more brazen.  She remembered when she had given the photo of Keri to Karl.  By then, she and Karl had been sleeping together and making love regularly, but they had gone through a falling out and were not involved with each other at that time.  He had stared at the photo, then at her, and finally at Keri.  Ely had made a point of being aware of his body's reaction and had known that he found the photo arousing.  If anyone had asked her, she couldn't possibly have explained her feelings at that moment.  By then she had known about Karl's bout with the mumps and his exceptionally low sperm count.  She had realised that she had a passionate desire to bear children, his children.  Yet there she was, literally offering Karl another woman, and not just any woman, but her own half sister who was
willing to try to bear a child.

Somehow Karl had managed to do several things in the next few moments.  He had managed to turn the offer of Keri as a bed partner aside, yet keep the photo.  He had managed to make Keri feel complimented and not rejected.  Then  as well, he had managed to reconcile his and Ely's differences.  Both she and Keri had been left feeling almost euphoric in some way and she had returned to sleep at Karl's side that night, but she hadn't given up.  In only a short time she had managed to arrange to have Keri sleeping at his side as well.

Slipping the blanket from her shoulders, she rose and stirred the few remaining coals in the fire.  Smiling, she turned to see Karl's form on the bed and she listened for a moment to his deep breathing.  Then deciding she was too wound up in her memories to sleep, she added a few small pieces of wood to the fire.  Standing upright, she felt the chill of the room and she sighed as she felt her nipples tighten from the cold.  As the flames suddenly burst out from beneath the new fuel in the fireplace, she turned slowly to regard another photo on Karl's wall.

The flickering light reflected on the glass of the one photo in the room that Karl had taken.  It was a photo of Keri and herself.  They were lying in front of the fireplace in Karl's old cabin, on the very rug that lay under her feet.  Again they were nude, but this picture had been taken years later.  Keri's hair appeared thinner, but she was even more astoundingly beautiful.  Her body was openly displayed, her thick red bush prominent, the bright curls peeking through Ely's darker coloured fingers while Keri's hand in turn had been resting gently on Ely's swollen lower belly.  They had been glorying in Ely's success at achieving a full term pregnancy.

She studied their faces, Keri's face alive with joy and mischief, her own face almost burning with pride and fulfilment.  Ely's breasts had been swollen, distended, the skin almost gleaming because it was stretched so tight.  She sighed as her nipples swelled in sympathy with the swollen nipples that she had displayed in the photo.  Lifting a hand, she gently caressed one tight hard cylinder, feeling the thrill that coursed through her body.  A tight warm, unfulfilled sensation settled in her groin.

"Karl," she whispered softly, hoping that he was awake, but fearing that her sudden rush of desire would remain unfulfilled.

His quiet breathing, almost a quiet snore, was all that answered her questioning voice.

"Damn," she sighed softly, then gently chided herself.  "Sometimes kid.  You just get yourself aroused at the wrong times."

Her hands moved of their own accord and she sighed as she slowly collapsed to slip down and sprawl back on the hearth rug.  Her fingers performed an all too familiar dance of passion as she allowed herself to slip into the throes of fantasy.  Her mind leaped from one moment of remembered passion to another while tracing a dream state of ideals that could never come true.  She was a woman who relished masturbation almost as thoroughly as she appreciated sex, so she allowed her mind and body full play as she brought herself to an astonishingly satisfying climax.

Afterward she lay back savouring her relief and it was several moments before she even opened her eyes.  When she did, she jerked in surprise because Karl's smiling blue eyes were staring into hers.

"My goodness, but you are beautiful when you get excited," he murmured softly.  "One day I just wish I could make you that happy."

"Oh, but you do," she breathed out the words in a gust as she smiled up at him.  "Every time."

His hand moved to gently fondle her breast and he smiled down at her, then to her delight his lips came down upon hers.  She loved this man so much and she knew there was no way that she could possibly tell him how much, other than by making love to him.  She knew he realised that she was still unsatisfied and she revelled in the slow, but thorough way in which he brought her to another and even higher peak of desire.

Then in an extraordinary display of dependence, she allowed herself to react in total trust and confidence as she and Karl rode their mutual passion to unusual heights.  As she interacted with his passion, she found herself becoming more and more delighted.  Her body became an instrument to instruct and encourage Karl, aiding him to bring further delights.  Wriggling and writhing in ecstasy, her voice suddenly declared her ardour.  She astounded Karl and even surprised herself as she screamed and shouted in appreciation, finally wailing in a paean of pure joy and fulfilment.  Afterward she collapsed in total relief, her body fully relaxed.

While she and Karl lay side by side after their tryst, her body seemed to feel more alive than it had felt in years.  She felt the wrinkles in the old rug underneath her buttocks, the smooth and cool, varnished wood under her shoulders and against her scalp.  The skin of her arm and leg that faced the fireside was almost too warm, while her back was frigidly cold, yet the part of her body that touched Karl was perfectly warm, absolutely comfortable.  She looked down her body and sighed softly, relishing the rush of air as it flowed down her body from her breath.  It had cooled before reaching her breasts and she felt the coolness of the perspiration as it dried in her cleavage, accelerated by the movement of air.

She didn't want to move.  Everything felt too perfect.  When Karl lifted upward at her side and sat looking down at her, she simply smiled up at him, still unmoving, although she longed for the soft warmth of his touch.  She shivered, instantly feeling the coolness of the air against her skin where his movement had left her bare flesh exposed to the cool room.  Neither of them spoke a word.  When Karl shifted again to reach out strong hands to pick her up, Ely neither helped nor hindered him, she simply allowed him to carry her over and place her on the bed.  It wasn't until he slid into the bed at her side that she shifted and snuggled in his arms.

She fell asleep, her face pressed to his chest, relishing the gentle roughness of the soft curls of dark blond hair, peppered with grey.




Chapter 13

Karl wasn't exactly sure what had awakened him, but for some reason he snapped out of a sound sleep, then for an instant he didn't know where he was.  It took only a second or two before he relaxed since he could see enough to recognise the bedroom in his cabin and a second after that, he realized who he was holding in his arms.  However a moment later he knew he'd had one too many cups of coffee before bedtime, so he did his best to ease himself out of bed without waking Ely.  He managed fairly well, but she mumbled slightly when he slid his arm from where it had lain under her pillow and against her shoulder.  He paused for a few seconds, listening to her breathing as it steadied, then he slipped out of bed.

Even after a quick trip to the bathroom he still felt slightly unsettled, only he couldn't think of a reason for his uneasiness.  Frowning sightly, he walked across the room and looked out into the predawn murkiness through the sliding glass doors that led out onto the upper deck of the cabin.  Perhaps he could see or hear some indication of what had disturbed his sleep.  Of course he couldn't see much, but he could make out a few of the shapes and outlines of the familiar scene even in the semi-darkness.  As little as he could see though, everything appeared normal, so what had disturbed him? Why had he suddenly awakened from a sound sleep?

Then he had a somewhat disturbing thought, where was his dog? Usually Bruno greeted him moments after he steamed into the bay, often right on the dock, but so far he hadn't seen the big mutt.  Somehow he didn't think his missing dog was the reason he'd suddenly snapped out of a sound sleep, but right then he couldn't think of anything else.  Besides, he wasn't going to go hunting for the darn dog in the middle of the night.  He yawned then and decided to go back to bed, there was no sense in staying awake if he couldn't see any sign of trouble, and tomorrow would be soon enough to look for Bruno.

He couldn't manage to slide into bed as smoothly as he'd slipped out though, not without disturbing Ely, because as soon as she sensed his presence, she moved closer for a cuddle.  Only while he'd been out of bed his hands, feet and skin had gotten slightly cooler and when she touched him, she woke instantly.

"Dammit, you're cold," she muttered, complaining softly.

"Sorry, for some reason I woke up, then had to go to the can," he apologised.

"What woke you? Is something wrong?" she sighed.

"Not that I know of, I even looked outside, but couldn't see anything.  Then I realized Bruno didn't come running up to see me when I got here, so that might be what was bothering me.  He's usually underfoot as soon as I show up."

"Well since I'm awake, I'd better go visit the biff myself," she complained softly, then rolled away.  "Be right back, so don't go away."

She wasn't long, but by the time she got back he was breathing deeply and was scarcely wide enough awake to wrap her in his arms, but she didn't mind and easily fell asleep in his arms.

She awoke in his arms as well, but by that time the light was coming in the windows.  For long moments she lay in those arms, relishing the feel of his tight chest against her breasts, his strong arms encircling her body and his hands gently caressing her back once again.  She could easily have fallen into a doze again, but when Karl's hands softly and affectionately caressed her back, she opened her eyes and smiled.

"Good morning, Lover," she managed to whisper.

"Hello, sexy lady," he smiled softly, bringing a hand up and gently caressing the skin of her scalp in a motion that she had always found so delightfully endearing.

She thrilled to the thought that he accepted her lack of hair and delighted in the feel of her bald pate as his finger gently traced the curves and convolutions of her scalp.

"Why do you like to do that?" she whispered.

"Because, it's uniquely you," he smiled again.

"Not that unique," she sighed, suddenly more serious.  "Keri might be developing the same problem now."

"She said something about it, but I'm afraid I wasn't paying too much attention when I had the opportunity to see," he frowned slightly.  "To be honest it's not really noticeable."

"No, the hair on her head might actually be growing back again, but don't be surprised at what you see down below," she smiled weakly.  "It's just taking longer to catch up with Keri, I went through all that she's going through now when I was going through puberty.  I was barely twelve years old."

"At least she has you as an illustration that life can still go on normally," he smiled.  "David ought to be another example."

"Take it from me, it makes you feel different," she sighed.  "I think half of the problem is that when we were kids, she used to act as if she felt jealous of me, especially when she was having trouble getting her hair to do what she wanted.  Now that she's developing the same condition, she's almost seems to believe that she brought it on herself."

"Surely, you've explained the genetic situation."

"Ah, but her mother had a full head of hair and a full covering of thick hair on her bush."

"Mmmm," he sighed softly.  "Well, I won't pretend that Keri didn't have a lovely bush.  I'll miss that, but I don't think it ever was all that thick and bushy."

Ely lifted her body and rolled to the side, turning to face him again as she sat on the edge of the bed.

"Whatever," she smiled at him, admiring his tight muscular body.  "I'm sure you'll see it soon enough.  She and Linda are both planning on living here with us.  Since she's never been skin shy, I imagine you'll see her nude often enough."

"Wait a minute," Karl said as he sat up.  "We've only got this bedroom and the room I was using as an office and guest bedroom.  I was thinking of moving my desk and radios back into the corner of the living room.  Then David could have that room as a bedroom, so where will Keri and Linda sleep."

"Oh for Christ sake," Ely laughed and stood to face him, gesturing in a sweep with her right hand.  "Look at the size of this bedroom.  Ten people could sleep up here."

Karl didn't speak, he simply gazed at her in wonder because she was so delightful to look at when she was excited.  Her head was held high and her shoulders thrown back, drawing her breasts upward.  Since her breasts were so large to begin with, gravity had begun to pull them down, but they still stood amazingly high for their size.  Standing with her hands on her hips, the tiny girth of her waist and the width of her hips was emphasized.  Her soft brown flesh and hairless form delighted him, she was exotic and yet available and he loved her body as well as her personality.

"I love it when you look at me like that," she sighed, her mood changing instantly.  "You look like you could eat me alive."

"Should I offer?" he grinned.

"Not until I shower," she giggled, glancing downward.  "I didn't have a chance to clean up after last night's loving, so I must stink like a fish.  Tonight if you want, after I've showered again.  We've got a lot of work to do today."

"Oh yeah," he sighed.  "Thanks for the reminder."

"Sorry, gotta go again," she called back over her shoulder, literally running from the room.

Her hurry reminded Karl that he needed to go as well.  He slipped out of bed, planning to use the other bathroom, then remembered that it was out of commission.  Instead he turned to the window wall and the sliding door that opened on the sundeck.  Although the clouds boiled overhead, there seemed to be much less wind than when they had arrived yesterday, but it was hardly light enough to see the edge of the clearing.  It was only as he took one step out onto the deck that he realised that the rain had stopped.  At first the cool morning air felt wonderfully refreshing on his skin, but a second later he felt a sudden chill and stepped back into the bedroom, sliding the door closed again.  There was no sense in freezing, instead he'd be patient and wait his turn, then he heard Ely turn on the water in the shower.  Scooping up a pair of shorts from a drawer, he headed for the bathroom and only a moment or two later he slipped into the shower with her.

"Oh yeah," she grinned and gladly shifted to make room for him.  "I was hoping you'd come and offer to wash my back."

"Your front too, if you want," he responded, wrapping her tightly in his arms.

"No funny stuff," she sighed.  "We're both going to need every ounce of our energy today."

Karl looked at her face and saw she was serious.

"Just what do you mean?" he frowned, holding her tightly.

"You know Dad," she arched back, looking directly into his eyes.  "He's going to want to move back to his damn office, so he can get back to writing.  He's going to want to use his radios too.  First though, we have to fix and clean his house.  It's a mess and there are only two of us."

"Well with the navy on the prowl, I'd rather he forgot about sending any messages for a while," Karl said firmly.  "Surely he'll see the sense in that?"

"Oh he will for a while, but he's liable to forget," she said sounding slightly sad.  "I didn't want to say anything if I didn't have too, but you should know, his short term memory seems to be failing."

"No?" he said shortly, the word coming out as a plea of denial.

"I'm sorry to say it is," she sighed.  "It worries me, and what worries me even more is that Trudy seems to be in denial."

"I don't like the implications of that," Karl frowned.  "I suppose before we bring him ashore I could disable the sending side of his radios.  Come to think of it, all I'd need to do is temporarily disconnect his radio's output stage.  I guess we could blame it on earthquake damage, would that do?"

"Could you do that, at least until the Navy decides that their 'ghost submarine' sank with all hands? I'd feel a whole lot safer."

"I could and I will," Karl said resolutely.

"Thank you, Love," she whispered softly, then she lifted on tip toes to kiss him gently.  "It's actually David and Mary Beth that I worry about."

"Lucky you," he smiled possessively.  "I worry about everyone.  It's my job."

"Like hell," she laughed softly.  "That's your hobby.  Your job is to keep us all happy."

"Well, you wouldn't be very damn happy in a jail cell," he snorted.

"Ah, but we have the right to be here," she smiled.  "Dad is a landed immigrant, even if he is having a few arguments about his status with an officious civil servant or two.  Keri and I have dual citizenship.  Trudy is a citizen and of course so are David and Mary-Beth.  All we have to do is make sure that we've tidied up the most glaring earthquake damage and the Navy can go pee up a rope.  They won't be able to prove a damn thing.  We can all lie like troupers and swear we've been here all along."

"And what about your neighbours that saw you at your other place?"

"One neighbour, only one, and he's prone to exaggerating everything, so no one will give his word much credence," she grinned.  "Right after the earthquake we moved into the boathouse and we were actually on the boat most of the time, so there isn't even much evidence in the house.  Besides, anyone could see no one could live in that, the trees crushed it pretty badly.  The boathouse itself is quite clean, but that's all.  We left a few things behind, like that old hot plate and stuff of that sort, but what would that mean to an investigator?"

As they had been talking, they had also been washing each other.

"Bend forward and get your hair wet," Ely ordered.  "You need a shampoo."

"Oh hell, it will just get dirty again, especially since we're going to be cleaning up all of that plaster dust and soot," Karl argued.

"Lover, I want to wash your hair," she said vehemently.  "I haven't got hair of my own and David hasn't any hair either.  I want to wash yours."

The shower hid the tears that Karl knew were in her eyes, but he obediently bent his head.  Ely did a thorough job, making sure it was washed, then rinsed.  Finally, she reached back to shut off the water to the shower, then grabbed a towel and began to massage his head to dry his hair.

"Holy shit, be gentle," he complained loudly.  "You're almost taking off my ears."

"Sorry," she sobbed softly.

He freed his head and looked at her.

"Why are you crying?"

"You're going bald too," she sobbed and flowed into his arms, crying against his chest.

"I've been thin on top since I was twenty," Karl laughed softly, but held her tightly.  "It doesn't bother me and it's never bothered you before."

"Keri wasn't going bald then," she sniffled.  "And David wasn't completely bald either, not until after he and I moved to Seattle."

He knew there really wasn't anything he could say, so he simply held her tightly.  After a few moments she calmed and he pressed her back until he could kiss her gently.  She still looked woebegone, but at least she wasn't crying.

He smiled as he handed her a towel and took another himself.  In a moment he had her smiling softly as he tenderly wiped her body dry.  She tried to reciprocate, finally demanding that he stop towelling her for a moment and let her catch up.

"Why?" he asked softly as he dropped his hands to his sides after draping the towel over her shoulders.

"Because I want you to," she answered simply.

In moments they were dry and Karl slipped on the shorts and flip flops he had brought with him.

"Damn, I guess I have to wear my dirty clothes," she sighed softly.

"You can wear my robe for now, but why do that? There's a whole dresser full of stuff you left when you moved," Karl snapped.

"You didn't throw it out or leave it in the old cabin when you moved in here?" she seemed to be astounded.

"No," he grinned.  "I knew you'd be back in my bed."

"We haven't slept together in two years and we had a hell of a fight then," she smiled.  "What made you so sure?"

"Oh, the fact that we've fought and made up before," he answered softly.  "We always fight over the same thing."

He had spoken as he went out the door, heading for the stairs in his shorts and pulling on a shirt.  He wasn't surprised when she followed, only wearing his bathrobe.

"Are we going to fight again?" she grinned, catching his hand and walking down the stairs at his side.

"Nope, I think I'm outnumbered this time," he sighed, lifting her hand and kissing her fingers briefly.  "You did say Linda and Keri were moving into our bedroom didn't you?"

She turned her head, canting it to one side and forward as she stared at him

"You mean you don't mind?" she said vehemently.  "What changed your mind, Linda?"

"Partly," he shrugged.  "But really, it's a numbers thing.  This way no one has to sleep alone and I don't have to try to make love to two beautiful bodies at one time"

"But you're wonderful in a menage a trois," she protested.  "And …"

"And nothing!" he grumbled, interrupting her.  "I'm just not comfortable about sleeping three in a bed, not unless everyone's just there to sleep.  Hell, it's taken me years to be comfortable with the idea of sleeping with you one week, then with your sister another."

They were at the bottom of the stairs before they realized that both Keri and Linda were in the kitchen, sitting at the table.

"Hi," Linda grinned.  She was nude, as was Keri, who waved a hand and winked.

In a quick glance Karl saw that they had slept on the living room floor.  Their clothes were draped over an easy chair and a rumpled pile of blankets on the hide-a-bed showed where they had slept.  Then too the fresh ashes in the fireplace attested to the fact that they had arrived after he and Ely had gone upstairs last night.

"Your tub drain is busted and splatters water out of the hole in the floor, so the tub is full of dirty bathwater," Keri announced with a grin.  "And you need fresh paper in the outhouse, the rainy weather has made the roll you left in there go all soggy."

"Did you two spend the night here?" Ely giggled as she walked into the kitchen and hugged Keri.

"They did," Karl laughed.  "Look at the blankets on the couch and the ashes in the fireplace.  Why didn't you use the little bedroom or come upstairs and use the bigger hide-a-bed?"

"We were going to, but the little bedroom was cold and Ely convinced us that we'd be in the way if we went upstairs," Linda laughed softly.

"I didn't talk to you," Ely protested as she turned to hug her as well.

"Huh, you didn't have to," Keri laughed softly.  "You were making so much noise that we knew Karl was busy.  So, since I know how he feels about making love in a room with company nearby, we stayed down here."

Karl had come into the kitchen area now and he simply scooped her into his arms, then bent to kiss her smiling lips.  Her coffee cup went flying, but neither Karl nor Keri even seemed to notice.  Both Ely and Linda looked on in surprise as Karl's hands ranged over Keri's willing body.  He finally broke the kiss, but by then her body was wrapped around his.  Her arms were around his neck, her legs were supporting her weight around his hips and her face was wreathed in a delighted smile.

"Those shorts are in the way," she snickered, shifting her weight and wriggling her bottom as she ground her pelvis against him.

"Patience, Red," he ordered."It's morning, I'm hungry and we have a tough day ahead of us."

"Okay, but I'm willing," she giggled.  "And now you won't get so much hair in your teeth."

"So I heard," he smiled.  "But that isn't what I want and you know it.  Besides, you'll have to talk to Ely and make a reservation."

"No fucking way," Ely snapped.  "I'm not your keeper.  If you want one of these two women, it's your decision."

"I guess that still leaves me in the running too, does it?" Linda smiled tentatively.

Ely simply smiled and kissed her gently on the lips while momentarily cupping and teasing a full breast.

"That sweetheart, is your decision as well," Ely grinned, dropping her hand to Linda's leg as she moved on to pull out another kitchen stool.

"Watch it Linda.  Ely likes furry pussies," Keri chuckled.  "She's more worried about my present lack of hair down there than I am."

Keri slipped to her feet and pulled out of Karl's arms.  Stepping away, she dropped her hands to her hips, leaned back and spread her knees.  Grinning almost wickedly, she winked at Karl, and he managed to smile, even though he could see tears in her eyes.

"See, almost no fuzz," she announced, then moved back toward him, lifting her hands to his shoulders.

"And it's your playground, any time you want it," she whispered, deliberately looking him straight in the eyes.

Then she wheeled away and moved to the cupboard, snagging three cups and filling them from the coffee pot, handing one to each Karl and Ely.  As Karl and Ely pulled up seats, she sat back on her stool, setting her new cup of coffee before her.

"Just so you know why we're here.  Neither Trudy nor Dad can run the boat and he was talking about the two of us steaming it in to the dock last night.  Then he wanted to go right up to his house and move back in.  We talked to Trudy, then decided to swim ashore with all of our clothes, a flashlight and some towels in a plastic bucket that had a tight fitting lid.  That way nothing, but our skin got wet."

"It was damn cold," Linda added as Keri paused.

"We used plastic bags as swim caps and taped them on, so our hair didn't even get wet," Keri giggled.  "And we flashed a light for Trudy, to let her know we made it to shore okay.  Then we came up here by the light of a small flashlight.  By the way, I hate that rope railing on your bridge, that scared hell out of me.  Anyway, in about an hour or so, when he wakes up, Dad is going to be hollering to high heaven, but Trudy said she can calm him down."

Karl had to grin and he noticed that Ely was smiling.

"You two are a pair of cowards," he chuckled.  "Scared of George's wrath."

"You bet," Keri laughed.  "I've argued with him before and I always lose, so discretion was the better part of valour.  Besides, he, Trudy, and the kids can live on the boat for a few days.  It certainly won't hurt them; it's warm and there's lots of food and water.  It's a hell of a lot more comfortable than the boathouse was."

"Amen to that," Ely sighed.  "So what are we going to do first?"

"First, we have breakfast," Karl smiled.  "I've got a real hankering for scrambled eggs, bacon and toast, with hash browns on the side."

Linda laughed, thinking he was kidding, but both Keri and Ely just grinned.

"You and I will rustle up the ingredients.  These two can cook," Keri grinned and grabbed Karl's hand, heading for the door to his pantry.

Inside, while he dug into the freezer for frozen bacon and a loaf of bread, she dug several potatoes out of the bin of dry sand where Karl kept them.  She laughed as he came hurrying out of the freezer, shivering and shrugging his shoulders.  Dropping the potatoes into a small bucket, she reached out a hand and cupped his crotch through his shorts.

"Shrivelled to nothing, aren't you, Baby?" she grinned.

Laughing as he dropped the bacon and bread into a basket, he lifted his hands to her breasts.  At the touch of his frigid fingers her puffy nipples instantly hardened even more than they had been, becoming tight cones.

"Oh shit," she giggled and danced away, running out into the kitchen and setting her potatoes by the sink, then ran over near the fireplace to put on a blouse, jeans and a pair of runners.

Karl followed more slowly and handed Ely the basket before heading for the door and pulling on an old pair of shoes.

"Look out chickens.  Here we come," Keri grinned, leading the way outside.

Linda stared after them for a second, then turned to Ely who was already putting the bacon into the microwave.

"I don't understand," she whispered.

"What don't you understand, Linda?" Ely smiled, resting her hand on Linda's arm.

"Well, David is Karl's and your son, but in some ways Keri acts more like Karl's lover than you do?"

"Well, for the last year or two, she was.  David and I were living in Seattle and she was living here with Karl," Ely smiled.  "I hadn't made love with Karl for more than two years until the other night, or morning, or whatever time it was.  I was giving Keri a chance to have his baby, but it looks like it didn't work out."

"I don't understand," Linda sighed softly.  "This seems to be confusing as hell to me.  A few days ago Karl told me he had an occasional lover who'd born his son and that her sister sometimes took pity on him.  At that time Karl and I were well on our way to being lovers.  Then Keri came along and I fell for her like a ton of bricks, but that was okay, because you and Karl got together.  Now we're here and Keri is acting like Karl is her main interest, leaving you and me to stand watching, while they do everything but screw each other.  I think I'm the odd one out somehow."

"Oh, like hell," Ely laughed softly.  "I know both Keri and Karl have already had the pleasure and I'm willing, so what's bothering you?"

"But …" Linda's voice trailed of into nothing and her face had such a bewildered look that Ely moved to face her and stared directly into Linda's eyes.

"My father had two women in his bed for years, Keri's mother and mine.  When they died, he went without a lover for almost a year, but then he began to bed every nurse and every housekeeper that he hired.  From talking to those women over the years I know he is a very virile man and an ardent lover.  He passed on his rampant desires to both of his daughters.  Then since we were raised to share everything we had between us, it seemed only natural to us to share our love for Karl," she sighed deeply.  "It wasn't until we found that Karl was much more comfortable when in bed with only one of us that we decided to still share, but on a one to one basis, since then we've taken turns at seeking his affection."

"But if Karl and I …" Again Linda's voice faded away.

"Oh, sweetheart," Ely laughed softly.  "You have to know that since we were children Keri and I often slept in the same bed.  I remember playing with each other when we were only eight or nine years old.  She's my absolute favourite woman.  But, you just might change that preference."

Linda couldn't help, but stare into Ely's big hazel eyes.  Her hands lifted almost of their own accord and she returned the soft cupping caress her breasts were receiving.  Suddenly she brushed Ely's hands aside, crushing their breasts together as she kissed Ely firmly and passionately, her body alive with desire.  After a moment Ely pressed her back with both hands on Linda's shoulders and grinned.

"I was right.  You are a hot tomato," she managed to say, just as the microwave beeped and made them both jump.

"Shit, I was going to have the potatoes peeled and partially cut up by now," Ely wheeled to pull the slab of bacon out and put the frozen loaf of bread in its place.

"I'll take care of the spuds," Linda laughed, then winked.  "And tonight I'm willing to take care of you"

"Wonderful," Ely's eyes sparkled as she put on an apron.  "Is that a promise?"

"Certainly," Linda giggled in assurance.

"Certainly what?" Keri cried as she came in the door with a small plastic bucket of eggs in each hand.

"She's promised to take care of me tonight," Ely laughed.

"Great.  She'll do a wonderful job" Keri chuckled in delight then she looked elated.  "I guess that means I get to play with his highness, doesn't it?"

"I guess so," Linda grinned.  "But what the hell are we going to do with all those eggs?"

"Oh," Keri giggled.  "I should have left them out on the porch, but I was chilly and came inside in a hurry.  Karl hasn't been here to collect the eggs for at least a month, so we're going to have to break each one into a saucer and throw the bad ones away.  It's too bad though, I think some of the eggs might have chicks already started."

"Why not candle them," Linda asked.  "Then you could run those that show developing chicks back out and put them back under the broody hens."

Karl had come inside as well and he grinned at her.

"Thanks, but I don't think I have this many candles," he grinned at her, holding up two more buckets of eggs.  "Besides, there are about thirty or forty little chicks out there now."

"You use a bright light in a darkened room, not real candles," Linda said sweetly, then frowned.  "For nine people, thirty chicks would grow into enough chickens for about ten or twelve good meals and a snack or two, maybe more if you scrimp a bit.  However, around half of those chicks will probably be female's.  Those you'll want to keep for egg layers, so that leaves you with fifteen cockerels; that's only six good sized meals.  Since you didn't think of that, I take it you weren't a farm boy, were you?"

"No," Karl answered her.  "I never thought about how little meat a chicken had on it, or about the number of eggs hens lay either for that matter."

"Well, I was a farm girl, so I know what to do," Linda smiled.  "Keri, would you look after these spuds? Karl, will you get a bucket or a box and a light that will fit under it.  One of these little plastic pails would do, since I can cut a round hole in one easily, but then I'd need some aluminum foil to line the plastic bucket."

Ely grinned as Linda took charge.  In a few minutes Karl had used a hole saw and a drill to cut a round hole in the bottom of an old tin pail, then looked on while Linda began rapidly sorting the eggs into three other buckets.  Karl was watching over her shoulder and she was pointing out what fresh eggs should look like and how they differed from developing chick embryos, or eggs with enlarged air sacs, which meant those eggs were definitely rotten.  On her advise, Keri had taken several of the fresher eggs out on the porch and had opened each one into a saucer to check their freshness before saving them in a small bowl.  At least twice Keri's squawks of anguish proved that Linda's desire for safety was justified, but also that she had misjudged an egg's freshness.  In only minutes however, Keri was back in the kitchen with eight eggs that all smelled and looked good.  As Ely was cooking them, Linda emptied the last bucket and sorted the last egg.

"There, all done," she looked up proudly at Karl.  "These are the fertile eggs with chicks on the way.  Do you know how to pick out broody hens to set them under?"

"Nope," he grinned.  "Not for sure.  How do you do it?"

"Well, you look for a hen who doesn't want to get off the nest and has almost no feathers left on her belly," she smiled.  "Then too, they usually have a very distinctive cluck, but I doubt if you'd recognise that, since you said you aren't a farm boy."

"Okay, right after breakfast, I guess we'll take these back out to the hen house and …"

"No, we need to take them back now, before they have a chance to be chilled too much, unless you have an incubator in your hip pocket," she stood up and found her jeans and shoes.  "Come on, grab that second bucket, at least you can do that much," she ordered Karl.

"Bossy wench," he grinned, but followed her to the door.

Keri looked at Ely and grinned.  "Well, if she has anything to do with it, I'll bet we eat well."

"If she can cook and make love well, Karl may toss you on your ear," Ely teased.

"Oh I don't think so, I've got a secret weapon.  I'd think you might worry though."

"Hah, I'm the mother of his son," Ely laughed.  "I think I'll always have a place."

"I think I have a permanent place too, Sis," Keri's mood changed and she seemed almost teary eyed.

Ely noticed and paused her stirring of the eggs for a second.

"Is something wrong?" she asked.

"Unh uh," Keri sniffed.  "I think I should have let someone else open those eggs though.  The rotten ones were evil smelling.  They upset my tummy."

"Oh, is that all.  If I recall you've always had a touchy stomach.  Say, are Linda and Karl on the way back yet? Everything is almost ready."

In only a moment Linda and Karl came in and they all sat at the big kitchen table.  For a few moments there was little said as they all dug into their breakfast, then Karl paused and looked up.

"Thank you, everyone, this is great," he said softly.

"You provided it, we just fixed it," Ely chuckled.  "By the way, what kind of farm did you live on, Linda."

"Oh, I was raised on a mixed farm, we had a little bit of everything," she smiled.  "This is wonderful bacon, I haven't had any like this since my father used to cure his own."

"That bacon is from one of Karl's wild pigs," Keri chuckled.  "They broke out of our first attempt at building a pig pen and ran free.  He shot this one with a .22 rifle and knocked it out, but didn't kill it.  He did manage to pen it though, so he had a friend come over from the mainland to show him how to kill and butcher it, then how to smoke the bacon and ham."

"Marvellous.  Are there any left alive?" Linda asked.

"Well, there were five of them left.  They're all down in the bottom of the gorge and around the bay now.  I'm quite sure I've managed to fence them in so they can't get out," Karl answered.

"That's what you said last spring," Keri giggled.  "Until the morning we woke up and they were in the garden.  That was funny.  There you were running around in the nude, chasing the pigs through the mud."

"The funny part was when you came to help and got dragged through the mud while holding onto a pig's hind leg," Karl laughed

"It was almost fun, until he started crapping as he struggled to get away," she giggled even harder.  "That's when I decided to let him go."

Linda had been laughing with everyone else, but suddenly she looked quite serious.

"How many of those pigs were gilts and how many were boars? Or had you castrated the boars?" she asked.  At their stunned looks she rephrased the question.  "What sex were they?"

"Oh," Karl paused for thought.  "I guess there were two males.  This bacon is part of what's left of one, so the other one is still running around.  When I think about it, my friend came over to castrate the one I caught about a month before we butchered him, why?"

"Well," she grinned.  "If the pig that dragged Keri was a boar as well and there were three or four sows, then by now there could be twenty or thirty young pigs running around.  Of course, your pigs could be what's keeping that dog you were talking about alive."

"You mean he could be eating them?" Ely asked.

"Well, if he were really fast or really mean, he could be," Linda advised.  "Of course, it takes one hell of a dog to kill even one pig, let alone one out of a herd.  He might snatch a little one that was off on it's own though."

"Well, he's big and he's fast, but I think he lives on fish and birds," Karl grinned.  "He isn't mean either.  He's just lean and rangy.  He's David's and my dog."

"Just don't call him now," Keri's face twisted in disgust.  "His odour bothers me sometimes and right now I'm not sure I could take his smell."

Linda looked at Keri curiously, then after a few seconds, she grinned.

"Let's see," she mused.  "Last night you told me at least twice to be gentle because your nipples hurt too much.  This morning you got all dewy eyed when we mentioned the idea of chicks hatching.  You almost lost your cookies from the smell of some eggs that I know couldn't have been all that ripe.  You've been picking at your food like a bird this morning, but last night at supper, you pigged out.  Then after we got here, you just had to raid Karl's storage for crackers and pickles.  Now you don't like the idea of a smelly dog being near.  Do I detect something suspicious?"

Keri coloured.

"Fink," she said sharply, but she grinned as well.  "I was going to wait until Karl and I were alone to tell him."

She reached out and took Karl's hand just as Ely squealed.

"Oh!" Karl looked at her in surprise.  "Do you mean what I think you mean?"

"Well, we could try to candle her like an egg and have her sit on top of that old bucket, but I'm not sure it would work," Linda chuckled.  "Have you seen a doctor, Keri?"

"Unh huh, I'd just seen him and was on my way home when the earthquake hit, so I was almost in shock already," Keri laughed softly.  "I've been so worried we wouldn't get back here.  I want to be in this house when anything happens."

"What does Trudy say?" Linda asked.

"How did you know I told her?" Keri's head snapped around to stare at her.

"Oh come on," Linda grinned.  "She's a hell of a good nurse and I've been thinking about the look in her eyes when she watched you, sort of proud and yet almost protective.  I thought at first when we said we were going to swim ashore that she was going to veto it, but then she seemed to shrug off her objections after looking at you.  I imagine you're at least a couple of months along, right?"

"Okay, you're right, she knows," Keri smiled.  "She thinks I'm fine.  And you're right.  I'm in my third month, almost the fourth.  What are you, another Sherlock Holmes?"

"Nope, but I like to keep track of things.  When are you due, November or December?"

"November, we think," Keri stared at her.  "My God, you think fast."

No one spoke for a few seconds, Karl had a crazy grin on his face, Ely was smiling happily and Linda looked slightly smug.  Finally Karl slid to his feet and moved to wrap his arms around Keri tightly, still grinning.

"You didn't use Ely's Chinese herbs, did you?" Linda giggled.

"No way! Those things stink like shit," Keri laughed.  "I'd given up on trying and was just having fun."

Karl pulled back and looked at her strangely, then turned and looked at both Linda and Ely, his face now twisted in a worried frown.  Ely broke into laughter and Keri snickered.  Linda looked at Ely quizzically, then at Karl and Keri as well, her eyes seeming to search for an answer.

"What's so funny?" she asked after a few seconds.

"Karl is worried," Ely chuckled.

"What about? Trudy is a good nurse and she said she'd even attended a pregnant woman as a midwife.  I understand you're quite a good nurse too.  Keri will be fine.  Women had kids long before there were any doctors or hospitals."

"I realise that Keri will be fine," Karl frowned.  "It's just that this has taken me totally by surprise.  I knew how long Ely and I tried to have a kid and what the doctors said about me, so I thought I was practically sterile.  I think we can handle one pregnant woman at a time, but I've been sleeping with both you and Ely.  The thing is, we haven't been taking any precautions because I didn't expect this."

"Don't worry, Karl," Linda laughed easily.  "It probably takes more than a few brief dalliances in the bedroom, even now.  I doubt if you've become mister potency overnight."

"God, I hope not," he sighed.  "Now don't get me wrong.  I love kids, but the idea of three pregnant women in one house …"

He got up from the table shaking his head.  Taking his cup of coffee, he walked out onto the front porch, snagging a long shirt from a hook beside the door.  Linda stared after him in surprise.

"Did I upset him?" she asked, looking crestfallen.

"No love, it's just time for his after breakfast cigarette and think session," Ely smiled.

"But … he never smoked on the boat," Linda protested.

"Yeah, I noticed he wasn't smoking on the boat.  He must have run out of tobacco," Ely shook her head.  "After all these years, we still haven't managed to cure him of the habit.  He still has three or four cigarettes a day."

"Hell, I think that's why he built that front porch," Keri snorted.  "When he was planning the house, I told him if either you or I were living with him, he couldn't smoke inside.  He does try to keep it away from us and the kids."

The conversation drifted off onto other subjects and became a murmur in the background as Karl sat out on the deck and tried to work his head around the problems he was facing that day.  Luckily he was able to set aside the thoughts about pregnant women, then he could deal with the urgent problems of getting George and his family back into their house.  After they were back in their house and happy with their lives, he could worry about what he needed to do in this house as well as clean up the boat after their trip.

He had pretty well made up a list of what had to be done, when Ely came out of onto the porch carrying another cup of coffee for him.  Now she was fully dressed in comfortable looking clothing.

"Here Papa-man, we decided this would probably be a morning that called for an extra cup of coffee," she grinned.

"Why, thank you," Karl smiled, taking it from her.

"Oh, it is beautiful here," she sighed "I've always thought it was prettier than Dad's place."

Karl had to agree that it was pretty and he felt proud of his work, but all he did was grin.

"Wait until you see all the changes we've made," he laughed softly after a moment.  "How long has it been again, since you've been here?"

"Almost two years," she smiled "I was working steady and I couldn't seem to get away."

"I know how that is."

"Are those sheep over there?" Ely asked pointing some animals that were grazing off to one side of the small meadow.

"No, those are goats," Karl grinned.  "And there's the big pen under the tree's with the chicken coop."

"Isn't that it I can see over there? Oh no, that's the garden," Ely laughed, answering her own question "The fence is to keep the goats and chickens out, I suppose, and I guess all those short trees are an orchard.  You really have got a farm.  How did you get it all here?"

"Bit by bit, on boats and barges," Karl grinned.  "You know I've been building it up for years."

"You did it all by yourself?"

"Almost," Karl laughed.  " I had some help from one of my nephews for the one summer.  He and his girlfriend helped Keri and I build this house."

"What are those other two buildings, one there and the other one there?" she lifted an arm and pointed

"You should recognise the first one, it's the old cabin.  Remember the kit house your Dad bought for me to live in at first? The one that we built years ago? I use it mostly as a workshop and storage space now though.  The other building is a shelter for the goats in bad weather at one end and a storage shed at the other."

"Wow, I can hardly wait to see it all."

"Well, let's get down there then," Karl grinned as he stood and began to move off.  "Since this cabin's okay, we can start on your Dad's and if we get it cleaned up early enough, when we come back tonight, we'll see if we can get close to one of the nanny goats.  I want real milk for my coffee."

"That's what I like about you," Ely laughed.  "You're never satisfied.  You always want just a bit more."

"Well, I hope so.  You have to keep making improvements or else you get lazy."

Just then they felt a tremor run through the ground.

"Shit, that felt like a minor quake," Karl said sharply.

"Yeah, like the aftershocks we had after the big quake," Ely agreed with a frown.

"I didn't feel those.  I was on the boat.  I never even felt the tsunami, since I was out in the strait."

"I bet you were in deep water and didn't even notice the tsunami wave when it passed right under you," Ely looked around swiftly.  "Let's get Keri and Linda out of the house.  We can send them down to the boat."

"Okay, you grab some emergency supplies.  You know dried food, matches, blankets, stuff like that.  You know the drill.  Keri and Linda can get a head start toward the boat.  If the tide was right, I'd head to sea, only we've missed the high tide by a good hour," As they'd been talking, they'd been trotting back toward the house.

They were almost there when Keri and Linda came bursting out, both loaded with just the kinds of emergency supplies Karl had mentioned.

"Great, emergency supplies.  Ely, show them where to store those for now.  The shed by the goat house is so light that if it comes down we can still get the supplies out.  After that Keri and Linda can get a head start for the boat.  You can too for that matter, since we've got supplies already.  I'll catch George on the radio.  Maybe he knows more about what's going on.  I'll follow in a few minutes."

"Like hell, I'm staying with you," Ely responded only stopping with the others long enough to explain what they needed to do, then she followed Karl inside

"I hope your dad has been listening to the emergency radio and I hope he's got the radio or the CB turned on," he commented as he picked up the little hand-held CB transceiver.

"Calling 'Skolka', Keeper calling 'Skolka'.  Come in George."

" 'Skolka' by.  Where have you been? I've been trying to raise you for hours."

"Sorry George, we felt an earthquake, what's up? Did you hear anything on the radio?"

"Turn on a broadcast set and listen, we've got lots more problems."

"What now?" Karl frowned.

"Well, the San Andreas fault let go in several places and shook up practically every town in California.  From the sounds of things the whole state is a bloody mess.  It seems like the quake set off a volcano or two down there as well and Mount St. Helens has blown again.  Mount Rainier and Mount Baker are venting, which means they are probably at the point of erupting as well."

"Oh great, so what do you expect that to mean to us George?"

"Well to start with, we're going to get more ground tremors, possibly earthquakes, maybe more tsunamis.  And if the wind blows our way, we might get a covering of ash.  Hell man, at the closest volcano is only a little more than a hundred miles away.  Several others aren't much further away."

"Okay, what do you think we should do?"

"Well for one thing, we can't stay here on the boat.  Just because the tsunami didn't cause problems last time, doesn't mean the next one won't cause problems.  If another one comes, it will probably be from a different direction.  For instance if it came from the direction of Mount Baker, it would come almost straight toward the entrance of the cut.  We could have a hell of a wave in here."

Karl looked thoughtful.

"George, I'd rather meet that tsunami well away from shore, but since we can't get through the cut except on a very high tide now, I'm afraid that might be impossible.  So we're going to have to make the best of the situation here on the island.  We've sent Keri and Linda ahead, tell David to fire up the boiler and set the burner at half, but not to let it get over forty pounds on the big steam gauge.  When Linda gets there, she or Keri can take over and bring the pressure up.  We'll take the 'Skolka' in to the dock and unload everyone.  Then I want to moor it so it's back in the middle of the bay and facing the cut.  Get everyone to pack up what they can for clothes and essentials.  Ely and I will be at the dock in half an hour."

"Ten four, over and out." George answered and the radio went silent.

Karl turned to Ely who looked thoughtful.

"I think everyone should come here," she said shortly.  "We can put Dad and Trudy in here and the kids on the couches in …"

"Hold it," Karl almost barked.  "We can work out logistics later, but I agree, everyone should come to the cabin for now.  Right now we need to get back down to the boat though."

They almost ran all the way back to the bay, only pausing at the shed at the top of the path long enough to recover George's wheelchair.  At the dock they left the wheelchair inside the lower shed and met David and Mary Beth who had rowed the dinghy back after Keri and Linda had used it to get out to the 'Skolka'.  Karl set a record time rowing out to the boat.

Keri met them at the stern of the 'Skolka'.

"Dad's in a hellish fuss, but we're ready to move ashore," she announced.  "Linda is at the wheel, and …"

"Great," Karl barked.  "Ely, I want to tie up to the dock with the bow out, so I'll spin her here on the buoy and again at the dock.  Can I get you to untie her after I've spun her around the buoy, then be ready to tie us up on the starboard side, with bumpers down when we dock?"

"Sure, Karl," Ely answered, reaching for one of the bumpers to tie it over the side while he ran for the wheelhouse.

George was sitting in the aft end of the wheelhouse by the radio and he had his briefcase as well as his canes by his side, while Linda was at the controls.  Both of them greeted Karl warmly, but he practically ignored them as he rushed to the wheel.  Linda had steam pressure up by the time he reached the wheelhouse and she stepped aside.  Karl simply threw the engine into forward and spun the wheel hard over before advancing the throttle.  The boat swung around the mooring buoy and in only a moment or two was pointing toward the dock.  Karl shifted the engine control into reverse and backed water until he felt them come to a halt, then let her ease back.

"Okay, Ely?" he called out the window.

"We're free," she called back.  "Take her in."

Karl eased the boat forward and then took the time to smile at Linda and George.

"Sorry to be brusque," he apologised.  "But I want everyone off the boat with absolute essentials, yet I want another set of essentials left on board, if possible.  In my case that means don't bother taking anything of mine off.  I've got all I need at the cabin.  I'm planning on mooring the 'Skolka' back where she was, but I plan on running a pair of slack lines in to the shore to hold her from swinging with the wind.  I want her to roughly face the cut at all times.  We'll be able to row out to her at any time, so if we forget something, it won't be a worry.  All right?"

"The houses are okay then?" George asked quickly.

"Well, my cabin is, except for a broken window, a small break in the edge of the roof and a crushed toilet.  Your place will need to be cleaned and roof needs to be repaired before you can move back there, so everyone will have to stay at my place for now." Karl said, but at the same time he was concentrating on the approach to the dock.  "You and Trudy can sleep in my den and the kids can sleep in the living room on the sofas.  The rest of us will cram in upstairs."

"How the hell did a toilet get crushed by an earthquake?" George frowned.

"A rock fell from the cliff behind the cabin and wiped it out.  It must have dropped almost straight down, then bounced sideways so it caught the edge of the roof, then came through the bathroom window at just the right angle," Karl laughed.  "It's lucky it didn't hit anything essential, but it broke off the water supply valve to the toilet, after wiping out the window and the toilet.  I hope the drain under the cabin works.  Otherwise, the whole heat sump will be flooded, but even then it should slowly drain away.  I'll explain everything later.  Right now though, I want to concentrate on getting this boat docked properly."

The next few moments were extremely busy as they pulled into the dock.  Ely had leaped ashore with a line and using that as a tether point, Karl had swung the 'Skolka' to reverse its direction.  Then, with only a temporary tie-down to bow and stern, they all began to off-load essentials.  In only a short while Karl had sent Trudy, Keri and Mary-Beth off up the hill to accompany George in his wheelchair, insisting that they head up the path toward safety.  Everyone was carrying a pack of some sort, but George was being pushed by Keri, so he carried only his briefcase and his canes.  Besides a small pack, Mary-Beth was carrying the old cat in a box since she didn't want him to be left on the boat.  The four of them trudged off uphill in a group, leaving Ely, David and Linda behind to shift the off-loaded materials off the dock as well as help Karl retie the boat to the mooring buoy.




Chapter 14

Meanwhile, Karl went into the boatshed and found two long coils of rope and then returned to the others who were moving all the baggage, shifting it from the dock and into the shelter of the boatshed.

"Let's leave this for now," he said sharply and everyone turned toward him.  "I won't feel all that safe until the 'Skolka' is moored back at the buoy and pointed toward the cut.  Let's get that done first.  We'll take care of sorting and moving this stuff later."

"Yes, boss," Ely snapped.

Karl frowned slightly at that comment, but decided to ignore the remark.

"David, you're going to help me, while Linda can help your mom, but both of you should stay on the boat.  I'm going to take the end of one of these ropes and tie it to that big tree over there," he pointed to one side of the cliff at a tree well above the water line and perhaps fifty feet away.

"Your mom is going to take her rope and tie it to that fir tree over there," he pointed to a tree on the other side of the dock and less distance away, but slightly higher up the other bank.

"David, you and Linda will have to stay here on the boat, out on stern deck and each of you will need to pay out the rope to either Ely or me as we move.  Can you do that?"

"Sure Unca-Dad," he responded instantly

"Ely, use a bowline to tie off with, okay?"

"Yes, Boss," she answered once more.

It might have taken twenty minutes to get the ropes tied and the ends strung out from the 'Skolka,' but it was done as fast as they could.  With both lines strung out the way they were, Karl had Linda stand on the stern of the boat as he slowly headed away from the dock.  Easing forward, he had Linda tell him when the shortest rope had paid out until it was almost at the end, then he brought the boat to a full halt.  With Ely and David at the controls, he went back to the stern to join Linda at the stern.

"Now what, since these two ropes aren't long enough to get us out to the mooring buoy?" Linda asked.

"Oh, I never thought they were, this length is perfect," Karl grinned.  "Just keep them together and out of my way for now."

He proceeded to pull out the stern anchor then dropped it and it's chain over the stern, stopping its fall when he came to the splice where it was joined to the anchor lead.  He took the ropes from Linda and fastened them to the anchor chain with a clevis, then threw the lot overboard, grinning at Linda as it sank.

"Now, you go forward and tell Ely to move us slowly forward and I'll stay here to pay out the anchor line.  I'll call out if I want her to stop, but tell her to go slowly and to stop when we're about a hundred feet from the mooring buoy, if I haven't called out first."

He stayed where he was and when he felt the boat begin to ease forward, he began to slowly pay out the line on the anchor winch.  When the boat halted, he locked the winch, but first he ran a loop over a cinch cleat to tie it in place, then he hurried forward.

"Ease her ahead again, but at very low throttle, please Ely," he smiled at her "We need to keep the stern line fairly tight for now, but we don't want to stress it.  Linda, I want you to handle a forward line for me."

Linda followed him forward and he pulled a long heavy rope out of a forward locker, stringing it across the deck and near a cleat.

"Now, I'm going to get the dinghy and I'll row out to the mooring buoy to tie this off.  All I want you to do is to pay this line out slowly, then cleat it off once I have the other end fastened."

"I've never even heard of a boat being tied this way," she commented.

"Oh, I'm not done yet," he laughed softly.  "This whole operation is just in case we get a huge wave entering the bay.  I want the 'Skolka' to have the best possible chance of surviving anything nature can throw at her."

He rushed off to the stern, but was soon in the dinghy and back at the bow.  Taking the end of the line from her, he rowed to the mooring buoy and used another clevis to tie it off, then rowed back to the 'Skolka' and went aboard once more.

"Can I ease up on the throttle now that it's all tied off?" Ely called out as he passed the wheelhouse.

"Not yet," he grinned.  "I've still got to drop the bow anchor and tie off the bow line.  Give me a few minutes."

He went forward and treated the bow line the same way he had the stern lines, dropping the anchor overboard and tying the line to the splice at the chain using another shackle.  After he had tied it and removed the rope from the cleat, he called to Ely to have her cut the engine.

As she came out on deck, he grinned up at her.

"Now we drop this anchor part way," he said as eased out the line on the winch.

The 'Skolka' slowly eased back until the ropes on both the bow and stern dropped into the water at an angle and Karl was able to cleat off the forward anchor line.

"Now if everyone else would go over the boat from stem to stern and make sure everything is shut off or closed down, emptied or filled, whatever should be done.  Make sure the 'Skolka' is going to be okay for a long rest.  While you're doing that, I'll set up anti-chafing gear on the bow and stern lines."

"Why don't you do the shut down with David, while Linda and I do the anti-chafing gear?" Ely asked.  "I think that would make more sense, since you know the boat much better than we do."

Karl paused a second and then smiled at her, "You're right.  Come on David.  Let's put the 'Skolka' to bed, so she can ride here safely.  The old gal has earned it for all the hard work she's done in the last few days."

"Right, Unca-Dad," David answered with a broad grin.

Karl let David do a lot of the checking, but when it slowed their progress, he stepped in and did the job while explaining his reasons for every action.  In fifteen minutes they were back on deck and Karl was carefully locking up the last hatchway, making sure it was tightly sealed.  He sighed deeply as he walked with David to the side of the boat where Ely and Linda were standing.

"Well, that's it," he said slowly.  "She's in storage mode.  Boiler full, tanks full, solar panels all working and everything shut down, except for the emergency systems.  Let's go ashore."

All of them seemed sober as Karl slowly rowed them ashore in the dinghy.  Several times each of them looked back at the 'Skolka', now resting quietly on the calm water in the drizzling rain.  The bow and stern lines dropped into the water and so did the two lines from the shore.  Karl actually rowed over the anchoring lines and David pointed them out below the boat in the clear water.

"Is there any chance the anchors will actually hook?" Ely asked.

"No," Karl answered firmly.  "I only let out fifty feet or so of anchor line on both the bow and stern and there's only fifty feet of chain on either anchor.  The water where she sits is more than a hundred and fifty feet deep.  Even at low, low tide there'll be at least fifty to seventy-five feet of water under each anchor."

"Well, like I said, I've never seen a boat anchored out that way," Linda commented.  "I like it, lots of rope to let her move up and down, but no way she can swing or foul the lines.  I have to ask though, why use two ropes to the shore on the stern instead of one.  Wouldn't that have worked as well?"

"Just one line would have let her swing a lot further on a low tide, especially in a crossing wind." Karl answered as they came to the dock.  "Catch that forward end would you please, Ely?"

When they came ashore, Karl had Ely and David make up packs for each of them to carry from the pile of what everyone had considered essentials.  Meanwhile he and Linda lifted the dinghy out of the water and stored it in the little boat shed.  Then everyone set to and shifted everything else that was on the dock into the shed as well.  It wasn't long before they had the area cleaned up and the shed closed.

"Well, I guess that's it for now," Karl sighed softly.  "I suppose we'd better get back to the cabin."

They all had bulky packs tied on their backs as they headed uphill, even David carried his share.  They all felt slightly sombre as they climbed, so it was several minutes before anyone spoke.  It was actually David who broke the silence.

"Mom, is Grandpa's house ruined?" he asked softly.  "Is that why we're going to Unca-Dad's?"

"No, it's not ruined, just messed up," she said firmly.  "But you and I are going to live with Karl anyway, and I think he'd like it if you called him Daddy."

"It doesn't feel right," David shrugged, then moved over to walk at Karl's side, taking his hand.

"What do you think?" he said looking up at Karl with a seven-year old's innocent gaze.

"It doesn't matter," Karl laughed softly.  "It comes more naturally for you to call me Unca-Dad and it sounds more familiar to me too.  I don't mind at all."

"Thank you, Unca-Dad," David grinned.  "I think it's going to be fun living with you."

"Will it be all right for Keri and me to live there too?" Linda asked in the silence that followed.

"If you want to," Karl shrugged.

"Well, both of us want to be there with you, besides Keri seems to think her Dad doesn't like us being together," she sighed.

"I think that's George's problem," Karl snorted.  "I don't think he thinks you and Keri are quote 'natural' unquote."

"That's not Dad's only problem, but that's beside the point, it is one of them," Ely said shortly.  "Just how do you feel about it?"

"Well, I don't understand it.  I mean, I couldn't get involved with another man, there just isn't any attraction.  Besides, I think it's damn unusual for two woman, let alone three, to be involved in any way.  This is going to get complicated."

"It already is, asshole," Ely laughed.  "Now the girls are throwing you into the mix.  I hope for your sake that there are still some oysters along the shore of the bay."

"Me too," Linda giggled softly.  "It'd be a shame to ruin Keri and my dreams."

"Now just a second …" Karl started to speak.

"Be quiet," Linda ordered.  "Don't say one damn word.  Not one.  Aren't you the one that they always quote as saying 'Just let things develop naturally'?"

Karl just shook his head slowly from side to side.

Everyone was quiet for a few moments as they came to the steepest part of the path, just before it split at the wye to go to either house.  They paused at the shelter to rest, sitting on the bench inside.

It was only a moment or two after they got there when Trudy and Keri appeared, coming around a curve in the path.  Keri was pulling a large rubber tired wagon that Karl had built years ago and had stored in one of his sheds.

"Hi Guys, we thought this might help," Keri called.

"Where's Dad?" Ely asked.

"He and Mary-Beth are oblivious to this world.  They're listening to Karl's radios.  Both of them are wearing earphones and scanning across the dials, with a drink on one hand and a sandwich on the other," Trudy answered.  "George's only bitch is that he has to go upstairs to go to the bathroom."

"Well," Karl laughed as he slipped off his pack and dropped it into the wagon.  "I guess we can fix the floor and then move the toilet from my old cabin into the house.  The old cabin is only used for storage anyway."

"Oh no," Keri protested.  "We were going to ask you if Linda and I couldn't fix the old cabin up and live in it.  That would give us a place of our own and we wouldn't be crowding you."

"Hmm," Karl said in a very hesitant tone.  "It's really rough now.  No one's lived in it for over a year and I've been using it for storage."

"Come on, Karl, it would be a hell of an idea," Trudy said standing directly in front of him.  "If we started soon and cleaned it out, George and I could move in there with Mary-Beth and David for now, until we get our place fixed up.  After we move back home, the girls could live in the cabin."

Ely and Linda set out with David, all of them pulling or pushing the huge load on the wagon, leaving Trudy and Keri blocking Karl's way as they did their best to convince him of their opinion.

"I'll think about it," Karl sighed.  "But there's so damn much stuff to move out of there and I don't want it ruined by the weather."

"So, we keep the goats outside for a few days, use their shed for storage, and either build them a new shelter or build a new storage shed," Keri replied quickly.  "For now we could just knock up a lean-to roof for them next to the shed."
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"Well, that was easier than carrying it," Linda sighed as she stopped pulling the wagon and sat on the front step of the house.  "How far is it from here to the dock anyway?"

"Almost a mile, the way the trail circles around," Ely laughed.  "But, it would be only half that if we could fly."

She pointed off to a stand of trees at the edge of the clearing.  "Just over there you can stand on the edge of a cliff and look down at the bay and the boat.  However, you can't get down there from here.  The cliff is way too steep and you'd end up in the water anyway, well actually in the stream, I guess.  When I think about it, we've just walked over half way around a circle."

"Mom," David interrupted.  "Can I go inside and find Grandpa?  Maybe I can help him."

"Okay David," she smiled at him casually.  "Tell him that Karl and Keri may have taken Trudy to see what Grandpa's house is like and what needs to be done."

"Okay Mom," he answered, already dashing inside.

"Are they really going to the other house?" Linda asked.

"Perhaps not," Ely laughed and shrugged her shoulders.  "However, I think they're all grown up kids.  What they do is their business.  I'm quoting Dad by the way, from the time I told him I was carrying Karl's child."

"So David really is Karl's son?"

"Yep, David was a bargain.  All he cost me was a bottle of scotch, some Chinese herbs, and few years of frustration," Ely giggled softly.  "Well worth a hundred times what he cost."

"If Karl is David's father, why aren't you two together?  Well, until now."

Ely smiled sadly.  "It wasn't until the other night that I realised he loved me as much as I love him.  I'm sorry if I've screwed up your life."

"You haven't screwed up my life," Linda frowned.  "Whatever gave you that idea?"

"Well, you and Karl were together," Ely almost whispered.  "Then I came along and stole him away from you."

"Oh come on, woman," Linda smiled softly.  "I saw Keri and I fell in love.  It's not that I don't care for Karl.  It's just that I have to be with Keri.  Then once I found out that the feeling was mutual, I had an extra lover on my hands.  Don't get me wrong, I love Karl for what he did for me and I owe him my life.  If he wants me, I'm going to do my best to screw his ass off.  Not that I mind, I mean, he's a great lover, but I …"

Her voice faded off to silence for a few seconds then she took a deep breath.

"Any way," she continued.  "I did my best to orchestrate getting you and Karl together, just so he wouldn't be too badly hurt when I moved on to Keri."

"So, you're giving him away," Ely grinned.

"Oh don't be an ass," Linda smiled.  "I'm the one who seduced him and I think even then, I was a substitute for you.  He loves you."

"He loves you too, you know."

"Unh uh, he likes me.  He loves you and I think he loves Keri as well.  Anyway, she wants his kid and I wouldn't mind having one either, so …" she paused, staring at Ely.

"Are you asking my permission to seduce him occasionally?" Ely grinned at her.

"I guess so," Linda whispered as she blushed.

"On one condition," Ely smiled softly.

"Oh, what's that?"

"You sleep with me on the nights that Keri sleeps with Karl," Ely winked.

"Just sleep?" Linda asked mischievously.

"Lady, if you get any sleep it will be because I'm exhausted," Ely laughed as she reached out to hug Linda close.

"That's your first mistake," Linda whispered in her ear.  "I'm no lady."

"Prove it," Ely challenged her.

In thirty seconds Ely was kissed, groped, and aroused.  Pressed back onto the porch floor, she suddenly couldn't help herself and began to giggle.  Linda lifted her head from suckling an aroused nipple and grinned down at her.

"What's so funny?" she asked.

"We're outside, on the front porch of the house and you're practically raping me," Ely giggled.  "I thought it was Keri you had the hots for?"

"Oh, is that all.  Let's be honest, I like sex, any kind of sex and you're so, well so exotic." Linda laughed softly and sat up.  "I do tend to get carried away though.  Would you like to go inside?"

"I think we'd better find a place for all this baggage we've got," Ely laughed softly as she fastened the buttons of her blouse that Linda had opened.  "Come on, into the living room with it."

Before they could take everything inside, they had to clean the living room floor.  That lead to them wanting to start a meal, so the kitchen had to be cleaned up better than it was.  Which lead to more clean up upstairs in the bedroom area while supper was cooking, but by then they had been joined by Keri and Trudy.  Karl was outside, hunting for an old toilet which he thought he might have in storage.

It was as they were working that they felt the ground begin to tremble again.  It wasn't a massive quake, just a small one, but it was enough for all of them to rush downstairs.  Trudy and Keri were ready to get George when David came out of the den, looking excited.

"Grandpa says it shouldn't be too bad.  It's a volcano venting, somewhere near Seattle," he announced.

"What do you mean by venting?" Ely demanded instantly.  "Is it erupting or what?"

"It's just blowing out steam and smoke," David smiled, happy to know something that the others didn't.  "Grandpa said as long as the vent doesn't get blocked and the winds keep on blowing from the west, we should be all right."

"I'd better talk to him," Trudy sighed.

She walked into the den and stood behind him for a few seconds, then she coughed to get his attention.

"Oh, Hi Dear," George said quietly.  "Just a moment, I'm listening to something rather important just now."

"Everything's okay for now Mom," Mary-Beth piped up from a seat near her father as she took off her earphones.  "Daddy is trying to find out if there's any danger of a volcanic eruption on Vancouver Island.  It's west of us and if one of them lets go, we could be buried under ash and pumice.  So far only a couple of volcanos further down the chain in Washington State and a couple in California have exploded or erupted and the wind is carrying the smoke and ash away to the east."

"Is there anything we can do?"

"Grandpa doesn't think so," Mary-Beth smiled.  "But, he wants to talk to Karl if you could find him."

"I'll get him," Ely said from the doorway where she and everyone else were waiting.

She started for the door and David followed.

"Shouldn't you stay with Grandpa?" she asked.  "He might want your help."

"Unh uh, there are only two sets of ear phones and Mary-Beth is still there," David answered.  "Besides, I want to be outside right now.  I hate earthquakes.  They make houses and trees fall down."

The ground had settled down again, but they could feel a vibration through the soles of their feet.

"I know what you mean," Ely smiled down at David, caressing his smooth head lightly with a stroke of her fingers.  "I like the ground to stay put underneath my feet too."

David grinned up at her, then noticed Karl coming out of the trees, leading an old red and white cow, followed by a half-grown calf.

"Can I go help Unca-Dad?" he asked.

"Sure," she chuckled and watched as he sped off.

"Take it cool," Karl called softly to slow him down.  "This old gal is spooked as it is and the calf is half wild.  I don't have a clue where they came from."

David stopped where he was and Ely waited where she was as well.  When Karl had gotten close to David, Karl said something to him very quietly, then David slipped off to one side and as Ely watched he circled around behind the calf and encouraged it forward.  Karl and the cow, now closely followed by the calf, came up to Ely.

Karl gestured toward the ground.

"Is this being caused by one of George's volcanos?" he asked.

"Yes, he wants to see you for some reason.  It seems to have worried him and it's scared the hell out of me."

"What, that he wants to see me, or the quake itself?"

"The quake, asshole," Ely laughed uneasily.  "Dad hasn't scared me for years."

"Why is this worrying you?  It's not bad."

"I like the damn ground to be solid underfoot," she declared.  "It isn't right for my toes to be jiggled around like this."

"Oh, is that all?" Karl grinned.  "Well, there isn't anything I can do about that.  I don't see what George might want me to do either."

"I think he want's you to go to his house and bring back some books," David said from behind them.  "If you go over to Grandpa's house, can I go along?"

"I can't see why not," Karl grinned at him.

"Now, I'm not so sure," Ely frowned slightly.  "It might be dangerous and …"

"Hold it, woman," Karl said firmly.  "Is David really my son?"

"Well yes, but …"

"Then I should have some say in the way he's raised," Karl frowned.  "Shouldn't I?"

"I guess, but I should have some say too.  I mean I've raised him on my own until now and I don't think I've done a bad job."

Karl wrapped an arm around her shoulder and pulled her into a hug.

"You've done a marvellous job," he laughed softly.  "I was pulling your chain."

"David, I was wrong.  Your mom and I need to talk about your going with me," he said in a louder voice.

"Okay, Dad," David replied.

"That does it, woman, you've got an argument on your hands," Karl whispered so only Ely could hear.  "My son just called me Dad, and that ought to get a reward as far as I'm concerned."

"Alright, I agree.  However, if you do go and he goes along, both of you be bloody careful." Ely answered, almost as quietly.

They put the cow and calf into a pen near one of the sheds, then all of them went to the cabin.  Karl went immediately to his den, then George shooed everyone else out of the room.  Once they were alone, George turned on a loudspeaker so that the radio blared, then faced Karl with a frown on his face.

"Karl, we may have a hell of a problem," he whispered.

"What's that George?" he asked, turning the volume of the radio back down.

"I turned that up so the women couldn't hear," George frowned.

"George, is that why you have me in here all alone?  If so I might as well leave," Karl growled.  "You might as well face it, George, these women and kids are just as tough as we are.  Besides, they're in this as deep as we are and without them, we'd never have gotten back home.  I'm not going to be party to keeping any secrets from them."

"I do not wish to frighten them," George replied adamantly.

"George, if you're worried that the volcanos on the Vancouver Island might erupt, they already know.  David told Ely and me, by now they will have told everyone else."

"It's not just that, I'm worried that this island might be part of a volcano."

"George, this island is an upthrust of sedimentary rock.  It's got limestone, shale, and sandstone as well as granite and gneiss inclusions.  The mixture is common in upthrusts.  If it were a volcano there wouldn't be any sandstone and certainly no shale or limestone.  The heat and pressure of an eruption would change them," Karl opened the door into the hallway and called out "Everyone come here."

Ely and David were the first to appear, followed almost instantly by Linda, Mary-Beth and Keri.

"Trudy has gone to see if she can get some milk from your cow, Karl.  Do you want to send someone to get her?" Ely asked.

"Hell yes," Karl responded.  "That damn cow is dry to start with, the calf is weaned.  And there's no way I want the cow disturbed right now.  She should calf again in a week or two and she's upset as it is."

"Oh, David, run quick, before Trudy-Mom gets hurt," Ely ordered.

"I'll go too," Mary-Beth announced, racing after David as he ran for the door.

"Wait up!" she called as she raced after him.

"There you see, George," Karl snorted.  "Our womenfolk are inventive and independent, not some sort of kewpie-dolls that we need to protect."

"That is as it may be," George answered.  "And I am not about to argue with you.  However, I still feel that there is a good possibility that this island is in some way volcanic in nature.  I willingly admit that I would never have survived if it had not been for my wife and my daughters.  However, the indisputable fact is that there are dormant volcanos on Vancouver Island and they are within destructive range of our present position.  If they should come out of dormancy and erupt as those on the mainland all seem to be doing."

"Which volcanos on the mainland are erupting," Ely asked.

"Mount St.  Helens is in full eruption and has a burgeoning lava dome, Mount Rainier is venting as is Mount Baker.  As well as that two volcanos in Oregon, one in California, four in Alaska and one in northern British Columbia are presently active in various states.  If the present trend continues there is no reason that the dormant volcanos on the near mainland and on Vancouver Island itself should not erupt," George paused to look at the faces surrounding him.  "If the volcanos on the island erupt then because of the predominant winds at this season being from the west, we would be in trouble.  We would almost certainly be inundated by a heavy fall of volcanic ash at the very least, perhaps pumice grit and possibly lava bombs which have been known to carry for many miles.  As well as that, there are poisonous gasses, pyroclastic clouds and various other natural phenomenon associated with volcanos with which we may have to contend."

"The key word there, George, is may," Karl smiled.  "None of this is definite, is it?"

"No, but I lived on the edge of the effects of Mount St.  Helens when it blew last time.  I had a home destroyed by the mudflow's, and to escape its effects, I travelled through mile after mile of ash falls.  I saw whole forests blown down, not just small areas, but a whole region of trees was flattened for miles.  I have a great fear and respect for the power of an erupting volcano."

"Just a minute, George," Linda interrupted.  "I got to ride a tsunami in boat and I got to see what it did to a town that it hit.  I lived there alone for a week.  There's a hell of a lot more danger of a tsunami wiping us out than there is of a volcano doing the job.  I'm a lot more worried about a bigger tsunami than a damn volcano."

"Well, since we're mentioning danger," Trudy said sharply as she came in from outside.  "As a nurse, my fear is more from this super flu than from the dangers that are presented by earthquakes and tsunamis or even volcanos.  With volcanos blowing as well as everything else, people will be moving to get away from them and they're going to be desperate.  They're going to be running away, whether they're sick or not and that's our biggest danger.  What do you think Karl?"

Karl smiled slowly, realising that everyone was extremely overwrought on top of being badly frightened.  He sat down on the edge of the bed in the room and looked up at everyone calmly.

"Well, I've been thinking about our luck," he glanced from face to face.  "We all lucked out when you talk about the tsunami.  I was on a boat in deep water.  Linda was on a boat and got hit by the tsunami, but rode it out fairly well.  The rest of you were sheltered because it came from the opposite way to the lay of the land where you were living.  It even left you a working boat that you were able to launch and use.  So it was just because of lucky circumstances that we all survived the tsunami."

George looked as if he was about to speak but Karl raised his hand and George waited instead.

"After the tsunami, I just happened to be in the right place to rescue Linda and we just happened to get away from the quasi-military.  Then the radio just happened to clear up, so we just happened to hear you and come to your rescue.  We just happened to see the trap those pirates had set and so on and so forth," His eyes roved from face to face.

He leaned back, silent now, waiting for someone else to speak, but everyone was very quiet.

Finally he spoke again; "I think we're just lucky, just - plain - lucky!  Somebody here in this group has a horseshoe stuffed up their ass.  Maybe it's me and maybe it's one of you, but we're all benefiting from being together.  I don't really know who the lucky one is and I don't really care!  Now, I don't think we should stop worrying altogether, but I do think we should just carry on and do the best we can with what we've got."

It was as if Karl had dropped a bomb shell.  When no one had spoken after a moment, Karl sighed heavily.

"George, I've just been thinking, how much of your information did you get from a reliable source.  I mean someone who wouldn't pass on a rumour as a truth?"

"I would imagine that most of it is reliable.  However, almost all of it did come to me from independent sources."

"In other words, ham operators who were passing on what they had heard from someone else?"

"Well, not all of it.  An emergency radio station in Seattle was broadcasting about the earthquake and the congruent volcanic eruptions in California.  As well, they mentioned Mount St. Helens was erupting and Mount Rainier was venting."

"Mount Baker?"

"That was mentioned on short wave, as you said a ham operator," he frowned and looked at Mary-Beth.  "Mary-Beth, do you remember if he said it was venting, or if he said it was venting more than before?"

"He said there were always vents there, Daddy.  He said he thought that they might be venting even more now though."

"And the reports about Vancouver Island?" Karl asked.

"Well, there's a geologist in Victoria that I was conversing with who said that since Vancouver Island was on what he referred to as a secondary plate, that there was a minor chance of eruption.  Let me be sure if I have this correct, he said that the Vancouver Island plate is being compressed from the west, forcing it up against the mainland plate.  There is a measurable amount of upward deflection in the center of the plate and …"

"Daddy, volcanoes!  Not general seismic info," Ely interrupted in annoyance.

"I was getting to that Ely, be patient," George scowled.  "His interpretation of the data was that he doubted anything would erupt on the Island at the present time, but that he wouldn't bet one way or the other.  Personally I am most worried about Mount Washington which is in a northwesterly direction from our position."

"Well George, normally I wouldn't bet on it either, but we don't have much choice.  We're going to have to decide if we believe they're going to blow or not," Karl said shortly.  "next we have to decide which is the least dangerous course of action.  The first choice we have to make is: do we stay here or do we leave?

"Now, if we stay here and there is a damn volcano erupting close by, we stand in the way of possible danger from falling ash, lava bombs and all the rest.  If we decide to leave there are several items to consider.  First; we have to wait for a high tide and there won't be one that will let us clear that rock-fall in the gorge until tomorrow around eight A.M..  Second; if there hasn't been another rock-fall in the gorge, and if we catch a high enough tide, and if we do get out to sea, we still stand the chance of being intercepted by the navy because the government says we aren't supposed to move.  Third; if we get caught in shallow water by a tsunami like Linda was, I'd say that means anything less than five hundred feet of water, we could all be in for one hell of a wild, short ride and maybe a damn violent one.  Fourth; there is a flu out there, a bad one, its killing people.  If people are running around, it's going to spread and we stand a hell of a lot more chance of
catching it out there on the run than isolated in here.  Fifth; if we do get out on the water, if we do get past the navy gun boats, if we don't get sick, where would we go?  The 'Skolka' only carries a few days of fuel and that's not running flat out like we'd have to do."

"I most certainly understand Karl," George said sharply, interrupting Karl before he could carry on.  "What I was starting to say is that we need to make a least a small concession to the fact that the volcanoes to the west of us may erupt.  Neither of our houses is built to withstand the weight of an ash fall on the roof, nor were they built to offer any protection from lava bombs.  I was hoping that you would have a suggestion of a safe place for us to flee to if such an eventuality were to befall us."

"Oh," Karl looked at him and grinned.  "I don't know why, but I assumed you wanted to run."

"Not once you had convinced me that the island was not volcanic," George smiled.  "You are sure of that, aren't you?"

"That is one thing I'm positive about.  I've found a lot of sedimentary rocks here George, but hardly any igneous rock.  If this island were volcanic in origin, it would be the opposite proportion to that.  Okay?"

"But do you, or do you not, have a plan for us to be safe in the case of a major ash fall?"

Karl grinned.  "Not until now George, but I just had a thought, you know the sandstone layers on Lookout Hill?"

"Well yes, they are rather prominent after all."

"Well, there are one or two caves in those that are a fair size, If we had to, couldn't we shelter in those?"

"Would they be deep enough do you suppose?  Also one of the major problems with volcanic ash is it's pervasiveness.  Much of it passes through most filters easily, simply because the individual grains of dust are almost microscopic."

"Well, that puts paid to any simple way of filtering the air, doesn't it?  However I just thought, did your friend, the geologist say that Vancouver Island was on a secondary plate?"

"Well, yes, he was quite specific of that.  Does it have a bearing on our situation?"

"It sure does, because you were so sure this island was volcanic, I did some reading a year or more ago.  Many volcanoes form over what they call hot spots, places where the heat of the core of the earth is carried closer to the surface.  The other time they form seems to be when there's a major fold and one tectonic plate is being driven under another, but that takes quite a distance from the edge of the plates before the downward heading plate is heated enough to melt.  Vancouver Island isn't all that wide and it isn't folded all that much.  I think it's called a floating plate, which means it rides on top of the plates that are coming in from the west.  On top of that George, I don't even know for sure that Mount Washington is volcanic.  Are you sure it is?"

"Well, no, but I assumed from the photo of its shape that …"

"George, I doubt like HELL that it is and for now I'm going to go with the assumption that it isn't.  I'll tell you what, just to satisfy you, do you have any books on geology and vulcanology in your library?  I know I have a government pamphlet or two, but I doubt they'd be much help.  If you want, on the next trip over to your place we'll see if we can find anything.  Okay?  Actually, David and I were about to go over there this evening, right after we've had a bite of something to eat."

"I'm unsure if I actually have much information on geology," George said slowly, "Perhaps I should check my radio sources more fully?"

"I'd say so Dad," Ely snapped.  "I thought I'd read somewhere that Vancouver Island was totally clear of any volcanic threat, but then I can't be sure.  At any rate, Karl and David need something to eat and I'll go with them to check your damn library.  So you make a list of what you absolutely have to have for a few days while we eat.  And remember, I am not bringing your whole damn library over here."

"Well, what I really need is to be there, so that I …" George began to say.

"George, just quit arguing, right now," Trudy interrupted him.  "Until the house is repaired, we are staying here, and that's final."

With that, almost everyone filed out leaving George and Mary-Beth behind.

In the kitchen, Karl flopped down at the table and sighed deeply.  "I hope sincerely that George is wrong.  I think we can handle an ash-fall from Mount Baker or almost any of the volcanoes in the Cascades because we're upwind of them most of the time, but good God, if we had one upwind of us?  We have enough problems as it is.  Now, on top of everything else, we have another mystery, where the hell did that cow and calf that I found come from?"

"Could they have swum ashore?" Linda asked.

"You don't know the island very well, Hun," Keri said.  "The only place they could get ashore and get up here is right near the wharf.  Everything else is steep cliffs.  They'd have had to swim in through the gorge."

"Now you've got me wondering if there was a landslide from the big earthquake and it left a beach access somewhere else," Karl sighed.  "Just what we'd need, a breakdown in our natural barriers that keep out trespassers."

"Karl, don't borrow trouble," Ely interrupted him.  "The way we approached the island, we travelled almost three quarters of the way around it.  I wasn't watching the shore all the time, but I know I didn't see any major land-slips, except that one in the gorge.  Did anyone else notice any?"

She looked around at the others who all shook their heads.

"It all looked awful steep to me," Linda almost whispered.  "Actually, I was wondering if you guys were all nuts.  It looked so gloomy and forbidding from the water that I was starting to wonder what I was getting into."

"Well wherever the cattle came from, we need to do some things right now …" Karl started to say.

"Yes, we can discuss those over supper," Trudy interrupted, setting a plate of soup and a sandwich in front of him.  "But for now, you eat.  Would you like a coffee?"

"Of course he would," Keri laughed.  "Karl, turn down a cup of coffee?  That would be like his dog passing up a bone.  Hey, has anyone even seen that brute, by the way?"

"No, and I'm wondering about that too," Karl sighed.  "Look, we have a whole lot of work that absolutely has to be done before we can relax.  We've got about three hours or more before dark.  I think we should split up and do several of those jobs."

"Sounds good to me," Ely smiled, glancing around at the others who were nodding in agreement.

"Okay, David and I are going over to George's house to look around a bit more for damages and to get a few things that we're going to need to be relatively comfortable.  I was hoping to have time to check and see that the earthquake didn't harm the dam up at the lake and while I was there I was going to check the water filtering system.  Unfortunately, with George's request for books and things, I don't think we'll have time for a detour up there today."

"Karl, why don't I take Keri with me and go to the house?" Trudy smiled.  "We can take your wheelbarrow and grab ours at the other end, that way we can each wheel back a load.  All we really need are a few books, as well as some blankets and such for now.  You and Ely can do more important things with David and Linda as helpers.  For now George is busy on the radio and …"

Suddenly Karl snapped his head around to look at her and then leaped to his feet and ran toward his office.

"George, shut off that damn transmitter," he shouted as he barged into the room.

"What?  But why?" George protested as he sat with the mic. at his mouth.

"Because we aren't supposed to be here," Karl snapped as he threw the switch on the transmitter, then pulled its supply plug.

"But how am I supposed to get information if I can't ask questions?" George asked huffily.

"For once in your life George, just fucking listen," Karl said shortly, busily disconnecting the transmitter from the antenna.  "If there is someone triangulating your signal, you may have just gotten us into deep shit.  Right now, until we can make it look like we have been here all along, we don't want anyone to know we are here.  If they know we're here, they may come visiting.  If they do, we probably have things that they need.  The earthquakes and the tsunami have damaged a hell of a lot of the infrastructure of the whole area.  We've been lucky to have almost everything undamaged, but if we have something they want and if they've got the power to force us to give it up, we may lose this equipment forever.  We may lose the 'Skolka'.  If it's a government agency, we might even end up in jail."

"But why would they …"

"George, who the hell knows?" Karl interrupted.  "Have you ever understood the actions of a government bureaucrat?  Right now I'll bet the government is expropriating anything they need.  That means that the little piss-ant bureaucrats who sit behind desks and act like king shit of turd island will be in heaven.  Even if they don't know exactly what they need, they are going to be ordering the people who are tough enough to be out and around to grab anything that might be useful.  Linda and I already ran into that mentality.  They were going to take the 'Skolka' and leave us with a few supplies and a tent.  We barely got away then.  Here, we can't run.  We have to hide," he glared at George.  "When you hide, you don't sit in your hiding place shouting at others.  But, that's exactly what you're doing when you're transmitting, George.  You were advertising to all of those dimwits that we're here and we're doing just fine.  We're not only able
to stay alive, but we have electricity to run things like radios.  Not only that, but we have enough time to waste that we can worry about what is happening in other places."

"Now, I'm taking this transmitter and I'm disabling it.  Then I'm hiding it from you just in case you forget.  As well, I'm taking the big CB rig and I'm disabling the transmitting end of that.  I'm leaving you your walkie talkie for now, but it's only for use in emergencies because I'm going to be carrying the other one.  You're going to sit here with Mary-Beth and monitor incoming calls on the radios."

"Don't you trust me?" George almost whispered.

"Not at the moment, George.  Not when you've just been doing childish things which are dangerous for all of us," Karl snapped back.  "Not when you're acting without thinking and endangering everyone I love, not to mention everything we've all worked so hard to build up over the years."

With that, he picked up the two radios he had mentioned, setting them off to one side on a table.  "Later on I'm going to go get some tools and I'm going to remove the rf transmitting crystals out of those radios, just so no one will be tempted to use them.  Now, shut off the walkie talkie.  We're only going to use those when we need them.  Since we're both here at the moment, they can be turned off to save the batteries.  When we turn them on, we'll leave them on standby, unless we're actually talking.  We don't know when we can buy any more batteries, so we'd better conserve the few we have for as long as we can."

Turning his back, he pressed past Trudy at the doorway to the room, then walked through the house and outside to the front porch.  Trudy went in to talk to George, who was looking like he had just been slapped, while Ely followed Karl out onto the porch, taking his sandwich and coffee with her.

"Wow," Linda almost whispered, looking at Keri.  "That's the angriest that I've ever seen Karl."

"Me too," Keri agreed.  "He never gets angry, but you've got to admit he's under a lot of pressure.  Besides, Daddy deserved that, in a way.  The thing is, Karl is probably angrier with himself than with Daddy.  He's probably blaming himself for not saying or doing anything earlier."

"Well, I disagree with Karl on this one.  If we were always here, we'd be using the radios some times," Linda said slowly.  "And after thinking about it, I disagree with how the 'Skolka' is moored right now.  If we were here all the time and didn't have the radios working, we wouldn't know about the devastation from the tsunami.  At least not enough to do what we did.  Besides if she was moored at the dock with all those big trees around her, she wouldn't be so visible if the military does fly over.  Then we could make it look like she hadn't been moved in a long time."

Keri looked at her strangely, then smiled slowly.  "You know, we've gotten to thinking Karl is infallible.  Why don't you go talk to him?"

"You agree with me?" Linda said in surprise.

"I'm not sure," Keri laughed softly.  "I don't know enough to make up my mind, but it's an argument that needs to be discussed.  Come on, let's go see the man."

When they saw Karl and Ely out on the porch, Karl was looking completely dejected and Ely looked like a mother hen.  Even David was frowning as he stood at their side, and all of them were staring blankly out across the clearing.

"Excuse us, but Linda brought up an interesting point or two." Keri said coming up to them, "If we were living here all the time, wouldn't we be still using the radios?"

Karl turned quickly, his face showing some annoyance.  Then as he opened his mouth to speak you could see him change his mind.  Instead of speaking, he paused and stared at first Keri, then Linda.

"Yeah," he said slowly, "I guess we would at that, but if we were good little kids like the government wants, we'd only use them in an emergency."

"And a volcanic eruption isn't an emergency?" Linda asked.

"Since we're upwind and a couple of hundred miles away, no, not that much."

"Even knowing George's curiosity?" Linda asked with a smile.  "And yours too for that matter.  And what about possible volcanoes on Vancouver Island?"

"Ouch," Karl said softly, "I just got hit by a left hook."

At least he was smiling slightly.

"Dad?" David said, looking up at him as if he was afraid Karl might bark.

"Yes David?" Karl was instantly attentive.

"There aren't any volcanoes on Vancouver Island, none at all.  I read it in a book that you have."

"What?" Karl said in surprise.  "Did you say you saw it in one of my books?"

"Unh huh, it's in your bookcase.  Want me to get it?"

Karl just stared at him for a few seconds, then grinned.  "Yes, please, would you bring it here?"

David scampered off and was back in only a moment with a small pamphlet in his hand.  "It's at the very back Dad, in the questions from kids."

Karl looked at the small government issue pamphlet about the geology of Vancouver Island and opened it to the back.  There near the bottom of one of the last pages was the question: "Are there any extinct volcanoes on Vancouver Island?" and right below it was the answer: "There is no volcanic activity of any kind on Vancouver Island."

Karl grinned and bent down to hug David.  "Thank you, Sunshine," he grinned.  "That makes me feel a lot better."

David just grinned.  "Should I show it to Grandpa?"

"I think I'd better do that," Karl said firmly.

"I think you should wait a while," Ely smiled.  "Dad has been cock of the walk for so long he needs to realise that being a millionaire doesn't mean much right now."

"What?"

"What good is a million dollars if you can't use it?" she asked.  "Right now there are probably no banks working and the stores will be empty of most goods, either because they have sold out, or else because the stores have been stripped clean or looted.  If the power went out in most places like we expect it did then all the perishable goods will have spoiled because there's been no way to keep them cool.  All the helicopters that are working are going to have been taken over by the government.  There's no way Daddy could buy anything, and there's no way to get it here if he did buy it.  His millions of dollars in stocks and bonds are useless for now."

"Just what are you saying?"

"I'm saying that we're in heaven compared to most people and it's because of your sweat and skill that we are.  I think we should still ask Dad for his opinions, but for now our opinions count for just as much, or even more.  Not just your ideas, but the all of our opinions should count now.  Dad can probably see a lot more of the theoretical side of things than we can, but damn it, it's our hands and backs that have to keep this place functioning," she sighed deeply.  "We have to let him know that he has a vote, but it's no longer a veto, at least not for now."

"Oh wow," Keri said sharply.  "On top of that, There is one other thing that Linda brought up that might be important."

"Yes, we're waiting for the other shoe to drop," Ely said impatiently as Keri paused.

Keri looked at Linda expectantly, so everyone turned to look at her as well.

"Well," Linda started to speak almost apologetically.  "It's just that I don't think the 'Skolka' should be moored out in the middle of the bay.  If the Navy sends over a plane or a helicopter, she's going to show up like a sore thumb.  If they see her moored like that, they'll know we've been outside of the bay and they might just add up all the odd things about their 'disappearing' submarine.  We could lose her to them, because they might confiscate her."

"True, I'd thought of that, but what about a tsunami?" Karl asked.

"I lived through one remember," she snapped, "I disagree with George about any rock slide holding back that kind of force.  The wave I saw would have just thrown it aside in half a second.  My God!  Just look what it did to the town where I was living.  It just blasted everything out of the way and went on, carrying the whole town with it, smashing everything to bits and grinding anything left to pieces as it went.  The only reason there was no major wave in this little bay is because of the bottle neck of the gorge, so there was solid rock to hold back the water.  Fuck that little rock slide.  That would have been a tiny a hiccup to the wall of water that I saw go through where I was."

"So you're saying that …"

"I'm saying that the 'Skolka' should be tied up to the dock, in the shade of those big trees, and we should do it as soon as possible.  Christ, we can use spring-line ties to the dock, come off the stern and go past the bow with a rope leading forward, then do the same thing from the bow, but with the rope leading back past the stern.  After that we can tie the bow and stern with long-lines that lead to shore on the opposite side, that's in order to keep her from riding sideways and onto the dock in a big wave.  If you want, we can even set the anchor toward the cut and then back the boat into the dock, that would keep her from ever washing ashore.  If we leave all the lines loose enough, we could ride out a ten or twelve-foot wave quite easily.  But, in my opinion, there is no damn way we'll be hit by anything that big.  There is just no possibility that enough water can get in through that narrow cut in the rock fast enough to cause a problem in the bay.  The rock cut
is too narrow and the bay is too large; it would be like trying to fill a forty-five-gallon drum through the vent hole in the top."

"I'm sorry, but I'd want her bow first toward the shore," Karl said firmly, frowning deeply.  "If she washed ashore stern first, she'd be sure to damage the prop and rudder."

"Dammit, Karl, I'm telling you that there is absolutely no chance of that happening.  It just can't.  It isn't physically possible, not unless the wave of water was higher than the damn cliffs and in that case, none of us would be safe anywhere," Linda frowned at him.  "The 'Skolka' is in no danger from tsunamis when she's in the bay, okay?  The only danger is if the Navy planes take pictures of her and they decide to investigate.  So, we want to hide her from the air if we can, and we want to try to make her look like she's been there all along just in case they do see her."

"Karl, she's making sense," Ely grinned at Karl's frown.

"I know, but, why didn't I think of all of this?"

"Well, you didn't ride through a tsunami in a boat, but mostly, you didn't spend a winter with your 'house' tied to a dock," Linda grinned.  "That's when you have to learn what to do to keep high winds and big waves from sweeping you and your house away in the middle of the night.  You also learn very quickly to recognise places that are protected from the worst effects of storms.  You might even call me a fair weather sailor, because I hate to be out on the water when it gets rough."

She was extremely surprised when the other three all looked at her in obvious disbelief.




Chapter 15

Since everyone was still looking at her questioningly, Linda explained herself.  "I had to work out how to tie up my boat so I could ride out winter storms.  Hell, I had her tied down so well that I seldom moved her off the dock in the winter months.  It was too much work to untie her, then tie her down again after a cruise."

"Then how did you get so much experience running a boat in storms?" Keri asked Linda.

"Oh, I didn't have much experience away from the dock in rough weather," Linda snorted.  "We were out in a storm for longer on this rescue trip than I've ever been out on a boat before, at least one that wasn't moored.  I've spent a lot of time anchored out, but always in fair weather, so if I knew a storm was coming I headed for the dock."

"What, and you brought us through that storm like you did?" Ely said in astonishment.

"Unh huh," Linda blushed.  "I knew I was in the best physical and mental shape of any of you.  Once Karl found me, I ate well, and I was able to relax, so I slept solidly, but Karl was always worried, so he didn't sleep much.  I knew from what he'd said that he hadn't really slept well in a week or more before we met.  When we rescued you guys, you didn't look in much better shape.  Everyone on that boat was exhausted, but me.  So with what little I knew, and having had Karl show me the essentials, I just did what I had to do.  Knowing that I could call on help if I needed, it was an extra boost, but you can't possibly have any idea how much relief I felt when we dropped anchor at the old dynamite plant."

"Oh my God!" Ely leaned over and wrapped her in a tight hug.

Karl just stared at her for a moment.  "But I thought you … I mean, you just seemed to know exactly what questions to ask and what to expect to happen when you did anything. "

"Well, I did live on a boat so I did know some things," Linda grinned through tears.  "I knew you assumed that I knew more than I did, so I tried to ask intelligent questions and I made sure I remembered your answers.  I knew damn well that you needed help and I was there, so I stepped into the lurch."

Then she giggled.  "Look, I don't think nautically yet either.  You say 'topside' and I have to mentally translate that to mean 'upstairs' or 'out on deck'.  I even have to remember that all the short words refer to left side of the boat and the longer ones refer to the right."

"Pardon?" Ely pulled back and stared at her.

"Oh," Linda giggled again.  "Left, port, and red are short words, they're used for the left side of the boat, right, starboard, and green are the right side of the boat."

Karl just shook his head as he moved over and he held out his arms.

"I'm so sorry that I misjudged you and put you under that pressure," he said quietly as he hugged her.  "I thought you were a lot more experienced since you caught on so fast.  I'd never have put you under that kind of pressure if I'd known."

Linda leaned back in his arms and grinned at him.  "You silly ass, I put myself under pressure by trying to be there when you needed me and it made me learn a lot.  To be honest we all have to do that now, don't you see?  We have to be ready for anything and we have to do things right, without mistakes.  If we see a mistake we have to correct it, and we need to do it right away, just as soon as we notice it."

"Just to be clear, you mean you think we should move the boat tonight?" Keri asked.

"In case the weather breaks, yes, I agree.  I think we should move the 'Skolka' tonight," Karl said, making up his mind instantly.  "Just in case the cloud cover breaks, we don't want her to be out in the middle of the bay tomorrow morning.  We've got about an hour and a half or two hours of daylight left, maybe less with the clouds and rain.  Linda and Ely can come with me, if they will.  I'll get you and David to stay here.  Then you two could go over to the other house and get what extra bedding we need for tonight or whatever.  Talk to Trudy about all the sleeping arrangements.  The three of us should be back by about ten and I imagine we'll be tired, in fact we'll probably be totally bushed."

"Why will you guys be so tired?" Keri asked in surprise.

"Well, the 'Skolka' is pretty well mothballed.  It would take almost two hours to bring her up to working steam pressure since she's been completely shut down.  I even shut off the pilot burner, so the boiler is cold and I don't want to strain anything by heating it too fast.  There's plenty of power in her batteries to operate the fore and aft winches to bring in the anchors.  Of course once she's ashore, we have shore power, so we can put her batteries on recharge to let them recover, but we'll have to move her to shore with the skiff and an outboard motor," he sighed softly.  "The whole operation is going to have to be hands on though.  That's going to mean that we're all likely to have to work like Trojans at one point or another, especially when we get to the dock."

"Could I come help, Dad?" David piped up.

Karl looked from him and up to Ely, who gave an almost imperceptible nod of her head.

"Okay, you can come," Karl nodded.  "But this might be a bit dangerous, so you have to obey any orders right away.  No dawdling and no running around or playing games either.  You have to be a helper, not a hindrance.  All right?"

"Yes, Dad, I promise."

"Now," Karl looked at Ely and Linda.  "When we get her to the dock, how do we make her look like she hasn't moved in weeks?  Do we need anything special from here at the house to help us?"

"Huh, with it raining like this?  If she is tied to the dock under that old cedar tree for a few days there'll soon be a whole lot of dead cedar needles on deck.  If we had a bit of a wind it would only take about two hours and no one would know she'd been moved in months," Ely offered.

"Well that's a problem, because it's calm," Karl grinned, "But, if one of us were to climb into that cedar tree and shake the branches a bit, we'd have lots of falling twigs and needles.  What do you think?"

"Sure, I guess," Ely said, the frowned "I don't really like the idea of any of us climbing a tree in the dark though.  Couldn't we manage to shake the whole tree from the ground somehow or other?"

"Maybe," Karl grinned.  "Any suggestions, Linda?"

"Well, I'm not sure about the tree.  Instead I was thinking that after my boat was tied up on the dock for very long she'd be covered with salt spray on the outside and all the nice polish would disappear from everything, especially below decks.  It just seemed that rust and corrosion would appear inside of a week or so.  I was always cleaning, polishing and protecting things."

"I take back every joke I ever said about dumb blondes," Karl grinned at her.  "You are one smart cookie.  David, in the storage shed, next to where the goats are, you'll fnd an old garden sprayer, you now, the pump kind?"

"The one you used to spray that soap stuff on your berry bushes to kill the aphids, Dad?" David asked.

"Unh huh, could you run and get that for me.  We'll need it.  Oh, and Ely, in the kitchen, down in the bottom cupboard on the right, there's a gallon of vinegar.  Could you fill one of those hand pump spray bottles under the sink with a mix of half vinegar and half water, please?  Come to think of it, maybe you'd better fill two spray bottles full, okay?  And Keri, could you get one of the walkie talkies for us and ask your dad to turn the other one on and set it to standby?"

He and Linda were left alone for a second.

"I don't understand," she looked puzzled.

"Hmm," Karl smurmured, his eyes returning to her and the frown of thought disappearing from his face.

"How are those sprayers and stuff going to make the boat look as if it hasn't been moved lately?" she asked.

"Oh," Karl grinned.  "In the bilge I have several small drums full of brine from the desalination unit.  We're going to fill the garden sprayer with that and spray it all over above decks.  Where the rain falls it will wash off just like it does regularly, but where it's shielded from the rain, it will coat everything with a thick coating of what looks just like salt spray that builds up on a boat that's been moored for a while."

"Ahh, I gotcha," she grinned.  "But, what will you do with the vinegar and water?"

"Well, when we ran the boat, a lot of surfaces in the engines room were polished from wear and from handling.  I always try to wipe them down with an oily rag after I've used her, but I always miss places.  When I go to start up the next time there are always small patches and streaks of rust and corrosion.  The vinegar is such a mild acid that it will hurry along the oxidation a little bit.  While we're moving her to shore, I'll get David to run around below decks and spray all the steel and brass lightly.  In a day or two there will be a light coating of rust and corrosion on those areas, but it'll be so light that we can polish it off easily when we need to use the boat again."

"Damn, I'm glad you're on my side, but why were you frowning before?" Keri asked, having come back quickly.

"I was trying to think of a way to shake a tree without climbing it," he grinned at her.  "Any ideas?"

He took the walkie talkie from her hand, slipping it into an inside pocket, then gave her a hug in thanks.

"Well, if it was a small one, you could just bend it over, then let it snap back, but those trees are huge, so I don't know how to do that to them."

"Hmm, now that's something we might be able to do.  Linda, how would you like to ask Ely if she has any ideas about that while we're on the way down to the dock."

Just then both David and Ely came rushing back, so with a quick wave to Keri, the other four set out for the bay.

It was still raining lightly and they were in rain coats even though it was cool, but they hurried, so by the time they got to the dock they were all perspiring lightly.  It didn't take Karl long to dig out an outboard motor from the mess in the shed, which meant that in very little time they had it hung on the back of the skiff, then had the skiff in the water.

"Cross your fingers," Karl grinned at the others, "This engine is burning old gas and it hasn't run in weeks."

"Oh Karl!" Ely shook her head.  "You know damn well that …"

Whatever else she was going to say was drowned out by the sound of the little engine.  Karl just grinned at her and headed for the boat in the middle of the bay at a good clip.  Ely was ready when they slowed to a stop at the stern of the 'Skolka.' She stood in the dinghy to reach up and haul herself aboard the larger vessel.  She used the rope left hanging off the stern for grip, but once she was aboard she flipped the boarding ladder down for the others to use.  David was the next on deck, after handing her the bag that had been used to carry the spray bottles he was going to use below decks.  Karl and Linda then turned the skiff to head out to the mooring buoy.  By the time they got there Ely had released both anchor chains slightly and the large mooring rope was slack enough that they could undo the clevis.  Then with Linda hauling the rope into the skiff, they slowly ran back toward the 'Skolka'.

They could hear the electric winch as it hauled in the bow anchor and to Linda's relief, it wasn't long before Ely was hauling the rope toward her faster than they were moving.  When Karl noticed that Ely was almost pulling them toward her, he sped up, then eased off and slid to a halt just below the bow while she got most of the heavy rope on deck.

"This rope is soggy Karl.  What should I do with it?  I don't imagine you want it in the rope locker."

"No, we'll take it ashore later.  For now just leave it coiled on deck.  What's left?  I'll need about fifty feet to tow her with."

"You're towing from the bow end?" she asked.

"Yeah, Just cleat the line off there.  I'll be going backward with the skiff so I'll have steerage.  Linda, can you get aboard from here?  Once you're aboard, throw the wheel of the 'Skolka' as far over to starboard as you can, then you and Ely can get the stern anchor up while I start to swing the bow.  When you get the anchor up and come to the shore ropes, just undo the clevis and let them drop.  They'll sink and we can haul them ashore later.  As soon as we're swung around, one of you will have to handle the steering.  Remember, we're going to moor on the shore side of the dock, under the cedar trees, and with the bow pointing in toward the scrub willow.  Okay?"

"Gotcha Captain," Ely said as she was helping Linda aboard.  "I'll have a pair of lines rigged bow and stern for mooring by the time we get to the dock."

"Great," Karl answered, already tying his mooring line from the skiff to the larger line from the 'Skolka'.  In only a moment, he was easing the bow of the larger vessel around.

By running the skiff in reverse and towing backward, he was able to stay in control relatively well.  Inside of a half hour from the start of his tow he was undoing his tow line and swinging the skiff to the other side of the dock to quickly tie it up.  He scrambled onto the dock, then hurried back to take a lighter bow line from Ely as the big old wooden boat glided silently to her new moorage.  Ely meanwhile, ran to the stern and tossed him a second rope.  It would eventually be the stern-to-dock spring line, but for now it was going to be the braking line for several tons of wood and metal.  Flipping the line over a heavy dock cleat, he began to slowly bring the boat to a halt, actually enjoying the feel of the rope and the sounds of the wooden hull rubbing against the old rubber tires he used as fenders on the dock.

At that moment he felt supremely happy.  He decided there was just something about tying your boat up to your own dock that gave a seaman an immense feeling of satisfaction.  There was no way to explain it.  It just was a fact of life that when you were doing that you were safely home and so was your boat.  As soon as he had both of the lines that he had on the dock tied off, Ely tossed him a third shorter line at the stern.  He tied it temporarily as well, then undid the first line he had tied off and walked it forward to act as a spring line.

By then Linda was out of the wheelhouse and David was with her.

"I sprayed down everything inside that I could think of, Dad," David crowed, waving the two spray bottles like a cowboy waving six-guns.  "I still have lots left though.  Should I do anything on deck?"

"He even sprayed the door handles," Linda laughed.

"Sure, David, spray any metal that looks polished, especially the anchor winches," Karl grinned.  "And Linda, if you'll get the boarding ladder hung over this side, I'll go get the big sprayer, then I'll go below to get some brine and I can start spraying that on things above deck.  When you have time, you can take over, get the windows, walls, anywhere and everywhere that salt spray would settle in a storm.  Ely, we'll need a line from bow and stern strung over to tie points on shore in order to keep her tied away from the dock.  Linda, should we spring those too?"

"I would," she smiled, happy to be asked.  "Then when we tighten them up, she'll ride a few feet away from the dock, but still be able to shift with the tides and waves.  I don't suppose you have any sort of a boarding plank do you?  Something that would hook over the … what do you call this raised edge?"

"It's a coaming, well actually in this case it's the gunnel, but we won't worry about names for now.  I'll teach you all that another day," Karl grinned.  "And we'll worry about a boarding plank later too.  For now, we'll leave the ladder down and have a rope tied off loosely from midships to the dock.  Then, if the spring lines are tied off the right way, we can spring the boat against their tension and pull it over to the dock to get aboard."

"Oh, I never thought of using the ropes like that," she said honestly as she hurried off to get the boarding ladder.

Half an hour later Karl had sprayed everything that he'd ever noticed develop a salt spray film and several things that he wasn't sure about.  The others had tied the spring lines to shore then Linda used his rope to pull the 'Skolka' close to the dock for him to slip off the boat.  Just then Ely and David came hurrying out onto the dock from onshore, each carrying an armload of small twigs and branches from cedar trees.

"Wait, don't let her go out again," Ely called.  "These branches are all dead and losing their needles.  If we shake them around all over, it will look like the tree dropped them.  We can even leave the smaller branches on deck."

Karl had to laugh, but as he watched them Ely and David run around the deck, shaking the branches and dropping one every now and then, he saw that they were actually doing a pretty fair job of imitating what the wind and rain would do.

"Don't forget the top of the wheelhouse," he called as he walked toward shore.

"Where are you off to?" Ely called in return.

"I think I know how to shake the 'sugar tree' in order to help you out," he laughingly called back.  "And before you get upset, I don't plan on doing any climbing.  Can I borrow Linda though?  I'll need a second pair of hands."

"Sure, we can use the rope from the boat to pull the boat over just as well from the deck as from the dock," Ely called, sounding quite happy.

Linda ran after him and caught up to him as they entered the storage shed.

"We'll need a long rope, a weight, that old coat, an axe, and a 'come-along'," Karl said, either pointing to an object or picking it up.

The 'come-along' was something Linda had never seen before.  It looked like a lever-operated winch in a small frame with one hook attached to the frame and another to the end of the winch cable.  What Karl didn't pick up to carry, Linda did.  Then the two of them went along the shore line to stand near the base of the huge old cedar that overhung the 'Skolka'.

"You'd better stand well back," he grinned at her, taking the weight and the rope in his hands before moving forward.

She watched as he tied the weight to the end of the rope and then slung it as hard as he could at a huge branch about twenty feet above their heads.  It took several tries, but finally he got it to go over the branch, then the weight pulled the rope down the other side of the branch as he let it slide through his hands.  Going to the weight, and getting Linda to feed the coils to him, he pulled several more feet of rope over the branch, then asked her to stand back again.  He threw the weight over another branch on the opposite side of the tree and lower down than the first one.  Then he asked Linda to bring the old coat to him as he moved to the base of a second, smaller tree.  He wrapped the coat around the tree, then tied the rope over it, holding the coat in place.

"What in hell are you up to?" Ely said as she and David came up to them.

"I'm going to try to shake the tree like Keri suggested," Karl grinned at her.  "Now we need to string this line out to a nice solid tree, but if possible, we want one with a fallen log in front of it."

Linda and Ely frowned, but helped him string the rope out to the base of a third tree, uphill from the first two.  He tied one end to the tree and over a huge old log, then tied two loops in the rope after stretching it out quite tightly.  The loops were about ten or twelve feet apart and between the log and the tree.  He hooked the 'come-along' into the two loops so it was stretched between them and he could easily tighten the rope much more.

"Now, I need one person at each end of the dock and one person halfway from the dock to me.  You guys can keep me posted on what the tree is doing, okay?"

"Oh, I get it," Ely smiled.  "The log and the axe are the quick release, aren't they?"

"Yeah, I'm going to tighten the rope with the 'come-along' and when I get it really tight, I'm going to chop the rope off with the axe.  I want you out there for safety and I want you watching to warn me, just in case something does go wrong, okay?"

"Okay, I guess but …" Ely started to protest.

"Look.  This is high strength rope.  It's going to let go hard and I haven't a clue where the end of it will finally land, or what it's going to whip across as it lets go.  I'll call out a warning when I'm ready to cut it, so you guys be ready in case you have to duck any flying branches, whipping ropes or anything else, all right."

"And when it whips, what's it going to do to you?" Linda asked.

"I'm going to be standing in the middle.  Since it will be under tension, it's going to whip away from me in both directions.  Being right here, I'm perfectly safe from those ends because they'll both spring away from me, but I can't say the same for any of you," Karl smiled as he began to work the 'come-along' handle.  "Don't worry.  I'm being bloody careful.  Now, get out of here!  All of you, I want to get this done and get back to the cabin before it gets too late."

Ely decided that David should be at the far end of the dock, Linda at the shore end, and she should be halfway between the dock and Karl.  By the time they were all in position the top of the old cedar tree was actually quivering each time Karl pulled back on the handle and tightened the rope.  Linda could see that the tip of it was actually bent slightly toward shore when Karl finally called out that he was ready.

She watched the tip of the tree as the sound of the axe blow rang out.  To her amazement, the old cedar whipped back and forth about six or eight feet at the top and a quiver seemed to run through the whole tree.  Then a virtual snowstorm of old dead needles and small branches came cascading down onto the 'Skolka,' the dock and the water around the boat.

"Oh Wow, oh Wow!" David shouted.  "Oh boy, did that ever work."

Linda just stood there and watched as still more small branches and old needles rained down.  Then she grinned at David as he came running up to her.

"Come on, let's go see Mom and Dad," he demanded, reaching for her hand.

"You go ahead, David.  I'm going to go see if I can get the rope back out of the tree.  Let them know where I am, okay?"

"Sure," he ran off.

Ten minutes later she was joined by Ely, who got there just in time to help untangle one end from a bush so Linda could finish coiling the rope.

"Where's Karl?" Linda asked.

"He'd better be sitting down resting," Ely snapped, then she sighed.  "Sorry, I didn't mean to be grouchy or chew your ear off.  Every once in a while he forgets that his health isn't perfect.  I never thought about it, but pumping the handle on the stupid 'come-along' bothered his lungs.  You did know he was gassed by chlorine didn't you?"

"No, I don't think he ever told me that," Linda stopped what she was doing and stared at Ely.

"Oh yeah, before we'd even met him.  He was working at a paper mill and he was in the wrong place, actually down a trench, when some damn fool opened a valve that he shouldn't have.  Karl didn't get much of a dose or he wouldn't be alive, but it did damage his lungs.  That's why he was on a disability pension when we met him.  If he gets really stressed, then tries to do much, it kicks up.  Normally it only acts up for a few hours and a good sleep will put him to rights, but I don't think he should climb the hill tonight.  He's arguing that we shouldn't stay on the boat."

"Well, if he can get rested up enough to make it up the hill, I agree with him.  We shouldn't stay on the boat unless we absolutely have to," Linda said firmly.

"Yeah, I know, but I'd rather see him feeling a lot better than he was when I found him sitting there gasping for breath with a big grin on his face.  The rest of us are going to have to take part of the physical load off of him for a while.  I'll be damned if I want to see both of our men in fucking wheelchairs."

The two of them agreed on that, then finished wrapping the rope into a tight coil and picked up both the old coat and the weight Karl had used.  With that as a load, they headed back to the shed where Karl and David were sitting.  When they got there, Karl seemed to be breathing easier and his colour was good.

"Thank you, ladies," he smiled.  "I'm feeling better now, I think that was just a short spell, but I don't think I should carry much of a load up the hill tonight."

"Well!  I bloody well guess not!" Ely said loudly.  "What had you planned on doing?  Were you going to try to be a pack horse tonight, on top of everything else?"

He grinned at her.  "We have to get all this stuff that you folks brought up to the houses," he pointed at the things Ely's family had brought that were stacked in the shed.  "If the military comes around, they'll see this stuff.  That's as much of a give away as a clean and recently used steam boat would be."

"Oh fuck!" Ely said sharply.  "Well tonight you aren't carrying anything.  The rest of us can each take a small load and we can worry about the rest tomorrow.  What else do we have to do to button up the 'Skolka'?"

"Nothing much, other than flipping the skiff onto the end of the dock and tying it there, then bringing the outboard inside and putting it on the motor stand," Karl sighed.  "I'll sit here and rest while you three do that, if you want."

Linda hadn't entered the discussion until then.  "Excuse me, but do you really feel up to climbing the hill tonight?  I want an honest answer, no bullshit."

"I really would like to," Karl said stubbornly.  "Anything we do on board the 'Skolka' now is going to disturb what work we've already done.  Besides, we have to get those two spray bottles and the garden sprayer out of here.  Look, they're empty, I can carry them and we can try the hill.  I know damn well that if I make it up there without getting short of breath, then I can make it back to the cabin.  What I was going to suggest is that we finish up here, each of you picks a light load of stuff and we try the hill.  If I can't make it up the hill, we can use the walkie talkie to let the folks at the cabin know we're spending the night and we can stay on the boat.  Okay?"

Ely frowned, but nodded, then she gestured with her head for the others to join her to take care of the skiff and the outboard while Karl waited behind.  They were back in moments and everyone, except Karl made up a small pack of sorts, but they would only let him carry the empty garden sprayer.  Even then, Ely insisted that since it had a carrying strap, he used that to sling the sprayer on his back for the walk.  She saw a pair of her father's canes and handed one to Karl wordlessly.  For once he knew better than to argue with her; he simply used it, and they moved out of the old shack.  After pausing long enough to lock the door, they set off uphill at a slow pace.

At the wye in the paths at the top of the hill, they paused for a rest at the shed.  Ely checked Karl's breathing and his pulse rate while Linda and David watched.

"I guess you're okay, you old fart," Ely finally smiled at him.  "We were lucky this time, but damn it, from now on if you feel the start of one of these attacks, take a bloody break and ask for help, will you?"

"Yes boss," Karl smiled and hugged her.  "Now if we'd just thought to bring a wheel barrow, you wouldn't have to carry those packs all the way back to the cabin."

"Yeah, and if we'd have thought more clearly in the first place, instead of going off half cocked like we did, the boat would have been tied up where it is and we'd be at home already," Ely threw back at him.

"Touché" Karl laughed softly.  "I admit that was my fault.  I have to say that earthquakes and tsunamis scare the hell out of me and I may get a bit rattled, so that I don't think straight."

"Oh shit!" Linda barked, breaking into laughter.  "The guy brings a flipping boat through a tsunami and doesn't even get fazed.  He rescues all of the rest of us from our wrecked homes, then fights his way through a storm with half the fucking country chasing after us.  Now he tries to snow us by saying he gets rattled.  Ely, you can listen to his bullshit if you want, I'm going to go see Keri and Trudy, I know they don't pretend to be supermen."

Ely just broke into laughter.  "Wait a few moments would you?  I'd rather you were with us, just in case we have to help ol' 'Superman' here to get home.  Now where did you hide the flashlight, David?  By the time we get home, it's going to be dead dark."

"You had it in your pack Mom," David told her.

"I did?  Well, just a minute, it'll be down at the bottom."She paused for a moment as she searched.  "Damn, I must have left it down at the shed."

Karl chuckled.

"Look up on wall.  There's a hook on the right-hand side of the entrance," he pointed in the dim light, hanging there was a small coal-oil lantern.  "There should be a can of coal-oil at the back of the top shelf, on the far right, and there should be a funnel and a tiny can of waterproof matches near it too."

"Do you plan ahead for everything?" Linda asked, almost sounding exasperated.

"No, if I did that, you wouldn't have had to point out that I was wrong and we wouldn't all be tired and grouchy," Karl laughed softly.

"Smart ass," Linda snorted.

In only a few moments they had the lantern fuelled and lit, then were slowly walking along the trail toward the cabin.  Since none of them was really heavily laden, they were making good time and had just crossed the big bridge over the gap, when Karl asked them to stop and be quiet for a moment.  He turned slowly and everyone knew he was listening attentively, but none of them could be sure why.

"Did anyone hear a voice calling?" he finally asked softly

"Not me," Ely shook her head

"Nope," Linda agreed.

"I thought I heard a pig or something squeal down in the gorge, Dad," David piped up.

"You say it sounded like a pig?" Karl questioned him.

"Yeah, just after we got off the end of the bridge.  It sort of cut off though, like maybe it suddenly realised it was in danger and shut up."

"Okay, I guess that's what it was.  I thought it sounded as if someone was hurt or something."

"Maybe we should get home and find out if everyone is okay?" Ely offered.

"Yeah, I guess."

So they set off again.  As they came out of the woods into the clearing, they heard the sound of subdued voices and almost instantly a porch light turned on.  Someone had been sitting out on the porch, watching for their light to appear.  By the time they got closer they could see that George, Trudy, Mary-Beth and Keri were all waiting there.

"Well, we're glad you guys are back," George called, "Why the hell didn't you use the CB to let us know you were okay?"

"Dad, when we left, I told Keri that we'd call if we needed help.  Otherwise we'd be back when we got here."

"What the hell good are radios if we can't use them," George said grouchily and wheeled his chair inside in a huff.

"I think I'd better talk to him," Karl sighed.  "You guys have still been listening to the radio, haven't you?  Is there anything new going on?"

"Mary-Beth, you were with Daddy almost all day," Trudy said as Karl and the others who had been at the boat sat down for a moment.  "Can you remember what you heard over the radio?"

"Un hnh, Mount St. Helens is still making a smoke plume, but right now there is a lot less than before, you can feel that in the ground.  It must have been really bad before though, because they think the real damage will be from the floods and stuff again.  The guy who was talking on the radio said it's doing the same thing as last time, only maybe worse.  Mount Rainier is venting a lot more than it was, but so far it's only smoke and gas. Garibaldi is quiet and so is Mount Baker, which seems to surprise people.  Oh and they think there might be flu in Spokane, but not in Seattle yet," Mary-Beth spoke so quietly everyone had to listen closely then she looked up at her Mom.  "I'm still scared, but I'm sure glad these guys are back."

Trudy slipped an arm around her shoulders and hugged her tight.  "Honey, you have to remember that we're pretty darn safe here.  We're far away from the places where all of those things are happening."

"Yeah, I know Mom, but when things just disappear, like it did, I get sort of queasy," Mary-Beth sighed, snuggling against her mom.

"What disappeared?" Karl asked instantly.

"My loaf of bread," Keri snorted loudly.  "I thought you guys would be starved when you got back, so I put a pork roast in the oven, then I made a loaf of bread.  I did it more to check that Karl's stored yeast and flour were still okay than because we needed it.  When it was baked, I set it on a cooling tray in the open window, but when I went to check on it, it was gone."

"What?  You mean someone stole it?" Ely asked

"Well, someone or something," Keri snapped.  "It was right there," she pointed to the open kitchen window.  "The bread was gone and there were fresh dog tracks on the porch, just wet tracks from the rain, but they were definitely dog tracks."

Karl's head snapped around to look at her.  "Big ones?  Like Bruno would make?"

"No, Karl, not as big as your brute's foot prints.  These looked like a medium sized dog's tracks and of course since they were just from wet feet, they're gone by now."

"Shit," Karl exploded.  "First Bruno doesn't show up.  Then a cow and calf show up that I can't explain.  Now it looks like there's another damn dog on the island.  Just what the hell is going on?"

"Oh, yeah, about the cow and calf," Keri sighed.  "They disappeared too, but maybe they just wandered off.  Mary-Beth went out to see if they were okay, but the gate to the pen you left them in was open and they were gone."

"Damn!  Anything else strange happen while we were gone?" Karl asked.

"Well, there was a funny noise from over toward the gorge.  It was like someone screamed or something, that was just a few minutes before you got back.  That's what worried Dad more than anything else, because he thought one of you guys might have been hurt or something."

Karl just stared at her, then slowly he stood up and taking the lantern, walked toward the pen where he had put the cow and calf.  David went with him, but all the others, except for Ely, went inside.  The others said they were hungry, so they were going to set out sandwiches and coffee.  Ely stood on the porch, watching as Karl and David walked to the pen, then wandered around for a moment looking at the ground.

"Come inside Karl," she called after a few moments.  "Keri has something ready for us to eat.  We can check all of that tomorrow in the daylight."

"Yeah, be right there," Karl called.  "You go ahead.  We'll just be a minute."

Ely went inside to find everyone in the kitchen.  She went to clean up and when she got back, Keri was carving the roast.  Just then Karl and David came in.  Ely was surprised to see Karl slide the bolt in place to lock the door behind him, then move to the kitchen window and close that.

"What the hell is going on?" she asked in surprise.  "I don't think you've ever locked that door and we still need some fresh air in here."

"Dad thinks the cow and calf were led away," David spoke up from beside her.  "We didn't see any people tracks, 'cept ours, but the cow tracks went inna straight line and he says cattle wander 'round if they're loose and by themselves."

Everyone came to a sudden halt.

Trudy was the first to speak.  "Karl?  Are you sure?  Is there someone else on the island with us?"

"I don't know," Karl said quietly, walking slowly to the back door and locking it as well.  "I don't really see how there could be, but what's happened doesn't make much sense, not if there aren't."

"Well, can we eat for now and discuss it while we're eating, please?  I don't know about you, but I'm starved," Keri sighed.

"Yeah, be right with you.  I'm going to wash.  Come on David.  Your hands are just as dirty as mine."

Trudy sent Mary-Beth to get her father, who was listening to the radio again, and soon they were all sitting down together.  Karl sat at the head of the table and George at the foot.  Actually Keri and Trudy had set the places for Mary-Beth and David at the counter where they could use stools for seats.  After he had sat down, Karl sighed heavily.

"Okay," he said slowly.  "First off.  George, I'd like to apologise for losing my temper earlier.  I really am sorry for flying off the handle like that.  I realise that we've become so used to using radios to communicate that we do it almost automatically.  You only reacted out of habit.  It's just that until the Navy quits looking for that the boat that disappeared, we aren't really safe."

"I do understand," George said, his voice almost a whisper at first, but gradually grew louder as he spoke.  "I admit that I didn't think about the consequences of my actions.  I was trying to be useful at what I do best, which is gathering information.  I never considered the fact that my transmissions could be traced to our location by triangulation.  Had I considered that, I would have realised how foolhardy my actions had become.  However, I must point out that it would still be normal for both you and I to be trying to contact friends and acquaintances by shortwave, if we possibly could.  By not using the radios at all, are we not also drawing attention to ourselves, even if it is only in a negative manner?"

"Maybe we are George.  I'm planning on contacting a lot of people as soon as we get this place restored to a semi normal condition.  Once it looks like we've been here forever, or at least that we were here during the tsunami, we can get away with doing all the things we would normally do."

"And that is why you have moved the boat back to the dock.  Was that wise in view of the possibility of a tsunami if any other volcanoes erupt or we have another significant aftershock from the earthquake?"

"Well George as Linda pointed out, the gorge is one hell of a bottleneck.  Even if a fifty-foot high tsunami hits the little bay at the end, by the time it gets funnelled through there and then spreads out in our bay, the water just can't come in fast enough to make a major wave.  In fact, listening to her talk about it, I think another tsunami would actually do us a favour."

"Pardon me?" George stared at Karl as if he'd gone insane.

"Do the math, George.  A high speed wave strikes a narrow restriction, then empties into a calm wide area.  There's just no way that the volume can be great enough to cause a large wave," Linda smiled at him.

"That part I understand Linda, and I find your reasoning admirable," George interrupted, abruptly waving his hand in dismissal.  "What I didn't understand was Karl's statement that if we were struck by a tsunami, it might do us a favour.  I'd like an explanation to that, if he can?"

"Sure George," Karl grinned.  "That damn slide is a partial plug in the bottleneck.  Even now as the tide goes back and forth, it's wearing at the plug, but if a tsunami hit, the pressure on it would be a lot higher.  Something might move, and almost anything shifting around would be better than what we have now, just as long as the shock of a huge wave didn't cause another rock slide."

"I see," George nodded abruptly.  "Your reasoning makes sense."

"Well, in a way, I hope it doesn't happen for a while," Karl frowned.  "I'd like to see us get settled in a lot better than we are now.  I'd also like to get to the bottom of some of these mysteries that are …"

He paused, turning his head toward the door, then lifted a finger in front of his lips.  "Shhh" he hissed.

All of them listened, then heard a slithering sound and a soft whimper.  Karl and Ely were both on their feet instantly.  Then they heard a scratching sound at the door.  Karl moved faster than anyone could have expected, but Ely beat him to the door, grabbing a butcher knife off of the counter on her way.  She threw the door wide and stepped back, knife at the ready.

A huge black dog lay on the porch and looked up at her, whining softly.

"Bruno," Karl bellowed, almost shouldering Ely aside as he flipped on the porch light, then knelt next to the dog.  "Shit, he's hurt.  Trudy, Ely, please?  I think he's been shot."

The next few minutes were confusing.  Somehow, they got the dog onto an old blanket that he had previously used as a bed on the porch.  Then he was carefully carried into the living room and laid in his old wintertime spot near the fireplace.  Trudy and Ely looked him over and found that he had been injured, not once, but twice.

His left front leg had been broken and the skin opened in one shallow wound.  As well, he'd been grazed in a second place, this time across his hip.  The wound on his hip was a real problem.  He appeared to have licked it clean himself, but there was a flap of flesh and skin that they had to try to reattach somehow.  Trudy didn't have anything to use to put him to sleep and she didn't think she should try to stitch his wound closed unless he was sedated.  All they could really do was apply disinfectant and try to bind the flap of flesh into place after trimming the course hair back from around the wound so they could tape the wound.  The front leg was a different matter.  It took almost an hour before they had the wound on that leg cleaned, the broken bone splinted and the splint taped in place.  All that time he lay there quietly as Karl and David held him down and gently stroked his head, softly talking to him as Trudy and Ely worked on his wounds.

Finally Trudy stood with a deep sigh.

"I wish human patients were that cooperative," she groaned softly as she stretched and twisted to get the kinks out of her back.  "I used to think he was a mean son of a bitch, but damn it, he's been acting like a kitten.  He hardly even whimpered, except when I probed the wound or when I straightened and reset the bone in his leg.  You're a good dog Bruno."

She bent to pat his head and he licked her hand, his tail thumping softly.

"Will he be okay, Trudy-Mom?" David asked sombrely.

"I don't know David," she said just as quietly.  "All we can do is keep him quiet and still if we can.  I'm afraid I don't really know all that much about treating animals."

"I was raised on a farm.  I know a little bit," Linda commented quietly.

Since she had just been standing by and watching quietly, Trudy looked at her in surprise.  "You didn't say anything, aren't you comfortable dealing with wounds or did you have another reason to hang back?"

"You were doing a wonderful job," Linda smiled at her.  "You and Ely worked well together and knew what to do.  There wasn't room for me too.  I'd have just been in your way."

Then she looked down at the young boy who was still petting the dog.  "David, if we can, we need to keep him fairly quiet.  Give him water if he wants it and tomorrow we can try him on some broth, but not much solid food for now.  We'll keep a small bowl of dry dog food nearby though.  When he starts eating that, he'll be on the mend."

She'd hardly spoken when Mary-Beth was there with a pie plate filled with water and set it near Bruno's muzzle.  He seemed to almost smile and obediently lapped once or twice, then seemed to sigh and lay his head down as if he were going to go to sleep.

Linda smiled.  "That's what animals do when they're healing from a wound.  They relax and sleep.  He knows we are going to keep any danger away.  You see he's with us, the people he considers as his pack, so he can relax because he feels protected.  He's thin and rangy, but he's not starving, so I think he'll make it."

Karl was scowling as she turned to him.  He looked at her first, then at Ely and Trudy.

"So, he was shot was he?" he demanded.

"I think it was an arrow or perhaps a crude spear," Trudy frowned slightly.  "The hip wound was torn, as if it was a glancing wound, but it isn't like a gunshot, neither was the wound on the front leg.  It's more like a sharp stick had been jabbed at him and tore it's way under the skin, then was pulled out.  A bullet would have still been in there, probably lodged against the bone."

"Okay Trudy, how old are those wounds?" he asked.

"Oh, not old.  They're still bleeding a bit.  I'd say less than a day, maybe as little as a couple of hours.  He has a couple of other small wounds, but they're at least a couple of days old, in fact they're already scabbing over."

Karl walked off, anger clearly showing in the expression on his face.  He practically marched as he went to his den, then opened a closet, taking out a lever action rifle.  Still not saying a word, he went to the storeroom off the kitchen and came out in only a moment with a box of rifle shells.  Sitting down at the kitchen table, he calmly checked the rifle, then loaded the magazine and slipped it into the gun, but didn't jack a shell into the chamber.  Everyone was staring at him wide eyed when he looked up.

"I guess I may be jumping to conclusions, but I think we've got a 'visitor' of some sort on the island," he frowned.  "And I don't think I'd call him a welcome guest either.  This rifle is for our protection.  One of us is going to stand guard at night while the rest sleep."

George had been quiet for a long time, but then he cleared his throat.  "Could you explain your conclusion that we have an invader?" he asked.

"Sure, There are two houses on the island, we've been to both of them.  The other house is locked up solid and it didn't look to me like anyone had tried to break in.  This house was unlocked, but no one seemed to have been in here either.  I'd say Bruno wouldn't let whoever is running around get into either place.  He was protecting our homes and he was dangerous to whoever is here.  That's why they finally attacked him."

He paused and held up a hand to stop anyone from interrupting, then carried on speaking.  "First, Bruno didn't come to greet either David or me, which in itself is very strange.  I think he was either stalking whoever is here or else he felt if he moved from where he was hidden, he'd give away his hiding place, because I think whoever is out there has a dog too.  You see, I think that other dog stole Keri's loaf of bread.  However, I think Bruno is tougher than the other dog.  Trudy said he had some older wounds.  To me that sounds like he and the other dog have already fought, but perhaps Bruno got chased off by the man before the fight was conclusive."

"I think the guy must have known about Bruno and was leery of him.  It looks like he made himself a bow and arrows, or a spear, and tried to kill him.  I think he must have seen me lead off the cow and calf.  If they were his, I don't blame him for wanting them back, but I think when he snuck back here around dusk to steal them back, his dog came with him and stole Keri's loaf of bread.  Now to Bruno they were intruders and he protects this place.  So when he had the chance, he attacked the other dog.  Or maybe he attacked the man because he was leading off the cow after it was here, I don't know."

"I think that might be the noise that Keri heard, the sound she thought was a scream.  When we'd just crossed the bridge, coming back over the gorge tonight, I thought I heard a strange sound too.  David thought it sounded like a pig squealing, but I thought it sounded more like a human voice.  Now to me, that all adds up and if I am right, we need to be on guard.  Does anyone have any other ideas?"

Everyone was quiet for a few moments, then Linda asked calmly.  "Karl, do you have a yard-light, other than the porch lights?"

"Well, I've got a flood light that hangs off the gable of the old house," then he smiled.  "I think I understand.  When it's as dark as this, that would provide a lot of light, actually it would probably give some light out as far as the goat shed.  There's another light off of the end of this house above the back door.  With the two of them on and the porch lights of the cabin turned off, a person could stand on the porch, or on the deck upstairs, and watch most of the clearing.  At the same time a person would be almost unseen because of the shadows on the porch."

"The deck would be the best I think.  It gives the advantage of height," George said firmly.  "You could set up your patio umbrella to be out of the rain while seeing clearly, even if the lights were on down here."

"The problem with that is the wind George.  How do we keep the umbrella from blowing away or just from making noise as it flops around in the breeze," Karl stood and offered Ely the rifle.  "If you want to stay on the porch with the lights out, I'll take a flashlight and go turn on the yard light."

"No Karl, you tell me where the light switch is and I'll turn on the light," she interrupted.

"Both of you stay on the porch.  I'll get the light at the old house," Keri said, grabbing the flashlight and heading out the door before any of them could react.

"Wait a second," Karl called and followed.

Ely meanwhile went to the back door and flipped on the outside light there, then came back and stepped out on the darkened front porch with Karl, carefully closing the door behind herself.

"Damn fool woman," Karl muttered, to her when she neared him.  "She didn't give me a chance to recover my night vision before she ran off."

"I realised that, that's why I hit the other light.  I thought if anyone was out there, that light flashing on might scare him a bit," Ely whispered.

Both of them watched as Keri hurried to Karl's old house and in only a moment flipped on the light on the gable.  Still using the flashlight, she came trotting back.

"That was a damn fool stunt," Karl berated her when she came up the steps.

"Yeah, well the longer we waited, the more chance there was that it wouldn't be a surprise if anyone was going to come and steal something or whatever," Keri tried to excuse herself.

"Next time, wait until everyone is ready, please," Karl said through gritted teeth, doing his best to hold in his temper.  "Stepping outside from inside a brightly lit house, I couldn't see well enough to be able to tell friend from foe.  If you were attacked, I couldn't have seen well enough to be sure of protecting you, even if I had to."

"Oh, I'm sorry.  I didn't think of that," Keri apologized.

"Next time, try to think ahead," Karl snapped.  "I'm sorry if I sound grouchy, but damn it, we may be in danger and I don't want anyone to get hurt through thoughtlessness or stupidity."

"Okay Karl," she said quite contritely.  "How are we going to set up guard duty?"

"I really don't know, I was going to settle that before we turned on the lights.  Now that they're on, someone should stay here with the rifle until we do."

"Okay, since I was an ass, give me the gun.  I'll stay here until you talk to everyone else and arrange a schedule.  If I have to shoot, I may not aim very close because I'm not sure I want to kill someone, but I'll damn sure scare the shit out of 'em," Keri snorted.

"That sounds good to me.  I'm not sure I want to kill anyone either," Karl frowned as he gave her the rifle.  "Actually, I hope a warning shot will be enough.  This rifle is lever action and still has to have a shot levered into the chamber.  It only takes a half a second to do that, but the lever cocks the gun as well as loading it, so that's all you need do to be ready to shoot, okay?"

"Fine," Keri said.  "I'll see you in a few minutes.  If it's going to take long I'll need a jacket, it's getting cool."

"I'll send Mary-Beth out with one," Ely said, as she and Karl stepped inside.

Karl looked around when he got inside and smiled wryly.

"Okay, he said quickly.  "It's seven hours until sunrise and there are six of us, and I am including you, George.  I know you suggested the sundeck upstairs, but I really do think the front porch is better.  It gives more freedom of movement and it's sheltered, so that's where we'll position ourselves for tonight.  I'd like to see two people on shift at all times, alternating for two hours each.  In other words, Keri takes an hour now with George, who takes two hours.  After an hour Keri comes in and calls Ely.  An hour later at the end of his shift, George calls Trudy.  Ely's place is taken by Linda, and Trudy wakes me when her time is up.  If it's not full light, Keri can join me for the last hour.  I've seen Keri, Trudy and Ely shoot.  George doesn't get much practice and I've never seen Linda shoot, so for now, they're backups.  I think what we have is some damn good shots on guard all the time and they have company to keep them awake and to
help keep an eye on things.  If anyone were to try to sneak around, I think it would be early in the morning anyway, around daybreak, when I'll be out there.  Any comments?"

"And if we do see someone skulking around, do we shoot to injure, or what do we attempt to do?" George asked.

"I think that depends on what you're up against," Karl smiled sardonically.  "If they're shooting at you, I imagine you'd aim your shots to put them out of commission.  If they were just sneaking around, I think what I'd do is scare the hell out of 'em.  Keri and I already agreed that neither of us is sure we could kill someone, but we both know that we each shoot well enough to make them damn leery of sticking around."

George didn't wait any further, he grabbed a coat and shrugged it on, then wheeled his chair out onto the porch, sending Keri inside almost immediately.

When Karl looked at her, she grinned and lifted a hand to silence him.  "Dad said I should have a pee, get dressed warm, then bring him a coffee and a blanket for his knees.  He also warned me that he and I are going to have a chat for an hour."

"Oh," Karl had to grin.

Trudy and Linda were cleaning up the last of the dishes and Ely was sitting on the floor beside David, who was still calmly petting the old dog.  Karl glanced around and decided he should try to listen to the news.  He was surprised to find that even the channel which had broadcast news from Seattle previously seemed to be off the air.  Thinking it strange, he stepped out on the porch to speak to George.

"George, that news station in Seattle, the one at the University, isn't it broadcasting anymore?" he asked.

"The bloody government only lets them broadcast for a half hour time period once every two hours now.  They're trying to conserve what fuel they have for the generators, I suppose," George said sharply.  "As well, they make their last broadcast at ten.  By this time of night, they'll be off the air until six in the morning."

"Ah, I see," Karl sighed.  "Well, they sure weren't keeping that schedule before, I think they were broadcasting continuously."

"They were and it made sense.  This doesn't, at least not to me.  Everyone knows radio waves travel further at night."

"But most people also sleep at night George and fuel for generators is going to be damn hard to come by," Karl chuckled.

"Right now, I almost wish I had one of those damn dish things for the internet.  We should have set one up before, you know."

"I think with all the lines down and stuff, even that might have been screwed up."

"The internet is world wide and those dishes work off signals from satellites that hang in geocentric orbit.  We could have gotten news from all over," George ignored him.

"Well, George, if wishes were horses then beggars would ride," Karl sighed.  "Rather than worry about things, I think I'd better get some sleep."

"Yes, that would be a good idea," George sounded calmer.  "I'll see you in the morning then."

"Night, George."

Keri came out as Karl went inside and they wished each other a goodnight as they passed.  Inside, everyone, but Ely, had already gone to bed.  She and Karl climbed the stairs together, then quickly got ready and slipped into bed themselves.

Neither of them felt much like sleeping, but both of them knew they had to.  After a quick cuddle, they bid each other goodnight and included Linda, who was laying on the hide-a-bed in the same room.

"Guys, if I came over there, could I get a hug?" she whispered.

"Of course," Karl laughed softly.

"Better still, bring your pillow.  You can sleep beside me," Ely chuckled.

For some reason, once all three snuggled together, they were able to relax and soon all of them were breathing deeply.




Chapter 16

Although Linda and Ely fell asleep quickly, and remained asleep, Karl wasn't able to.  He did doze off, but then he awoke again at the first sound as one of the two women coughed.  As he lay there beside the others, he should have felt relatively relaxed and comfortable, but he didn't.  He was certain that he'd be wakened often during the night; in fact he'd probably awaken each time one of the others went to take her place on guard, if not at any other sharp sound.  This was one night when he expected to sleep lightly and awaken easily.

On top of that he had a myriad of worries on his mind.  He only hoped that the others would sleep quite soundly.  His thoughts were almost feverish since he was already trying to consider things he thought might need to be done the next day, yet he couldn't really plan ahead, not until the day began to develop.  At the present time he was left with just too many unknowns.

The one thing Karl hadn't mentioned to the others was that he appreciated having Bruno inside.  With the dog lying by the hearth they had a very effective alarm system.  Bruno's ears and nose would detect a lot more than most people would hear or even see.  Karl had seen Bruno when he was hunting and he trusted the dog's senses to a far greater extent than he did his own.

On top of that, he trusted everyone to do their best and felt that the way he had set up the rotation gave everyone time to get some rest.  Realising that he needed to sleep as much as he could, he willed himself to relax.  It seemed only minutes later when Keri and Ely were speaking quietly as Ely arose.  He rolled over carefully, trying not to disturb Linda, who was snoring softly on the other side of the huge bed.

"Ely, before you go, can I have a hug?  Then I'll get Keri to slip into the middle of the bed so she can sleep soundly for a few hours.  That way, I won't disturb her when I get up," he whispered.

"You weren't supposed to wake up, you big lug," Ely murmured, walking over to hug him as he sat up.  "Now go back to sleep."

"Yes Boss," he grinned, then kissed her lightly before lying back again.

Ely slipped out of the door and Keri leaned down to whisper in his ear.

"And how do I get into the middle of the bed?" she asked.

"Slip under the covers and crawl over me," he teased.  "I promise I won't do anything you don't like."

"That sounds promising, the problem is that we both need to get our sleep," she chuckled, easily slipping over him, then snuggling against him for a few moments, letting his body heat warm her.

"Another night I'll make sure we celebrate like I promised, Little Mommy," Karl whispered in her ear and kissed her lightly.

"Oh shit!" she giggled softly.  "I'd forgotten about that promise in all the fuss, but I'd have remembered and reminded you of it later."

"I thought so," Karl sighed.  "Unfortunately, right now we'd better get some sleep."

"Umm hm," she muttered and snuggled tightly against him.

As they relaxed, Karl fell asleep in her arms and was surprised when Trudy leaned over him and shook him gently.  He'd slept right through Ely coming back to bed and Linda getting up.

"Rise and shine Karl, I'm off to bed," Trudy whispered.  "Not much is happening, other than the storm.  Linda can tell you about that."

"Okay Trudy, thanks," Karl slipped out of bed and dressed quickly, trying to be as quiet as possible.

A quick trip to the john, then he was almost ready to take his place outside.  He stopped in the living room long enough to check on the dog, who seemed to be resting easily, then he heard the coffee perk in the kitchen gurgle as it finished its cycle.  Chuckling that Trudy would have put on fresh coffee for him, he poured two cups.  Then, making sure the tiny light in the kitchen didn't reach the outside door and pausing to grab a light jacket, he stepped out onto the porch.

He could hear the wind moaning in the trees as well as the rain drumming down quite heavily on the deck overhead, but since it was still fully dark he couldn't see much.  He paused for a moment, allowing his sight to become accustomed to the weak illumination of the distant yard light.  He could just make out Linda's figure as she sat in a deck chair back near the wall of the cabin.  In only seconds his eyes had adjusted enough that he could see she had a blanket over her knees and the rifle resting at her side.  She smiled at him as he handed her a cup of coffee.

"Thanks Karl, it's sort of creepy when you're out here by yourself.  You hear the trees and things moving in the wind," she whispered.  "Some of the sounds almost spook a person."

"Yeah," Karl answered just as quietly.  "Have you heard or seen anything suspicious?"

"Not really, it's been more the sound of trees rubbing against each other and such.  Oh, did Trudy tell you the cow and calf came wandering back?"

"What?  When did that happen?"

"I guess it was just before Ely came to waken me, She was wet and cold when she came up to trade places, so I imagine it had just happened before that.  Trudy said that all Ely had to do was open the gate for them and the cow and calf walked right into the pen, then moved close to the building.  She said it was really raining and blowing hard then, so I guess the cattle were cold and wanted the shelter."

"I suppose they decided that shelter was better than freedom.  Maybe they worked the gate free before and just wandered away, but now they've wandered back," he frowned, not really believing in that idea.

"Not unless they know how to untie knots," Linda sighed.  "Trudy had tied the cow before and the rope was taken when the cow disappeared.  She said that when the cow came back this time, she had a different rope around her neck."

"Aw shit," Karl sat forward, staring at the pen where the cow and calf had to be, but unable to make them out in the darkness.  "That means for certain that we have someone else here on the island."

"Trudy and I came to the same conclusion.  We were wondering if the cow could be tracked."

"That's not a bad idea.  In this weather her hoof prints will be plain for a while.  Of course they'll disappear quite quickly in this storm."

"How quickly?  Could we follow them tomorrow?"

"You mean today," Karl said, glancing at his watch.  "It'll be daylight in an hour or so."

"Oh, you know what I mean," Linda snapped, then she sighed.  "Sorry, I didn't mean to be grouchy."

"That's okay.  I was trying to be fairly light hearted."

"I know, I'm just a bit touchy," she sighed.  "Would you like another coffee?  I need to go in to use the can.  I could get you one on my way back out here."

"Yeah, I could use another cup," Karl handed her his cup as she shifted the rifle to lean it against the wall at his side.

He watched her go inside and he found himself wondering at her easy acceptance of everything that was going on.  Then he reflected that they all seemed to be functioning at an unexpected level of awareness of their surroundings.  He thought it might be a matter of self protection, but they seemed to have shed a few thousand years of civilization in only days.  In fact it seemed almost as though they were now thinking along the lines of tribal members in a clan.

If that was right, he realised that by challenging and proving George wrong last night, he had pushed himself into a clear leadership role.  Surprisingly, he regretted doing that, but at the same time he felt that George had been making a mistake.  Karl knew that George was still a brilliant man, but he was also more of a theoretician than a practical leader.  It was then that he realised George probably felt relief, while at the same time Karl was feeling the burden of added responsibility.

"I guess that makes me the defacto chief of the tribe and demotes George to the position of a village elder," he muttered softly, then grinned to himself, somehow amused at the thought of classifying their group as a tribe, yet in effect he knew they were really only a family.

Instead of allowing himself to worry about any possible repercussions, he forced himself to concentrate on scanning over the scene beyond the porch while listening for odd noises.  In a moment he was sure he heard two women's voices murmuring softly inside the cabin and only seconds later he knew his ears hadn't been deceiving him.  When Linda came outside, Keri was with her.

"What's this?" he asked.

"I couldn't sleep any longer," Keri spoke in a whisper.  "I woke when you got out of bed and I've been tossing and turning, trying to get back to sleep since then.  I finally got up so that I didn't wake Ely.  I'm taking Linda's place in a half hour anyway.  Since I can't sleep, I thought she could just as well go back to bed a little bit earlier than we'd planned."

"That's fine with me," Karl shrugged.  "Although I wasn't planning on having her call you at all."

"I figured that," she laughed softly.  "I think that's part of the reason I'm so wide awake.  I knew if I fell asleep, you might not have me called.  Linda, you should get some sleep."

"And what if three people are needed?" she demanded, sounding almost irritated.

"Linda, if we need someone, you'll be the first to know," Karl frowned, thinking that she sounded unlike the person he was used to.

"And by the time I get down here anything could have happened," she snapped.

"Hey, just a second," Karl was getting a bit worried about her reaction to the situation.  "Right now I'd say lack of sleep is making you grouchy as hell."

"Sorry," Linda sighed.  "I guess I should rest.  I think perhaps I've got PMS."

"It sounded like it," Keri chuckled.  "That's one thing I won't miss for a few months."

"Hah, I remember what you were like at those times, but you were doing the distribution." Karl smiled.  "You should have been on the reception end."

"Hmph, you should feel like a bloated old cow with a belly ache, just once," Linda snapped.  "If all men had PMS just once in their life, the world would be a better place."

"Yep, I think you need some sleep," Keri smiled, wrapping Linda in her arms and hugging her tightly.

"Oh fuck.  I'm sorry I'm being a bitch," Linda sighed.

It took a moment or two more and a hug from Karl as well before they convinced Linda to finally go inside and try to catch some more rest.

"Well, at least she isn't pregnant too," Keri grinned at Karl after a moment.  "I think for a while yesterday you were worried that she might be."

"Of course I was," Karl sighed.  "But are you sure that she's not, couldn't she have PMS and still be pregnant?"

"Nope, I don't think so.  That was my first clue that I might be pregnant, no PMS.  Then later my period was overdue.  I carefully didn't tell anyone though, not until I was fairly well positive and I'd made a doctor's appointment.  I was on the way home from the doctor with the good news when the earthquake hit.  That was strange.  I was driving along and all of a sudden the road just wasn't there.  It was like the car was jolted hard, lifted up, shifted sideways and dropped again.  I skidded into some bushes off to one side of the road and slammed to a halt, wrecking the car.  In that short time I went from being so happy that I was singing along with the car radio, to being so scared I was whimpering."

"You weren't hurt at all?"

"Nope, just scared completely shitless," she grinned.  "I actually peed myself I was so scared.  I thought something was wrong with me, that maybe I was having hallucinations or something."

"So what happened then?"

"Well, I sat there for a moment or two, trying to calm down, then I got out of the car.  Since I'd just ridden the ferry back from Seattle, after a two-day stay, I had a suitcase along.  I forced myself to be calm as I took off my skirt, changed my panties and put on some jeans.  Then as I was starting to move back to the road, another tremor hit.  That's when I knew for sure what had happened and surprisingly that made me calmer, because I knew the accident wasn't my fault.

"I figured if it had been such a big quake that it was enough to throw my car off the road, I might have a hard time getting home.  So, after I thought about it for a minute, I went back to the car.  I grabbed my suitcase, my flashlight, a piece of rope, and the tools from the car, but that was only a hammer and a pair of pliers.  I packed everything, but the rope, in the suitcase.  Then I used the rope to make a sling to carry the suitcase easier and I set out to walk home."

"You grabbed a hammer and a pair of pliers?"

"Hey, they were the only tools I could find in the car," she said emphatically.  "Besides, you've got to remember I'd just been in a car wreck.  I was rattled, so cut me some slack huh?  I thought about it afterward and decided I did pretty damn good for being bloody well shook up.  You should have seen the car.  I'm fairly sure it was a complete writeoff, yet I walked away without a scratch, so your harping about always wearing a seat belt paid off.

"Well, that's one good thing."

"Hey, you'd have been proud of me.  Instead of just diving into things like I usually do, I actually took the time to think before jumping into action.  Then I made up my mind what I needed to do before I did anything at all.  I looked at the car, decided that it was a total wreck and set about salvaging whatever I could possibly use if I got into trouble.  Then I set out to walk the twelve miles home.  It took several hours for me to get there, and I had to detour around two big landslides, several wrecked cars, oodles of downed power lines, and various other small obstacles.  The worst was when I had to find my way down one side of a ravine, across a stream, and then up the other side, just to get past a bridge that got knocked out by the quake.  When I did get home, I found that two big trees had crashed down onto the roof, pretty well crushing the house.  At first I was sure everyone was killed, but it didn't take long to find that they were all crammed into one
room at the end and still trying to make some sense out of the mess.  It was chaotic, but at least everyone was okay."

"Ely said you had a rough time."

"It really wasn't that bad.  I mean, we didn't have a party or anything, but we managed.  That first night was rough, the six of us just huddled together and tried to stay warm.  In the next few days we abandoned the house and moved to the boathouse, and even if we didn't have all that we could wish for, we were doing okay.  Then that damn nosy old bastard from down the road started interfering with our lives, but just after that we found out you were okay and you were coming to rescue us.

"There was no damn way I was going to let that old bastard screw with you too, so I snuck over to his place to see what I could do to stop that.  Luckily I was sneaking over to his place about the same time that he was sneaking over to spy on us.  I'm not sure what I'd have done if I'd met him right then, since I was so pissed with him it wasn't funny.  I mean it was Daddy who had gotten him involved with short wave radio.  Daddy even gave the old prick one of his older radios as a gift, then showed the dolt how to use the damn thing.  After all of that, the old bastard was being a fink and reporting on us.  When I looked in his window and saw that he was living far better than we were and hadn't offered to share anything or to help us in any way, I knew he was a prick.  His house was untouched, no broken windows or anthing else, even his kitchen was okay.  He even had regular power somehow, while we were fighting a damn generator.

"I guess I lost my temper.  I climbed in an open window, took every one of his radios that I could find and put them in a pile on the floor.  First, I was going to smash them.  Then I decided I wanted to do something … well something dirtier, something that would really hurt the old prick.  I remembered that time you and I found that old boat that had been wrecked and I'd wanted to try to save the radio, which reminded me of how the salt water had eaten it all up inside.  So I took the radios and put 'em all in his bathtub, tipped each one on its face, poured salt and vinegar from the old prick's own kitchen into the back.  Then …" she broke into a giggle, sounding almost like a naughty little girl.  "Then I peed in them and I let the pee and the salt soak for a while.  After that I put them all back where they had been and made sure they were turned on before I plugged them all in one at a time so I could watch each one fry for a few seconds. 
There were flashes and sparks from each and every darn one of 'em too, and the whole bunch stank to high heaven.  After a few seconds for each one I pulled all the plugs and switched them off, then plugged them in again.  I'll bet when the old bugger turned them on again and they started to spark and ssmoke he had a fit."

Karl just looked at her with a weird grin on his face, shaking his head slowly.  "Vicious Bitch when you get mad, aren't you?" he commented.

"Yep, I had a couple of good teachers.  You and Dad taught me not to get mad, just to get even.  What topped it off though, happened after I got back home.  He was trying to push past Ely to see what we had been doing in the boathouse and screaming about reporting us to the cops.  Then he was yelling something about the idea that it was his right to see whether we were breaking the law.  So I ordered him off with my shotgun.  I warned him that if he trespassed around our place again, I'd blow his balls off.  Oh, and just as a demonstration that I could shoot, he was carrying a little radio of some sort, I think it was a walkie talkie or one of those pocket radios.  Anyway, I ordered him to set it on a fence post, then just as he was pulling his hand away from it, I blew that fucking thing to bits.  I think the meddlesome old bastard crapped himself.  At least he was waddling like his britches were full when he ran off."

"Remind me not to get you mad at me," Karl shook his head while laughing softly.

"Oh come on, he deserved a good scare.  Besides, you couldn't make me that mad because you're too nice.  For instance, when did you ever set out to make life hell for someone else?" she snorted.  "That old bastard really pissed me off.  I can't stand someone who can be such a fucking two faced asshole, so I figured to finish him off for good.  I used the radio and reported him to the cops for looking into our wrecked house when I was changing clothes and I told them he was jacking off.  I hope they hang the bastard, but maybe they won't 'cause I didn't give 'em my name."

"Easy girl, easy," Karl grinned at her, "Your red-headed temper is showing."

As often happened, that made her giggle, just as it had when he'd teased her years ago.

"What are you going to do if I have a little red head baby?" she smiled at him.  "Are you going to tease him or her as much about being a 'hot-blooded flame top' as you did me?"

"How would I know that now, it depends on the kid's personality.  Actually, your being pregnant right now scares the hell out of me.  For Ely, we knew a doctor was only a half hour helicopter flight away.  Heck, calling a chopper and having her flown to a hospital would have only taken an hour at the most.  Now we may have to handle your baby's birth on our own."

"Huh, you don't realise just how good Trudy and Ely are as nurses.  I'd rather have the two of them deliver my baby than a lot of doctors.  Besides, women have been giving birth at home for thousands and thousands of years.  Don't worry Daddy, I'm going to have a great baby."

"It still worries the hell out of me."

"Well, what worries me more right now, is that there might be other people on the island that we don't know anything about," she sighed.

"Yeah, I don't have enough to go on to make any sense out of that myself," Karl sighed.  "I'd like to know how many are here, both people and animals.  We know that there's a cow and a calf and we think there's a dog, as well as at least one person.  We don't know if it's a man or a woman.  We don't know it there's more than one person.  We can be pretty sure whoever it is had to come by water, but what happened to the boat?  And how did they know about the passage through the gorge?"

"Well, it does show on some charts, even though it is marked as an unnavigable channel," Keri said quickly.  "Maybe someone was in a boat and at the wrong place in the little bay at the entrance to the gorge at the wrong time, 'cause it they hit it at the wrong time, the tide could have swept them in.  Then if it was flowing fast enough to suck them in, it could have wrecked their boat on that rock slide."

"If they hit that in a boat, running with an incoming tide, it would have wrecked them all right.  They'd have been bloody lucky to survive," Karl shivered at the thought.  "I've watched from the cliffs above and seen how that water rips and boils around down in the cut at full flood.  That memory still gives me the willies and that was before the slide.  It would take a bloody miracle to come through there and live now, what with the turmoil that those new rocks must give the current."

"Perhaps, but there might be a chance they could make it," she sighed softly.  "Imagine if the water was just deep enough and that they hit the rocks with enough force to carry them over the slide area.  We haven't seen any sign of a boat, but perhaps the boat was damaged badly enough that it sank in the bay afterward.  A survivor could have easily swum ashore."

"I suppose," Karl sighed, "But that all adds up to a lot of ifs and maybes.  Besides, if they did that and were able to swim ashore, why the hell didn't they ask for help?"

"Oh come on, there could be a ton of reasons," she snorted.  "Maybe they're sick, or injured.  Maybe they're scared that we have the flu.  Maybe they're even crooks and the cow and calf are stolen.  Maybe they just don't want the authorities to find them and they figure we'd report them for travelling during this curfew thing."

"I guess," Karl said slowly, not wanting to argue.

It had begun to grow lighter and a brief windstorm struck, making them retreat back against the building to keep from getting wet with the driving rain.  When they stood to move back against the building, they noticed that it felt colder than before and that the wind was whipping the tops of the trees heavily.

"Dammit," Keri whispered, "Karl, this baby making business is inconvenient.  It often means that if I sit still for a while, then move around, I suddenly need the bathroom.  Will it be okay if I take a short break?"

"Sure," he chuckled.  "But do me a favour and make me a fresh coffee before you come back out.  If you would, please?"

Keri actually put the coffee pot on first, then rushed up to the bathroom.  The coffee was almost ready when she came down.  Before going back outside she noticed the dog perk up his ears.  Going over to pet him she noticed that he seemed tense.

"What's up Bruno?" she asked as she pet him gently.  "Do you hear something?"

His soft "Ruff" sounded almost like confirmation.  Ignoring the fresh perked coffee, she hurriedly slipped back outside and moved to Karl's side.

"Karl, Bruno seems tense and he gave one of those warning barks of his," she whispered.

"I heard him," Karl murmured.  "Do me a favour, go up on the upper floor and slip out onto the deck.  If you see something, tell me, but not loudly."

"What if I tap on the deck.  Three quick taps to call your attention, then a break, followed by two taps for something strange on the left, three for on the right."

"That sounds good," Karl was staring out into the semi-darkness.

The light was just strong enough that he was able to make out indistinct shapes.  The combination of that, along with the driving rain and distraction of the noises created by the storm, meant Karl kept his eyes roving almost wildly.  It took him a second or two to realise that there was a dark object hurtling across the goat pasture toward his goats, then perhaps another second or so before he reacted.  Grabbing the rifle, he levered a shell into the chamber and leading the racing figure by several feet, he snapped off a shot.

The crack of the rifle was astoundingly loud and Keri, who had just been about to open the door to go back inside, let out a squeak of surprise.

"Fuck!  I missed," Karl snapped, levering another cartridge in place as he watched the animal spin and race back the way it had come.

Swinging the rifle on his shoulder, he aimed more carefully and fired once more.  His shot came just before whatever it was came to the fence and tree line.  This time he was rewarded by a high-pitched yelp.  His target seemed to drop low to the ground, wriggle forward, then slip into the trees and brush at the edge of the clearing, all before he could get a chance to shoot again.

Karl was still staring outward, his eyes panning across the landscape when Keri finally spoke.

"What the fuck was that?" she whispered.

"Dog, I think, or a wolf," he snapped.  "Go inside and tell everyone we're okay.  Those shots will have wakened everyone from a sound sleep."

Keri realised he was right, the increasing sounds from inside the cabin were going to make it hard, if not impossible, for them to concentrate.  She slipped inside to reassure everyone and quieten them down.  In the meantime, Karl was scanning the murkily lit landscape.

The only objects that Karl could see moving were the tree tops that swayed in the wind and a few of the goats that seemed to be milling slightly.  They were acting as if they had belatedly realised that they might have been in danger.  The storm seemed to be easing and the sky was brightening, which meant that Karl was able to see better with every passing moment.

Meanwhile inside, Keri was trying to get everyone to be quiet, explaining that Karl had shot at a dog that was attacking the goats.  Bruno was trying to get up to investigate and she was having trouble keeping him calm.  David came over and sat at the dog's side, sleepily petting him, but that settled the big dog almost instantly.  Keri had hardly gotten to her feet again when Ely came charging down the stairs.

"Wait Ely," Keri said sharply.  "Don't run out.  Karl is extremely intent.  You might break his concentration and that could be dangerous."

"Yeah!  I know!" Ely said sharply, then turned toward Karl's den where George and Trudy had slept.  "Dad, are you up?" she asked at their door.

"Of course," he sounded irritated, almost angry.  "What would you like?"

"Sorry to bug you, Dad, but we seem to be under attack, I know you've got a gun tucked away in your briefcase, can I borrow it for now?  I'd like to help Karl."

"Oh, certainly, it will only take me a moment to get it," he answered.

"I'll get it dear," Ely and Keri heard Trudy say, then in a few seconds she slipped out the door with a small black pistol in her hand.

"It's really just a pop gun," she almost whispered as she handed it to Ely.  "It's only a .22 caliber and it's not loaded or cocked.  I just put the clip in, but the safety is on.  Oh, and all we have here are the nine bullets in the clip.  There are more over at the house, but that doesn't do us much good here."

"Better than nothing.  Thanks," Ely said as quietly, then wheeled and headed for the door.

"Keri, you might talk to Linda, I think she's quite upset," she said over her shoulder, then she paused at the door, barely cracking it open.  "Karl, I'm coming outside," she called softly.

"Okay," he sighed softly.

It was getting quite light outside by the time Ely joined Karl.  He glanced at her and noticed the pistol instantly.

"Where the hell did you get that?" he demanded.

"Don't get mad," she said softly.  "Dad had it tucked away and I knew about it, but it slipped both of our minds last night.  It wasn't until I heard you shoot that I thought of it."

"Oh fuck," Karl grinned at her.  "I'm not mad, in fact I'm happy as hell.  If I'd have known about that pistol about an hour ago, I would have been out there, carrying it, when that damn dog came around, which might well have been a mistake.  But, with you having it now, I can leave you here on the deck, then go have a look around without as much fear of being under a surprise attack, or at least not of being overcome."

"And what makes now better than an hour ago?" she demanded.

"Less wind, less rain, and more light," he answered.  "Before the storm comes back, I want to go out and look around a bit, okay?  I'll leave you the rifle and take the pistol."

"I'd rather you waited for full light and I'd like Linda and Keri down here too.  It's a hell of a lot easier to keep an eye on a ninety-degree arc than almost three hundred degrees."

"Okay, you slip back in and get Keri and Linda or Trudy or whoever.  All of you put on coats, this rain will give you all chills if you get wet and we can't afford to be sick," he literaly barked.  "Oh and while you're inside, see if your Dad can get the weather forecast would you?"

"Okay, anything else you can think of?"

"Yeah, ask David to stick close to Bruno.  If Bruno gets restless, let him give a warning.  Bruno heard something going on before I ever saw that damn dog.  He thinks he's still on guard even if he's stuck inside."

"That fucking dog is always on guard," she muttered.

"Now just a minute, what's wrong with Bruno?"

"Well for one thing, he stinks to high heaven.  The house is going to reek of his stench in a day or two.  Either he has to move outside soon, or we're going to have to figure out a way to wash him.  Otherwise the stench will make us sick."

"Okay, we'll figure something out later," Karl couldn't help grinning.  "I know he stinks.  Right now, he smells like an alarm system to me though."

"Hmmph, I'll give you that much," she grunted.  "Do you have spare shells for that rifle?"

"Yeah, they're on the top shelf of the curio case, just inside the door.  I put them there last night.  Where's the part box I left with Keri and your Dad last night?"

"On the window sill, behind the chair.  Didn't Linda or Trudy tell you that when you took over?"

"If they did, I wasn't listening," Karl admitted.  "Look, I know we need to smarten up.  Things like that could be damn important.  How are you for shells for the pistol?"

"Nine shells, that's it.  The rest are at the other house."

"Oh great.  What is it a .22?"

"Yeah, you don't happen to have a box of .22 short rimfire cartridges sitting around, do you?"

"Cripes, I do too," Karl looked surprised and then chagrined.  "In fact, at the very back of the cold storage room, there's a metal cupboard, an old clothes locker actually.  Inside it there's a small shotgun, a 410 gauge I think, and a single shot .22 rifle too. On the shelf above them there are shells for both guns.  The guns are wrapped in oiled rags, so we'll have to unwrap them and wipe them down out here."

"Oiled rags?  Why?"

"To stop them from getting rusty.  I stored them there when I dug out the cave, two years ago.  To be honest, I'd forgotten I had them," he sighed.  "Now though, I don't want the oily rags in the house.  They can spontaneously combust if they're left around in a pile; so don't unwrap the guns inside, okay?"

"That doesn't make sense.  If they've been stored in oily rags for years, why wouldn't they start a fire in storage."

"Probably because the metal of the guns keeps them cool.  I don't know, I just know it works," Karl snapped.  "Now would you move, damn it.  I want to get out there and look around before the rain washes away all the signs of everything that's happened overnight."

"Oops, sorry, why didn't you say something before?" she snapped back as she hurried inside.

Karl sighed deeply, then reminded himself that he was no longer on his boat as captain and shouldn't expect others to obey his orders automatically.  He'd assumed that since they were in an emergency situation, he'd be listened to, not argued with.  He knew that it was his fault for not saying something about his reason for hurry sooner.  However, he'd made the error of assuming that others would think like he did and he mentally kicked himself for making assumptions.

He was also kicking himself for not remembering the .22 rifle and the .410 shotgun that he'd tucked away long ago.  He realised that if he were to do a good job of being a leader, then he had better start trying to think of every detail possible.  All the time he was berating himself, he was staring out at the rapidly brightening scene and trying to concentrate on far too many things at once.

When Keri and Ely came out of the door in a couple of minutes, Ely walked over to him and looked him square in the eye.

"Karl, I'm sorry," she said contritely.  "I know that sometimes you have to make decisions on the spur of the moment and can't take the time to explain.  I fucked up, okay?  I didn't realise you were in a hurry."

"Okay," Karl sighed.  "Sometimes there just isn't time enough to explain every detail.  For now it looks like I'm stuck with being the boss and I'm afraid I'm treating it like I was on board the 'Skolka'.  I was expecting everyone to follow captain's orders."

"Which is absolutely right," Ely sighed.  "Want to kick my ass now, or later?"

"Later will do and I won't kick your ass.  I have a better idea for your punishment," Karl managed a wry grin.  "Now hand me that shotgun, the bundle in your left hand.  I'll wipe it down and load it so I can carry it when I go out for my walk.  I'll leave the two rifles and the pistol with you and whoever else is staying here, okay?"

"Okay, Keri, while we're wiping these down, why don't you take the big rifle and concentrate on keeping guard," Ely said firmly.

Karl noticed both her body language and her words.  He approved.  She'd just assumed the job of second in command automatically and Keri hadn't disputed her assumption.  Mentally, he heaved a sigh of relief, while hurriedly wiping away extra oil from the barrel and action of the shotgun.  Although it seemed to him to take forever to clean the gun, it was only a few moments before he was opening the small box of shotgun shells and slipping several into his pocket, then one into the chamber of the shotgun.  Just as he was doing that, Trudy stepped out onto the porch.

"Karl, George said to tell you that they're predicting intermittent rain and gusty winds all morning, but there's a strong chance of heavy rains and stronger winds this afternoon and evening.  They're broadcasting a small craft warning out on the water now and they say they might upgrade that to a storm warning later in the day."

"Wonderful," Karl said ironically.  "Just the kind of day I want to be out in the brush hunting for someone that probably doesn't want me to find him."

"Why do we need to find him?" Trudy asked.  "It seems to me that all we have to do is wait and he's going to make some mistake or another and we'll be able to …"

Karl held up a hand and stared at her.

"Trudy, this island belongs to us, well, to George and this family.  On top of that, I now have a lease on part of it; so to start with, whoever is here is trespassing.  What if there are several people?  What are they going to eat?  Are we going to share what we have?  How many people are there?  From what I've seen they're acting secretive, as if they have something to hide, and I want to know why," Karl paused, then continued.  "My dog was attacked, and I imagine it was while he was protecting something that he felt was mine.  Their dog, or his dog, or whatever, stole the loaf of bread from right here on this porch.  Just now it attacked my goats.  I admit we tied up the cow and calf.  However, instead of approaching us like an honest person and asking us to return the strays, whoever is out there snuck up here, then slipped away with them and never contacted us.  That just doesn't sound like someone I want roaming the island freely."

"I guess I never thought of it that way," Trudy admitted, looking at him in surprise.

"The biggest worry I have is that perhaps whoever it is wants to take over and is just waiting for help, perhaps someone coming from somewhere else.  This place is a paradise compared to what a lot of people are living in right now," Karl continued, then he looked her right in the eyes.  "What if the guy is a crook or a smuggler and he does have help coming.  What if those guys he has coming are all crooks?  What if they're rough customers who come in with guns?  Or what if they have this damn flu that you were so worried about before?"

He snapped the shotgun closed with finality and looked up at Ely.

"You three stay here and keep an eye out, actually why not have one person go up on the deck off the bedroom, then Linda could help too.  Trudy, you take a coat up to her and both of you watch from up there.  If anyone sees anything that I should know about, holler.  I'm only going out a short distance and I plan to be where I can be seen, okay?"

"What happens if you're attacked?" Ely asked quietly.

"Well, you're going to have to make a judgement call.  I can't make all of your decisions for you," Karl frowned.  "I can tell you that if someone out there shoots at me, I intend to shoot back.  If you guys shoot at someone or something, I intend to drop to the ground or else get to shelter and I'll be moving quickly.  Just make damn sure you don't shoot me!  Okay?"

"Okay, we'll do our best to warn you if we can," Ely answered and although she moved toward him as if to hug him, Karl was already on his way toward the steps.

As he stepped down the steps off of the porch, he could feel the tightness and pain in his legs.  "Damn, of all the fucking days for my arthritis to kick up," he thought.  "Oh well, I'm better off hurting some, rather than dead."

He moved slowly to the end of the porch and checked that everything he could see from there looked safe.  Waiting a moment or two, he walked past his old cabin, moving to check the gate of the pen near the goat shed that held the cow and calf.  They looked wet, but didn't appear to be excited at all, which he took as a good sign.

The tag end of rope around the cow's neck definitely wasn't one that he would have used, and it certainly wasn't the rope that she'd had around her neck the day before.  This one was an old manila rope and it looked like it was rotten from age, the end was frayed as if it had been broken from strain.  Probably one good jerk from the cow and it had snapped.  Whoever had tied her wasn't a farmer, since the rope wasn't strong enough to hold a large calf, let alone a cow, but right now the knot had slipped and it was too tight on her neck.  He stepped close and managed to slip the rope from around her neck.  Then, leaving the cattle in the pen after carefully closing and locking the gate, he moved on.

Moving slowly and carefully, he tried to keep an eye on everything around him, but glanced back at the main cabin occasionally to see if anyone was signalling to him.  He hadn't really seen anything out of the ordinary, but it felt as though he was double checking every swaying branch and moving bush.  By the time he got to the goat pen, he was finding that walking was much easier.  Movement was easing the pain of the arthritis for once, instead of making it worse.  Once he'd slipped inside the pen, the billy and one of the nanny goats, stood up and moved as if to protect the rest of the small herd.  Karl grinned at them, not worried by their movements, in fact he'd been expecting them to do exactly what they had done.

"Good boy, Billy," he grinned, talking softly.  "You keep a good eye on your ladies.  Keep 'em safe."

Leaving the goats alone, he moved slowly across their pasture, looking for any sign of the earlier trespasser.  He wasn't sure if he saw where the dog or wolf had spun and when he'd moved further on he couldn't find any sign of any blood or fur anywhere near where he thought the animal might have been when it had yelped from his shot.  Walking along just inside the fence, he kept his eyes open and listened carefully for any sign or sound of anything unusual.  He paused when he came to the gate that opened into either lane, one way into the lower pasture, the other way out onto the clearing.

That was when he noticed that the latch on the gate was flipped completely opposite of the way he normally left it.  In fact, latched this way it was just barely holding the gate closed.  While he was studying it, he happened to look down and he realised that there was a boot print in the mud on the other side of the gate.  He was sure that no one had come that way from the cabin, at least not since they had come back to the island.  That meant someone else had definitely been there.  Since the print was in the mud where the goats had churned up the ground on their way in and out of the lower pasture, it was distinctive, but not clear.  In fact at the moment it was partially full of water from the rainfall.

Going through the gate, he avoided stepping anywhere near the footprint while he latched it properly, even slipping the locking pin that hung on a small chain into place.  It was when he was bending over to look at the print that he noticed how the dog had gotten under the fence A rock, almost as big as a wash tub, was jammed against the page wire fence, forcing the bottom wire inward and upward about six or eight inches.  He supposed that the rock must have fallen from the hillside during the earthquake and had rolled to a stop against the fence.

"First things first and one thing at a time," he told himself softly.  "What does this boot print tell me?"

The print was big, at least two or three sizes larger than his own size nines and it had a tread like a hiking boot.  He wasn't detective enough to make out much more.  Leaving that, he moved to the rock and managed to roll it away from the fence enough that the wires dropped down to only an inch or so from the ground.  He was positive this was where the dog had gotten into the goat pen.  In fact there was a tuft of black hair caught on the bottom wire of the fence.

He paused then, looking around, even casting an eye back toward the cabin.  All of the women must have been either sitting down, or hunched low.  It took him a moment to make out the four different heads above the porch and deck railings.  Anyone else probably wouldn't have noticed them, at least not if they weren't looking for people there.  He intended to tell them he approved, then he let his gaze wander over the clearing that stretched out toward the cliff edge.  As familiar as he was with the area around the edge of the drop off, he knew there was only one place at this end of the small plateau where anyone had any chance of coming up from below.  He shook his head, thinking that he would never try to climb up that way if the ground was wet.  There was just too much chance of slipping and going over the edge.

He also knew he was going to have to look over the area, just to check it out.  The question was, did he want to be alone, or did he want someone with him?  He sighed softly, making up his mind that it was better to be safe than sorry.  As it was, he felt that he was taking enough chances, better not to be out of sight of support.  Walking slowly, he moved back through the orchard on his way back to the cabin.  About half way back, he found the tracks of the cow and calf, it looked like the prints had been made going both ways.  Turning, he looked along the tracks and realised that they headed straight for an area of trees and bushes near the place he had thought it was barely possible to climb up from the lower part of the island.

Realising that while he was in the orchard, Ely and the others would be nervous because he wasn't clearly visible, he hurried back toward the cabin.

"Well?" Ely asked as he got close to the house.

"There's at least one guy and a dog," Karl replied.  "He's been inside the goat pen, and he doesn't know how to latch gates, so he can't be a farmer.  Besides that, the rope he used on the cow was a rotten old hunk of manila and wouldn't even have held the calf for long, let alone the cow.  Oh, he has big feet.  He wears about size twelve hiking boots , so I don't think he's a sailor.  They don't usually wear hiking boots.  His dog isn't all that big and has long black hair.  As well I think I know how they're getting up from below."

"Cripes, who are you, Sherlock Holmes in disguise?" Linda asked from the deck above.

"Nope, the guy left a clear boot print in the mud by the lower gate to the goat pen and the dog left a bit of hair on the fence when he crept under it.  The rest of what I said are just guesses on my part, based on familiarity with the area and the habits of people and animals."

"You sounded quite certain," she replied.

"I am!" he said firmly.  "Now …"

He paused to think for a moment.  "Ely, I want you to come with me.  Leave the big rifle with Keri, but bring the .22 rifle.  We have to check that trail, if you can call it that, the one that goes down into the gorge along the clay bank.  I want someone along with me when I go there, just in case.  At the same time I want the house protected while we're gone."

"Karl, after we do that and come back to have breakfast, let's go over to the other house and get Dad's .45.  It's an old Colt revolver, but it packs a real wallop," Ely commented.

"Yeah, and how about the black powder rifle and the flare gun from the boat?" Linda asked.

"I want to leave those on board, just in case we need to make a run for it sometime," Karl stepped up on the porch.  "But we might go down to the boat and hide them somewhere out of sight for now.  Just in case our sneaky bloody 'friend' breaks into the boat."

"I'd like my shotgun from the shed at the dock while you're there," Keri grumbled.  "It's a twelve-gauge pump and I know how to use it.  On top of that I have loading gear packed in my bags, as well as four boxes of store-bought shells."

"We'll make up our minds about all that when we get back from checking that path," Karl said, turning to Ely.  "Are you ready for a walk in the rain?"

"Let's go," she said resolutely.  "But right now, I wish I had that .45, not this popgun."

"I've seen you shoot," Karl answered.  "That 'popgun' is deadly enough at short range and it's a hell of a lot easier to handle accurately than a .45.  Come on."

As they stepped out into the rain, he glanced back.  "We won't be long, and by the way, that was a damn good job everyone did, keeping low like that.  I had to really look hard to see anyone when I was down at the end of the goat pasture."

He and Ely hardly spoke as they crossed through the orchard and out toward the far end of the clearing.  As they neared the trees, Karl stopped momentarily, gesturing ahead and to his left, he pointed out a gap in the trees and shrubs.

"That's where a slope and a sketchy sort of trail comes up from below.  I've seen feral cats come up there," he frowned.  "I wouldn't want to try to climb up in weather like this though, unless I was desperate.  The rain would make the clay on part of the slope slippery as grease.  There's about a seventy-five-foot drop off at the edge and right below it is the lower falls on the stream.  If you fell, you'd fall onto the rocks too, not into the water."

"Just what do you want to do?" Ely whispered?

"Well, I'm going to check and see if there are footprints or tracks on the path.  If there are, maybe I can see if there's an easy way to stop anyone from climbing up this way again.  I want you to stay behind me about forty or fifty feet.  Try to stay where you can still be seen from the cabin.  If anyone shoots an arrow or something at me, I intend to drop like a rock and shoot back while I'm laying on my belly.  That means you can shoot right over top of me if you need to, okay?"

"You trust my shooting that much?"

"I wouldn't tell you to do it if I didn't," Karl replied, then before she could say anything more, he turned and began to slowly approach the drop off.

Right where the slope dropped over the edge quite steeply, the chewed up ground revealed where the cow had dug in her hooves and pulled back.  Even though he was standing ten or fifteen feet away, Karl could see the signs of her refusal to go further.

"Damn, I wonder if the guy was pulling on the rope when it broke?  If he was, he'd have lost his balance for sure." Karl thought, but didn't dare to talk aloud just in case the guy was alive and laying in ambush.

He slowly moved closer to the edge until he could see a short distance down the crude trail.  There were footprints from both a man's boots and a dog's feet and slightly off to one side, hanging abandoned on a bush, was a short length of manila rope.  It matched the rope he'd seen around the cow's neck.  The track further down was indeed churned into raw clay.  He could see where not only the man, but even the dog had skidded on the slick surface.  Right now, he felt that neither man nor beast could come upward easily but at the same time, he couldn't see any easy way to make it impassable, especially if the rain stopped for long.

Sighing to himself, he moved further along, but parallel to the track, trying to manage to see further down along the slope without actually exposing himself to a view from below.  That's when he realised that there had been a small landslip.  A short stretch of the trail was simply gone.  A small section of the clay on the cliff face appeared to have dropped away, perhaps caused by the rain or perhaps by the weight of something or someone moving on it.  Now he definitely wanted to see over the curve of the hill and down to the rocks below, just to see if the falling soil had carried anyone or anything over the bank.  He knew that there was no way he could do it from his present vantage point though.  The shape of the cliff made it that impossible.  Instead, after a moment of deep thought, he turned back toward Ely.

"There's been a little landslide.  You can come look if you want, but don't get too near the edge, it doesn't look very stable," he warned.  "Maybe you can give me an idea of how I can see down there without falling myself."

Ely moved forward slowly, but couldn't quite bring herself to move as close to the edge as Karl had.  Still she could see the edge of raw earth that was exposed to the falling rain.

"If anyone was on that …" her voice trailed off.

"Yeah, anyone or anything.  It might have been the dog or perhaps the cliff fell afterward, after he ran across that area."

"Listen.  You can hear the water going over the falls," Ely whispered.

Both of them stood silently and listened to the roaring water for a moment, then Karl took Ely's arm, turning them toward the cabin.  Neither of them felt like talking at the moment, both of them were thinking of the idea of falling down that cliff in the darkness, so their silence wasn't surprising.




Chapter 17

When Karl and Ely were almost back at the porch, Keri called out and broke the silence of their walk.  "So, what did you find?"

"Oh, we found the place where someone had come up from down in the gorge, but there's been a small landslide.  I don't think anyone or anything can come that way again, at least not for now," Karl answered shortly.

"There's no way to tell if anyone was on the path when it slid over," Ely added.  "If there was, they'd have fallen straight down onto the rocks just above the lower falls."

"I never heard anything like a scream or a yelp this morning, not other than when you shot at the dog," Keri offered.

"Everyone inside the cabin was yelling from surprise.  We might not have been able to hear over that," Karl answered.  "Besides, it's far enough away and there was enough storm noise that any scream or shout might have been masked anyway.  Now, I'm going to stay out here for a bit and just think, so everyone can go inside and warm up for a while if you want.  I'd love a cup of coffee though.  Would someone please get me one?"

"Do you want to be alone or do you want company?" Ely asked as Keri passed him the rifle before opening the door to go inside.

"Um, I don't mind if you stick around.  I just want to think quietly for a bit."

"I'll bring you both a coffee," Keri offered taking Karl's little shotgun in hand.

Both Karl and Ely found deck chairs and sat in silence for a few moments.  It wasn't Keri who brought Karl his coffee, it was Trudy and she brought a cup for Ely as well.  Along with his coffee, Trudy handed Karl a small vial of pills.

"I saw you walking with a limp out there," she frowned at him.  "I know you've got to do things today, but there's no sense in being in pain.  Take two of those.  Now!  While I can see that you do take them."

"I need to think straight," Karl argued.

"You'll think straighter if you're not in pain," Trudy scowled.

"Okay, okay," Karl gave in and swallowed two pills with his first sip of coffee.

Once Trudy had taken the pill bottle with her and gone back inside, he sighed softly then looked at Ely.  "Look, would you mind if I thought out loud?  Maybe you'll notice something I'm missing."

"No problem," she smiled.  "I actually expected that when I offered to stay out here with you."

"Hmph," he grunted, then sat back and took another sip of coffee while gathering his thoughts.

"Okay, what I can make out of this, there's at least a man, his dog, a cow and a calf on the island now that weren't here six weeks ago.  Now the only way you can get all of those here at the same time is by boat and that means you have to come in through the outer gorge.  What doesn't make sense is that there's no sign of a boat in the lagoon and there was no sign that anyone had been at the wharf or in the shed down there.  On top of that, there's no sign that anyone has been up around the houses.  At least there wasn't any old sign, so I don't think there was anyone here until the last day or so, about the time I found the cow and the calf," he paused and looked at Ely.

"Right so far, and I agree it makes no sense," she nodded.  "When you come in through the gorge, the first thing you notice after coming out from between the cliffs is the mooring buoy in the middle of the bay and then your eyes seem to be drawn to the dock.  There's no way you'd miss seeing the 'Skolka'.  Not unless whoever it is was here before we came back or else came in at night, but at night the tides are all wrong, well at least for the last while, since they've been moving outward at night."

"Okay, but we haven't been quiet.  Since we came back here we've made lots of noise.  Hell, I even ran the chain saw for a while when we first came back.  Then last night we used the bloody outboard to move the 'Skolka' back to the dock.  Anyone could have seen or heard us doing that.  Why not approach us?  Why not shout or do something to call attention to themselves?  And why not use the regular trails?  Why is the guy sneaking around?"

"What if it's someone who is hiding out?  Maybe someone with a mental problem or perhaps an escaped felon?"

"Oh great, now we have to try to out-think either a crazy nut or a crook."

"Okay, let's think about that question.  Why would someone not want to be seen?" she frowned.  "Maybe because he'd be recognised?  I'm afraid that he's leaving us no choice, but to work out some way to find him and get rid of him."

"Well, if he were afraid of being recognised, then he must be awful damn notorious, especially since he might be in fairly dire straits like this guy seems to be," Karl frowned just as deeply.  "If he's that damn infamous, he'd have had to do something horrendous.  Are you suggesting that we should just hunt him down, shoot him, then throw him into the ocean?"

"If we knew he was going to harm one of our family, I'd say yes!" she said softly, but emphatically.  "I'm afraid I'm rather vicious when it comes to protecting my family."

"I can understand that," Karl nodded.  "I think there's a bit of difference in our philosophy, I'd prefer to see a man tried in court before he was hung."

"And if you saw a man about to commit a heinous crime, wouldn't you try to stop him?"

"Yeah, but I'm not sure I could kill him in cold blood.  Anyway, this discussion is getting off of the topic of what we have to worry about right now.  I was trying to decide what we need to do today."

"I'd like to make sure that all of the guns on the island are under our control."

"Good point, and I agree.  I think the first thing we need to do is get to the dock and make sure we hide the muzzle loader and the flare gun aboard the boat.  While we're there we should try to bring up as much as we can of the salvage you guys brought with you.  Whatever else happens, we need to get all of that stuff out of the boatshed."

"Why do you want to do that first?"

"Because, our prowler seems to have decided to stay in the lower end of the island, or at least down in the gorge.  That means he can eventually work his way around the bay, so we need to worry about the guns down there first.  Actually you know something?  It might be that he hasn't tried to cross the stream.  What do you think, could he be afraid of doing that for some reason?"

"Oh come on, if he got here by boat, he sure as hell couldn't be scared of the water, could he?"

"If he's nuts, who knows?  Maybe he can't swim and the dog saved him from drowning?  Maybe he's never found a way across the stream, and is scared of the current?  It is running quite strong right now and there's really no way to go up the canyon if you're stuck on this side of the stream, but below the falls.  There's a sheer bluff and a deep pool right below them on this side of the stream and below that, the stream is either fairly deep or very soft bottomed all the way down to tidewater.  I think you'd have to swim across and if the water is running really fast, the idea of being carried off in the current would faze most people."

"You mean he's stuck down in the swamp with the pigs, or at least on the same side as them?"

"Unh huh, and that points out another problem.  In order for him to have come up that path to the bottom end of the clearing, he had to break through that barrier I put up to hold back the pigs.  That means it will have to be repaired before long or they'll be up here tearing the place apart."

"Even after that slide?"

"Mm, good point.  That should mean it will be okay for a while, at least until the weather calms down and the soil dries up a bit.  Look, what I think we should do is have breakfast, then leave Trudy and George here with the kids.  We'll leave them the shotgun and George's pistol.  The rest of us will go get the stuff from the shed by the dock and collect all the guns from the other house.  I've even had second thoughts about the muzzle loader.  I want that out of the boat too."

"Okay, you know that Trudy and I were talking last night?  In the old cabin over at Dad's, there's a toilet that won't ever be used.  How long would it take to tear it out?  If it didn't take long, it would sure help Dad.  He's having an awful rough time with the stairs.  Since the roof is collapsed on the old cabin anyway, I imagine we'll just have to get rid of the wreckage, so salvaging the toilet won't hurt."

"Well, I need to find some pipe too, but you're right, if I can get at it, it wouldn't take long to rip it out.  Unfortunately, what I was thinking of doing was just to make a quick trip this morning to get those guns under our control.  We can take care of less immediate things like the toilet this afternoon and I could work on things like that in the evening.  While we're out and on the other side of the gorge, I want to walk along the ridge and over to the point on the other side to look right down at the falls.  Then I can see the area near that slide and at the same time I can get a look at the stream above the falls just to see how fast it is running.  If there's way too much water we may have a problem with the dam."

"Are you thinking the dam may be leaking?"

"It's possible, after all we've had several minor earthquakes and when we were on the cliff this morning, it sounded like there was a hell of a lot of water going over the lower falls."

"Oh shit, that's all we'd need.  If we lost the dam, we'd be without power, running water and everything."

"Yep, so we'd better get in there and grab some breakfast.  We've got a hell of a lot of work to do today."

"Did someone mention breakfast?" They heard Keri say from behind them.  "I thought you two might enjoy a bacon and egg sandwich and a fresh cup of coffee."

"Now that's thinking ahead," Karl smiled at her.

"Yeah, well we were all talking inside and we had a couple of ideas we'd like to run by you."

"And?" Karl managed to mumble around a mouthful of sandwich.

"We were thinking that we should get a lot done in a hurry, so Dad thought he and the two kids could stay here with the little shotgun and one walkie talkie.  He thought they could stay in the house and just keep an eye on things.  If a prowler comes around, they could call on the walkie talkie and we could all come back."

"Hmm, well, that does give us one more set of hands," Karl admitted.

"As well as that, we figured that you could probably get the little garden tractor running and pull the trailer, It wouldn't take much to clear the trail over to the other house wide enough for it to get through would it?"

"Another good idea," he admitted.  "The garden tractor should start fairly easily, that is if the battery isn't dead.  It just needs gas and there shouldn't be anything major in the way of getting it to the other house."

"Good, we were thinking you could run over to the other house while we get the stuff up to the upper shed from the shed at the dock."

"No bloody way!" Karl said firmly.  "I want to go aboard the 'Skolka' and disconnect the throttle and the burner controls, so she can't be stolen.  I want to be sure she's okay to be left unguarded, so I'm going down to the dock."

"But, Karl … " Keri started to argue.

"No buts!" Karl said firmly.  "I have four things I have to do today and there are lots of other things that need doing that will keep everyone else busy."

"All right, just what do you have to do?" Ely asked patiently.

"I have to see down into the gorge from above the lower falls, just in case someone is trapped in that slide.  On top of that, I want to see how much water is coming over the falls.  If there's way too much, I have to go back up the hill to the dam and see if there's a problem there.  I'd like to check it anyway, but it's not an emergency unless it looks like the water coming down from above the falls is either excessive or running really dirty."

"So is that one thing, or two?" Ely asked again.

"I guess it's two," he sighed.  "The other two are to mothball the 'Skolka' even better than it is and to salvage the toilet, the tank and the floor mount out of the old cabin over at your Dad's place."

"Well, I can take a helper and check on both the falls and the dam," Ely said firmly.  "Just explain to me why we should be worried if the water is dirty."

"Well, if the water's all murky, the dam might have leaks that are washing mud into the stream.  I really need to see both of them.  It's a judgement call and I know you're good at that kind of thing, but it's really a matter of making a comparison with what I'm used to seeing in the rainy season."

"Damn it, I don't think you should be hiking around so much," she said patiently.  "I saw you limping this morning and after you lost your breath so badly yesterday, I'm a little worried about your health."

"Ely, I'm feeling fine right now and if we do get that tractor running, I can do a lot of the travelling while sitting on the tractor."

In the long run Karl won out and while the women went inside to get ready, he went out to the back shed behind the goat shed and checked out the garden tractor.  Although the battery was dead, it actually started easily on the third pull of the starting rope.  Taking Ely along, with her riding in the little trailer, they started out.  Karl wasn't carrying a weapon, but Ely had the .22 rifle.

They'd agreed that Keri would carry the large rifle and Trudy, the pistol, along with Linda, who was unarmed, would be walking between them.  In only moments Karl and Ely were at the bridge and Karl stopped the garden tractor on the far end from the cabin to look down at the amount of water flowing in the gorge.

"Damn, it sure looks like a lot," he said above the sound of the rushing water.

"Yeah, but it seems to be fairly clear."

"Yeah, and it's not running all that high on the rocks by the generator house.  I've actually seen it almost that high before, so maybe it's not that bad.  I think the dam might be okay, because this looks like heavy runoff from all the rain we've had," Karl felt relieved.  "Okay, let's move on to the view point above the lower falls."

He lead the way as they hiked along the edge of the larger trees on the far side of the gorge from his cabin.  They hiked to an outcrop of rock that dropped almost a hundred feet vertically into the small canyon below and from there they could easily see the fresh slide on the other bank.

"Holy cripes," Ely gasped at the sight as they came out of the trees.

Tons and tons of material had dropped downward, in fact it was damming up the water behind it even as it was being washed away by the raging stream pouring over the top of the freshly fallen clay.

"Damn!" Was the only word Karl spoke for a moment.

The cliff opposite them had been covered with small bright green shrubs and grass the last time he'd seen it from this angle, which was only two or three months before.  Now it was stripped to bare glistening wet rock for the majority of its height.  You could see a sheer slab of shale exposed to the falling rain and when he looked at it, Karl couldn't understand how the clay could have held on those steep slopes before.

"Why didn't that slide before now?" he whispered.  "What was holding it up?"

"There is some rock mixed in with the clay down at the bottom," Ely answered almost as quietly.  "Maybe those last little quakes and then the weight of the water from the rain or … "

"Do you think it was triggered by the tiny bit of weight of a fucking dog?" Karl said in sheer astonishment.  "All those tons of mud and rock, sliding because of one dog, or even a man and a dog?"

"I'd say more likely it was broken free by yesterday's earth tremors, then it just took a while to fall.  I imagine what happened was the clay shifted slightly on the grade, then what rock was holding it back at the bottom finally let loose this morning.  There's no sign of either a man or a dog, not that I can see."

"No, but look at that crap, it's just oozing into the stream, the whole pile is being washed away as we watch.  It's all moving, just like it was a thick soup."

"I remember reading something about that somewhere, when the soil turns to muck in an earthquake.  I think they called it liquefaction, or something like that."

"I don't think this is the same," Karl frowned.  "But all this doesn't satisfy my curiosity even one little bit.  Where the fuck is that guy and his dog?"

"I don't know Karl, but I don't see any sign of anything out of the normal other than the slide, do you?"

"No, and that's what makes no sense either," Karl sighed.  "But then not much of what's been going on makes sense to me.  I suppose in a way I was hoping we'd see the guy pinned under the muck or something.  We're still left with the same mystery as before."

"Yeah, by the way, look at the top of the slide area," Ely pointed.

"Hmm?" Karl frowned slightly.  "Oh, yeah, where we were standing doesn't look too stable, does it?"

"Actually, it doesn't look bad at all, look at where it changes colour.  There where the slide came down, isn't that rock?"

"I guess, but seeing what happened before, I'd rather not have too many people dancing around above it or anything," Karl smiled wryly.  "That bit of rock at the top looks damn steep and quite slippery.  I think we're safe from having visitors coming up that way again."

"Yeah, but we can't afford to stand here and make guesses, can we?  We still need to get a lot done today, just in case that guy is still around, so maybe we should go help the others?"

"Okay," Karl agreed off-handedly, still deep in thought.

They walked back to the trail in silence, but took a moment to stand on the end of the bridge and just look down at the rushing stream again.  Neither of them spoke and it wasn't long before they moved to the tractor and trailer.  Once they were seated again, Karl started the engine and they headed off down the trail.  At the wye in the trail, Karl pulled the tractor and trailer off to the side near the shed.  The other three women were waiting there, having passed Karl and Ely as they were checking out the view of the lower falls.

"Well?" Keri demanded.  "What did you see?"

"Not much, the slide was bigger than we expected though.  A huge section of the hillside let go and wiped everything away clear down to sheer rock," Karl said firmly.  "Nothing is climbing that for a while."

"So, no sign of either the man or the dog?" Linda asked.

"Nope," Karl volunteered.  "For now, we have to assume they're still around,"

He looked down at the sloping trail down to the dock and shook his head.

"There's no way this garden tractor will climb that hill while it's this wet," he pronounced.  "I guess we walk down and carry stuff back up."

"We will be the people who carry things.  For a few days, you are taking it easy," Ely said vehemently.  "I don't want to see a repeat of yesterday."

"Oh, whatever!" Karl said exasperated with Ely's caution, then not waiting for any other response, he set off down the path.

The others followed quietly.  It seemed that no one was in the mood to talk since no one said much during the hike downhill, but it only took a few minutes before they were nearing the end of the trail and approaching the dock area.  The wind that they'd heard and felt when they were on higher ground was negligible down near the water's edge, but the rain still fell steadily and Karl paused at the edge of the tree line looking out at the scene before him.

The dock, the boat, and the shed all looked as if no one had visited them in weeks.  Karl's eye's were drawn to the boat.  A fairly large limb had been snapped from one of the trees onshore and was lying across the stern deck of the 'Skolka,' then draped down into the water.  The rest of the boat's deck was strewn with fallen leaves, needles and small branches, while her windows had that misty look of long disuse.  When he looked at the water, it had a strange murky tone, but since he knew about the water pouring over the clay of the slide, he wasn't really surprised.

"Cripes, she looks like no one has been on her in months," Keri said quietly at his elbow.

"Well, that was the idea of mooring her under the cedar.  I actually hate the idea of leaving her there for long.  She'd get all covered in that tree-scum-crap you get from cedars, but a week or two won't matter.  I know it'll be a job to clean that stuff off, but I think she'll be safe there."

"It's too bad that we have to leave her like that.  It bothers me," Linda said sadly.

"Yeah, me too," Karl snorted.  "Look, I need one helper on board for a bit and someone should stay outside to keep an eye out for danger, just in case.  Keri, do you want to do that?  The other two can make up packs of the stuff in the shed."

"What, stand guard?  Like hell, I want to get my shotgun," Keri said vehemently.  "Why not have Ely or Linda take the rifle and stand on the foredeck of the boat.  Trudy has the.22 pistol.  She can come inside the shed with me while I get my shotgun out of the case and load it.  Once I've got that in my hands I'll feel a lot safer.  After that we can pack everything else up to go."

"I'd like to go below deck on the boat for a bit," Linda said apologetically.  "I think I left something there, but other than that, maybe I'd be best outside keeping an eye on things because everyone else knows their way around so much better."

"All of you make up your minds.  I really don't care," Karl sighed resolutely and then headed out onto the dock.

"Jeeze, watch your footing, out here," he said almost instantly.  "The dock is slippery as ice with all this crap laying on it."

Once on the boat and inside the wheelhouse, his first action was to take the can of black powder from the cupboard where it had been stored, then set it and the muzzle loader near the door to be taken away.  Meanwhile Ely was on the foredeck with the bigger of the rifles and Linda had scurried below decks.  He was digging out the box of flares and the flare gun when she popped up from below again.

"That was fast," he said shortly.

"Unh huh," she held up a band-aid container.  "I decided I need this.  It was one of the things I made sure I had with me before."

"What the hell is that?" he asked.  "Bandages?"

"Well, yeah, but it's also got the little case that holds my diaphragm in with the bandaids." She giggled.  "I think since Keri is pregnant, one woman at a time is enough.  I've got an idea that you and I may still get together once in a while, so I want to have an option."

"Woman, if we weren't in such a hurry right now I think I'd kiss you," Karl grinned.  "One of the things that I've worried about was the fact that I'd had sex with you before, especially after Keri said she was having my baby.  I've had my fingers crossed that you didn't catch, but if you had that thing, why weren't you using it then?"

"Well at first, because I didn't even think of it.  Then later I didn't worry about it because you told me that for all practical purposes you were sterile," she laughed.  "Now can I get a hug and take a rain check on that kiss?  In fact maybe we could include a cuddle another time?"

Karl swept her into his arms for a few seconds, then she pulled away and ran outside to talk animatedly with Ely as she took over guard duty.  Karl went back to rounding up the things he wanted to take with them and Ely came inside soon.  The two of them moved the flare gun and the boxes of flares below decks, actually putting them in one of the cupboards down in the galley.  That meant they were still quite close to the wheelhouse if they were needed, but further out of sight than before.

"Now what?" Ely asked as Karl lead the way to the boiler room.

"Well, if anyone were to come here and try to run off with the boat, I'd like to make it difficult for them," Karl answered thoughtfully.  "I was thinking of actually pulling the burner jet out of the fire tube, then removing a section of the fuel supply pipe and perhaps hiding it in a drawer.  Perhaps we could disconnect the priming pressure pump and disconnect the fuel filter unit too?  What do you think?"

"They all go back easily, right?" Ely asked.

"Unh huh, ten or fifteen minutes will put them back if we need to use the boat," Karl grinned.  "That is if you know how.  If you don't know the tricks to installing them, they're a bitch.  Keri decided to help me by changing the filters out once and she struggled for four hours without telling me what she was trying to do.  When she finally asked, and I showed her how to do it, she had them all back and working in minutes.  That means I'm not the only one who can put them back, she knows the drill too."

"Okay, you can show me the tricks of reinstalling them as they come out," Ely smiled.  "Why not lay them out over there on the work shelf as if you were trying to fix everything?  That way we could have a good excuse for the boat not being able to move if the military does drop in on us."

"Good thought," Karl grinned at her.  "Actually, I've got a worn impeller from the primer pump in the drawer, If I open up the pump and have it laying there with the old impeller beside it, it will look like I was trying to fix it and still needed a part."

"Yeah, and if the military does come and they aren't here at high tide, they can see the slide down in the cut, blocking our exit."

"Oh, if they come here, I intend to ask for help to remove that, even if it is high tide," Karl grinned at her.  "They have diving and demolition experts and surely they'd like a friendly local who could help them out in emergencies."

"Wouldn't they want to confiscate the boat?"

"Maybe, but I doubt it.  I've been thinking about that.  The Navy has probably got their hands full right now and if they see this thing looking like hell and not even working, as well as behind that damn slide in the gorge, I don't think they will be overly interested.  The investment of time and labour to get the boat into service would be too much trouble.  On top of that, it's not exactly the sort of thing they'd need."

"Maybe, but let's discourage anyone for now and make this thing hard to get going."

So they worked on that for a while, stripping the actual steam making capabilities from the boiler.  Then just to be certain no one could possibly steal it, Karl disconnected a link in the drive shaft.  After that they went back topside and out on deck.  Before leaving the boat, Karl wanted to clean the fallen needles that covered the solar cells mounted on the roof of the cabin.  Ely climbed up, insisting she wanted to look around from that extra height while she was there.

Suddenly she gave a strangled cry and pointed out into the bay.  Far out, near the opening into the cut, there was a black dot on the water and as they watched they could see it moving.

"Shit, it's that damn dog I saw this morning," Karl said loudly.  "And with the tide sweeping out, he's caught in the current.  Can you tell if he's swimming?"

"His head's up, so I think so," Ely answered.  "Do we have a pair of binoculars handy?"

"I'll grab them," Karl said going into the cabin of the boat.

By the time he had the binoculars in his hands and was back on deck, he knew it was too late to do anything.  As he lifted the glasses to his eyes, he saw the dog's head clearly, then it disappeared as the dog was swept into the first of the tidal swirls at the entrance of the cut.  There was obviously an undertow and the dog had apparently swum right into it.

"He's gone," Ely stated softly.  "Do you think he'll come back up?"

"Who fucking cares?" Linda said loudly from her guard position on the foredeck.  "The damn thing was a pain in the ass and a thief."

"That's not the point," Ely snapped back.  "It wasn't the dog's fault.  Obviously he was starving.  Karl, is there anything we can do?"

"Not a damn thing," Karl sighed.  "Except I'd like you two to stop arguing.  We can discuss this later."

He was scanning the water surface with the binoculars, vainly hoping to see the dog's head reappear.  When a mass of greenery that had been floating in the water near the dog finally disappeared into the gorge's maw and was whipped rapidly out of sight he finally pulled the glasses down and sighed deeply.

He glanced up at Ely who looked extremely sad, then turned slowly to Linda and shook his head.

"Linda, I know, a couple of hours ago I was trying to shoot that dog and I am relieved that he won't be attacking us, but drowning in that maelstrom is a bloody rotten way for anything to die." Having said that, he took the binoculars back into the boat's cabin, picked up the muzzle loader and the black power, then carefully closed and locked the cabin.  "Let's go huh?" he said firmly.

Ely explained to Keri and Trudy why they appeared a bit sombre when they all moved to the shed.  Everyone, except Karl, went inside to finish packing up what they wanted to move in order to make it all easy to carry.  In only moments, they were donning improvised back packs and grasping parcels for the climb up the hill.  It turned out that there wasn't as much to carry as they had thought, so no one was overloaded.

The short trek up the steep path was made in silence.  Even though he was only carrying about twenty pounds up the hill, Karl was glad to get to the top and the shed, just so he could sit and rest.  He had been limping for the last couple of hundred feet, so Trudy made him sit down to relax for a bit while everyone else packed the trailer and drew a small tarp over the load.  Karl hadn't noticed it before, but Trudy and the others had brought along a large thermos, leaving it at the shed when they went down to the boat.  She poured out several small cups of coffee, handing Karl one cup and a vial of pills that she'd had in her pocket.

"Take two more pills," she ordered.  "I saw you limping again.  After that, we've talked it over and decided that you need to take Linda, the .22 rifle and the pistol back to the cabin.  You guys can unload the trailer and then you can come over to the other house with the tractor and trailer and one of the guns.  Linda can stay there with George and shuffle this load inside while they're waiting for all of us to come back."

Karl grinned up at her.  "Gimme the pistol then."

"You aren't going to argue?" Keri asked in surprise.

"Nope.  It makes sense, besides I want to go back to the cabin anyway, I forgot to bring the bloody chain saw and the tools I'll need to get that damn toilet out of the old house.  I think these pills Trudy is feeding me make me forgetful."

"Hmph, I think you just have too much on your mind, but you expect yourself to be perfect." Trudy grunted.

In only a few minutes Karl insisted on leaving.  With Linda perched on the top of the loaded trailer, they puttered back to the cabin pulled by the slow-moving tractor.  When they got there George and David came out on the porch to meet them.

"Well, back with the first load?" George said loudly as they pulled to a stop just below him.

"Yep, any changes?" Karl asked, starting to help Linda unload and finding David helping as well.

"One surprising detail, the military is calling us on the short wave, so I imagine they heard me on the air yesterday," George sighed in guilt.  "They've been using both your call sign and mine, so they have checked our records.  We aren't the only ones being called however.  They seem to be calling several outlying areas, all of them are areas that are generally isolated in some way or another.  However, they do seem to be paying particular attention to the smaller islands in this general area."

Karl just stared at him for a second, his mind going a thousand miles an hour as he ran over possibilities.

"Have you heard anyone respond?" he asked after a moment.

"Yes, I happened to catch a rancher from up near Kelowna returning their call.  It seemed that they were passing on information to him about available assistance and asking him for a report concerning his area as well.  I think he was slightly reluctant, yet somewhat cooperative, at least that was the impression I was left with from his response.  Perhaps what they are trying to do is to set up an alternate method of local communication that is independent of land based telephone lines."

"Maybe, but I think we need discuss this with everyone before we do anything," Karl frowned slightly.

"One of the items that I found of particular interest as they were speaking was their reference to the possible problem of violent invasions by what they referred to as the unlawful element.  In particular, I was relating that in my mind to our trespasser and his dog."

"Well, I think we can all quit worrying about the dog," Karl said, glancing around and assuring himself that David had gone inside with a load.  "We saw him get sucked into the vortex at the head of the lower gorge.  I doubt if he could survive that."

"The tide would be running outward, but it would still be fairly high right now, wouldn't it?" George asked.

"It's flowing out of the gorge like mad.  I don't think anything entering it right now would come out the other end in one piece," Karl answered.  "Now, Linda is going to stay here with you and start to straighten up the mess we've made with all this junk we brought back.  She's keeping the .22 rifle here, so you all should be slightly safer, but I still don't think you should go far from the house until we get back."

"In other words even with the dog gone, you still feel that we might have a trespasser?"

"That's right George, I do.  Now the trailer is unloaded and I have three women waiting for me over at your house.  I'm going to grab the chainsaw and some tools, then I'm heading over there.  We should be back in no more than a couple of hours, but if you need us sooner, call on the walkie talkie."

With that, Karl restarted the little tractor and pulled over to the old cabin where he stored some of his tools.  Grabbing the chainsaw, an axe, and a few other things, he was soon on his way along the path toward the other house.

He paused once more as he crossed the bridge unable to pass without looking down at the racing torrent of water that was draining the whole upper end of the island.  The comparison of the clear water rushing below him there as compared to the murky water he had seen flowing below the slide area did much to reassure him about the state of the dam upstream.  This water was obviously coming down the rock and concrete of the overflow and not through any cracks or weakened areas of the dam itself.

Being honest with himself, he knew his legs were bad enough that he really shouldn't tackle the hike upstream to the dam today.  Instead he resolved to go tomorrow, at least if it was still raining this hard.  With that decision firmly in his mind, he set off to George and Trudy's house again.

Riding that little garden tractor along the trail in the woods was annoying in some ways.  There was no way he could keep the falling rain from making him uncomfortable and he was getting slightly chilled from sitting still.  He knew if it weren't for the heat of the little engine flowing back toward him he would have been quite cold, so it was a relief to him to realise he was approaching the other house.  He actually felt surprised at the extent of his relief and realised that he had been tensely checking his surroundings as he drove, almost as if he was expecting an ambush.

He pulled up close to the old house and looked at it closely.  A tree had fallen right onto the roof and although the walls still looked quite solid, the roof was caved in and the door stood open.

"This could be more trouble than it's worth," he growled to himself as he approached the front porch.

"Karl, don't go in there!" Ely shouted from the door of the other house.  "I walked on the front porch when we came over and it damn near caved into the cellar.  It's ready to collapse.  Walk around the back and you can see what I mean."

"I'll take you word for it," Karl grinned at her, turning back to the tractor and trailer to drive them over near the other house.  Once he was there, he stopped and grinned up at her.  "Salvaging the can out of there was your idea, remember?"

"Well I changed my mind," she grinned back.  "I'd rather you weren't crushed inside a collapsing log cabin."

"Okay, so what are we going to do for a can for your dad?" he asked as he walked up the steps onto the front porch.

"We decided to ask if you could take one from this house?  Hey, you're wet and cold.  You're shivering!"

"Yeah, I am a bit cold.  Riding that damn tractor doesn't give you any exercise and you get chilly.  Besides, you sure as hell can't get out of the rain."

"Good thing we got a fire going in the fireplace, and coffee on the stove."

She led him inside and he was astounded, they must have spent a while just cleaning up.  It hardly looked like the same place that they had seen a few days before.  The old oriental rug had obviously been vacuumed and there was a neat pile of objects on the floor near the door.  All of them were wrapped in plastic garbage bags and were ready to be loaded onto the trailer.  On the top of the pile sat George's old .45 Colt revolver and Karl had to grin.  There was no way Ely was going to let anyone forget that.

"Keri and Trudy are up in the attic.  They decided that they could hang a plastic sheet from the rafters and under the hole in the roof, That way they can funnel all the rain to a hole they punched in the ceiling over the bathtub in my old bathroom.  The buckets we put there to catch the rain the other day were overflowing and the two bedrooms are a hell of a mess.  At least it doesn't appear to have come down through the floor to this level."

"Oh shit.  I should have thought of that," Karl sighed.

"We've had a few other things to worry about at that time," Ely said shortly, steering him to a seat near the fire.  "Now, sit there for a bit so you can get warm and have a coffee.  I was just trying to make up a box of Dad's essential reference books and wondering if there was any way we could take his main computer."

"I wouldn't chance it in this weather and these conditions, your dad would kill us if we screwed it up."

"Yeah, he would, wouldn't he?" she said with a wry grin.

In the end, Trudy explained to Ely how to take a copy of George's working files off of his hard drive and record them to a portable hard drive which he could access from his laptop.  Meanwhile Keri and Karl went upstairs to pull the toilet from Ely's old bathroom.  Inside of an hour of Karl's coming there, they were all ready to head back to the cabin with a fairly large load on the trailer.  Since Karl wanted someone to ride on the trailer to prevent the porcelain toilet and tank from getting broken and since Keri and Trudy wanted to walk, Ely offered to do the job.

-o0o-

When Karl and Ely rode away on the tractor and trailer, Keri and Trudy were making sure the house was once again fully closed up.  Then Trudy checked that the two outside doors were locked and latched.  Keri paused on the front porch while waiting for Trudy and smiled somewhat sadly, feeling nostalgic about leaving this place again.  She didn't know why but whenever she walked away from this house, she felt this way if she knew she was going to be away from it for a while.

Trudy walked up and saw the sad sweet smile and noticed the tears in Keri's eyes.

"Feeling like a robin fluttering out of the nest for the first time?" she asked, resting a gentle hand on Keri's arm.

"I guess!  I don't know what it is, but every time I walk away from this house …" Keri paused.  "I suppose it's just that I feel like I'm leaving home.  It's weird this time though, somehow it feels more permanent.  Why should I feel this way when I'm going to live within walking distance?"

"For one thing, you're pregnant," Trudy smiled at her.  "You've got another six months of emotional turmoil coming, so you might as well accept it.  Your body is producing hormones that will affect you and it's going to be asking for special things of you because it's making a new life.  There are going to be irreversible changes made to your body chemistry and some of those are going to affect your emotions.  You'll laugh, you'll cry, you'll get annoyed, you'll get angry, you'll probably crave things, all that wonderful stuff."

"And I'm going to get fat," Keri grinned at her.  "I hope I'm like Ely and get most of my figure back again afterward."

"If we're careful, and we don't let you gain too much, maybe," Trudy grinned back.  "That depends on you and on your genes.  It also depends on whether you're willing to work at it like she did.  In actual fact she has put on weight and has never lost it all.  Doing exercises just let her redistribute the additional weight and turn it into muscle, so it looks good."

For the next while as they walked along, they talked quietly about pregnancy in general and about what they thought life was going to be like on the island in the next while.  Since they were walking fairly fast they had almost caught up to the tractor by the time they came to the shed at the wye and they decided to sit there out of the rain to let Karl and Ely get ahead of them.

Their guard was down and as they moved inside the open fronted shed, they were both faced inward.  Keri had the shotgun by the barrel, so she could stand it up beside the bench where she planned to sit and Trudy was watching her.  Since they had been discussing Keri's pregnancy, Trudy had automatically fallen into a 'nursing' state of mind and she was assessing Keri's actions, watching her for any signs of abnormality in her pregnancy.  Over her shoulder, Trudy noticed movement, but before she could say anything, let alone move, she was struck on the side of the head and flung aside.  She was struck so hard that later, she couldn't even remember bouncing off the wall of the shed or falling to the floor.

Keri was aware of Trudy being struck down, but had no time to react before she was attacked as well.  She was struck from behind and hurled forward into the corner of the shed, the shotgun struck from her hand.  With her face crammed into the corner, she was slightly dazed as she felt a rough hands grasp the neck and shoulders of her coat and blouse, yanking downward.  Since she'd grown warm while they had been walking, the top fastenings on the light coat were undone.  Her attacker slid it downward, pinning her arms to her sides.  She gasped, then before she even thought to cry out, a meaty hand was slapped over her mouth.  Her nose was pinched between a thumb and fingers and she couldn't breathe.  Her feet seemed to be pinned in place by the stance of the person behind her and the pressure on her back increased as a hard body shoved her forward.  Now her body was being arched the wrong way, her knees striking the bench while the pressure in the middle of her back
increased to the point of pain.  Her forehead was pressed against the rough surface of the wooden wall of the shed.  Panic rose when she felt the pressure of the brute's other hand as it explored her body through her clothes.  She tried to twist away, tried to fight, but she still couldn't get air into her burning lungs.  Then to make matters worse, she felt his hand ram inside her jeans and felt his fingers search downward over her bare skin toward her crotch.

Her struggles increased, yet were totally ineffectual.  Her mind was clouded with panic.  She knew she was panicking, yet she couldn't seem to fight it off and calm herself.  His hand had been unable to reach where he wanted.  Now it was back at her waist, undoing the fastenings of her jeans.  She wanted to scream, wanted to run, wanted to grab her shotgun to shoot the son of a bitch who was forcing her.  At the same time, she knew her struggles were growing weaker.  She simply couldn't get enough air into her lungs to function, and panic was burning any oxygen in her body in her mindless struggles.  She tried to bite the hand over her mouth, but it was arched away from her teeth and suddenly held her tighter than ever.  The heel of the massive hand was actually forcing her jaws closed.  Then the hand at her waist roughly pressed inward and upward against her belly, pressing her internal organs up against her diaphragm, forcing what air had remained in her
lungs up and out her throat.  Her greatest fear became the fact that she would pass out and be at the mercy of the savage beast that held her.  Yet, although she still struggled, nothing she seemed to be able to do had any effect on his hold.

She felt her vision dim, realised that her sight was shrinking to a tunnel, then a pinpoint, a last glimmer of light.  Then mercifully, she remembered nothing.

-o0o-

Trudy wakened with a terrible headache, barely realising that she lay crumpled on the dirt floor of the shed.  Her first wakening thought was that she could taste blood in her mouth.  She felt pain in her head and raised her hand to feel the growing lump above her left eye.  She moaned softly as she felt her fingers aggravate an open wound that felt damp, but not wet.  Her medically trained mind realizing that it was a bruise and a swelling, as well as an abrasion.  She was disoriented and, so it took a moment for her to realise where she was.  Even then she didn't fully understand why she was there, or what had happened.

She slowly sat up and stared around, actually sensing the pounding of blood in her head.  She felt her face twist into a grimace, disliking the salty metallic taste of blood in her mouth and the tender wound inside her cheek.  Damn, she must have bitten herself.  She could hear the rain falling steadily on the sloping roof over her head.  She felt chilled, almost cold, and she wondered how long she had lain on the damp floor.  Then her mind slowly began to function again.  Keri should be here.  Where was she?  What had happened?

Disregarding her own discomfort, she lurched to her feet and stared around.  The only sign of Keri was her shotgun leaning against the wall.  No there were her boots and her jeans, but they were laying on the floor.  Stumbling outside, she stared down each of the three paths that met here at the shed, but saw no sight of Keri or anyone else.  Realising that she wasn't thinking clearly, she paused and concentrated.  The little radio!  The walkie talkie!  Where was it?  She reached in her inner pocket, pulled it out and stared at it.  How did you make it work?  Oh, she remembered; turn it on, press the button and talk.

"George, 're you there?" she mumbled, staggering back into the shed and out of the rain.

"Trudy?  Is that you?  You sound strange?  Are you hurt?  Over," the radio seemed to answer her after a few seconds.

Dizzily, she sat back on the bench, staring at the radio in her hand.

"George?  Izzat you?" she waited and then realised she wasn't holding down the little button.

"Dammit Trudy, you have to press the button when you talk.  Now, what's wrong.  Over."

"Sorry George," she answered.  "Somebody hit me, I think."

She remembered to release the button, then hit it again.

"Somebody hit me.  Keri's gone, but her shotgun's here," then she remembered, pressed the button again and added "Over."

"Please repeat what you said.  Over," George sounded annoyed and worried.

"Somebody's hit me… an' Keri's gone, but her gun's layin' here … oh, an' over."

"All right Trudy, I'll send Karl and Ely to help," George's voice answered.  "Are you injured?  Over."

She thought about it for a few seconds, then answered as if she was again working in a hospital, talking to a doctor.  "Patient has bruised left temple with minor abrasions, somewhat disoriented, no other apparent injuries at this time.  Over."

"Trudy, Ely says don't go to sleep!  Stay awake!  Okay?  Now where are you?  Over."

"Okay love.  I'll stay 'wake.  'm at the shed and sittin' on th' bench and I'm too scared to move far.  Over."

"Talk to me Trudy.  Tell me what happened.  Ely and Karl are on the way.  Over."

Just then Trudy heard something.  It sounded like a muffled scream and she knew she had to do something.

"Jus' a minute George, I think I hear Keri."

Not really clear about what she was doing or where she was going, Trudy shut off the little radio, carefully put it back into her inside pocket.  Then she stood and moved outside, weaving out of the shelter and into the rain.
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Keri groggily came to her senses, but was feeling extremely distressed.  Her head ached, her jaw ached, her nose hurt and there was something dry stuffed in her mouth.  Breathing was difficult.  She knew she probably had a nose bleed because her nose felt stuffed and she couldn't get much air through whatever gagged her mouth either.  Her eyes couldn't seem to focus, then she realised that her head was rammed down into leaves and twigs.  At the same time, she felt that her belly was higher than her head, and her groin was pressed down against a very rough object, something that tore at her bare skin.  Her hands and arms were held roughly behind her back, held there by someone whose other hand was jabbing at her flesh, forcing the cheeks of her butt apart.

She felt the person behind her shift her body, heaving it up and forward, further over whatever object lay under her belly as he tried to shift her to a different position.  She was pinned down, her legs spread.  Although she tried to struggle, there was little she could do.  At least now that her body had been shifted, she could breathe better than before.  She remembered her previous panic and resolved that she would get revenge on this bastard.  Using her tongue, she worked at forcing whatever was in her mouth outward.  All the while she was shifting and squirming, doing her best to make the would-be rapist behind her have to fight to get at her.  There was no way the son of a bitch was going to have his way with her easily.

The way he held her, the way he fought to position her, she knew he wasn't interested in normal sex.  He wanted to sodomize her.  He wanted to cause her pain.  Well, the bastard was going to have to fight for it.  As her body twisted and heaved, her tongue worked at her gag, gradually forcing what she thought might be her own panties out of her mouth.  The son of a bitch had pulled them over her head and used the leg opening around her head to hold the rest crammed into her mouth in a wad.  Twisting her head she managed to hook them on something and using her tongue to press from the inside, she got enough clearance to draw a gasping breath of air.

At that instant his cock found her anus and he heaved against her tight sphincter.  The short breath she had managed to get into her lungs escaped in a muffled scream as she felt the raw pain of his wantonly barbaric thrust.  His second slamming surge against her caused even greater pain and another muffled scream, but even more than that it brought about an incandescent rage.  Taking a deep breath as he withdrew slightly for another inward heave, she drove her head and shoulders upward and backward using every ounce of strength she had.  She arched her neck and her back up and back as fast as she could.  Using his pinning weight against her hips as an anchor, and disregarding the pain she felt in twisting against her hands and arms, she heaved against his strength.

She felt the back of her head strike his face, felt his teeth tear at her scalp, but she also heard the satisfying crunch of the bone in his nose and heard his growling squawk of pain.  Another twist and heave rolled her to the side and off of the log he had been holding her body draped across.  Unfortunately that movement also rolled her onto her back.  She saw him then for the first time, a wild haired mountain of flesh moving forward to reach for her with clawed hands, his face a grimace of pain and anger.  With her hands still bound behind her by her coat, the only way she could fight him off was with were her feet and she heaved her right foot up and inward, aiming at his lower belly and using every ounce of strength she possessed.  To her astonishment his face changed before her eyes.  The slitted eyes opened wide and his mouth dropped open in pain.  Then he simply collapsed like a fallen tree, partly on her and partly on the log he had used to hold her for his
attack.  As he fell, he knocked the breath from her body once more.  Even struggling as hard as she could, there seemed to be no way to get free of his greater weight.

-o0o-

Trudy followed the strange sounds she had heard, struggling to stay on her feet as she wove her way outside.  There, behind the shed and not fifty feet from where Trudy had looked before, she saw Keri, now partially crushed under the body of a huge man.  Staggering forward, she could see that he had stripped Keri.  Her jacket and blouse were pinning her arms behind her, while her bra was roughly shoved upward around her neck to expose her breasts.  On top of that she was totally bare from the waist down.  Keri's face looked bruised, her nose was bleeding, and somehow her panties were around her chin.  Trudy fell forward herself, losing her balance from dizziness.  She managed to grab a stick and used it to lever herself back onto her feet.  Keri was mumbling something, but Trudy couldn't understand.  She moved closer, trying to hear more clearly.

The huge man seemed to be waking, then his hand reached out and it looked as if he was choking Keri, who began to struggle wildly.  Even as disoriented as she was, Trudy knew she had to do something.  Staggering forward, she raised the stick she held in both hands, lifting it high over her head.  She brought it down across the man's head and shoulders, falling to one side even as she hit him.  Struggling back to her feet, she moved over to the two prone bodies.  Now she could hear Keri's muffled pleas for help.  Reaching down, she tried to pull Keri's body free, but the man's body was so heavy that there seemed nothing she could do.  She felt so weak, but she refused to give up.  She pushed at the man while Keri struggled.  Then she pulled on Keri's arm, trying to shift her body.  Although it seemed to her to take forever, first pushing at the man and then pulling on Keri, finally she managed.  Keri was free, but it felt like it had taken eons.

Helping Keri to her feet, then getting the torn jacket and blouse pulled up so Trudy could free Keri's arms took time.  So did removing the soggy panties from around her head.  All that time Keri seemed dazed, even more disoriented than Trudy felt herself.  All Keri seemed able to do was curse the man at their feet, quietly struggling to get at him, seeking to extract revenge for what he had done to her.  Trudy tried to fight with her, trying to get her to go back to the shed.  Finally in exasperation she pulled out the radio.

"George, tell your daughter we have to get back to the shed.  Over," she screamed into the radio.

"What did you say?  Please repeat, over," George's voice said in disbelief.

"George, she's been raped.  She won't walk away.  Tell her to mind me," Trudy plead.  "She needs to get warm and lay down.  Help us please.  I can't carry her and she won't help."

"Keri, do what Trudy wants, do you hear me?  Keri, this is your father.  Do what Trudy wants, please."

"Okay Daddy … but he's a bad man.  Once I get my gun I'm gonna shoot him," Keri mumbled, but Trudy had already shut off the radio and was trying to help Keri walk to the shed.

They stumbled and fell several times, taking what Trudy thought was an extremely long time to go a short distance, but they eventually made it to the shed.  Trudy pushed Keri back onto the long bench, shoving her into a sitting position.  While Trudy was trying to get Keri's jeans back on, Keri was struggling to stand and grab her gun, unwittingly fighting against Trudy's efforts until Trudy lost her patience.

"Keri, get your damn pants on," she finally screamed in exasperation, grabbing the shotgun to move it away from Keri's easy reach.

She still had the gun in her hands when she saw movement outside the shed and heard Keri whimper in fear.  Turning and lifting the shotgun almost automatically, she'd hardly touched the trigger when the gun blasted the ground at the huge brute's feet and he screamed in fear and pain.  She must have hit him or come so close that he thought she had.  To her surprise he backed away while she fought with the gun, trying to pump another shell into the chamber.  Then the lumbering ogre was suddenly looking back and shuffling away, staggering down the hill in sudden terror.  She swung her eyes in the direction the monster had glanced and saw another man's figure appear around a bend of the trail, his gun already raised and firing.




Chapter 18

The trip from George's house back to Karl's cabin had been almost boring for Karl and Ely, but the steadily falling light rain still made the trip uncomfortable.  However, it didn't take long before they were back at the cabin and unloading the trailer and since Linda came out to help them fetch and carry, it didn't take long to get finished.

As soon as the unloading was done, Karl shifted his focus to the main floor bathroom, assessing just what other materials he'd need to mount the salvaged toilet and replace the smashed one.  After comparing what he had salvaged from George's house, to what he needed, he realized that all he was really only short some flooring material.  He had gone outside again, down to the old cabin in order to check through his supply of spare lumber and plywood when Ely came running out of the house.

"Karl," she screamed.  "Trudy just called on the walkie talkie, someone knocked her out and he must have forced Keri to go with him, When she woke up, Keri was gone.  We've got to go find her."

"Where is Trudy?" Karl snapped.  "Have you got your Dad's .45 or did Trudy have it?  I'll need my rifle."

"I want to come with you.  I can use the revolver," she said firmly.  "Are we taking the tractor?"

"It makes too much noise.  If the guy is still close by, he could hear us coming.  That's probably why he came up the hill after all this time.  Now answer me woman, where is Trudy and did she have the .45 or did you?"

"Oh, I have it," she patted her pocket.  "All they had was Keri's shotgun.  I think Trudy was at the shed by the cutoff to the dock.  She sounded terrified and I don't think she wants to move until someone comes."

"If she's unarmed, I can't blame her," Karl said.

"She's not unarmed.  Keri is.  Trudy found Keri's shotgun laying near her when she woke up."

"What?  That doesn't make bloody sense.  Keri wouldn't abandon her shotgun."

"I know she wouldn't, not if she'd have had a chance to use it, if nothing else she'd have fired it to let us know she was in trouble.  I'm really scared that something terrible has happened to her."

Just then Linda came running out of the house carrying Karl's rifle and a blanket.

"Trudy called back again," she shouted "Keri is there too.  Trudy thinks you should come fast, but it sounds as if Keri can't walk.  You'll need the tractor and trailer."

"Has she been raped?" Karl almost whispered.

Linda just nodded.

"Ely, you can follow me, but grab the first aid kit and you'd better bring the tractor and trailer," Karl ordered, grabbing the rifle out of Linda's hands and wheeling around.

That was the first time Ely had ever seen Karl run.  Although she wanted to shout at him to stop because he'd hurt himself, at the same time she wanted him to hurry even faster.  Instead of calling out, she raced for the tractor, but was astounded when Linda leaped aboard the trailer.  She didn't ask why, she just started the engine and shoved the throttle as far forward as she could, trying to make the tractor move as fast as it could possibly go.  Even at top speed for the little tractor, Karl would rapidly leaving them behind.  He'd disappeared down the path and into the trees before she'd even managed to swing the tractor around to follow him.

Karl wasn't used to running, neither his lungs nor his arthritis encouraged that sort of exercise.  Other than that, he knew he was in relatively good shape, and he knew that he needed to get to Keri and Trudy as quickly and quietly as he could.  He was certain that he'd be quieter on foot than on the tractor and although he knew he might feel quite exhausted later, that didn't matter for now.  Besides, he knew he could easily outrun the slow moving garden tractor.

After an initial burst of speed that carried him into the trees, he slowed and set a pace that he felt he could keep up for the whole distance to the shed at the wye in the paths.  As he pounded along he realised that part of what he was doing was using the exercise to hold off his sheer rage, preventing it from overtaking his reason.  He supposed that subconsciously he'd realized he had to do something physical to keep his mind clear, so running was his answer.

His eyes scanned the trail, checking to see that he wasn't taken by surprise.  Then after crossing the bridge, he slowed slightly, becoming more cautious.  The next few hundred yards were too near the shed for him not to move more carefully.  When he was less than a hundred yards away from wye, he heard the sound of a shotgun blast ahead of him though.  That sound terrified him and he broke into an all-out run, levering a shell into his rifle as he raced along.

When he rounded the last corner he could see Trudy, bruised and bleeding, desperately trying to pump another shell into the chamber of the shotgun.  Then he noticed Keri lying in the shed, but he also saw another figure.  A huge man was running away, just turning to go down the hill toward the dock.

Karl snapped the rifle to his shoulder and shot, but he was certain at the instant he pulled the trigger that he had missed.  Blaming the miss on his anxiousness and his laboured breathing, he levered another shell into the rifle, only to have his target disappear by diving for the shrubs at the side of the trail.  On the off chance of hitting the fleeing fugitive, but also to scare him into moving further away, he pumped off two more shots in rapid succession.  Both shots tore into the scrub brush approximately where the figure had disappeared, but the only effect he could tell they had was the fluttering fall of a few leaves.

He paused and listened, hearing the crashing of a large figure through the weedy bushes that grew on the steep grade.  Still, he carried on down the path, knowing he could move faster on the trail than the fugitive could move in the mixed willow and snowberry thicket.  A glance toward Trudy and Keri as he raced past them was all he needed to spur him on.  In that brief glance he'd seen the torn clothes, the bruised faces, the blank looks of terror.

A cold calculating rage that he had never felt before assailed his mind and body.  He wanted revenge!  He wanted to destroy!  Although he didn't bother to analyse it, the flaring rage he felt was the same as the sheer destructive anger of his long dead ancestors, the Viking berserkers.  The only way they'd found to satisfy a rage that strong was by death and destruction, but at that moment Karl's mood was as rapacious as his ancestor's urges had ever been.  In an instant, the furor of passion for vengeance had wiped out centuries of civilization.  He was after blood, prepared to kill the man who had dared to attack his family, his loved ones.  He meant to kill.

Now walking more slowly along the trail, he found he could almost keep pace with the sounds of the fugitive.  Even though his breathing was ragged and his heart was pounding, he still managed to walk fairly quietly.  He only had to stop once, and then only for seconds, before he caught the sounds again.  Karl had the advantage of knowing the terrain.  He knew that up ahead a rock face loomed, which meant that the fugitive would have to come back out of the brush and onto the trail.  When he did, the raping bastard would be where Karl could see him plainly.  He paused at a curve in the path, stepping behind a small bush that was about a hundred feet from where the figure would have to appear and he waited.  While he waited, he mentally counted the number of shots he'd used.  One, two, three, that meant he had four shots left.  He was sure that no one had fired the rifle since he had reloaded the clip after shooting at the stray dog that morning.

The sounds from the bushes had grown quieter, then suddenly a figure appeared on the edge of the path and turned to face him.

Karl fired, but only once.

He watched the figure jerk backward, then slowly crumble to the ground.  He waited a moment, then two, looking for any sign of movement.  The big body didn't even quiver.  Karl hadn't expected the SOB to be able to move.  His rifle had been aimed at a point half way between the solar plexus and the chin, right over the heart.  The slug shot from a hunting rifle would have hit bone, shattering it into many pieces, then driving onward and into the heart, but carrying those bits of bone along to do even more damage.

Unfortunately, while he was waiting and watching, time caught up to him.  Karl began to feel the exhaustion that the forced exercise was demanding he now pay.  Lungs heaving, heart pounding, he felt the crash that followed an extreme adrenaline boost.  Since the body hadn't even quivered for several minutes and he didn't feel up to walking down the grade and back, he finally turned away.  Feeling somewhat relieved that he had removed the immediate threat to his family, he walked resolutely back up the hill, but now he was limping heavily and having difficulty breathing.  Perhaps he had enough energy to help Keri.  He fervently hoped so.

-o0o-

As Karl slogged back up the hill, his body aching and his mind in turmoil, he heard the rattling motor of the little garden tractor.  Then he realised that he had been hearing it get closer for several minutes.  Of course he'd relegated that sound to a part of his mind that he usually ignored, disturbing noises that were unimportant to the task at hand .  However now, it meant something to him, help was arriving for Keri and Trudy.  He could quit worrying quite as much.  His pace slowed even though he knew that if he didn't hurry he would possibly have to walk all the way back to the cabin.  It was just that it seemed he was having a hard time summoning the energy to climb the grade and his breath wasn't coming as easily as he would have liked.  He knew that part of his lassitude could be blamed on the fact that he had just exerted himself more than he usually would have, but as well, he'd been running on an adrenalin high.  However he also knew that part of the
tiredness was caused by the guilt he was now feeling.

Some of that guilt came from the fact that he felt responsible for two women being attacked and injured but even more compellingly, he felt guilt for the action he'd taken afterward.  He'd intentionally shot a man, shot him in cold blood, with the intention of killing him.  Trying to force himself to forget that and to move faster seemed to be of no use.  The combined guilt seemed to weigh on him, almost crush him.  What was worse, the weight of guilt he was carrying seemed to increase with every step.

Wearily, eyes to the ground, he forced himself to walk slowly, but steadily, up the hill.  He found he was holding the rifle by the barrel, so tired that he was using his rifle as a walking stick.  Then suddenly, he stopped, surprised to see someone's feet, someone standing in front of him, When his eyes lifted, they met Ely's.

"Are you okay?" she asked, her voice little more than a whisper.

He nodded, then handed her the rifle, not wanting to carry it any farther, almost unable to even lift it high enough to hand it to her.

"You shot him."

Karl nodded slowly, realising that she hadn't asked if he had killed the bastard.

"Don't you dare feel guilty," Ely declared firmly.  "Shooting him was far kinder than what I would have done.  If there ever was a bastard who deserved to be strung up by the balls, it was him."

"Keri," the name was a question, about her present health and yet about her future health and her happiness.

"I don't know yet," Ely replied.  "Now, do you think you can sit on the seat and drive the tractor?"

He nodded, leaning on her as she walked at his side, shuffling forward until he could slide his weight onto the seat of the tractor.  To his surprise both Trudy and Keri were already slumped in the trailer, wrapped in a blanket.

Later he would remember starting the tractor and seeing Linda walking in front of him with Keri's shotgun.  He even remembered looking back at one point to see Ely walking behind them with the rifle, but he could never remember driving back to the cabin.  He did remember getting to the cabin, walking inside, and sinking into his favourite chair.  Then he remembered that he felt himself calm down.  Somehow, once he was in his cabin and he knew that his family was safe, he was able to relax.

Actually, it only took seconds for him to fall asleep.

-o0o-

When Ely and Linda arrived at the shed, they found Trudy holding Keri tightly in her arms.

"Karl shot 'im … I think," Trudy whispered, as she looked up bleary eyed at Ely.  "Jus' now … jus' one shot."

"Easy Trudy," Ely said calmly as she draped a blanket around them both.  "Now Keri, where do you hurt?"

"All over … son of a bitch … sodomized me …" she sobbed, then her voice drifted off and she began to cry in earnest.

"We didn't bring bandages or anything.  We didn't think of that," Ely apologised to Trudy who still held Keri tightly.

"S'no worry," Trudy growled.  "Le's jus go home.  Please."

Ely was almost as worried about Trudy's slurred words and apparent head injuries as she was about Keri's rape and mauling.  It looked like Trudy might have a concussion, but all Ely could hope for was that there was no permanent brain damage.  Keri had obviously been beaten, perhaps choked, but Ely knew her sister was a fighter.  She hoped this attack hadn't affected her spirit.  After having seen Karl run off like he had, she was worried about him too.  She turned to Linda.

"We have to get these two home quickly, and we've got to keep them warm, but I'm worried about Karl, so …" As she spoke, she was carefully wiping the dried blood and dirt from Trudy and Keri's faces with a clean handkerchief, dampened from the rainwater falling off the roof.

"I just looked down the path.  Karl is coming back, but he's walking very slowly," Linda broke in.  "I'm still worried about being attacked.  What if there's another raping bastard out there?"

"Just keep that fucking shotgun handy and if someone attacks, shoot his balls off!" Ely ordered.  "I agree we can't take a chance, but I think Karl will be worn out, so it's going to be up to us.  I've never been involved with anything like this."

"Me either," Linda snorted.  "Look, You've got the revolver.  You go help Karl, because when I saw him, he looked like he was wasted.  I'll get these two into the trailer and covered up.  Then let's get to fuck out of here."

To Ely's surprise, even though Karl was moving slowly, he appeared to be breathing well and his colour was good.  However when he handed her the rifle the instant that he saw her, then hardly spoke a word, she knew that he was exhausted.  Walking at his side, she helped him to the seat on the tractor.  As soon as he was seated, she turned to help Linda settle Keri and Trudy in the trailer for the ride back to the cabin, carefully instructing Keri that she had to keep Trudy from falling asleep.  Then, because she knew that he'd be frantic with worry, Ely radioed her father to let him know that they were all on the way back to the cabin, but she kept the conversation extremely terse.

For Ely, the walk back to the cabin felt as if it took a year.  She worried every step of the way.  As a nurse, she knew what she was going to have to do, but she also knew they had neither the equipment, nor the people to do the job of caring for all three of her family properly.  On top of that she was worried that they might be attacked again.  Maybe there was more than one raping bastard on the island.  She decided they needed help and she was determined to get it somehow.

Every few yards Ely found herself walking faster, closing up on the trailer, checking that both Keri and Trudy were all right.  All through the short trip, she was watching the way they moved, listening to any words spoken, checking to see that they were warm under the blanket and fussing about them in general.  As well as that, her eyes were constantly roving over their surroundings, looking for trouble, worried about a possible attack.  Her admiration for Linda had grown as well.  Linda had accepted that for now, they needed to be the protectors, then had worked calmly and efficiently to get them away from the shed with it's terrible associations.  Now she was calmly and deliberately walking ahead, taking the lead, intent on protecting them with Keri's shotgun.

In actual fact, Linda was terrified.  At one point in her life, she had been involved with a man who had beaten her, which meant she identified with the pain of both of the victims.  It was only Ely's strength and reason that held her there and kept her from running away in sheer panic.  Yet because of Ely, she fought down the terror and resolved that any son of a bitch who attacked them wasn't going to get a second chance to hurt anyone.  She fought back her tears as she marched ahead of the tractor.  She knew that if she allowed herself to cry, she'd go to pieces, and right then both Keri and Trudy needed her to be strong.  For her, the march back to the cabin became a declaration of a growing strength and character.  She could be strong.  She could be dependable.  She didn't have to take second place to any man or woman.  That walk back to the cabin became her proof to herself that she could hold her head up with pride.  It became the day she
learned to conquer her worst fears.

When they came out of the trees and into the clearing in front of the cabin, both Ely and Linda heaved a huge sigh of relief.  Karl had hardly gotten the tractor stopped when George and the two kids came out onto the porch.  Mary-Beth instantly ran to her mother and with Ely's help got Trudy to her feet and walking inside.  Once she was on the porch, George insisted on supervising her care.

Ely turned to help Keri and found that Linda was doing that, so she helped Karl, because he seemed to have stiffened up on the ride back.  He didn't seem to be in pain, instead it seemed as if he was simply very, very tired.  His breathing seemed fine and she was able to check his pulse as they walked arm in arm.  She was satisfied with that too.  As soon as he sat back in his favourite chair he seemed to relax, then fall asleep.  Since she knew that was exactly what he needed, she sighed in relief, certain that she had only two patients to worry about for the time being.  Then she found that her father had prepared for their return.  He'd had the kids fill both tubs with hot water, not only the tub on the main floor, but also the one upstairs.  Both of the women could be warmed and cleaned up from their ordeal at the same time.

George simply took charge of Trudy's care.  He and Mary-Beth helped her undress and slip into the tub on the main floor.  They washed her as well as kept her conscious and somewhat active.  When she was warm and slightly recovered from the shock and chill, they dressed the wound on her forehead, helped her into a warm set of pajamas.  Once she was dressed, they helped her to a seat in the living room, then insisted she eat some light soup that they had prepared.

Meanwhile, Ely and Linda took over caring for Keri.  Mostly that care consisted of helping her bathe, applying some salve to the scratches on her body, making her as comfortable as they could, and keeping her company at all times.  In fact Linda took up position at Keri's side once she fell asleep, telling Ely that she would handle any little problems.  She did warn Ely that she might call if she needed help with anything she couldn't handle alone.

Ely went downstairs and looked around.  Trudy was being coddled by both Mary-Beth and George.  Her colour was coming back to normal, so were her speech patterns, she was no longer slurring her words.  In fact she complained that she must have been hit on the right side of her lower jaw, pointing out a developing bruise to prove her point.  When Ely checked inside her mouth, she could actually see the line of cuts where Trudy's teeth had gouged out small bits of flesh.  Finally after checking Trudy's eyes to see how they reacted, she sighed in relief.

"No concussion?" Trudy managed a small smile.

"It doesn't look like it, so if there was one, it was minor.  Do you still want to go to sleep?"

"Not as much as I did," Trudy started to shake her head and then grimaced.  "But that son of a bitch must have hit me really hard.  My whole head hurts, from my collarbone up, including my neck."

"You're going to be very stiff for several days," Ely advised.  "From what you said, he hit you hard enough to throw you a few feet and you were still moving hard enough to give you that bump on your temple.  I'm not sure which one knocked you out."

"I imagine the first blow did," Trudy answered.  "At least now I know how a prize fighter feels when he gets hit with a knockout punch."

"We're lucky you woke up when you did."

Yeah," Trudy grimaced.  "How is Keri?"

"Right now, she's resting and Linda is acting as combination guard and day nurse.  To be honest, I wouldn't want to go into that room unannounced, not the way Linda is acting.  She's got Keri's shotgun loaded and sitting within easy reach on one side and a glass of water with some pain pills on the other.  I've left her with a sleeping pill that she can give Keri, just in case.  I don't want Keri waking and getting restless."

"Hmph, look who's talking about being protective.  What's that lump in your pocket, the one that just happens to be the size of a Colt .45?"

Ely just smiled, then moved over to take Karl's pulse and check his breathing as he slept.  She looked up at Trudy and nodded slightly, then even checked the dog.  He was the most delighted to see her of all her patients, happily thumping his tail on the floor and panting softly as she checked him.  When she stood back up, he did too.

"Well, did you need to go outside?" she asked and was surprised when Bruno began to labouriously limp toward the door.

David must have been very bored at simply trying to stay out of the way.  He pushed away from the window where he'd been staring out at the rain, joining Ely as she let Bruno out.  To Ely's surprise, Bruno had very little trouble going down the front steps and although she could see him actually quiver when he did it, he used all four feet as he clambered down the steps.  After that, even though he moved slowly and limped heavily, really only using three feet, he was quite mobile.  As she and David watched him from the front porch, she felt David grasp her hand.

"He's getting better, but he smells pretty bad when he's in the house, doesn't he?" David smiled up at her.

"Yeah," Ely laughed softly.  "Did you overhear your Dad and I as we were talking about him this morning?"

"Naw, I and Mary-Beth were talking and she said somethin' about it.  I was telling her that maybe we should get his shelter and put it on the porch like Dad does in the winter, when it gets rainy and cold.  He's panting so much in the house and drinking a little bit all the time too, like he was too hot.  I bet he'd like laying out here where he could see more, better'n laying in there and not being able to see or hear nothing."

Bruno came limping back, seemed hesitate for a moment just below the stairs, then resolutely heaved himself up them and onto the porch.  Even though Ely held the door open for him, he walked over and sniffed around just under the kitchen window as if looking for his bed, then he sighed as he slowly settled down, resting against the wall of the cabin.

"That's where Dad puts his shelter," David announced.  "I know where he keeps it, if you'd like to put it up."

Ely went around the side of the cabin with David and found the shelter he had talked about.  It was only three pieces of plywood that snapped together, then hooked onto eyes screwed in the logs under the window.  She could see that it would form a roofed and walled shelter that was open on one side, that open side facing down the length of the porch.  When they moved to put it up, Bruno moved away and David quickly ran inside to get the grungy old blanket that the dog had been laying on.  When the two walls and roof were up, he laid the blanket inside, then stepped back.  Bruno walked over, sniffed at it, then to Ely's surprise, limped inside, turned, and settled down quite happily, lying there panting and thumping his tail as he looked up at them.

"Well, he acts like he's happier here than he was inside," Ely remarked.

"Of course he is," David scoffed.  "He's in his own house now."

"Did everyone say he doesn't like dog food?" Ely asked.

"I don't know.  I do know that Dad has a couple of huge bags of it in the cool room though.  Should I get him some?"

"Yes, and you'd better bring out his water bowl too.  Set it close to him, but not so close he'll knock it over if he moves, okay?"

"Sure Mom," David dashed off.  "You'll watch things, huh?"

"Pardon me?"

"Well, I was keeping an eye out at the window, you know, just in case."

"Was that Grandpa's idea?" Ely asked.

"Nah, but I knew everybody else was busy and somebody has to do it, right?" he shrugged.  "Can I get Bruno some food now?"

"I guess you're right, Sunshine.  You go ahead and I'll wait right here for you," she smiled with tears in her eyes as she gently let her hand rest on his little bald head for a second.

He smiled up at her, then squirmed away and dashed inside.  It was only a few moments before he was back with a dog dish brimming with dried dog food.

"Can I sit out here with Bruno for just a bit Mom?" he asked softly, getting a short nod from her head in reply before she went inside again.

Once more inside the cabin, Ely glanced at Karl, saw he was still resting comfortably and noticed that George, Mary-Beth and Trudy had moved to the kitchen table.  Trudy and George were having a cup of coffee.

"You must be feeling better?" she semi-questioned Trudy.

"Still a bit woozy on my feet and I hurt like hell, but I want to stay away from analgesics for now.  George and I were just discussing our drug supply.  Do you know what Karl has at hand?"

"I believe he has quite a bit," Ely answered softly.  "Keri would know better than I do, but I imagine it might be stale dated.  I do know that when we were down on the 'Skolka' there was a fair amount that I packed and brought up here.  It's mostly anti-inflammatory drugs and analgesics, but some of them are types that even I'm unfamiliar with.  Knowing Karl's habit of being prepared, I imagine somewhere in the freezer or the cold room there are more."

"Ah, that shouldn't be a problem, George just picked up a new computer program that will help us decipher which ones we can use for this sort of thing," Trudy gestured toward her neck.  "What I'm worried about is the fact that Keri was raped, and the bastard who did it might have had STD's.  What the hell would we do for that?"

"Jesus, you have unpleasant thoughts," Ely scowled.  "To be honest, I think we have to get some help, but I don't know how to go about that.  Dad, you've been very quiet, what do you think?"

"Well, my present opinion is that we should take the time to consider our options and come to a mutual consensus before we do anything major.  I fully believe that right at the moment we are in an exceptional position to maintain a defence, provided we remain within certain limited boundaries.  However with the exceptional happenings of the past twenty four hours, we have had our noses rubbed in the fact that we are not completely unassailable," he paused and gestured toward Mary-Beth.  "As a modifier to that, Mary-Beth and I had been monitoring the short wave prior to your return and there seemed to be a particular focus of the Military radio personnel in their efforts to contact people in specific areas.  In each case, they seemed to have a specific warning that they wished to pass on and an offer of assistance often accompanied that warning.  Both Karl's and my call signs as well as several call signs of other local short wave operators have been amongst those receiving
particular emphasis."

"So what you're saying is that the military is looking for us, so we might be able to get help from them?" Ely asked.

"Perhaps.  However I believe we need to discuss this amongst the whole group before we consider approaching them.  Since we shouldn't actually be in residence here on the island at the present time, legally we may be in a slightly untenable position.  On top of all else, if they were to arrive here they would inspect Karl's boat.  I believe they would find evidence that it had been used recently."

"Dad, we have every right in the world to be here and I think you'd be surprised at the boat.  When I saw the 'Skolka' this morning, she looked like she hadn't been used in months."

David had come back in from looking after the dog and was standing at her side.  He touched her hand and looked up at her hopefully.  "Did I do a good job on the boat Mom?  Did it look like Dad wanted?"

"You did an excellent job, Sunshine," she grinned, giving his shoulder a gentle squeeze.  "You can ask your Dad when he wakes up.  He'll tell you just how good it was."

David almost glowed, he was so proud of himself and everyone at the table had to grin.  Ely noticed that without asking anyone else he moved back to sit at window, once again acting as a lookout for any possible intruders.

George got a thoughtful look on his face.  "That's all very well.  However, would it pass the inspection of experienced Navy personnel?  Don't forget that they are experienced with the ravages of salt water and its environs."

"Dad for fuck sake, how many steam engineers do you know who are in the Navy?  I think both Linda and Karl were almost shocked at how rough the 'Skolka' looked.  You could just see that both of them wanted to go to work and set her to rights.  Take it from me, no one is going to believe that the 'Skolka' just came back from a trip, and don't forget that damn rockslide in the cut.  If they see that with the tide ripping through there, there's no way they're going to believe anyone could come through there without being wrecked.  Hell, the cut would scare most people anyway and that slide has made it look impossible.  The only reason we got the boat through there when we came back is that we happened to have one of the best damn ship's captains on the whole west coast at the wheel."

"Oh, I think you or Keri could bring a boat through there without any difficulty …" George started to say.

"Maybe, under previous conditions, but only because Karl has taught us how.  I wouldn't bet on it right now though, not with that slide screwing up the passage," Ely interrupted.  "Dad, you just don't seem to understand.  I'm not saying that I think they would believe it totally impossible, Instead I think we could get them to believe us without any difficulty, no matter what story we told.  At least we could do it as long as we kept to one story and as long as we didn't make any slips of the tongue about things we couldn't know without having been away from the island."

"Oh, I understand that," he smiled.  "However, I was under the impression that it was almost impossible to disguise wear and usage on any mechanical contrivance."

"That's just it Dad, Karl wasn't trying to disguise wear and use, He was just trying to disguise the polish that comes from recent use.  We tried to make it look like the boat had sat for three weeks, not for three days.  Now I was just wondering, has anyone listened to the shortwave or the weather for a while?  When Karl wakes up, he's sure to ask."

"I've been a little involved …" George gestured toward Trudy.

"That's no excuse now," Trudy interrupted.  "I can sit with you and listen to the radio just as easily in there as resting here.  If I need anything, we can ask Mary-Beth for help."

When she stood to move, Ely noticed Trudy favoured her left side, but she didn't comment about it.  Instead she turned toward the stairs, quietly mentioning that she should check on Keri and Linda.  Upstairs, she found Linda lying with her arms around Keri, who seemed to be asleep.

"Is she resting okay?" Ely whispered when Linda looked up at her.

"Um hm," Linda murmured.  "I did give her that sleeping pill, but she seems to rest easier if she's held gently."

"That shouldn't be a surprise I guess," Ely smiled slightly.  "Are you okay for a while?  Do you need a break?"

"I'm fine, but to be honest I'm almost asleep.  I might doze off.  Do you think that would be okay?"

"I can't see why not, in fact it might be a good idea.  Someone might have to stay up tonight to be on guard again."

"But what if I'm asleep and she needs something?" Linda seemed quite worried.

"Honey, if Keri needs something, she'll let you know.  Besides, if she wakes and finds you cuddling her, it's going to put her mind at ease.  Now, I'm going to go find something to do.  If you need anything though, just call.  Mary-Beth will be inside and she can run to get me if I happen to be outside.  Okay?"

"Okay," Linda sighed and relaxed.

So even though Ely had three people she felt she needed to look after, she had help.  In fact, she had time on her hands.  It was strange, but she felt she needed to keep busy and she could see that David was growing bored as well.  She decided that they needed to do something constructive, so leaving word with the others, she set out to see if she could fix that damn broken toilet, even though she had never done anything of that sort before.  She double checked to make sure she had her dad's .45 in her pocket, then she took David with her and set out to find the flooring that Karl had said he was looking for.  Once they were out on the porch, she heard the cow lowing.  She realised that there was little food in the pen they were in, so they were probably both hungry and thirsty.

"David, I think the cow and calf would be better off in the goat pen.  Can you show me where to find a rope to lead the cow over there?"

"Sure Mom, Dad keeps the ropes in his old house," he smiled at her with his gap-toothed eight-year-old grin, then he sobered.  "Mom, is he okay?  Dad doesn't usually sleep in the daytime, does he?"

"He's okay," she smiled down at him as they set out for the old cabin.  "He's just very tired and he's still recovering from getting poisoned years ago."

"Well, what about Trudy-Mom and Keri?  Will they be okay?  Did that bad guy hurt them much?"

"He hurt them pretty badly," she admitted.  "But, I think they'll be okay if we treat them really well."

"They looked awful bad when you came back," he whispered.  "Did Daddy chase the bad man away or did he shoot him?"

"I think he shot at him, but I don't know for sure if he hurt the bad man or not," she said, choosing her words carefully.  "I think we should still be very careful, don't you?  Maybe the bad man had a friend with him."

"He's mean.  He hurt Bruno too," David announced as they got to the door of the old cabin.  "I don't think anyone that mean could have any friends."

"Well, they probably wouldn't be the same kind of people that you and I would call friends, but he might have people he felt he could trust who came here along with him," Ely explained.  "Almost no one is completely alone.  We all have people we like more than others and trust somewhat, even the most hateful people do."

"Well, I sure don't like him," he said forcefully.  "He hurts too many people that I do like."

"I agree with you," Ely had to smile, realising that her eight-year-old boy was back, now he wasn't trying to act quite as grown up.

They stepped up onto the front porch of the old cabin and a sad sweet feeling rushed over Ely.  She was remembering helping Karl build this house years ago.  She thought back to the fun and the hard work she had shared with Karl and Keri doing it.  With a sigh, she reached above the door trim and took down the key that was still hidden there in order to unlock the door.  Unlocking and opening the door seemed to be like opening the door into her past and she hesitated a second or two before actually going inside.

Once she had walked through the door and was standing in the kitchen / living room area, she simply stood for a moment.  This room was so full of memories!

She had loved being in this house with Karl.  Even though it had been built from a cheap kit, purchased from a building supply firm and flown to the island in pieces, ever inch of it seemed to bear Karl's stamp of skilled craftsmanship.  She remembered him discarding whole sections of the plans and drawing modifications.  When she'd asked why, he had explained that his changes were either stronger or more efficient and he'd taken the time to explain his reasons.  She'd learned to admire Karl's skill as they built this house.  It wasn't that she hadn't seen him as a skilled worker before, but she learned to admire his talents more than ever.  He was more than just a skilled workman though, he'd also been a teacher, willing to teach her and Keri as they worked at his side, gladly sharing his knowledge and expertise.

"Mom," David interrupted her reverie.  "Dad keeps things like ropes and that over here, in this room."

He pointed to the room that had been the main bedroom when Karl and Ely had lived in the little cabin.  When they entered the room, Ely paused at the door and David turned back to look at her questioningly.

"Did you know you were born in this room, David?" she murmured, feeling even more nostalgic.

"Unh huh, I guess so.  I think Aunt Keri told me that one time.  Here's all the ropes.  Which kind did you want?"

The matter of fact answer surprised her, yet it did a lot to settle her mind and remind her of the task at hand.  At that moment, she could see him as a miniature of Karl and she realised that he was being remarkably responsible for an eight-year-old.  The burst of pride was tempered by her realisation that she had allowed her mind to wander from her immediate goal in only seconds.  She wasted little time chastising herself though, instead she quickly chose a rope.  They had a job to do outside, needing to move the cow and calf to the goat yard.

Moving the old cow and calf presented hardly any problem.  She caught the cow, slipped the rope around its neck and with David following at a distance, led the cow and the calf over to the gate to the goat pen.  The cow acted remarkably tame, leading easily and the calf hung at the cow's side as if stuck there with glue.  Leading the cow inside and releasing her, Ely quickly walked back to the gate, since the billy goat instantly came to investigate this new addition to the animals in his domain.

"Old Billy wouldn't hurt you, Mom," David grinned at her as she slammed and locked the gate.

"Maybe, but I don't trust him," Ely said shortly.

She turned back to the pen, just to watch the old cow and the billy goat get acquainted.  The cow was being protective of her calf and the goat was being territorial.  After a few moments of posturing and veiled threats by the goat and a few snorts and head shakes by the cow, they seemed to decide that neither posed a threat to the other.  The goat sauntered off as if he had put the old cow in her place, while the cow lowered her head to sniff the sparse grass in search of a meal, but in a moment was wandering off toward the watering trough.  Ely sighed and noted that the goat pasture did look a bit lean for the number of animals and made a note that they would probably have to move the animals to the larger pasture downslope.

"Well, they seem okay," she sighed, turning to David.  "Now young man, we can put this rope back.  Then, since I originally came outside to find something we could use to fix the floor where the rock crashed through the bathroom, maybe you can help.  Do you have any ideas where we could find some thick plywood?"

He frowned and shook his head.  "I know where Daddy has some new stuff, but it's all big sheets, not any small pieces."

They returned the rope to the old cabin and while they were looking around inside it to see if they could find a piece of wood, Mary-Beth came running in to tell Ely that Karl was awake and looking for them.  They cut short their hunt and hurried to see what he wanted.

-o0o-

When Karl had awakened after his short sleep, he felt very sore, but physically relaxed.  His mind was a different matter however.

In an instant, he took in the fact that he was in the cabin and that it was quiet.  After that his first thought concerned the fact that they were all home and everyone was alive.  Then he began to worry about Keri and Trudy.  He wondered whether they were going to be okay, or if they were going to be mentally scarred by what they had been through.  From there, his mind jumped to worry about the child that Keri was carrying, followed by the frightening thought that perhaps either the child or Keri herself had been injured in the attack on her.  By that time, he was sitting up and leaning forward, ready to leap out of his seat, wanting to do something, anything.  He needed to act in some way.  He realised he was tense once more, his body no longer relaxed, but he knew that a man with his arthritic condition should try not to be too tense.  Tension brought on pain and he didn't certainly didn't need to torture himself that way.  He forced himself to sit back and
think.

And then the thought hit him.  He had shot a man!  He had stalked a man as if he was an animal, then shot him in cold blood!  He remembered the rage he had felt and was frightened by the memory of the anger that had commandeered his mind.

At the time, he'd needed to protect his family, yet he wasn't sure what to do now.  He had left a man for dead, yet the body had fallen in an exposed place, just off of a trail that they all used.  He couldn't tell his family that he was a murderer for fear that they would be implicated, but he had to tell them so that they could be prepared.  He could feel the tension rising in his body, but knew that the tension would bring pain.  He tried to will himself to relax, yet knew his attempt wouldn't be successful unless he took action, but what?

There was only one possible way to do anything about it.  He had to talk to someone and share the feeling of guilt with them.  He didn't need to absolve himself of the guilt, but he needed to express it in some way.  Just get it out in the open, so he could deal with it rationally.  That decision did more to relax his tension than any amount of willpower or any pill would have.

He sighed deeply, but softly, and after he did, he heard someone trying to walk quietly toward him.  That's when he realised that he had closed his eyes as if he had been trying to appear asleep to any casual observer.  He opened his eyes to see Mary-Beth leaning close, her eyes flying wide open as she jerked in surprise.

"Sorry Karl, did I wake you?" she almost whispered.  "I was just checking for Mommy to see if you were okay."

"No, you didn't wake me up.  I was already awake.  I was just sitting here, thinking," he sighed.  "Where is everyone?"

"Mommy and Daddy are in your den, listening to the radio.  Ely and David are outside doing something.  I think they might be looking for stuff to fix the bathroom.  I think Linda is upstairs, keeping an eye on Keri.  Ely gave Keri a pill, so I'm pretty sure she's sleeping.  I was just lookin' for Evinrude, but I think he's hiding, he don't like Bruno much.  Would you like me to get you a cup of coffee?"

Karl thought for a moment and realised that if he had to share his feelings of guilt, as well as work out what to do, the first person he should trust was George, at least with this sort of thing.  Then he realised that Trudy would have to know as well.  However, he certainly didn't want to burden Mary-Beth with the certainty that he had shot a man.  At her age, he didn't think she should have to worry about something like that.

"I would like a coffee," he smiled at her.  "And I think I should talk to George and Trudy.  After you bring me the coffee, could you step out on the porch and watch things for a few minutes.  I know Ely and David are out there, but someone should be watching from here at the house to see if any strangers are around."

"Bruno is out on the porch too," she smiled.  "He needed to go out to use the bathroom, but didn't want to come back inside again afterward.  David showed Ely how to put up his shelter by the window, so he's laying there."

"Oh?  Well, could you check to see that he's okay while you're out there?"

"Sure," she grinned at him, then scampered off to the kitchen to get his coffee.

Karl felt stiff when he tried to get up and knew it was because he'd been pushing himself for the last few days.  The walking and running he had done earlier hadn't exactly helped his aches and pains either.  He was limping as he headed to the den, so when Trudy saw him, she frowned.

"Don't get up," Karl ordered.  "If you want to know, I'm just stiff, not hurt.  Okay?"

"Take a muscle relaxant and a pain killer," she ordered.

"Mary-Beth?" she called.  "Get Karl's pills and something for him to drink, please."

Karl knew enough not to argue with her.  When things had settled down and Mary-Beth had gone outside on his errand, he turned to George and Trudy.

"I think I'm in deep trouble," he said quietly.

"I don't," Trudy said emphatically.  "You were defending Keri and me from a rapist."

"But …"

"Karl, we have discussed what happened between ourselves while you rested," George intoned.  "Although none of us were in position to actually see your shot, we can make assumptions.  We decided that the only way you would allow your exhaustion to overtake you would be if you felt the rapist was of no further danger to anyone,.  It is our belief that had you not felt that margin of safety, you would never have done so.  We know you well enough to know that you would have carried on until one of the two of you was unable to move.  Since you have returned, we are assured that he won't."

"I stalked him like I was hunting a wounded animal," Karl whispered.  "After I shot him, I was positive enough of my shot that I didn't even bother to check to see if he was dead.  What if he wasn't?  What if I left him lying there wounded and suffering?  I wouldn't do that to any animal I was hunting."

He'd sat down on the edge of the bed and was holding his head in his hands and staring at the floor.  Trudy moved to him and lay a hand on his shoulder.

"Karl, what you did was only natural," she tried to reassure him.  "You were protecting your family from an animal who was attacking them.  I don't think you walked away because you were cold hearted.  I think you walked away because you had removed the immediate threat, yet you knew Keri and I needed your help."

"I only wish that were true," Karl sighed.  "But the thing is, what do we do now?"

"I've been contemplating that," George answered.  "I believe we should reconnect the transmitter and contact the military, especially since they have been attempting to contact us.  We can at least report that we have been under attack.  Perhaps they do have some form of assistance that they can give us."

"I agree with him," Trudy said firmly.  "If we tell them about the attack on Keri and me, as well as the attack on Bruno and the goats, the fact that you fired a rifle at an attacker will be plainly seen as self defence."

"But I intended to kill a man," Karl sighed.  "I lined him up the sights of my rifle and I shot him in cold blood."

"I would have done exactly the same thing, had I been there and capable of doing so." George growled.  "That beast was not a man.  That was an attacking animal who threatened all of us.  He had assaulted Trudy.  He had raped Keri.  He was in the process of assailing Trudy a second time when you arrived on the scene and found her defending herself.  You shot at him to protect her, as well as the rest of the residents of this island.  There is no blame that can be attached to you for doing so."

"But he'd run away, George.  I chased him down and shot him in anger," Karl was now growing argumentative.  "I stalked him, as if I was stalking a wounded bear.  Then, when I got a clear shot at him, I dropped him with a shot to the heart.  But, George, he wasn't a bear, he was a man, a human being."

"Karl, as a man, would you have allowed your dog to attack another man's animals?  Would you have used the resistance toward that attack as an excuse to brutally injure the other man's dog?  Would you have hidden out in the first place?  After all of that, would you have attacked two women from ambush when the opportunity presented itself?" George was insistent.  "Think about that last fact alone, would you have attacked one defenceless woman and then brutally raped another?  That animal happened to have the shape of a man, but that barbarian was not a civilised human.  Had I been there in your place, I would have felt no remorse for shooting that savage.  Any sane man would have done the same."

"No, George, not any man," Karl said coldly.  "I can't forgive myself that easily and I'm confused.  In one way, I feel I should turn myself in.  In another way, I feel I could hide the crime, then no one, but our small group would know what happened."

"Hiding your actions might be well and good, if we knew for certain that you had actually disposed of all forms of the threat toward our well being, but we do not," George murmured then spoke clearly.  "Do you know that the rapist was alone?  Do you know for certain that the dog is gone?  You believe you saw it washed out to sea, but did you see it die or even see the body?  In fact after you shot the rapist, I thought you stated that you hadn't checked to be certain that he was dead?  You say you shot him, but you didn't actually check his pulse or breathing, did you?  Are you certain that we are safe from further threat?"

"George, are you saying that I should contact someone and tell them I killed a man?"

"No, I am not.  What I am trying to convince you to do is to ask for assistance," George sighed deeply.  "My belief is that the reason that the military is contacting specific people in specific areas is that there is a threat of some kind which is particular to that area.  In two such cases that I have heard, when a call back has been made, they have offered specific advice and have even offered assistance.  Your call sign has been used, as has mine, as have several call signs for other local people.  I believe there is a threat in this local area and I believe that the military should be advised of our situation.  Perhaps the threat they are attempting to warn people in the local area about is this particular madman we have been dealing with."

Karl looked like he was about to speak, but George lifted a hand as if to silence him.

"I feel we should report the attacks upon us and I believe we should make it plain that we have fired upon our attackers.  However, I do not feel we need to specifically mention the fact that you believe you actually succeeded in hitting anyone with your rifle fire.  None of the rest of us saw that shot, and I, for one, would feel much better if it were either verified, or proven to be incorrect.  I believe that when they realise that there are four women, two children, a cripple in a wheelchair and a semi-disabled man living here, all of whom are attempting to protect themselves from attack by an unspecified number of marauders, that they will offer aid in some form or another."

"George, I shot that guy," Karl snapped.  "I'm sure of it."

"Did you?" George snapped back.  "Where is your proof?  Did you actually see that he was shot?  Or is that wishful thinking on your part?"

"George, you know how well I shoot.  How many times have I gone deer hunting and come back empty handed?  I hit what I aim at."

"When?  You mean eight or ten years ago?  Were you under the kind of stress you were feeling today?  Were you using new ammunition or was it old ammo that had lain around for years?  Were you tired when you made your shot?  Was it a clear shot or were there trees and bushes in your line of fire?  Is it possible that the rain might have affected your shot?" George fired his questions rapidly.  "I'm not really saying that I doubt you hit him.  What I am saying is that there are many variables that could have altered what you did and those variables could have prevented a kill.  There is no reason you cannot admit having fired upon our attacker and do so in all honesty.  You cannot say that you killed him, because even you are not totally convinced of that fact.  You have admitted that much yourself.  Personally, I want that bastard dead.  I want to know that you drilled him and that he died in agony.  But, I refuse to believe that my wish
is fulfilled until I receive confirmation from an unbiased witness, or else view the rotting carcass myself."

George paused and then continued.  "I am certainly not criticising what you have done in any way shape or form, but I believe it is time we tried to get outside help if we can do so.  Ely has told me of the skill you used in disguising our usage of the 'Skolka' so that it would appear not to have been moved.  We have enough earthquake damage to make it seem reasonable that we have been struggling to recover.  Along with the fact that we have been under attack, we can make it appear that we retired to this cabin as the most easily defended position for our family.  I feel that at present we are in a relatively secure position but I am unsure if we will be able to continue our lives uninterrupted by the threat of attack in the future.  Therefore, I certainly feel we should take advantage of any offer of additional aid, if we can arrange to receive it."

"Karl, I agree with George," Trudy said softly, but firmly.  "If we can get help, I think we should ask for it.  We can tell them we had transmitter problems or something, that would explain why we didn't call them before now."

Karl simply looked thoughtful for a moment, then he sighed deeply.  "I think we all need to talk about it before we get in contact with the military.  I know that it has to happen eventually.  I just want to be sure that everyone agrees that it should be now and not later."

"I think Ely has sedated Keri at the moment," Trudy frowned slightly.  "That means we could have Mary-Beth run get Ely and David from outside, then Ely could go upstairs and check with Linda.  If Keri is resting easily, Mary-Beth and David could go upstairs and while one watched Keri, the other could keep a watchful eye out from the upper deck off the bedroom.  That way at least Ely and Linda could be included in the discussion.  In Keri's present condition, I think she would be better off resting, but I'm positive that she'd agree that we should ask for help




Chapter 19

Ely and David were in the old cabin when Mary-Beth came bursting in the door.

"I thought you was in here," she giggled in a high-pitched voice.  "Mom and Daddy would like you to come to the house.  I think it's 'portant."

"Is Karl awake or is something wrong?" Ely asked instantly.

"Unh huh, he's awake, but nothin's wrong.  Ever'body is okay.  We don't hafta run.  I just did 'cause I wanted to."

"Okay then, let's go then," Ely smiled at her.  "You too, David."

As Ely stepped out of the old cabin and stood on the front porch with the children, she suddenly had a strange feeling that she was being watched.  It was the sort of feeling she'd felt at other times in the past few days, just an uneasy feeling that someone was watching.  Now though, after Trudy and Keri had been attacked, she knew the feeling might have some basis in truth, and that frightened her so she told the kids to stick close.  When she locked up the door, instead of putting the key to the door back on the upper sill where she'd found it, she dropped it into her pocket.  Then, since she had her hand in her pocket, she adjusted the revolver to enable her to get it out more easily.  Turning slowly, she paused, letting her eyes wander all around her.  She could see the questioning look in David's eyes and she smiled slightly in a weak attempt to reassure him.

Leading the way, she stepped down from the porch and began to walk toward the newer cabin, but she walked carefully, not relaxing until both kids were inside and she could follow.  Once inside, she sighed heavily, then found herself looking at Karl who looked back questioningly, as if to ask her what was wrong.

"Maybe I'm just paranoid," she frowned slightly.  "But when we came out of your old cabin, it felt as if someone was watching us."

"You didn't see anything?" Karl asked.

"No, nothing!  I did look around carefully too."

"I wonder?" Karl grabbed the rifle and stepped to the door.  "I think I want to have a look.  Besides, I want to see if Bruno is restless.  He'd notice things we wouldn't."

"I never thought to check if he was acting …" Ely started to say, but Karl was already outside and closing the door behind him.

She stepped close to the door and looked out, but didn't move to join Karl.  Out on the front porch, Karl swung his eyes rapidly from one side to the other and then looked over at Bruno.  The dog was resting easily, but looked up at him and thumped his tail in greeting.  Karl moved over and knelt near him, then gently patted his head.

"What do you say Bruno?  You're not acting like there's any danger and you'd warn us wouldn't you?" he said quietly, more to be saying something than for any reason.

The big dog seemed completely relaxed, and Karl didn't stay outside for long.  When he went back inside, all the grownups, but Keri were gathered around the kitchen table.

"I didn't see anything unusual," he said firmly, setting the rifle down near the door.

"I didn't see anything either," Ely agreed.  "It was just a weird feeling of being watched.  Maybe it's simply the tension we're under."

"We've all been through enough shit to be tense," Linda barked.  "I don't blame you a bit for feeling uneasy.  I feel like I'm ready to snap.  Look at me, carrying this damn shotgun around like it was a necessity.  I don't like the idea of being under siege in any way."

Karl looked at her and wondered how much of that emotion was fear and how much was the PMS she'd said she was suffering from, then decided it didn't matter.

"Look, the reason we are all together is that we need to make a decision that will affect us all," he said in a quiet tone.  "George has heard short wave radio broadcasts by the military, that seem to be offering assistance to people who are having problems.  He's convinced that we should contact them and ask for help."

"We've talked about it, when you were resting," Ely spoke softly.  "The only question is, exactly what do we tell them?"

"Since I'm the only one of you who's new to the island, I'm not sure I should get a vote, but if I do have a say, I think I agree we should call for help if there's any chance we can get it," Linda said just as quietly.  "The only thing is … well, how do you explain me being here if you were here all along?  Surely to goodness they could trace back that I was wrecked at home by the tidal wave and that means I had to get here later."

"Didn't you say you were out of port when the tidal wave hit?" Karl asked.

"Well, yeah, I'd been out on the hook for two days, but …"

"Who is to say that you didn't sail somewhere, meet me and come back with me?" he replied.

"But I lived in the wreck for days," Linda protested.

"And who knows that?  There was no one else there to verify that," Karl argued.  "Look, no one is going to go by exact dates around that time, things were just too damn confusing.  Things will be remembered as having happened either before the earthquake and the tidal wave, or after them, but there are going to be arguments and disagreements about times and places.  It was a traumatic experience and very few people are going to have come through it without being slightly muddled.  I was visiting my friends earlier that week, but I left them before the earthquake.  I was at sea when it happened, but who's to say that I didn't pick you up and bring you here for a visit, then we were trapped here when that rockslide fell into the gorge?  Maybe you'd sailed to meet me, and a friend agreed to sail your boat home, then was caught in the tidal wave that wrecked your boat?  You wouldn't even know that your boat was wrecked."

"And we could have flown back to meet Karl when he arrived," Ely added.  "We knew approximately when he was coming home and we normally would have been here before the earthquake hit.  We had a flight booked and everything.  Instead Keri had to go see her doctor and he changed her appointment by a day.  We were actually supposed to fly out an hour or so before the earthquake hit, so I'll bet our anticipated flight was registered.  If those records happened to be saved, we'd be expected to be here."

"I believe I should be the person to actually contact the military," George spoke.  "So, let's be sure we have our story straight.  Trudy, Ely, Keri and the two children flew here along with me.  I believe it best if we say that we saw Karl and Linda arriving at the island as we circled to land.  The helicopter had lifted off and we were on our way to the dock to meet them when the first earthquake actually struck.  We clambered aboard the 'Skolka' and were going to escape to sea, but found our way blocked by the rockslide in the gorge.  Since we were trapped, we decided that we were probably safest moored to the buoy in the middle of the bay until the earth tremors settled down.  If we did leave any signs of residence aboard the boat, that explains them."

"Not bad, George," Trudy smiled.  "It does give us a bit of leeway."

"Well, they'll have a hard time believing the 'Skolka' sailed that recently," Linda grinned.

"Especially since Karl and I pulled out the burner and the pressure pump as if they needed repairs," Ely added soberly.

"A boiler can have pump problems at any time, Linda, and I might have limped home," Karl snorted.  "And I do like one or two of the points about George's tale.  It allows for any recent wear and tear that they might see, but as well, it explains Linda being here without going into details that might trip us up."

"I think Keri would be quite willing to tell them Linda was her 'close' friend," Trudy smiled.  "You could have met up with her along the way and convinced her to come home with you, planning a pleasant surprise for Keri."

"I suppose.  Does anyone have a problem with any of that?" Karl asked.  When no one spoke up, he headed for the den and began to hook up the transmitter.

In a few moments, he turned to George.  "Well, it's your show, do you want to call them now or later?"

George glanced at the clock, then shook his head.  "They have been broadcasting quite regularly, every two hours, and I'd like to listen to them once more before I feel we should respond.  However, I was wondering if we should try to reach anyone else in the interval.  Normally I suppose, we would try to contact the RCMP, especially if we felt we were in dire straits and under duress.  It would seem natural to attempt to contact them now."

"George, assume that we had the receiver operating all along, we'd know enough to have heard them call us by our regular call signs.  Why not respond to them now?"

"Because they may not be on the air and I do not wish to call attention to ourselves by broadcasting unduly," George answered with a wry grin.  "I considered what you said about broadcasting our position and realised that triangulation could be done by cretins and thugs just as easily as by the military.  Since we will be explaining that we are presently under duress, I do not wish to add to that problem.  I will keep my broadcasts short and I will not give out our physical location over the air, both the military and the RCMP will know the location of the island well enough."

"Damn!  Good point," Karl grinned.  "So, how long before you expect them to broadcast again?"

"Almost an hour.  I was wondering if in that hour, you might work toward repairing that flush toilet on this floor?  I do find the stairs to be rather difficult and I resent having to pee in a can, which necessitates someone else dispose of my smelly urine," there was a pleading note to his voice that moved Karl.

He just smiled and said "I'll get right on it, George."

Leaving George with the radio, he went looking for the wood and the pipe he would need to make those repairs.  When he moved toward the door though, Ely insisted on joining him.  Finding all the bits took longer than he actually expected it to, but he did find everything he needed, although he was going to have to be innovative in his repairs.  With Ely's help he carried the bits and pieces back to the cabin.

The two of the walked into the cabin just in time to hear George speaking on the radio.

"… and yes we have seen a stranger, a very large man.  In point of fact, we have actually suffered an attack instigated by that barbarian, which was when my wife was assaulted and my daughter was raped and sodomized.  My son-in-law shot at the attacker, but is uncertain as to the accuracy of his fire due to shortness of breath.  He suffers from severe arthritis, as well as the long term effects of chlorine gas inhalation.  He feels that his accuracy may have suffered due to the exhaustion he was operating under at the time of his use of the weapon.  There are only two men living here, my son-in-law, who as I explained is somewhat disabled, and myself.  At the same time I might mention that I am wheelchair bound, so would be classed as fully disabled.  Other than what Karl and I can do, our main defence must then fall upon two young women and two children.  Over."

"C M S Pacific here.  Roger to modified call-sign George.  Regarding our assistance, we can have a flight at your location inside of an hour, perhaps less, but guard yourself as well as possible until our contingent arrives.  We will require a flat landing area for our chopper and a place to set up two large field tents and perhaps some smaller ones.  Do you have medical supplies and personnel for the treatment of your injured?  Over."

"We have two trained nurses, but one is injured and the other is attempting to assist in our defence.  Enough medical supplies, not really.  We have a few non prescription drugs, but not enough and probably not those we will require for the present situation.  The best landing area would be in the goat pasture, near this cabin.  At the moment we are relatively safe and are holed up in my son-in-law's cabin, north of the gorge, not the main residence.  Over."

"C M S Pacific here.  We have an aerial photo of your area and with that description, we know your location.  If you are in a safe place at the moment, remain there.  This is important, I repeat, if you are in a safe position, do not move and do not expose yourself.  I repeat - do not expose yourself to further attack!  We will be there inside of the hour.  Over and out"

"Thank you, C M S Pacific, George over and out."

Karl stared at George.

"You didn't call us," he accused.  "And why was he calling you George, not using your call-sign?"

George sighed deeply and sat back in his wheelchair staring at the radio, then he turned and stared at Karl.  After a few seconds, he spoke slowly.  "It happened so fast.  I opened contact and the military came back instantly, telling me not to repeat my call-sign since they had my location marked and registered.  They asked a couple of questions enabling me to prove my identity, then they proceeded to ask if we had seen any strange men and if we were in trouble.  You came in at that moment and I imagine you heard the rest.  As for hazarding a conjecture of the possibilities for their actions, I have no further information, so your supposition would be as viable as my own."

"Damn, now I'm getting worried," Karl said sharply, staring directly at George.  "Why do they want to keep where we are secret?  How did they know about the possibility that we'd see strange men?"

Then he almost leaped to his feet.  "Ely, I think I'd better get out on the porch with a rifle.  This is scaring the shit out of me and I'm going to be on guard until they get here."

The rain had eased to a drizzle in the short time between them entering the cabin and a few minutes later as they stepped out on the porch.  Looking to the west, they could actually see a clear blue spot in the sky.

"I don't think they meant for us to be outside.  They said we weren't to expose ourselves," Ely frowned slightly as she stood beside Karl, looking out over the clearing.

"I know," Karl said firmly.  "You shouldn't be out here.  Bruno and I will be just fine.  Uh oh, I just thought, maybe we should take him inside.  He might not like the idea of the soldiers or sailors or whoever it is that will be coming to help protect us."

"Won't he make an awful ruckus in the house?  I don't know if I want to have Keri woken up by his ruckus."

"I think you might want to wake her anyway.  When that helicopter gets here, the noise of it landing in the goat pasture will probably wake her anyway."

"I guess I should be with her then," she sighed.  "I wish they'd let us know more.  In all honesty, I think even Dad is worried about them being so secretive."

"Well, I can tell you right now that the reason I'm out here is because of what that guy on the radio implied, but didn't say outright.  Now, if you'd hold this rifle for me and keep an eye out for a minute, I'll get Bruno inside."

Ely took the rifle and stood to one side of the door and back against the wall as Karl moved over to lean down next to the dog.

"Come on buddy," Karl said firmly.  "I think it would be better for you to be inside for a bit."

The dog stood slowly and waited by the door for Karl to pick up his blanket, then seemed quite happy to follow Karl inside.  Ely followed, even though Karl hadn't asked her to.  He raised his eyebrows and she shivered.  Karl understood her unspoken sentiment that she felt unprotected and vulnerable.  In a way he felt the same thing.  David was coming downstairs and saw Bruno inside again.

"Daddy, why is Bruno in the house?"

"There are some men coming in a helicopter and Bruno might raise a fuss if he was outside.  I thought maybe you could sit beside him and keep him quiet while he's inside."

"Sure," David grinned.  "He can be a noisy guy when he wants to be, but he's awful good when he's with me."

"Thanks David.  He's good with you because he likes you, and because you treat him well.  I like that a lot too.  Now, I'm going back out on the porch until those men get here.  If he starts to make a fuss before you hear the helicopter, you let me know, okay?"

"Sure Daddy, I will."

"Do you think you need to be out there?" Ely asked as Karl took back the rifle.

"I don't have to be out there.  I want to be out there," Karl answered firmly.  "You said you thought you felt someone watching you before?  Well, when we were out there just a moment ago, I felt the same way.  If there is someone out there, I want him to know I'm damn well not scared of him, no matter who he is."

"Karl, you don't have to take chances now.  It's not like it was before, we have help coming," she said softly.  "You don't have to punish yourself or feel guilty for doing what you had to do."

"I know that now.  George and Trudy did an excellent job of convincing me that I had no other choice, so I'm not blaming myself as much as I was before.  I know that I was protecting my family and that you all forgive me," Karl sighed and glanced over at David.  "You have to understand though, before I was as old as David is now, I was taught about the sanctity of life.  My family brought me up to respect the ten commandments and when I was taught to hunt, my teacher was an old native who used to pray for forgiveness to the spirits of the animals he killed.  He only hunted when he had to, only taking enough game to survive.  He always taught me to treat the animals I hunted with dignity and to let none suffer unnecessarily.  I can't help, but feel guilty in either one way or the other."

With that he turned on his heel and walked out the door.

"Stupid macho idiot!  Putting himself at risk," Ely growled softly to herself, then marched across the floor to go upstairs and sit at Keri's bedside.

When they talked about it later, Ely, George, Trudy, Linda, and Karl all agreed that the next half hour was the longest thirty minutes they could ever remember spending in their whole lives.

-o0o-

As Karl stood on his front porch, waiting for the helicopter that was coming with help for them, he was worrying even more than he had before.  Just why had the military reacted the way they had?  There was something about this situation that he didn't understand and he was impatient to learn exactly just what was going on.  He was still weighed down by the feeling of having shot the rapist, but somehow the feeling was less distressing than it had been.  Now that he'd heard the military's reaction to their situation, he was beginning to feel that he might well have been fully justified.  Perhaps he hadn't killed the bastard after all, but in his heart he was almost positive that he had.  If he had walked away, and left the man wounded, that was almost worse than if he had killed him outright, but there was nothing he could do about it now.  He knew that the military people who were coming would investigate the area when he told them about his actions.  All he could
do was wait.

While he was waiting, he scanned the area that he could see in front of him, paying particular attention to the places where a person could easily find cover to hide.  He still felt that overbearing sense of being watched, as if he was being spied upon, but he could see nothing out of the ordinary.  Then he stared in surprise.  The cow and her calf were in with the goats.  He frowned, that was one thing he had meant to do, but hadn't had time to get around to doing.  He sighed, hoping that Ely had been responsible for moving them, but at the moment the cow and her calf were the least of his worries.

His gaze wandered outward, past the far side fence of the goat pen, to the line of thin scrub brush along the edge of the gully.  He wondered if there was anywhere along the steep edge of this side of the gorge where someone could climb up.  He knew that there probably was one or two places, if anyone was really determined to do it.  Since it seemed that someone had been foolhardy enough to climb the narrow track that had been wiped out by the mudslide, then there were probably places this far upstream that would serve just as well.  Then he realized that if he was worried about someone coming to attack them from the other side of the gorge, the bridge was the perfect access.  Why worry about climbing up a steep slippery grade, when you could just walk along a totally clear pathway?

"Shit, where the hell is that damn helicopter?" he growled to himself, checking his wristwatch once more.  He raised it closer to his face, staring at it, thinking it might have stopped, but no, the second hand was still moving.

He looked outward again, past the gorge, at the trees and shrubs on the other half of the island.  How many times had he admired that view?  Mostly untouched, the trees there were huge.  No timber company had ever cut them.  There really wasn't enough timber there for a large company to bother with, and it would have been too much trouble for any small company to tackle, getting that timber to market would have been too difficult.  The geography of the island had protected it, leaving that central grove as untouched virgin timber.  There were common Douglas fir, grand fir, large leaf maple, even a few arbutus and the occasional dogwood, not to mention the low growing shrubs and vines.  That area of the island had always been a place which he felt induced a quiet reverence for nature in almost anyone who saw it.  Now the recent attacks on them by the unknown assailant and the fact that the military were coming so rapidly to their assistance tempted him to change his
view.  That stand of timber now seemed to have taken on a sinister quality.  It could very easily hide an attacker and suddenly that made it seem dangerous.

For some reason, he shivered with a sudden chill, then glanced up at the scudding clouds, which prompted the errant thought that he was glad he wasn't one of the men riding towards the island in a helicopter.  He didn't like riding in choppers at the best of times, and in weather like this there was no way he'd enjoy it, not in the least.  At least the rain was down to only a light drizzle that seemed to come and go as the clouds whipped past overhead.  He looked to the west and saw a brightening in the sky again, then realised that it looked strange, it looked like there was a reddish tint to the light.  Glancing at his watch in disbelief, he knew that it couldn't be sunset yet, it was too early.  Sunset couldn't be for another two or three hours.  He was still staring at the strange glow in the sky when he heard the far off fwump, fwump, fwump of a large helicopter, realising that it was rapidly growing quite loud.

He stepped back to the door, opening it and glancing inside at David and the dog.  "They're coming, David," he announced firmly.

"Okay Dad," David answered, as Karl stepped back and closed the door again.

Karl traced the sound of the helicopter, it seemed to be circling the island, but he couldn't see it.  He lost the sound for a while as it passed behind the rock face that rose behind him, then caught it again as it travelled past the sound blocking obstruction.  It seemed to be heading farther away, then it was coming back toward him once more.  For some reason, the sound seemed to pause and he wondered what was going on.  Then after a moment or two he realised it was getting louder, he reasoned that meant it was coming straight toward him.  Then the beat changed again.  It almost sounded as if there were two choppers, either that or a very loud echo.  What was going on?  The sound was coming from in front of him, but slightly to his left and grew quite loud.  Then suddenly the chopper itself appeared, lifting from below the crest of the gorge where it had been travelling.  Now he was doubly glad he wasn't in that chopper, since it had to have flown
upstream between the banks of the gorge, that manoeuver would have really bothered him.

He'd been expecting a military chopper, but this one was bright yellow with red trim, the markings of a Search and Rescue copter.  Karl recognised it as one of the triple engine equipped Cormorants that he had heard a lot about, but seldom seen.  It had scarcely lifted over the bushes and trees at the edge of the gully when Karl noticed a large, heavily laden net hung below its belly.

The pilot must have seen the goats and the cow scrambling away from the sudden noise and lifted enough to manoeuvre down the pasture away from them.  The copter swung toward the house, then held altitude for a moment.  Karl saw the huge load of supplies drop to the ground, not in the goat pasture, but just outside the fence and very near his little orchard.  Somehow the net was released and the cable was reeled in.  Then the copter slipped forward a hundred feet or so and landed back inside the clear area of the goat pen, near the gate.  A huge door slid back, and to Karl, it looked almost like one side of the copter was suddenly wide open.  No sooner had the landing skids hit the ground than several men dove from it, each of them armed with a military rifle, but Karl wasn't familiar enough with military weapons to be certain what kind.  He watched four men fan out and drop to the ground on one knee so they covered each point of the compass.  By the time Karl
realised that more people, several large packs and many supplies were being unloaded from the chopper, the huge door in the side was being slid closed.  Then the helicopter was lifting up and flying away again.  The chopper's total time on the ground couldn't have been more than two or three minutes.

There was a short period when Karl wondered what was going on as the figures milled around, then the whole group began to move as a unit toward the gate out of the goat pen.  Two of the riflemen had shifted from their kneeling position and had moved out to take up positions that allowed them a commanding field of fire.  Meanwhile all the others handled the actual shifting of the supplies that they had unloaded from inside the helicopter.  Two figures, who were obviously officers, were less laden, but even they carried part of the load.  The whole group's move across the grass was surprisingly quick and efficient.  Karl was happy to see that they actually used the gate of the pen, rather than trying to go over or through his fence.

He was tempted to go meet them, but decided against it.  In fact, with the obvious display of readiness that he saw, he was quite happy that he didn't have his rifle in his hands and instead had left it leaned against the wall.  The two figures that he had assumed were officers separated from the others, then moved toward him.  A the same time the other figures began to spread out.  Two headed toward Karl's outbuildings, one toward a thicket of berry bushes that might give a sniper cover, and the rest toward the large load of supplies that had been dropped by the chopper.  He kept track of the pair coming his way, realising that there were a man and a woman.  They approached until they were about ten feet in front of him, then stopped in a stiff military pose.  The man seemed to be fighting a reflex to salute.  Karl had the urge to let a smile sneak onto his lips, but fought it back.

"Hello Folks," he nodded slightly.  "I'm Karl Larson.  I guess you could call me the caretaker here and I've got to say that I'm damn glad to see you.  My boss's wife got beat up by a thug today, his daughter got raped, and I ended up shooting at the bastard who did it with a rifle.  I'm not sure if I hit him, but I did manage to scare him off."

"Lieutenant-Commander Jason Greene here," the guy in the fancier braided uniform said sharply.  "And this is Lieutenant Frances Baker.  She's a doctor."

"Well then, why doesn't Lieutenant Baker go straight into the house?" Karl suggested.  "I can fill you in on what I know about the situation, while she checks out the injured women, Keri and Trudy."

"Excellent sir," Lieutenant Commander Greene snapped.  "Carry on, Lieutenant Baker."

Karl stepped aside for the woman to pass him and couldn't resist winking and tossing his head slightly at the L-C as she looked at him, catching the fleeting twitch of a tiny smile.  He forgot to tell her just to walk in.  Instead, she knocked on the door.  That set off Bruno.  Karl hid a slight grin at the speed of David's reaction in quieting him, but was surprised at L-C Greene's reaction, every muscle in his body seemed to instantly tense.  Karl decided right then that the man was not a dog lover and for some reason Karls' trust in the man diminished as well.  He would have opened the door for Lieutenant Baker, but Ely beat him to it, so Karl turned his attention back to L-C Greene.

"Come on up on the porch out of the rain," Karl invited him and was surprised to see the man hesitate.  "The dog is more noisy than dangerous and he's well trained, even if he is big.  Right now he's injured, so my son is caring for him and keeping him under control.  That means you don't have to worry about him barking again.  The only reason he barked was the knock on the door, which would have surprised him."

"Sir, before I spend any time talking, we need to know where you would prefer us to set up camp.  We will have to set up two large tents as well as a few smaller ones.  Then if possible we would appreciate having access to a water supply."

"Oh, no problem," Karl shrugged.  "As long as you don't drive stakes anywhere inside the orchard or the upper goat pasture, I really don't care.  The areas I mentioned are where the septic fields run.  For water, just run a hose from the tap on the end of the cabin, and if you want electricity, each of the four outside plugs will handle at least twenty amps at 115 volts.  If you need 230 volts, you'll need to tap into the supply in the cabin, but it's available too."

"You have electricity, sir?"

"Yeah, it's provided by a self-regulating water-powered generator.  Up to a point the more amperage you demand, the more it will supply.  You're welcome to use it.  There's no cost for us."

"We have our own generators, sir."

"Do me a favour and don't use them?" Karl sighed heavily.  "I hate the sound of small portable generators, because they give me a headache and I hate the hash they generate on my radios."

"But sir, it's military policy that we maintain our independence if at all possible."

"Okay, if it's policy, then I stand corrected on the whole issue.  If you must use your damn generators, then I'm going to ask that you set up your tents at the furthest end of the lower goat pasture, as far from this residence as possible."

"Is there a water supply there, sir?"

"Nope, the goats drink the runoff that pools in some of the rocks or they walk back up here for water.  I'd really prefer it if you hooked into our power and stayed closer though.  I'd feel safer."

"But sir, our main function here is to protect you and if we're that far away …"

"Right, I thought that was the case," Karl snapped back, interrupting him.  "Now look, I've had all the fucking bullshit I can take today.  Two of my best friends in the world are inside, beaten up and fucked over by a mad man.  To stop him, I had to shoot at him and for all I know, I might have killed him.  I had to exert myself past the point that is healthy for me while I was trying to save those women from that monsters clutches.  Considering everything, I think I have a reason for my temper to be on a short string.  I called you for help and all you can do is stand there and argue your dip-shit policy with me, even after I offered you a viable and probably preferable alternative.  As far as I'm concerned, you can either accept my offer of using our power, while leaving those generators packed away, or you can set up your tents down in the goat pasture at the far end.  I really don't care which."

Karl turned his back then, his hands clenched into fists.  In fact they were clenched so tightly that he could feel his fingernails jammed into his palms.  He walked over to the chairs that had been left out on the porch and sat down, then he realised that L-C Greene was still standing in the rain.

"For cripes sake, Greene, don't you have enough sense to get out of the rain?"

"Are you inviting me onto your sunporch, sir?"

"Yeah, and stop calling me sir," Karl said shortly.  "Look, I have a medical reason for hating small engines.  They give me headaches, actually migraines.  I had to be around one small engine earlier today and I don't want to be hearing another one all damn night while your camp is kept operating by emergency generators.  If your commanding officers do come by and ask you why you're using our power, you can tell them that your generator engines give me a migraine, okay?"

"May I tell my men that, sir?"

"Of course you can, especially since it's the truth.  Go ahead," Karl waved his hand rather negligently and to his amazement L-C Greene must have taken that hand motion os a dismissal since he hurried off.

Karl shook his head as he stared at the ramrod straight back of the man walking across the yard.  Then he noticed another man approaching from the opposite direction, one of the men who had been checking the outbuildings.

"Good afternoon, sir.  I'm CPO Elgin and I was wondering if I might ask where the path which leads into those trees behind me might go?"

"CPO, does that mean Chief Petty Officer?" Karl asked.

"Yes sir, it does," CPO Elgin smiled.

"Okay Elgin, now that my curiosity is satisfied, I'm going to forget that I asked.  You see, as far as I'm concerned I'm not going to worry about trying to keep everyone's rank straight.  That's for your people to worry about.  Now that path is what might be considered the main highway on the island," Karl sighed.  "It ain't much, but it's the best we've got.  It leads to a bridge over that gorge you guys flew up in the Cormorant and the pilot must have seen it ahead of him, even if you didn't.  That bridge is the only easy way to get over here from the lower half of the island.  The gorge walls are too damn steep to climb easily."

"Thank you, sir.  Then you'd consider that bridge to be an important strategic point to control any form of traffic?"

"Exceptionally important," Karl chuckled.  "Do you plan on being 'Horatio at the bridge'?"

"No, sir, I was thinking more along the lines of being 'Elgin in the bushes,' but with a clear shot at anyone on the bridge.  I was wondering if you could recommend an area for that purpose?" CPO Elgin grinned.

"Well, the only place you'd get a clear shot of the whole bridge would be straight out from the end of it, but you've only got about fifty feet from the end of the bridge to a solid rock wall.  There isn't much there for cover either.  Now if you wanted a view that let you see most of the bridge and definitely either end of it, but at the same time allowed you to have a lot better cover, there's a better choice.  You just have to turn left about a hundred yards this side of the bridge and move out toward the gorge.  There was a huge dead-fall there and the root-ball lifted right out of the ground, leaving a natural foxhole to drop into.  The root-ball overhangs that hole at an angle and would act as an excellent shelter from the rain.  If a fellow had to get away, he could slip out on his belly, down near the edge of the root.  Anyone looking for him wouldn't see him do it from ten feet away."

"You sound as if you were in the service, sir," CPO Elgin replied.  "That sounds like exactly what we need."

"Nope, I was never in the service, nothing more extensive than the boy scouts.  I just notice things like that," Karl grinned.  "After talking to Lieutenant Commander Greene, I can honestly say I'm glad I didn't go into the service."

"Oh, L-C Greene is okay, sir," CPO Elgin smiled.  "He's just not used to shore command.  Also, this is a mixed command, both Army and Navy.  He's trying to go by the book and it shows.  Put him on a ship and he's great."

"A mixed command?" Karl asked.

"Yes, sir.  We have two men that the American army would call 'special forces'.  We don't even know their actual rank or their real names.  They refer to themselves as 'Lieutenant Springfield' and 'Master Sergeant Winchester'."

"Whoa.  I do know a bit about JTF2 and the fact that there are two of those boys here scares the hell out of me," Karl frowned at him.  "You probably didn't realise that you were doing it, but you just let me know we are in deep shit.  Just what the hell is going on?"

"Sorry, sir, I may have said more than I should have now," CPO Elgin blanched.  "You'll have to ask L-C Greene about anything like that.  I can tell you that for tonight our orders are to set up camp and to make certain that you and your family are protected.  Then tomorrow we are to investigate the actual situation and to take remedial action if and where necessary.  That's all I can really tell you for now, sir.  Thank you for the help you've given me about the bridge.  I'll check out that position you recommended."

After saying that, CPO Elgin slipped away, leaving Karl alone on the porch with his mind awhirl.  Just what the hell was going on?  JTF2 didn't send men out on just any old mission and they certainly wouldn't send two of them to check out a little dust-up on a tiny little island.  Hell, there were perhaps three hundred men serving in JTF2 in the whole country, so they were spread thin.  Karl knew that much.  Now he was even more worried than before, yet at the same time he felt a relief from the pressure he'd been under.  JTF2's men were the elite of the Canadian services, the best of the best.  If there were two of them here, then Karl knew they were getting the best protection possible.

"And of course I've pissed off the commanding officer." Karl thought to himself.  "Trust me to lose my temper with the wrong man."

He stood up and sighed deeply.  Just then he heard Bruno growl low and menacingly.  Grabbing his rifle, he walked to the door and looked inside at Bruno to see which direction the dog thought the threat was coming from.  Closing the door behind him, he slipped to the far end of the porch, the end toward the people setting up the tents.  He turned the corner, rifle in hand.  A short, slightly pudgy serviceman was standing there with the ends of two extension cords in his hands.

"L-C Greene sed I wiz te git power here, sir," the serviceman said hesitantly, unable to hide a quaver in his voice as he stared at the rifle pointed slightly over his head.

"Oh, sorry about the rifle," Karl sighed, tipping muzzle away.  "You have to realise that we've been under a bit of tension here and I'm a bit protective.  The outlets are just under that flap by the back door.  Do you have enough heavy duty cord to reach down to your tents?"

"Thank ye, sir," the serviceman swallowed quite obviously.  "Whit cords we hev ain't as heavy as I would loike sir, not fer this distance, but we ken make do fer now, 'til we gits anither supply drop."

"Well, if you need heavier cords, there's some ten gauge, three wire heavy extension cord in the shed.  I think there are two coils in there.  Each should be about a hundred and fifty feet long.  I'm not sure if dual outlet receptacle ends will work for you, but you're welcome to use the cords if they will work and if you need them.  For that matter the ends are removable if you use something special.  Just as long as I get everything of mine back when you're done," Karl said shortly.  "By the way, I'm Karl Larson and you are?"

"Oh, I'm Leading Seaman Dave Peacock, I'm a radioman and th' closest to an electrician thet we hev here, sir.  I moight take ye up on thet cable, if I could.  Where would thet be stored, sir?"

"They're in the back of the goat shed at the end of the goat pen and you might want to use the wheelbarrow leaning against the wall to haul them, they're a bit heavy."

"I'll get a hand as well, sir," he turned and cupped his hands to his mouth.  "Archer; come give us a hand if ye're free."

"Sorry Dave, no can do, still setting up here," Came the answer from another shorter than normal serviceman, but this one was thin and wiry.

"And what do you need a hand with," A gruff voice came from near the back of the cabin as a tall, rather thin individual stepped out of the bushes.  "And, sir, would you mind pointing that weapon somewhere else.  I'm supposed to be one of the best in the service at blending into the scenery, but having a rifle pointed at me for the last few minutes is making me think I've lost my touch, or at least met my match."

"Sorry," Karl grinned, swinging the muzzle to the ground.  " I couldn't see if that was a man in uniform where you were standing, or just a dirty old rag hanging in the bush.  I have this problem about letting dirty rags sneak up on me."

"Bejayzuz Springfield, Ye'd give a man th' jitters snaking up lak thet," Peacock snapped and then he paused and whirled to look at Karl.  "Ye saw him thar thyn, all dis toime an' ye niver sed nuthin?"

"I saw something that didn't look right," Karl grinned.  "There was no sense worrying you, Peacock.  If it was a man, he was covered.  If it was a dirty old rag, I'd have looked like a damn fool for pointing it out to you, especially since it was just outside my own back door."

Peacock looked at Karl, then at Springfield and then he grinned.

"Jus' fer fun Mr. Larson, did ye not'ce th' guy as wis wit' Springfield afore?"

"You mean the fellow who slipped into the raspberry bushes earlier."

"Thet's th' one.  Do ye know whar he wint after thet?"

"Well, unless he has a twin or he's moved, he's squatted up high, leaning against the chimney of my old cabin."

"Son of a bitch," Springfield grinned at Karl, chuckling softly and nodding at Karl's rifle.  "Do you shoot that weapon as well as you observe?"

"I wouldn't swear to that.  I know I missed a dog or a wolf this morning and I had two shots at him too."

"You couldn't tell if it was a dog or a wolf."

"Well, it was raining pretty heavily and the sun wasn't up yet.  I did hear him yelp though."

Springfield just shook his head.

"L-C Greene, could we talk to you please, sir?" he called softly.

The Officer turned and came over slowly.  "Yes Lieutenant, what can I do for you?"

"Well, to start with, sir, I think we need to reassess this situation and I believe we should let Mr Larson in on the nitty gritty.  The man caught Peacock moving around damn near silently while trying to hook up to the power.  Not only that, but while he was at it, he caught me checking out his cabin and he's pinpointed where Winchester has taken his evening bivouac.  He's flustered poor Peacock so badly that the poor bugger has gone back to speaking Newfie."

"Are you telling me that Winchester isn't well camouflaged?  Or that you made an error or what, Lieutenant?" Greene asked.

"No Lieutenant Commander, I am saying that Mr Larson is damn good woodsman and probably a hell of a shot with that rifle.  He knows the lay of the land here and we don't.  He knows exactly what has happened, while we haven't a clue yet.  I'm suggesting that you open up and tell him what we think we're up against and he can help us in return, okay?"

"Probably a decent assessment, Lieutenant," Greene said after a moment.

He paused and looked at Karl.  "Sir, I'm sorry I acted rather officious, you have been under duress and I am under pressure.  This is my first field command in a tactical situation and I could use any help you may offer me."

"Okay, then I apologise for losing my temper and telling you off," Karl grinned.  "I have to admit I sure as hell like the support you guys look like you're capable of giving.  I've met three of your men face to face and they've all impressed me."

"More than I did, I take it."

"Oh you impressed me," Karl grinned.  "Just not as favourably as the others."

Karl could see both Springfield and Peacock doing their best to hide a grin as he swung his head back toward the chairs on the porch.

"Now, I've had a hell of a day and I'm tired.  Let's just sit over there and you can tell me about what you think we're up against and I can fill you in on what I know," he said over his shoulder, assuming that L-C Greene would follow him.

-o0o-

When Lieutenant Frances Baker knocked on the door and heard the dog barking inside, she took a deep breath and forced herself to be calm.  Something about the confidence of the man she had just passed told her that she was in no danger.  If she had been, she had the unaccountable feeling that he would have leaped to protect her.  She didn't know him from Adam, yet there seemed to be a trustworthy aura radiating from the man.

The barking was quelled almost instantly by what sounded like the voice of a child, then the door opened.  She was face to face with a woman who could have posed for a calendar artist or a portrait painter.  Tall and dark skinned, she was totally bald and Dr. Baker couldn't help staring for a second before she caught herself.  Then as she stepped into the room she wanted to stare even harder, only this time it because of the room around her.  Somehow this residence seemed to have escaped the ravages of the massive earthquake and its effects.  Hell, these people even had electricity.

"Hello, I'm Ely Grant.  The man in the wheelchair by the door over there is my father; George.  The boy on the floor by the dog is my son; David.  That's my step mother; Trudy on the couch and that's her daughter Mary-Beth beside her, Mary-Beth is also my step sister.  There are two more people upstairs."

"Hello everyone I'm Dr. Frances Baker, or if you want, I'm Lieutenant Frances Baker, Naval Surgeon.  Now I can see from the bruising on her face and chin that Trudy must be one of my patients.  Who are the other two and which one is the most critical?"

"Well, you must have met one of the less critical of your patients outside, that would be Karl," Ely said softly.  "The most serious patient would be my sister, Keri.  She's suffering from assault trauma and she was raped.  She's upstairs under the care of our friend.  Linda.  Both Trudy and I are registered nurses and we've done what we can, but our resources are quite limited."

"Please take me to your sister then," Dr. Baker said calmly and as confidently as she could.

In a moment she was following the lead of the tall black woman up the stairs.  As she was on those stairs, the beauty of this home registered deep in her psyche.  She almost missed a step as she gazed around her.  This place was gorgeous and had been built by a craftsman.  Instantly she forced her mind back to the situation at hand, resolving not to let her mind wander.  The woman downstairs had obviously been struck several times to suffer the bruising she had on her face.  Yet the woman in front of her, Ely, who professed to be a registered nurse, said she was the lesser of the injured.  That didn't bode well for this being a quick and painless visit.

On a landing, which allowed a turn, halfway up the stairs, Ely paused and turned to her.

"My sister, Keri, was choked to unconsciousness, then raped, or rather sodomized, by a very large and very brutal individual.  I think he would have done more, but he was chased off by Trudy and then Karl, both of them actually shot at him.  I've sedated her with what I had, basically using sleeping pills, and she's been bathed and cleaned.  We did use a douche as well as we could, but I'm worried that the man might have carried an STD.  I'm terrified that he might even have been HIV positive.  To make matters worse, my sister is three months pregnant," Ely spoke in a voice just above a whisper.

"You say she's three months pregnant?" Dr. Baker asked softly.

"Yes," Ely nodded.  "That was confirmed by Dr. Latimer in Seattle, just a day or so before the earthquake."

"And her husband?"

"Lover, not husband.  He's been fully tested and is completely clean, but he has an exceptionally low sperm count.  Which makes matters worse, since they've been trying for this child for years."

"Oh my!" Dr. Baker sighed.  "You do know that this trauma and perhaps even some treatments might affect the fetus or possibly cause a miscarriage?"

"Yeah!" Ely snapped coldly.  "I know."

"I am sorry!"

"Yeah, well if Karl didn't kill the son-of-a-bitch when he shot at him, I want to be the one to collect a blood sample from the bastard for you to use for testing purposes.  I'll be taking it from his penis - after I've removed the gronchy thing from his body with an axe and I hope the cock sucker is alive when I do it," Ely's voice was scarcely louder than a whisper, but it sent shivers of trepidation down Dr. Baker's spine.

"Oh my!"

"Look, Dr. Baker, I'm afraid that this isn't a situation where I can remain neutral.  This concerns people that I happen to love deeply."

"I do understand."

"Okay," Ely took a deep breath and Dr. Baker could see her forcibly calm herself.  "Now, I'm not up on the latest treatment for possible AIDS exposure.  I know that a year or so ago it was immediate dosage with AZT and that seemed to work within forty-eight hours of exposure, or so they thought at that time."

"I think that's what I'd recommend is this case," Frances said calmly.  "In fact AZT is given to women who are known to have HIV, but who are also pregnant, so it is used as an AIDS preventative for the fetus.  Since AZT also acts as a preventative of infection when administered early, we will have some delivered here on tomorrow morning's chopper run.  That way, if we deem it necessary, I can administer it as soon as possible."

"You didn't come prepared for that eventuality?  Even though we'd reported that there had been a rape in this case?" Ely asked in surprise.

"Ms. Grant, when I was rushed out to the chopper, I was told absolutely nothing other than that I was needed because there were several people here who had been assaulted.  I know there were medications brought with us, but I came straight inside after landing, in order to check on the condition of the patients as soon as I could.  Since that's the case, I haven't had a chance to check what was sent in the way of supplies.  I know I can have the necessary drugs here tomorrow however and administering AZT within the forty-eight hour time frame is perfectly safe," Dr. Baker said firmly.  "However we don't know for sure that the attacker had AIDS or any other communicable disease.  If possible, I would prefer not to administer the drug if it isn't required."

"I realise that, but when we get either the man who did it, or his body, I want either a full tissue or a full blood analysis, okay?" Ely said just as firmly.

"Absolutely!  I agree.  In fact I'll insist on it," Dr. Baker nodded.  "Now, let's see our first patient."

Ely led her through the door and into a beautiful bedroom.  Again in just a glance, Dr Baker could see the craftsmanship that had gone into its overall effect and it's detail.  Then her gaze locked onto the sight of the two women in the huge bed.  The blonde was instantly alert, wearing a challenging gaze that warned her she was being assessed as she approached.  The other, a beautiful red head, lay lethargically on the huge bed.  Dr Baker needed no more to tell that she was the one who'd been the victim of the attack.  But the acute bruising which marred both her neck and her lower cheeks made that fact even more obvious.

"Linda, this is Dr. Baker," Ely said firmly.  "She needs to examine Keri so she can begin treatment."

To Dr. Baker's surprise, Linda quietly moved aside, making room for her.  Dr Baker nodded her head in appreciation, then lifted her stethoscope, leaning forward to do the job she was trained to do.  She was instantly absorbed in the study of her patient as she always was when she first had contact with any person who came under her care.

Dr. Baker didn't notice Ely taking Linda aside, and might have been surprised that they both noticed her total preoccupation with her new patient.  In fact she was so absorbed in her duties that she didn't realise that Ely had just elevated the assessment of her abilities, simply based of the thoroughness of her examination.  After several moments she straightened and looked over at Ely as she stripped off the latex gloves she'd worn.

"Exactly what medications did you say you had given the patient?" she asked.

"I have them here" Ely handed her the bottle.  "She's had one tablet."

It was a common sleep aid and Dr. Baker nodded, then opened her bag and took out a syringe.  "Do you know if she has any adverse reactions to morphine based sedatives?"

"She doesn't, at least she didn't four years ago, which is when she was operated on for her appendix," Ely said positively.

"Good, then we're going to give her a slightly stronger sedative as well as a muscle relaxant and pain killer.  It's a three in one treatment, based on one of the morphine derivatives with a few added twists.  And before you ask, although it's been thoroughly tested, it's not on the open market yet," she smiled at Ely.  "Your sister is getting the one distinct advantage of military medicine.  We happen to be first in line for the newest pain and injury medications, after they have been proven safe for human usage."

"You're sure it is safe then?" Ely frowned slightly.

"Absolutely.  I've used quite a bit of it in the last few days," Dr. Baker glanced around the room.  "I don't know if you have any idea how lucky you people have been to be here."

She didn't catch the glance that flashed between Ely and Linda, but her own face registered the pain of the distress she had seen.  Then forcing a reassuring smile on her face, she leaned over the red head and lifted her arm to gently swab a spot over a muscle before carefully injecting the sedative and gently massaging the area.

Turning to Linda, she smiled.  "There, she should rest easier now.  Would you mind remaining here with her though?  I would like to examine the other patients, but I will be back."

"Thank you," Linda smiled back.  "I don't mind staying here at all."

"Good," Dr. Baker closed her bag and turned to Ely.  "Back downstairs then, to our other patients.  Oh, there is one other thing, this large bed?  Does she normally sleep here?"

"Why?" Ely asked, then sighed.  "Actually Dr. Baker, this is Karl's and my home.  Dad's has a hole in the roof from a tree and since we were under attack, this was the easiest to defend."

"Ah, I don't suppose you have a smaller bed for the patient?"

"Well, there is the fold out, the hide-a-bed couch over there, but why?"

"If possible, she should sleep undisturbed.  Perhaps if we readied that bed, then I could get you to assist me and we could move her there?"

"Now?"

"Yes, now!  In fifteen minutes, she will be so sound asleep that she'll be dead weight and we might have trouble moving her, but more than that we'll disturb her," then she smiled.  "As well, that will mean that your husband Karl will be able to sleep with you in his own bed, since I understand he is suffering from over-exertion, that would be best for him as well."

"Well, let's do it then, he does need the rest," then Ely grinned.  "But Dr. Baker, Karl isn't my husband, he's my lover.  We aren't married."

Dr. Baker didn't comment, but as they made up the fold out bed, she had a weird thought.  She looked at the almost possessive attitude Linda had toward the patient, Keri.  Then she thought of the man she had seen outside and the isolation these people obviously lived in.  She paused and looked up at Ely with a frown on her face.

"Ms. Grant?"

"Please call me Ely, I hate being called Miz," Ely protested.

"All right then, Ely, this really doesn't have anything to do with treatment, but is this man, Karl, the father of the unborn child?" Dr. Baker paused, uncertain if she should let her suspicions be known.

"Of Keri's unborn child, you mean?" Ely questioned.  "Would it make a difference if he was?"

"Only to your family, not to me.  You see if he is the father, then he should be advised of the treatment I propose," Dr. Baker explained.  "It doesn't make any difference to me at all.  To me, she is a patient who needs treatment and I will do my best for her under any circumstance."

"He is," Linda said proudly.  "And Keri is happy as hell that she's carrying his child, but you might advise me about her treatment too.  At one point in the past I was Keri's lover as well."

Dr. Frances Baker stood there, almost in shock.  She stared at Linda, then at Ely and finally at Keri.  Feeling quite surprised and slightly unsettled, Dr Baker slowly sat down on the freshly made bed.  She'd never run across a case on polygamy before, but after a few seconds she'd made up her mind that who each person slept with was really none of her business.  Still, she was curious, after all polygamy was something she didn't understand and since this was a new experience, her curiosity was involved.

"Wow!" she looked confused, lifting her eyes to Linda's face.  "I'm going to guess you're involved with this Karl fellow too?"

"Does that make a difference?" Linda asked.

"Only if any of you have had sex with the patient since …"

"Oh for fucks sake, she was just raped earlier in the day," Ely snapped.  "What the hell do you think we are, sex fiends?"

"Oh shit, I'm sorry.  I am so sorry," Dr. Baker lamented softly.  "It's just that this is the first patient I've ever dealt with in a situation like this.  I'm trying to be so thorough about covering all the bases.  I really didn't mean to offend you."

Ely sighed, then reached over and rested a hand briefly on her shoulder.

"Well.  We're having trouble coping too!" she said quietly.  "I'm sorry I reacted so strongly, but …"

"Oh I understand the stress you're facing," Dr. Baker sighed.  "Not only are you a nurse, but she's your sister, and on top of that you've just lived through this trauma.  I do understand."

"Thank you," Ely nodded.  "Now should we move Keri?"

"Yes, we should," she looked at Ely and smiled.  "Particularly since we have other patients that need our care."




Chapter 20

Karl sat back in the deck chair and couldn't help sighing as he felt the relief from the pain in his knees.  He watched as L-C Greene walked up the steps while moving stiff as a ramrod, but Karl held back his urge to comment and reaching out his arm, he skidded the other deck chair toward the man.

"I need to sit down and I get a kink in my neck if I have to look up at the person I'm talking to.  So have a seat," he offered and in a lower voice he added.  "And just this once don't even look around, just sit back and relax, you'll think better.  You've got some good men out there, let them do their job."

"Is my inexperience and discomfort concerning the handling of this particular situation that obvious?" L-C Greene asked sotto voce.

"To me it is," Karl sighed softly.  "I've been there, had a crew of good men and tried too hard to boss them.  Once I eased up, let them do their jobs and just guided them when they needed help, instead of ordering them around, things worked far better."

"That's probably very good advice, sir."

"Jeeezuuz Greene, will you guys lay off that fucking 'sir' shit with me?  Please!  I'm not in the military and I'm not going to play military name games with you.  I don't give a damn if you're an able seaman or an admiral.  I'm going as far as I'm willing to go, just calling you by your last name.  Now would you call me Karl, please?"

"You're a cranky old S O B, aren't you?" Greene actually grinned, yet there was something about the grin that rang false to Karl.

"You're damn right I am.  Right about now, I'm cranky as hell, but I think I have several good reasons," Karl sighed.  "I've been under a hell of a lot of stress and quite a few problems.  When you toss in a few health problems, then add in family injuries brought on by a cretin who attacked us, I'm dealing with a lot of shit.  On top of that I'm supposed to be the caretaker around here, but I can't even explain half of the crap that's been going on, so how the hell am I supposed to take care of anything?"

He lifted his hand as L-C Greene was about to speak.

"Just let me explain.  First off, when the earthquake hit, it damaged both houses on the island.  This place was shook up and had a boulder come through the bathroom window, wiping out the toilet, a sewer connection and the main water feed to the house.  George's house got hit worse though.  A bloody tree came down on the roof so the place is unlivable and they all moved in over here.  But, all that happened days ago and we were starting to get things back in some kind of order when all this other wierd shit hit the fan.

"This crap started yesterday when that the cow and calf that you can see out in the pasture simply showed up, wandering into the yard as if they appeared out of nowhere.  Now I know you flew around the island when you came, so I'm sure you could see that there is no place where they could have come ashore, except down in the bay.  However, there is no fucking way of getting into that bay easily, especially since the first big earthquake caused a landslide, which fucking near blocked the channel.  At least I don't think there's a way into the bay, not with a boat big enough to carry that cow and calf, so I haven't a clue how they got here.

"When the cattle showed up, I was busy, so I just tied them up temporarily.  Later that day they disappeared and so did a loaf of fresh bread that was cooling on the window sill behind you.  I was able to follow the cow's tracks a bit and she'd been lead away.  I'm sure of that because she went in a straight line and cows wander all over as they walk anywhere.  Later my dog came home, barely able to move.  He'd been stabbed with a spear or shot with an arrow, injuring him at least twice and his leg was broken.  Because of that we kept guard and halfway through the night last night, in a pouring rainstorm, the cow and calf showed up again.

"I was out here just as day was breaking and I saw a stray dog attacking my goats, so I shot at him, twice.  I'm sure I missed one time, but I heard him yelp at the second shot.  Now I don't like leaving wounded animals to suffer, so once there was enough light for us to see clearly, Ely and I tracked him.  Since you flew up the gorge in the chopper, I imagine you saw the landslip that happened earlier today.  His tracks led right to that, so it must have happened either when he was in that area or down below, because there were no tracks leading away.  I think he was actually caught in the slide and escaped into the stream.  I'm pretty sure of that because a little later in the day, I saw him get caught in the tidal rip that empties out of the bay.

"Now, having looked at the way my dog was injured, we decided that there had to be at least one man on the island, and since he'd attacked my dog, we wanted to defend ourselves.  I had this rifle and a single shot shotgun, but there were other guns on the boat and over at George's house.  We were scared that if there was a guy here, he might get them and use them against us.  Let's see, down on my boat in the bay, there was an old muzzle loading rifle, and Keri had a shotgun there for shooting ducks.  As well George had an antique revolver over at his house.  Since we needed some supplies from George and Trudy's place anyway, we decided to take the garden tractor and trailer and collect them.  That way we could pick up everything in one trip.

"Ely, Keri, Trudy and I all decided to go.  We went down to the boat first to get the black powder rifle and the shotgun, then we moved on to George's house.  While Trudy and Keri packed up things to bring over here from their house, Ely and I loaded up the trailer.  Since one of the things we had was a toilet we'd salvaged to replace a busted one here, Ely rode in the trailer to hold it, so it wouldn't get broken as I drove back.  Keri and Trudy were following us on foot, but on the way back here they were attacked by a madman.  That happened after they paused to rest at a shed that sits at the top of the trail leading down to the bay.  Trudy was knocked out and Keri was raped.  Luckily, Trudy was carrying a two-way radio and when she came to her senses, she called back here.  I grabbed the rifle and ran to help them.  As it happened, I got there just as Trudy used Keri's shotgun to shoot at the bastard who'd attacked them.  She missed and I think I
missed my first shot too, but I shot several more times, trying to hit him as he ran away but he was in the bushes by then.

"I pretty well collapsed after that, because a few years ago I was the victim of a dose of chlorine gas, so if I exercise too hard, I can't get enough oxygen.  Luckily Ely and Linda had followed me with the little tractor and trailer, they got all three of us loaded on it and hauled us back here.  When we got back, I literally collapsed and passed out for a while, but my condition wasn't as serious as the others, so everyone else was looking after the two injured women.  After I woke up, George was telling me about the broadcasts by the military offering assistance, so I got busy trying to fix our transmitter.  Once I had it fixed, well, you know the rest."

L-C Greene had stared at Karl in fascination as he told the story, then he simply shook his head as he looked down at his feet for some strange reason.  After a moment's thought he lifted his eyes to Karl's.

"I am sorry," he said quietly.  "When we swung around the island in the helicopter, we did notice the other house and saw the damage to both it and the smaller cabin nearby.  Was anyone injured during that incident?"

"No, but being in a house that was in an earthquake and had a tree fall on it scared hell out of everyone.  I was on the boat, so I hardly noticed it until afterward.  Since the only real damage here at my cabin was from a rock coming through the wall and smashing the toilet right through the floor of the downstairs bathroom, everyone moved in here," Karl sighed.  "Which was a damn good thing, because we were all here later on, when all the odd shit started to happen."

"I believe you mentioned that you've collected all the weapons from the other house?"

"Well, the guns.  There are lots of knives and axes and such," Karl looked at him strangely.  "Why, is that important?"

L-C Greene took a deep breath and let it out slowly as he stared into Karl's eyes.  "If our guess is correct, there could be several men hiding out here on the island.  If they are, that would tie up a lot of loose ends that we've been following."

"Well, don't leave it like that," Karl growled.  "I'm a big boy.  I'd like to have an idea just what the hell we're facing."

"All right, I'll explain as best I can.  Remember now, a lot of what I have to say is only supposition, but all the clues seem to point to it being true," L-C Greene took a deep breath.  "Several days before the earthquake we were tracking a tramp steamer on radar; one that we suspected was smuggling some form of contraband into the country.  Actually, we only had two visual contacts with the vessel, one from an aircraft and the second from one of our smaller ships.  Since the weather on the west coast of the island was vicious, we couldn't maintain constant contact.  However, when we did gain contact again, to our absolute amazement, it appeared to us that they were actually bringing the vessel into the Georgia Strait, which is very unusual.  Usually smugglers don't come into inside waters because of our patrols, but we thought if they were there, we could simply intercept and board them at our convenience to check out their cargo."

"We were keeping radar contact with them and we deliberately didn't attempt to intercept them at that time, letting them get closer to a point where we could surround them.  That proved to be a major mistake when we lost contact again.  However it was a good thing in one way because a lot of our smaller vessels were on patrol instead of in harbour when the earthquake hit.  Now I'm not sure if you know exactly what happened, but the earthquake triggered a major tsunami.  The majority of our patrols that were at sea survived quite well but the onshore damage was horrendous.  Actually because of the direction of the tsunami our main base at Esquimalt came through quite well, but many of the other ports we use suffered far heavier damage," L-C Greene paused then and sighed heavily.

"By the way, you're damn lucky, that long narrow channel coming into your bay acted as a choke to the tidal wave.  That saved your boat and your harbour from being badly damaged.  Almost every other eastern facing port or harbour on Vancouver Island and facing the strait was either badly damaged or wiped out, all the way from Campbell River to Oak Bay.

"Anyway, back to the tramp steamer, it was actually thrown onto a reef and we have since boarded her.  As we suspected, she was loaded with some legitimate cargo, but hidden deep in the hold there was a major shipment of contraband.  From what we have been able to discover after interviewing the crew, there were six gang members aboard, and they had virtually taken over the vessel.  Unfortunately, after it was wrecked, they escaped in a lifeboat with some of the contraband, abandoning the ship and the crew."

"We found that life boat, but in it we found the body of a man and his wife.  We don't know how it happened, but we do know that the couple had a fairly large boat and they'd been working part time as freighters of perishable goods between some of the smaller islands.  The load they were carrying on the day of the earthquake included two cows and a calf.  We assume that the six gang members took over their vessel, killed the couple and put their bodies aboard the lifeboat, later abandoning or losing it.  We're also guessing that they killed the man and his wife in a fit of pure viciousness, or perhaps simply to prevent the couple from passing on the news of their actions to anyone else.

"We lost track of the six gang members at that point, but there are several clues that point to the fact that they may well be your attackers.  First, the crew aboard the abandoned vessel mentioned a vicious black dog that terrified them.  They said it belonged to one of the ringleaders of the gang and it wasn't aboard the vessel when we took control.  The second point, is the cow and calf of course, and the third, is the vicious attack on the women."

"Now there is a fourth point, but it's rather tenuous.  Just a few days ago, two of our patrol vessels were following a weak radar image early one morning.  Due to the weak radar image, our technicians were certain that it was a wooden boat.  We were actually attempting to close on it with one vessel, while another swung around an island we were passing, trying to intercept the vessel's obvious course.  As it rounded the island, we temporarily lost radar contact, then just as we should have regained radar contact there was a loud explosion in the vicinity of the position it would have occupied.  Our second vessel, which was coming around the island from the opposite direction had radar contact, but lost it completely at that instant of the explosion.  We were forced to assume that the vessel had exploded and sunk.  However, there was far too little debris to be certain of anything and what debris was there appeared to be so scattered that we had hardly anything left for
analysis.

"Another point I should mention is that the island they were circumnavigating at that time, happens to be this one.  I'm forced to assume that they left behind a cats-paw of some sort, something designed to explode when radar contact was made with it.  In the meantime they managed to escape in their vessel in some manner," L-C Greene sighed deeply once more.

"You mentioned that the channel which opens into the bay had been partially blocked by a landslide.  If a vessel entered it during one of the tide changes, would it wreck a boat?"

"Oh, yeah!" Karl answered enthusiastically.  "Hell, even before the rockslide happened, the only way I could bring my boat through was either at dead high or dead low tides.  Otherwise there is a tidal rip running through that channel that would tear apart almost any boat by smashing it against the rock walls of the channel.  Shit man, that passage twists and turns like a corkscrew, and at full rip the current must be going at least ten or twelve knots.  Even at the best of times the water almost looks as if it boils in dozens of places."

"So, you're saying that if an inexperienced captain tried to manoeuvre a boat through it at the wrong time, his chances of making it through unscathed would be slim?"

Karl just looked at him and shook his head.  "I take it that you didn't actually fly over that area when you came?"

"Well, we did, but I wasn't really able to see much, other than that the passage was very narrow and quite crooked."

"L-C Greene, when I go in or out with the 'Skolka,' I do it when the current is almost dead, at either full tide or low tide.  Even then, I like to have a crew member on the foredeck and another on the afterdeck, both of them ready with push poles, just in case.  I am exceptionally well acquainted with how my boat reacts and I know I can control it almost instantaneously.  I have made that passage at least a hundred times in the last ten years or so, yet I still only do it at the calmest tides and then with some trepidation.  I wouldn't even try to take a ten-foot inflatable through that passage when the tide is running at any strength, even if it was equipped with a powerful outboard."

"In other words, the chances would be small for an inexperienced person to come through it at the wrong time, especially with a boat he wasn't thoroughly accustomed to operating?" Greene asked.

"No, the chances of a person who wasn't familiar with that passage bring a boat through at almost any time would be zero!  He would be wrecked.  I have no question of that in any way."

"And if it were an inbound tide, would the wreck still be carried into the bay?"

"Hell yeah, only it would be spit out like garbage, all chewed to bits."

"Well, I believe we know how your cow and calf got here and who the attackers are," L-C Greene said quietly.

"Yeah," Karl agreed.  "I think you just might be right.  The bastard that attacked Trudy and Keri sounds like he'd fit in with the crew you talked about."

-o0o-

While Karl and L-C Greene had been discussing the events that had lead to their current situation, Lieutenant Baker, Naval Surgeon, had been concerned with the victims of that situation.  During that time, she'd learned a few secrets, but had also learned to respect the people she'd met.  Then, in the manner of most doctors, she'd set aside her personal opinions of right and wrong, treating her patients' injuries, not their viewpoints, attitudes, or personal beliefs.

She paused agin on the stairway as they were going downstairs, looking Ely in the eye and told her that she had no interest in this family's sleeping arrangements, just its health.  Ely had smiled slightly, but had said nothing.  Instead, they'd continued downstairs.

Once they were again on the main floor, Dr. Baker took Trudy through a thorough examination, paying special attention to her bruises, abrasions and other injuries, but doing other tests as well.  If anything, her examination took longer than Keri's had, and after she was done, she insisted that Trudy lie down, then gave her an injection to relax her tense muscles.  After that she insisted on examining George.  Of course he resented the interruption because it took him away from the radio, complaining bitterly that he was in as good health as he had been in years, and that he was busy right then.

Afterward, Dr. Baker took Ely aside.  "Your father seems fine, considering everything, but I'm a bit worried in Trudy's case.  I think there may be some internal bleeding.  Her blood pressure is quite low."

"It always has been low," Ely said quietly.  "It's still in the same range as it has been for at least five years.  That low reading always astounds doctors because of her age and her diet, but we've never been able to discover why it remains so low."

"I see.  Do you happen to have medical records of these patients then?"

"Yes, but they aren't fully updated, I believe the last records I have are from almost six months ago.  Unfortunately, they are all in the safe at the other house right now."

"I'd like to see those, if I can.  Would you consider going to get them tomorrow, if we provide an escort to guarantee your safety?"

"Certainly, we could go tonight, if your escort is willing," Ely said firmly.

"Oh I don't think that sort of hurry is necessary," Dr. Baker shook her head.  "Tomorrow will be soon enough.  It's just that I'd like some long term comparisons to their present condition."

"Is there anything else that I should know for tonight?"

"No, but I do have one more patient, I believe."

"If we can get him to cooperate," Ely sighed.  "Karl thinks he's invincible."

"Before I see him, could you describe his long term problems?"

"Sure," Ely murmured, then explained about Karl's brush with chlorine gas and his arthritis problems.

"And how old is the patient?"

"Karl is only forty-two, but when his health acts up he seems like he's eighty-two," Ely sighed softly.  "Of course he tries to work as if he was only twenty-two."

"Don't all men do that?" Dr. Baker smiled.  "Now let's go see if we find an old man or a young kid waiting for us outside."

"Oh, he won't be waiting for us," Ely smiled.  "He may be there, but I'm willing to bet he's up to his armpits in whatever is going on.  We'll have to argue with him to get him inside."

Dr. Baker could read the love and pride in Ely's voice right along with the concern, so she was smiling as well when they moved toward the door to talk Karl into being examined.

-o0o-

Karl was staring off toward the trees, a frown on his face.  "So this gang you were discussing, are most of them oriental or what?  The guy I saw didn't look like he was."

"Actually no," L-C Greene said quietly.  "The orientals seem to have a different approach.  This was something we haven't seen much of, at least not here on the west coast.  Have you ever heard of 'the Russian Mafia?'  From what we can find out, it looks like this gang might have been an offshoot of that bunch."

"Oh great!" Karl sighed deeply.  "Well, that explains the JTF2 contingent being here."

L-C Greene snapped his head around and stared at Karl.

"What gave you that idea?" he asked quietly.

"Oh come on Greene, I happened to be talking to CPO Elgin and he mentioned that you were commanding a mixed force.  I was raised in the bush country up north and hunted a lot, so I notice things.  You've got two guys here who are better woodsmen than I am, Springfield and Winchester, and you came here expecting trouble.  In fact, you came here so damn fast that I'm willing to bet this group was sitting around waiting for any sign of being needed, ready to take off at a moment's notice.  Hell man, I know the travel time from Esquimalt using a chopper.  Even though you used a Cormorant, which is faster than the choppers George uses, it would still take about forty minutes.  You were here well inside of an hour and that included loading up in Esquimalt as well as a tour around the island before landing on this end.  Since you came so fast, that means the chopper had to be warming up as we called in.  I'll bet all you had to do was grab the closest doctor and jump
aboard, because the rest of this crew would have been standing by.

"Now most of this bunch is Navy, which I would expect, since Esquimalt is the closest military base.  You say you've been chasing these guys for a while, that means you had a chance to get some special help, bringing in some experts at dirty fighting in the field.  I'd imagine that the government being as paranoid as it is, they'd immediately think that since the infrastructure was all shook up around here, it would be a perfect time for an invasion of some sort.  So they'd make sure someone they felt could depend on to fight dirty would be available if needed.  If we were in the States, I suppose they'd send in the Special Forces guys, but from what I've read, we have an outfit of specialists who deal with terrorists and such as well.  I remember that the group was called JTF2, which explains to me the two guys named after rifles who are in your command.

"Now you've told me a bunch, but there's more to this than what you've said.  I'd be willing to bet that if I were able to see out toward the strait, I'd see a patrol vessel of some sort heading this way at full steam.  Or perhaps it's already on station, sitting where it can observe the entrance to the cut leading into the bay.  It'll be there just in case the gang you've been talking about makes a break for it.  What do you think Springfield?  Do you think it's there yet?" Karl leaned back in his chair, then slowly spun around to look over his shoulder.

The tall man, leaning back against the wall behind him, just shook his head slowly.

"Right now, I think you have eyes in the back of your head.  I will admit that I might have made some noise coming up onto the porch, but how the hell did you know it was me, you never looked my way once."

"I have a few advantages.  This is my ground and I know it well," Karl sighed softly.  "But like you, I don't give away all my secrets.  Now, since the chopper came in with the lift door open and you came up the gorge, I'm going to ask you a question that you needn't answer if you don't want to.  However, I'm curious about how many men you dropped off down below?"

"Well, you might not expect an answer, but I'll give you one.  We didn't know about the rockslide in the channel, so just in case, we dropped off two men to take and hold your boat."

"I imagine with orders to sink it if need be, huh?" Karl sighed.

"No sir, with orders to disable it, so it couldn't be stolen."

"Oh, it already is," Karl smiled.  "The burner is pulled out of the boiler and the fuel pump is removed, so are the fuel and water filters, which are a bitch to replace.  As well as that, I've disconnected a link in the prop shaft.  That boat won't move until I repair it."

"Ah, that explains a question or two," Springfield smiled.

To Karl's surprise he pulled a tiny radio from his pocket.  Lifting it to his ear, he waited a moment before speaking, "Gatling … Springfield here.  Steady down, vessel previously secured.  Hold and guard."

He grinned at Karl.  "There, now they won't do any further damage to your baby."

"Thank you," Karl said quietly.

L-C Greene looked at him strangely, then sighed.  "Why is it I feel that we're about as necessary here as tits on a boar?"

"Oh I wouldn't say that," Karl chuckled quietly.  "First off, you brought a doctor with you and we desperately needed one.  Secondly, I can think of all the things I'd like to do, but don't have the physical capability of doing them.  Third, you're giving me a break and filling in holes in my knowledge that make it easier for me to see the whole picture.  Because of your people, I'll be able to sleep tonight and maybe I'll even feel safe doing it, safer than I was anyway."

"Well, thank you for that," L-C Greene said quietly.  "Now since you seem to be one hell of a tactician, as well as an extremely good observer, what would you do if you were me?"

"For tonight, I'd get the tents set up and a meal into the troops.  Then I'd do a quick sweep of the plateau on this side of the gorge.  It's mostly open ground, so it won't take long to do a cursory sweep and it'll let your men stretch their legs.  After that, I'd post a guard nearby and another one at the bridge, which is where I think Elgin went.  Either later tonight or tomorrow morning, sometime before daylight, I'd ask for an overflight by a copter with an infrared camera to check out the rest of the island, and with the clout you seem to have, I think you'd get that flight easily.  Once I saw the results of that survey, I'd be able to make up my mind what to do tomorrow."

Springfield chuckled softly, then walked around their chairs and headed toward the tents.

"See you in the morning, sir," he called over his shoulder.

"I think he has the right idea," L-C Greene smiled his weird smile at Karl.  "You might go inside and relax for tonight.  We'll make sure no one disturbs you.  Goodnight, and thank you for your advice."

"Goodnight," Karl said rising to his feet and watching him walk away.

Sighing at the fact that he couldn't feel any trust toward L C Greene, he stood in thought for a moment as he reviewed his impressions of the man.  Perhaps his feelings were tainted by his initial dislike for Greene's attitude, but other than that he couldn't put his finger on a specific reason for his distrust.  Finally, with a dismissive shake of his head, he turned and opened the door to go inside.

Dr. Baker and Ely were just about to open the door from the other side, so Ely actually jumped in surprise when Karl opened it.

"Oops, I didn't mean to scare you, Ely," Karl apologised then looked at the doctor.  "Let's see, that was Lieutenant Baker wasn't it?"

"I prefer Dr. Baker," she smiled.  "We were just on our way to get you.  I'd like to do a quick examination please."

"Well, since I've never had a doctor come here on a house call before, I think I should take advantage of that offer," Karl smiled, then he curled his nose at the odour and looked over at Bruno.  "David, do you suppose you could take Bruno out onto the porch.  Oh, damn.  He might want to check out the people out there and that could be trouble.  I guess I should do it, he might need to take a leak before we tie him up for the night."

"David and I will do it Karl," Ely said shortly.  "You stay here and let the doctor check you out."

"Yes boss," he smiled at her, then turned to the doctor.  "I'm actually feeling much better, Doc."

"I'll be the judge of that," she said, lifting her stethoscope.

-o0o-

Later that night, after Dr. Baker had signed Karl off as healthy enough to live, at least until she could do a more thorough examination in the morning.  Then, after she had checked both of the women a second time, she left the house.  When they were alone, all of the family who were still awake sat down to a quick meal.  Karl filled them in on what Lieutenant Commander Greene, CPO Elgin, and Lieutenant Springfield had told him, as well as what he had told them.

George chuckled softly when Karl told of L-C Greene's conclusions about the 'disappearing' boat and the masking explosion.

"He damn near had it figured out right," Karl said quietly.  "He just assumed he was talking about a different boat."

"Well, just as long as his report is officially entered into naval record in a like manner, we should remain free and clear of any suspicion," George sighed.  "What is rather fortuitous in this situation is the fact that your description of events was expressed in such a way that the military mind was automatically led toward assumptions which confirmed his conclusions."

"Don't you think Karl knew what he was doing Dad?" Ely smiled.  "I wouldn't have expected any different.  Every word Karl said was the truth.  He simply left out a few details."

"That, my dear, is the proof of a great fictional ability, causing another person to reach an incorrect conclusion of your choice, while expressing only a partial truth," George laughed heartily.  "In fact, given enough time, I feel assured that I could educate Karl to become a reasonable successful writer of fiction."

"Oh, God help me, no!" Ely sighed heavily.  "I've lived with one of those already.  Please, Karl, promise me you won't listen to him."

Everyone at the table laughed, especially George, and that set a relaxed tone for the rest of the evening.

Dr. Baker came in to check on Trudy and Keri once more before everyone went to bed for the night and Karl made one last trip out to the porch to check on Bruno.  Other than that, they all simply relaxed in relief from the pressure of the last few days.

Later as Ely snuggled against Karl's side in bed, she said quietly; "Dr. Baker really impressed me, so I think we're in good hands."

"Well, once they get sorted out, I think the troops out there are a good crew too," Karl smiled at her.  "I'm glad they're here, but for some reason I still have reservations about L-C Greene."

"Mmm, that's good, well, not about Greene, but at least you trust the rest of them," Ely spoke softly so she wouldn't disturb Keri or Linda.

Speaking in a very quiet voice, she went on to tell Karl about Dr. Baker.  Ely was quite impressed, not just with the doctor's knowledge and skill, but also with her candour and unprejudicial attitude toward the relationships that had developed in their family.  But, even though they'd gone to bed early, expecting to talk for quite a while, to both Ely and Karl's surprise they both quickly drifted off to sleep.

-o0o-

Karl was awakened early the next morning by the sound of a helicopter flying overhead, but he had a self-satisfied grin on his face as he started to roll out of bed.  Perhaps he had given Greene the idea of an early morning overflight, or perhaps he'd simply guessed what had already been planned.  Either way, he felt pretty damn proud that he could second guess the military.

"Good God, it's only five thirty in the morning," Ely moaned softly.  "What the hell are the sailor boys playing at this early in the day?"

"They're overflying the island with an infrared camera.  That should help them establish that the crooks really exist and how many there are.  As well, it will probably let them know where the bastards are hiding," Karl whispered as he bent and kissed her forehead.  "I'm going to go watch their efforts."

"Oh shit.  Are you getting up already, at this hour?"

"Unh huh, I want to be out there when they check the pictures of their survey.  I forgot to warn them about the pigs down in the bottom-land.  Their heat signatures will show up on infrared pictures and confuse the issue," Karl answered.  "You can go back to sleep.  I'll try to be as quiet as I can."

"Will the military be quiet though?" Ely sighed.  "On top of that helicopter, I'll bet the dear doctor is chomping on the bit.  She'll be waiting for delivery of her medical supply order, then she'll want to start Keri on her new medications as soon as she has them in her hands."

"Probably," Karl grinned, gently running a hand over a soft breast that had been exposed by the shifting of the covers.  "Weren't you the woman who lulled me to sleep last night by singing the praises of the dear doctor, as well as the military contingent?"

"So?" Ely swatted his hand gently.  "I've changed my mind before and if I'm going to get woken up at this ungodly hour, I may change my mind this time too."

"If this sort of noise happens another day, I promise I'll rock you back to sleep," he tweaked an exposed nipple gently between thumb and forefinger.  "However dear, as much as I'd love to stay and play with these lovely breasts, I really want to see what results they get.  It's not that I'm worried about what they might do to those damn pigs.  It's just that I'd hate to hear about some sailor getting hurt because he thought he was sneaking up on a man, and it turned out to be an angry sow protecting her piglets."

Suddenly they heard Linda giggle from the other bed where she lay beside Keri.

"Oh shit, did we wake you?" Ely sighed.

"No!  That frigging chopper did; it's loud.  I think the only one sleeping is Keri," Linda whispered.  "I was just giggling at the image of a sailor in full battle gear, being chased by an infuriated sow."

"Well, I'm off to try to stop that from happening," Karl said quietly.  "I'm wide awake now anyway, and I need my morning coffee."

"I think you might as well make a full pot," Ely sighed.  "I imagine the noise will have wakened Dad and Trudy as well."

"Oh I hope not," Karl sighed.  "Both of them need sleep."

"And I don't?" Ely snorted.

"You're in far too good a mood to pretend that you're short on sleep.  You're just upset that I can't stay and play with you," Karl grinned at her, then grabbed his clothes in one hand and slipped out of the room before either she or Linda could think of anything else to say to slow him down.

After a quick dash to the can, he hurried downstairs, yanking on his pants and carrying his shirt.  Since he could hear George still snoring, he sighed in relief as he readied the coffee pot.  Pulling on his shirt and slipping on his boots, he hurried outside.  The rain had let up and although the clouds were scudding by overhead, the day looked as if it might improve.  He wasn't all that surprised to see Springfield lounging at the bottom of the porch steps, scratching Bruno behind the ear.

"Good morning, Rifleman," Karl grinned.  "You'll wear your fingers out before he'll be satisfied you know."

"Does nothing surprise you?" Springfield sighed.  "I'm sitting here with your guard dog, for cripes sake, and you treat it as normal."

"Some guard dog," Karl laughed.  "Of course with a bit of training, he could be one, I suppose."

"Yeah, I bet," Springfield smiled.  "I'm willing to wager you let him run free until he's needed, but he follows your commands when you want him to, or does he?"

"Oh, he does all right for what little training he's had," Karl chuckled and said quietly.  "Bruno, home, now."

The dog limped quickly up the steps and sat on his rug, then lolled his head to one side and thumped the floor with his tail.

"He's healing fast," Karl smiled and looked the taller man in the eye as Springfield chuckled.  "Well, what did you want to tell me?"

"I wanted to ask you what animals you have running around down near the bay," Springfield stood slowly and brushed off his pants.  "By the way, your dog sheds."

"Yup, so do the bloody pigs, which I'd guess your infrared survey found, since you're asking about them."

"Aha, I was right.  How many pigs?"

"Probably lots, according to Linda, since she thinks they'd breed like rabbits," Karl sighed.  "One of the women won a few of them in a draw and we made the mistake of bringing them home.  Once they were here though they became a real pain in the ass and kept escaping from any pen we built, then making a hell of a mess of the yard and garden.  Finally we herded them down to the bottomland and just let them run free.  It's the only place where we could keep them semi-penned away from anything important.  I'd gladly be rid of the whole bunch.  Just how many did your infrared survey find?"

"Lots, I don't know how many though, because there were too many to count.  We'd better go see L-C Greene.  He's ready to call in the whole Navy, figuring that there's an invasion force down there," Springfield grinned.  "He's not going to be happy with you for forgetting to warn him about a whole herd of pigs."

"Well, turn about is fair play.  Ely and Linda aren't happy with him for the early morning wake-up either.  He could have warned us," he looked up at the cruising helicopter, noticing that this was a far smaller one than had been there the day before.  "Hey, how are you getting to see the pictures already?  The chopper is still cruising around up there."

"Direct transmission," Springfield pointed to a dish that was automatically following the chopper's path.

"I'll be damned," Karl sighed softly.  "Did that come in with yesterday's supplies?"

"Yeah, it's meant to be a satellite link, but it's adaptable and can be made to track any moving radio signal," Springfield grinned.  "Now let's get down to the main tent, so you can explain to the man how you forgot those pigs."

"Oh thanks," Karl said somewhat sarcastically.  "I'm looking forward to that."

The main tent that Springfield had referred to was used as the mess tent, amongst other things, so it was relatively busy.  L-C Greene was standing near a coffee pot and staring at a computer printout, while drinking a cup of coffee.

"Good morning, Greene.  If you've got a cup of coffee to spare, I might be able to reduce your frustrations," Karl said quietly.

"Morning, Karl," L-C Greene frowned as he nodded in greeting.  "If you can reduce the number of heat sources on this printout by a factor of a hundred or so, I'll give you the whole damn pot."

"Well, I forgot to mention the pigs that are running loose down near the bay, but there can't be hundreds of them.  I admit I forgot to warn you about them, but then they weren't on the top of my list of concerns yesterday.  In fact they've been a pain in the ass for so long that I try to forget about them most of the time."

"Well, that might explain some of the sources down near the bay, but there are more heat sources near the edge of the outer cliffs.  They may be smaller in size and less intense heat emitters than those anywhere else, but there are also a lot more of them.  Can you explain those?"

"Oh shit," Karl sighed as he glanced at the scan.  "I forgot about the feral cats too.  Some idiot dropped of a pregnant cat here years ago.  Keri, the woman who was raped, hates them because they kill all the birds they can reach.  She hunts them when she has time.  That would explain all those small dots hiding in the trees and bushes.  Your infrared camera must be extremely sensitive for it to detect anything the size of a cat."

"You hear that LeBeaux?  L-C Greene just gave away your coffee pot," Greenfield chortled.

"He can keep the pot, if I can have a cup of coffee out of it," Karl grinned.

"Help yourself.  Grab a cup and come over to the computer, if you would?  Peacock is building up a survey of sorts, showing the main heat sources," L-C Greene said quietly.  "Perhaps you can help us separate those pigs and cats of yours from the probable sources of human heat signatures."

"Just going by shape and position, we can pretty well do that already, Sir, especially now that we know what the false signals signify," Peacock spoke up, pointing at the screen image.  "Look, here is an obvious human outline, a sleeping man, or at least a man who is lying down.  These other three figures nearby would probably be more men who are trying to hide, or at least attempting to be less visible.  It looks as if they have a fire in that area as well.  See how intense that single heat source is for its size, and how its influence slowly diminishes as the heat signature spreads outward.  Look at the perfectly clear lines showing one side of various objects, that's the effect of radiant heat from the fire."

"I'd say you found their camp, Dave," Karl said quietly, resting a congratulatory hand on Peacock's shoulder for a second.  "Can that computer filter out the heat signature of a smaller source?"

"Easier to do it from the camera end, but yeah, I could.  Why?"

"Well, if you get rid of all the smaller sources, you'd be left with the larger pigs and the crooks you're looking for.  As far as I'm concerned, you can just go down there and shoot any larger heat source," Karl replied, as he had a sip of coffee.  "Whooeee, this isn't coffee, this is 99.9 percent pure caffeine.  You can't sip it, you have to chew it!"

"Did you hear that LeBeaux.  I told you one scoop was enough for that pot," Peacock chortled.

"You want us to shoot your pigs?" L-C Greene questioned, interrupting the discussion about LeBeaux's coffee.

"As far as I'm concerned, if they bother you, shoot 'em," Karl said quietly.  "Originally there were only a few of them.  Unfortunately, it seems that pigs breed like rabbits, but they cause a lot more damage.  They broke free of any pen we built, so we've let them run wild in the swampy land down there in the delta from the stream.  Since they've been down there, they've pretty well turned feral and very dangerous, so I'd just as soon be rid of the whole herd.  They're something like the feral cats your scan is finding, a pain in the ass from any angle."

"All that fresh pork and you want to just get rid of it?" A lower ranked young woman, spoke up.  "Do you know how hard it is to come by any form of meat back in Esquimalt or Victoria right now?  People would fight to buy it."

"Well, I'll tell you what, miss, if you catch me one pregnant sow from that bunch and put her in a decent pen for me, you can have all the rest of those pigs as a meat supply.  No charge, absolutely nothing, but only if you get rid of all of them," Karl laughed softly.

"I heard that," Dr. Baker said coming up with a plate of what Karl assumed was supposed to be scrambled eggs and toast, but only the toast was recognisable.  "It isn't going to be that long before any source of animal protein is needed quite badly.  I may very well hold you to that offer."

"The Navy is not in the business of supplying butcher shops," L-C Greene barked.

"No sir, but the Navy is in the business of assisting the general population in recovering from this catastrophe," Dr. Baker snapped right back.  "Even you know that a regular food supply is one of our problems and at the moment, a lack of fresh protein is one of the worst problems we have."

"Well, if you two want to work on that, go through supply, not this company, especially not at this time.  We are here on far more serious business," L-C Greene said in a tone that made his words an order.

Karl was amazed to see Dr. Baker wink openly at the young woman, and the fact that she grinned back for an instant.  He knew he'd opened a kettle of fish and he sighed to himself, knowing that he and Bruno would have to be involved.  After all Bruno was the only dog he knew of who could herd those wild pigs and not get killed by them.

"Karl, you know this area, what do you make of their campsite?" Springfield asked quietly, bring Karl's mind back to the present problem.

"Well, that area is slightly higher than most of the bottomland.  They're actually backed up against a steep rock face, probably for the protection it gives them, as well as to take advantage of the dry footing in that raised area.  There are some smaller trees for protection near that cliff, but the weather has been horrible, so they must have cobbled together a small shelter of sorts."

"You're right sir.  You can make out the outlines of a shelter just from the reflected heat of the fire," Peacock volunteered.  "The guy who's lying down is actually under it.  We can still make out his body's heat pattern though, so the shelter must be canvas or something of that sort.  Do you suppose he's injured?"

"You said you shot at a man, could that be him?" L-C Greene asked quietly.

"I suppose," Karl said quietly, then glanced around and sighed, deciding he might as well get it out in the open.  "Look, the last shot I got at the rapist, I was damn tired, almost out of it.  Which meant I really wanted to make that shot count.  I had a relatively clear shot and I'm sure I hit him.

"I was aiming right here," he brought his hand up and touched his finger to his chest above his breast bone and centred over his heart.  "I've done a fair amount of hunting, using that same rifle, and I know what one of its slugs does to bone in a live animal.  I'm sure I hit the breastbone, and if I did, that slug would have shattered and split that bone into hundreds of bits, then scattered them all through his chest cavity.  If he survived that, he's superman and made of steel."

"Have you ever hear of Kevlar?" Springfield asked.  "What were you using, that .32 special Marlin of yours?"

"Unh huh."

"Standard issue, solid tip hunting rounds?"

"Unh huh."

"How far away were you?"

"Thirty, maybe forty yards at the outside."

"Then if he was wearing a vest, the guy is laying there with one hell of a bruise, probably two or three broken ribs and a cracked breastbone, maybe some minor bleeding from a surface wound.  He ain't in much shape to give anyone a fight, since he hurts too damn much, but he'd still be alive.  You say this happened yesterday?"

"Yeah, not long after noon."

"Then he's probably still in shock, I'll bet they've got him covered in a blanket and that explains why they have a fire burning, even though the smoke from it might draw our attention.  They're trying to warm him up, because he was complaining of the cold.  Maybe he's got some minor internal injuries, who knows, but just the shock of being hit with a slug like that is damn traumatic, even if you're wearing a bullet proof vest."

"Shit!" Karl said quietly.  "I was almost positive that I'd killed the bastard."

"That kind dies hard, and if he was wearing a vest he probably felt somewhat invincible, especially if he saw where you were aiming," Springfield said quietly.  "Most people shoot at a man's chest, since it's a nice big target and people who are used to wearing a bullet proof vest know that.  I'd be willing to bet he was in the Russian Army at one time and he was counting on you aiming there."

"If I'd have known he was wearing a damn vest, I'd have put out his eye," Karl said so quietly it was almost a whisper.

He felt Springfield's hand rest on his shoulder and give a light squeeze.

"My hope is that he lives long enough to give us a blood sample," Dr. Baker said quietly.  "After that, who cares?"

L-C Greene stared at her in astonishment.  "That came from 'Miss Peacekeeper's' mouth?"

"Sorry, Lieutenant Commander, but I have no sympathy for anyone who assaults and rapes women or children," she snapped.  "Now, how are you going to get me a sample of that man's blood?  Otherwise I am going to have to go into that house and begin administering a drug to a woman just in case that bastard has HIV or AIDS.  I really don't want to start that treatment, she's been through enough and the side effects of the drug are no damn picnic."

"Just how long can you hold off safely?" Springfield asked quietly.

"The treatment should be started within forty-eight hours of the possible infection.  With the time that's already passed, I only have about thirty hours at the very most and remember, that includes the time it takes to test the blood for HIV.  Even if the lab starts the test the instant they get the blood sample, testing takes a while.  I'd say that to be safe, I have only four to five hours to get my hands on that blood sample, but you have to include travel time for delivering the sample to the lab too."

"Damn," Karl said quietly, then he set his coffee cup down and headed for the open flap of the tent.

"Just where do you think you're going?" L-C Greene said loudly.

"To get a blood sample," Karl growled, then found himself staring into Springfield's face because the tall man moved in front of him.

"You will not do any such thing," Springfield said quietly.  "I'm making obtaining that blood sample my own personal job, but first, I need your knowledge of the local terrain.  I've looked at the aerial photos and I want to know how I can get down that damn cliff face without alerting the fugitives.  I don't want to try to cross the stream, since that would warn them that I was coming.  I want to come at them from above and I want to hit the ground relatively close to their camp, if I can."

Karl sighed as he realised Springfield was right, he was in no shape to tackle the job.  Besides, if he got close enough to the rapist to get a blood sample, that crazy berserk feeling he had felt yesterday would likely take over again.  If it did, he knew that he would kill the man without feeling any remorse.  He allowed Springfield to guide him to a seat at a table where several aerial photos were spread out and he sat down heavily.  The young woman who had asked about the pigs got up from her seat, picked up Karl's coffee cup, refilled it and set it next to him.  After that she stood back and watched along with the others as he leafed through the finely detailed photos.

"Jesus, when were these taken?" he asked.

"First run of the chopper this morning.  High resolution, low light settings on one of our digital cameras.  I printed them out from a direct transmission," Peacock answered, still busily working on the computer.  "That camera is separate from the infrared units."

Karl slid two photos out of the bunch, then a third, quickly shifting the others aside.  He glanced up at Springfield and smiled almost apologetically.

"This is a dumb question, but have you got rapelling gear in your supplies?"

"I can make do."

"Enough for two men?"

"Not if you plan on coming along."

"I was thinking of Winchester as the second man," Karl sighed.  "I know I can't do what I'm going to ask you guys to do."

"You need to get something through your head, you old S O B, we are here to do a job.  You aren't asking us to do anything we wouldn't have to do, normally in far worse conditions, even if we were just out training.  So far you've provided us with almost everything we've needed to make our lives easy.  I'd like to earn my pay for once.  Just what did you have in mind?"

Karl looked at him and sighed.  He pulled one of the photos to the front.

"Well, I'm going to give you a choice.  First, there's a narrow ledge that runs along the cliff face, it's only about a foot wide and it's got a couple of places where it reduces to only a few inches, but almost all of it is hidden from view by trees.  The only place it shows up from below is …" he slid his finger to a spot on the picture.  "… way down the cliff, about here.  It's near the top of the cliff at that point though.

"Even at that highest point, it's still about eight or ten feet from the top edge.  Now that high point is just inside the fence and almost at the far end of the goat pasture.  In fact, it's damn near the cliffs.  It'd surprise me if the fugitives would be keeping an eye on that area at all.  You can't get to it from above at any other point, because only a few feet further along this way there's an overhang of rock that would prevent access.  To make it interesting, the first hundred feet or so are visible to anyone looking up that direction.  If they did look up, they'd see you as plain as the nose on your face.  After you got past that open section though, you'd probably be sheltered by the trees growing up from below," he was pointing out the features he was mentioning as he went along, using a spoon handle as a pointer.

He pulled out another photo.  "Now by the time you get close to their shelter, you'd be about thirty-five or forty feet above them and just off to one side.  It looks to me like they built their shelter on what was left of the slab that makes up the ledge.  I think they're right on top of the debris of the ledge where it collapsed in the past.  That means the ledge might not be very safe toward that end either, it might be separated from the cliff and possibly could break off underfoot when you put your weight on it.  Unfortunately you can't check that from above because of that damn overhang that I mentioned."

He shifted the last photo of the three to the top.  "Other than that, the best place to go down would be on the upstream side of their shelter, about where you see this big arbutus tree on the top of the cliff.  There's no overhang there, instead it's a relatively sheer drop, straight down.  The problem with that spot is that it's completely exposed to view if they happen to look your way.  There's hardly anything in the way of trees or bushes down below and it's quite close to the stream.  Anyone going down there would be seen from almost anywhere below."

He put his hand out and lifted the coffee cup, nodding to the young woman who had brought it to him, but out of the corner of his eye saw Springfield edge toward the entrance to the tent.

"What I can't understand is why they'd stay down there of all places," someone said.

"Probably because it's not a bad campsite, but mostly, I think they were just trying to make the most of a bad situation.  From what I can tell, they must have been trapped on that side of the stream and the only one to make it across was that one big brute.  I don't think they have much for weapons, maybe spears and such.  I imagine they lost almost everything when the boat they were on sank," Karl said quietly as he noticed Springfield slip outside.

"Why do you think that?" L-C Greene asked.

"Well, first off, my dog disappeared.  We kept an eye out and didn't see him for a couple of days.  I think he was acting as a guard dog then, keeping an eye on strangers.  Maybe they did something that threatened us in some way, because I think he attacked them and they had to fight him off.  Anyway, he came back to the house the day before yesterday, and he was wounded quite badly, but the wounds weren't gun shots or knife wounds.  They looked like stab wounds from a duller object, almost as if the flesh was torn.  They were the sort of wounds you'd get from a crude spear, made by charring the end of a stick in a fire, or something of that sort."

"I suppose that makes sense if they weren't well armed, but why do you think they didn't cross the stream?"

"Huh, it may have slowed down now, but that stream drains off almost all the water from the upper part of the island, as well as the water from the springs that normally feed it.  It's been raining like blazes lately and that stream is running bank full.  I'd hesitate to try to cross it without a boat or at least floatation of some sort.  The other reason I don't think they crossed it is the fact that the guy I saw had no weapons.  There's a building down at the dock where my boat is moored which is half full of tools and although there are bushes around it, it's not hidden.  Inside that building there are axes and knives, there's even electricity available.  If they could break into that, all they'd have had to do is close the door and plug in the electric heater that I keep down there.  They'd be a lot more comfortable staying there than where they are now, as well as being armed much better."

"And how do you explain the actions of the man who attacked the women?"

"I can't," Karl shook his head.  "To me, he's an enigma.  But then, I don't think I even want to understand someone that brutal and that bloody senseless.  You've got to remember he wasn't armed either.  He overcame them by surprise and sheer force.  When he saw that we had weapons and were willing to use them, he ran like hell!"

He paused for a moment, then described what he knew about the attack and what he saw when he came on the scene.  He managed to gloss over how he had felt and how long he had chased the rapist before shooting him the final time.  Finally he fell silent.

"Well, enough talking," L-C Greene announced.  "Springfield what do you - ?  Damn!  Where is Springfield?"

"Probably half way down the cliff by now," Karl shrugged.  "And I imagine Winchester is with him."

L-C Greene looked at Karl as if he wanted to explode, but instead he turned to the others in the tent.  "Did any of you notice where those two went?"

"Winchester walked out shortly after Mr.  Larson started to talk about the pictures, sir." Peacock said softly.  "He'd checked them out earlier, and Springfield left shortly after that."

"Who's on guard duty?"

"Able Seaman Archer, sir," Someone said.  "Mathews is scheduled to take his place after breakfast."

"Mathews, relieve Archer now and have him report to me," L-C Greene ordered.

"Yes Sir," the young woman who had spoken to Karl about the pigs leaped to her feet and rushed out.

Greene was bristling as he glared at Karl, who just frowned and shook his head slightly then slowly got to his feet, nodding his head toward the tent flap before walking outside.  He wasn't really surprised when L-C Greene followed him.

"You misdirected my attention intentionally," Greene snapped.

"Accidentally guilty as charged," Karl smiled sardonically.  "Springfield and Winchester are professionals at this sort of thing.  Your people aren't.  They simply don't have the training to tackle thugs of this sort.  I think Springfield and Winchester decided to take care of things themselves.  If I were you, I'd wait a while and see what results they get before charging in myself."

"But they should have waited for orders," Greene snapped.

"Perhaps, at least it looks that way to me right now, but then I don't know Springfield's actual rank, do you?"

"He's a lieutenant."

"Is he?  I thought he was in JTF2?"

"I'm not allowed to confirm that."

"Oh for fuck sakes!" Karl just shook his head.  "I don't need confirmation.  I know!"

"And if he is?"

"Then if he is, he might have any rank going.  From what little I heard of those fellows, many of the officers seem to prefer to refrain from mentioning either their real name or their actual rank when they're in the field.  Besides, you have no authority over him and you know it," Karl snorted. "JTF2 is a semi-independent branch of the services.  You may not like the idea, but that's a fact.  Or at least that's what I read into the research I did on the subject."

L-C Greene just stared at Karl for a moment, but then as a serviceman approached, he walked away.  Karl felt that his welcome to the military camp had been withdrawn, at least momentarily, and walked slowly toward the house, pausing on the front porch to reach down and scratch Bruno's ears.




Chapter 21

After Karl had rolled out of bed, Ely thought about trying to go back to sleep, but the sound of the helicopter tracking back and forth was more than she felt she could ignore.  Besides, they had gone to bed rather earlier than she was used to last night, so she'd actually had almost as much sleep as she normally would.  Finally giving up on her attempt to doze off again, she sat up, stretched slowly, then looked over at Linda.

"Good morning, Linda.  Did Keri sleep soundly?" she asked quietly.

Linda shrugged her shoulders and lifted a finger to her lips, gesturing at Keri who stirred for a few seconds, then sighed softly before relaxing again.  Linda slipped out of the bed and came over to sit on the edge of the other bed near Ely.

"She seems to do that every few minutes.  It's as though she isn't sleeping soundly," she whispered.  "I'm wondering if she's remembering that bastard and what he did."

"I wouldn't know.  Has she been like that all night?" Ely frowned.

"No, just for the last while.  Actually she slept soundly enough that she snored most of the night."

"Well, it may be the chopper that's disturbing her then.  We're going to have to let her wake up soon anyway, either that or the doctor will have to start an IV drip, otherwise Keri is going to get dehydrated."

"Oh, yeah, I never thought of that.  Did you hear the doctor come in last night?"

"No, was she here?"

"Unh huh, she came in about two in the morning.  Scared hell out of me when I woke up with her leaning over us, then she started to bawl me out for sleeping with Keri.  I told her to fuck off, that Keri liked to be cuddled at night.  She actually laughed at me, patted my arm and told me if it made Keri rest better it was just fine.  She took Keri's pulse, then gave her another injection and told me she'd see us this morning about eight or so."

"Damn, I wish she'd have wakened me," Ely sighed softly.

"Honey, you and Karl were so wrapped around each other, it would have been a puzzle to work out which shoulder to shake."

Ely actually flushed and Linda sighed softly.  "Don't get upset, I know what it's like.  He's like cuddling a big teddy bear, only he cuddles back."

"I still don't see why you're not jealous," Ely sighed.  "Even if you and Keri are sort of partnered up.  I mean, it's just not the same."

"Not too much 'sort of' about it," Linda smiled.  "Actually, I get more thrill out of a cuddle with Keri than I do out of sleeping with Karl.  Now that's saying a hell of a lot because I loved sleeping with him."

"Sleeping, or …"

"Or!" Linda snorted.  "And don't pretend you don't know what I mean."

"Yeah, I guess I do," Ely smiled, then sighed.  "Damn, I wish I could turn back the clock right now.  I'd rather it was me that was laying there sedated rather than Keri.  I should have been the one walking with Trudy."

"Don't blame yourself, but I know what you mean.  I blame myself too," Linda gave her a quick hug.  "Now I'm gonna make a quick run to the bathroom, then it's back to snuggle at her side for a bit longer."

"Would you like me to bring you a cup of coffee when I go downstairs?  Karl will have put it on already."

"Nope, I'll wait.  Maybe I'll get lucky and doze for a while," Linda smiled and slipped away to the bathroom.

Ely got out of bed and walked over to the other bed to take Keri's hand, putting her fingers on her wrist.  Her temperature felt normal and her heart beat was strong and steady.  Ely stood up again as Linda returned, slipped into her clothing, then heading to the bathroom before going downstairs.  The first thing she did down there was to glance over at the David, sleeping on the couch, and Mary-Beth, who was sleeping on a foldaway bed, then she checked on her father and Trudy.  George was softly snoring and Trudy was sleeping soundly.  After she'd done her rounds, she went into the kitchen and poured herself a cup of coffee.

Carrying her coffee cup in one hand, she walked out onto the front porch.  She hadn't been outside since the military contingent had arrived, but she looked over the layout of their small encampment curiously, assuming that Karl was already there.  Her eye was caught by the movement of the dish that swung slowly back and forth.  She wondered about it for a second, then decided she'd ask Karl what it was for when he came back to the house.  Her face twisted into a slight smile, he'd be up to his armpits in the technology that the military would be using, then she grinned to herself.  Of course!  She could see that the dish followed the helicopter's travel, it was a radio link of some sort, probably a tv link for the infrared pictures Karl had mentioned.  Yeah, Karl would be needed by the military right now, just to explain all the details of the area.  He'd be over there for a while.

Sighing, she was going to turn and go back inside when Bruno's thumping tail caught her attention.

"Well, hello Bruno," she greeted him as she walked over and bent down to pet his head.  "And just how are you?  I wonder if we should get Dr. Baker to have a look at you too, huh?  I wonder what she'd think of that?"

Bruno didn't seem to care.  He was just happy to be getting attention from Ely.

Ely stood again, smiling at him.  "And I used to think you were such a scary beast.  You're nothing but an old softy, aren't you?"

Not getting any answer, but a tail wag and a lolling tongue, Ely paused to check that he still had both food and water, then went back inside the house.  She was busying herself with picking up and sorting the dirty laundry from around the house when she heard the front door open and turned to see Karl coming back inside.

"Well, how soon are the soldiers going after the crooks?" she asked.

"I'd say a couple of them were moving in on them right now, but I really don't know for sure," Karl sighed.  "I do know Dr. Baker prodded them to move a lot faster than I think they'd planned to move."

"Oh, why is that?"

"She really doesn't want to start Keri on that AZT stuff you were mentioning.  It looks like I didn't kill that bastard who attacked Keri.  It seems he was hurt though and the doctor wants a blood sample from him to send for tests."

"How did they figure out that the guy is alive?"

"The infrared scans.  They show a guy lying down, not moving to hide when the chopper flew over, like the rest of the gang did.  Lieutenant Springfield, thinks the raping bastard might have been wearing a bullet proof vest.  Springfield and his buddy, Winchester, suddenly disappeared from the camp after I'd explained the pictures they got from the chopper, but I imagine they've only gone to get a blood sample."

"Do you want to explain that?  What do you mean when you say they 'suddenly disappeared'?"

"Well as I said, I was explaining about the lay of the land to everyone.  I'd told them how I'd get down the cliff if I was in good physical condition and Dr. Baker told everyone the time constraints she was under concerning Keri's treatment.  Once she'd explained that AZT wasn't a gentle treatment and could affect Keri or her baby, Springfield and Winchester just seemed to evaporate.  I was talking about what had happened and I guess everyone was concentrating on what I was saying, so they slipped away without orders or official permission.  Now L-C Greene blames me for covering for them."

"How can he do that?" she frowned.  "Aren't they the two you said you thought were in this semi-secret elite force?"

"Unh huh," Karl nodded his head as he poured himself another cup of coffee.  "In truth, Greene is partially right about my covering for them.  When Springfield and Winchester took off, I noticed them go and it didn't take a genius to figure out where they were going.  However, I swear all I did was answer the questions that everyone was asking.  It's not like I intentionally set the situation up or anything."

Ely just looked at him with a knowing smirk on her face.  "Oh sure," she snorted sarcastically.  "And you didn't draw out your answers longer than necessary or anything, knowing you could give your new friends a few minutes time to get away, huh?"

"All I did was politely answer a few questions," Karl shrugged his shoulders.  "For gosh sakes, they're trained professionals, so they were just listening to me to get the background on the situation.  I certainly wouldn't expect them to listen if I'd been trying to tell them what I'd do if I was in their place."

-o0o-

Springfield's perspective of what had happened was slightly different from Karl's.  As he looked at L-C Greene's face, then glanced around the tent, he realised all eyes were fixed on Karl.  He was left with an opportunity that he could use to his advantage, so he moved away slowly.  He'd seen Winchester leave just after Dr. Baker had mentioned the time frame she was fighting and knew he'd already be prepping the tools they'd need for the quick drop down into the gang's camp.  He shouldn't have looked back, because it had always seemed to him that just the act of looking at someone can draw their attention, but as he stepped out the door, he glanced back at Karl.  Sure as hell, Karl was looking right at him.  The old bugger knew what was up and Springfield knew that he'd manage to hold the whole crew's attention for a few minutes, not long, but long enough.  Springfield just walked away shaking his head, did the old S.O.B. have this planned, or did he just adapt to
things the instant they happened?

In a way, Springfield hated to bypass Greene's authority, but damn it, for some reason he had a feeling that they had to act fast on this job.  He had a hunch that Greene would dither around, but Springfield felt they should act now, not later.  Those damn crooks might do something weird if Greene took too long before he let his crew get into action.  Winchester must have felt that way too, maybe more than he had himself - after all, Winchester had reacted even faster than he did.

As Springfield stepped into the tent where they'd stored most of their gear, Winchester already had the ropes and some gear laid out.  His eyes lifted and questioned as he pointed at the big box that held their heavier weapons.  Springfield shook his head.  Instead he opened another small case and grinned as he tossed over a small package of oversized zip-lock ties.

"No Wet Work.  Hand work only.  Too much paperwork if they're dead.  We'll just knock 'em out and tie 'em up.  We can let the Navy boys lug 'em out later."

Winchester nodded and grinned.  "Suits me, not much of a pencil pusher myself.  Got a blood sample kit?"

"Pocket pack, half a dozen vials, colour coded, we can test 'em all.  I'll get the big guy first."

"Generous, giving me three to take care of."

"You need the practise.  But, I can help if you need it."

"Unh huh, sure!  Gloves?"

"Yeah, definitely!  Who knows where they might have had their dicks.  Ready?"

"Yup."

One glance outside to be sure they were still in the clear and they were off at a fast paced trot.  Springfield led the way, his mind churning away it always did when he was on a mission.

"The open cliff is a natural, Karl's first mistake.  Being so wide open the crooks won't watch it as closely, saying it was 'too open' was a mistake any amateur would make.  Or was it a mistake?  Damn, would Karl have mentioned it last and looked directly at me if he …  No, he wouldn't do that, or would he?  Dammit, I am not going to give the old S.O.B.  the satisfaction of asking either, but I guess that means I'll never know for sure.  Shit, now the old bugger has got me thinking like LeBeaux and Peacock, making him out to be 'Mister Marvellous' who can do no wrong."

The short run down the field to the Arbutus tree wasn't even far enough to get them fully loosened up.  Still he knew both he and Winchester were ready by the time they reached the point they had mutually chosen without even asking each other.  Springfield's mind rattled on as he tied off a rope around a tree almost automatically, then moved to the edge of the small cliff, glancing down.

"Eighty-five, maybe ninety feet, damn near a straight drop, no loose rock, all we have to do is watch out for the edge.  This is perfect, just don't knock loose a clump of dirt or anything like that."

Feeding the rope down quickly, he glanced over at Winchester.  He needn't have bothered, they'd worked together long enough that they were a team.  Springfield raised his thumb and nodded.

"Over the edge, get set, bounce, drop, catch, let the legs take the pressure, easy does it.  Now do it over again and don't make any mistakes.  This drop was easy.  Not far down, just a few sets and … ah, there's the grass, one nice long step down …  Now easy does it.  Hunker down low, leave the rope hanging, it's well camouflaged against the rocks in this light.  There goes Winchester, damn that man is good.  Let's see, remember that picture, orient to the stream behind me, the camp should be over… there!  Five seconds maybe and I can be into the first trees.  There it is, small fire, rock reflector, shelter is a hunk of ratty tarp tied to the trees.  Uh oh, the tarp is pinned against the rock face with poles, they're just leaning, have to watch and not kick those around.  Where is the guy we want?  Ah, there, under that hunk of skungy old sailcloth.  Damn, he is a big son-of-a-bitch!"

Springfield was walking on tip toes, moving slowly, but steadily.  He eased under the tarp, bent forward, his hands reached out …

"Slip over to him slow and easy, don't disturb him until my hands are around his neck … gently … gently, find that damn artery …  Aha, there it is, I feel his pulse …  Now, press hard … hold for the count, one thousand and one, one thousand and two, one thousand and three … have to make sure he's sound asleep …"

He heard a rustle, then a grunt, but kept his attention on his fingertips.  He trusted his partner to handle the other three men easily.  Instead his mind was on the big thug's body.

"Ah, there we go, I felt him relax.  Now, the most important thing is the blood sample.  Let's find an artery in your arm for this needle.  We'll give you the little bottle coded red.  How's that, you Russian bastard?  Does that suit you?  Too fucking bad if it doesn't.  Well, your blood's nice and bright red too, what do you know?  How much do they need, ten cc's, fifteen?  Aw shit, just let the little vial fill right up.  Who cares if you wake up a little weak and a bit spaced out?  You won't mind will you.  You're gonna be lucky as it is 'cause I'm gonna let you wake up at all, even if no one would blame me a bit if you didn't."

He was using the needle like a nurse would, but more bluntly, not worrying about causing bruises or pain.  Then he slipped the vial into it's little protective case and shifted his position.

"Now, I should tie you up, then go help Winchester.  Aww now why should I spoil his fun?  Instead let's roll this guy over and have a look, just to see exactly where Karl clocked you.  Well, well, dead center, right where he said and just like I thought, you're wearing a vest.  Tsk, tsk, it didn't help much did it?  Oh, what's this, an imbedded slug, caught in the vest?  Better get that out of there, just in case.  Since this is a Navy operation, we can't leave little bits of civvy street evidence behind, can we?"

Reaching into a pocket he slipped out a multi-tool and twisted a lump of metal free of the matted material, causing the big lug to move slightly.  Dropping both the tool and the lump back in his pocket, he studied the man before him for a few seconds.

"Hmm, I wonder, did you fall and bust your nose too?  Looks like you musta.  Ohho, what's that, blood and pad of cloth on your shoulder?  Unh huh, same on the back, so the slug went right through.  The old bugger got you twice huh?  Too bad he didn't gut shoot you, give you some real misery like you did those women of Karl's.  But a guy like you, never gets what you deserve do they?  Well Karl gave you a little owwy for being a brutal ass-hole, didn't he?  Made you suffer a little?  Like I said, too bad it wasn't more."

Moving rapidly now, he pulled zip-locks from another pocket and went back to work.

"Oh well, enough gloating about what an old crippled backwoodsman can do to a red army dropout.  Oops, have to be careful of thoughts like that, back at the centre they'd say I was prejudiced.  Tuck that arm down tight, now roll you on your side, other arm.  Love these zip-lock plasti-cuffs, put 'em on nice and tight, and keep you out of trouble.  Aw, what the hell, you're such a big boy, let's double 'em up to be safe … after all, we've got lots and the government gives 'em to us to use, don't they?"

He grinned as he bent over again.

"There, see, the second tie didn't take long, did it?  Now since you're laying on your side so nice, let's see those feet.  Left one first, there we are, fold it tight against your ass and a little push!  That's it, right there.  I can tie it to your left wrist that way.  Now the right …"

He sat up and his expression looked like he was ready to wipe his hands of a dirty, but satisfying job.

"There we go.  One turkey, all dressed and ready for the oven.  Aw what the hell, lots of these ties left, lets just zap those ankles together too,"

Then he sighed and bent forward once more.

"Now just in case you wake up, how about I stuff a hunk of your shirt sleeve into your mouth, a couple of zip-ties will hold that."

"Don't use all the ties, I need a few more over there," Winchester said quietly as he came up.

"You got the others?"

"Got two of 'em, one musta gone into hiding somewhere.  The one guy's still awake, seems he's goin' through withdrawal, lotsa drug tracks on his arms.  Seems upset about us sneakin' in here so quiet."

"Well, I guess we can just forget the runaway for now, unless he comes back this way," Springfield said.  "Let the Navy boys take care of him.  We've gotta leave them have some fun too."

"Yeah, I s'pose.  This guy get hit where you figured the old guy shot him."

"Yup, dead center, damn good shot.  I'm gonna take the doc his blood sample right away.  How many of these do you need for the other guys?" Springfield asked, holding out the sampling kit.

"Three.  That's cause I figured two samples from the druggy though.  Why doncha do the same fer this guy?"

"Good idea, take four, the other guy may show up.  I'll make another withdrawal here." Springfield chuckled almost maliciously, jabbing the needle roughly into the trussed man's bare arm again.  "I suppose I might as well take 'em all up top to the doc at once, huh?"

"Yup," Winchester agreed.  "You want names on these samples, if I can get 'em?"

"Good idea.  I wonder if this guy carries ID?"

He turned back to his prisoner and eyed his comatose body.

"Now, who are you anyway?" he said sotto voce.  "Are you carrying ID?"

He began to rudely pat his hands over the areas where he would have expected the man to carry a wallet.  "Oh yeah, there we are, nice big fat wallet in your hip pocket and since your body's bent so nicely, I bet it slips right out doesn't it?"

"Whoa!  Carrying lots of cash aren't you?  Mostly Yankee dollars too.  Drug money, I bet, which means it goes into government coffers and pays my wages for catching crooks like you, don't you think that's fitting?" he grinned as he flipped open the wallet.  "Ah, here we are, Dimitri Karpichov.  So they were right, you are a Russian huh?  Well, let's just put this wallet back.  I wouldn't want to be suspected of short circuiting the process of getting paid.  I'll wait to get your money legally, in the form of a check from the government as my wages."

He backed out of the shelter and stood up slowly.  He should warn Gatling that one of the smugglers was still on the loose and that they'd broken up their camp.  He pulled the special scrambled cell phone from an inner pocket, hitting redial as he brought it to his ear.  "Gatling?  We're down at the smuggler's camp …  Winchester and I …  Yeah, we got three out of four, but one's loose and running, keep an eye out, okay …  Right, down the cliff, no problem …  They ain't going nowhere, all of them are plasti-cuffed …  I'm going back up the cliff with some blood samples, I'll tell Greene and company …  Yeah, the Navy should be there in a while …  Okay, gimme a buzz if anything happens."

He paused and looked around, what a messy camp!  "These guys are pigs; just look at the fucking mess.  Come to think of it, I just insulted old Karl's pigs, they're cleaner.  Oh well, better help Winchester drag the other two over here, stuff 'em all in a pile under the tarp.  Wouldn't want 'em to catch a cold or anything."

He chuckled to himself as he walked away from the shelter; he'd have to use that line on Winchester, he'd appreciate the joke.  Maybe he'd even tell him the one about the pigs too.

Half an hour later, Springfield walked back into the military camp with one rope looped over his shoulder and the vials of blood in the special pack in his shirt pocket.  Winchester had stayed below to just make sure none of the 'gentlemen' left the scene.

-o0o-

Dr. Baker was getting ready to go to the house to visit her three patients when she heard the sound of two loud voices coming her way.  Carrying her medical bag in readiness, she stepped outside to see Springfield striding toward her with a big grin on his face.  Meanwhile L-C Greene was haranguing him for acting without direct orders from his provisional superior officer, even though it was a task that he would have been assigned.

"Lieutenant Commander Greene, might I break into your conversation," she interrupted.

"Oh," L-C Greene paused.  "Yes, Lieutenant, what is it?"

"Springfield, did you get that blood sample from the rapist?" she demanded, turning to face him directly.

"Yes Ma'am, there are two samples of his blood in here," he handed her a small plastic case.  "We didn't want to go off half cocked, so we took a blood sample from each of 'em.  Actually, we got two samples from the guy that had been shot and two from a guy who was in the throes of drug withdrawal.  They're colour coded, the red coded one and the black one are from the rapist, the blue and green ones are from the druggy and the other one's yellow.  Trouble is we're short one sample, one guy is still running free."

"Thank you, Springfield.  I'm really only interested in the rapist's blood sample for now.  Are you certain it's the right man?"

"He was the right size and he matches the description.  On top of that he'd been shot right where ol' Karl said he'd shot the bastard, that's really all the proof I need," he grinned.  "His name is Karpichov, K-A-R-P-I-C-H-O-V, Dimitri Karpichov and I'm willing to bet there's an Interpol file on him a mile thick, if anyone wants to check."

"Lieutenant Commander Greene, would you get that chopper here now, please.  He's to fly these blood samples to the nearest working blood lab and have them tested for all communicable diseases.  I'll make out the paper work while we're waiting for him to land," the doctor said sharply.

"But we need to find that fourth fugitive now and …"

"Sir, this is a medical emergency.  I need the chopper NOW!" It wasn't often Dr. Baker lost her temper, but at the moment she knew she was close.  When it looked as if Greene was still going to balk at her demand, she forced herself to take a deep breath before she spoke.  "Our mission here was to protect these people from further harm, capture the smugglers if we possibly could, and to provide relief to the sick and wounded.  This blood represents the possibility of a major immune system threat to the woman who was attacked.  I need that test done as soon as possible to protect one of my charges and to keep her from the possibility of further harm."

"You could just put her on AZT even if it was temporary, while we finish our survey …"

"Why give her a medication that may be unnecessary, medication which could actually damage her health, or the health of her unborn child?  We're talking about a pregnant woman here, for Christ sake!" Springfield broke in.  "All your chopper is finding now is more damn cats.  Hell, we've even caught all but one of your smugglers and with him, it's only a matter of time.  Which reminds me, Winchester is all alone now, guarding three prisoners, at least one of whom has proven himself to be dangerous, shouldn't you be getting your men off to assist him?"

"But arrange to get the chopper here first," Dr. Baker added.  "I'm going to fill out the forms for the tests that need to be done."

"All right, I'll get the copter to make one more swing in over the lowland area as he comes back.  That way we'll get at least get one more try to get a heat trace on the man Springfield lost," L-C Greene snarled.  "You'll need to have your shipment ready in about five minutes."

He walked off, ramrod straight and without a backward glance.

"Well!  Son of a bitch," Springfield said disgustedly.  "Now it seems that I've lost a fugitive."

"You stepped on his toes and he's career military," Dr. Baker frowned.  "What else did you expect?  He was bound to find a way to cover his ass, even if he had to use both hands to do it.  If he can make it look like you might have screwed up at the same time, he will."

She turned on her heel and walked back into her tent to fill out the forms she needed to send with the blood samples.  She heaved a hearty sigh as she signed them, glad that she would soon know whether she'd have to put Keri on medication or not.  Springfield had given her a little extra time, but she hoped she didn't need it.  She could only hope that the testing of the blood would start immediately after the lab got it.  A few minutes later, she was running across the goat pasture to give the chopper pilot her package.

"Here you go," she shouted up at him over the sound of the idling engine.  "I need you to get this to a med. lab as quickly as you can.  Then I need the results back quickly too, so please ask them to hurry.  There's a note inside to tell them which samples to do first and what I need to know.  Okay?"

"Yes Ma'am.  L-C Greene said this had top priority.  There's a med.  lab in Duncan, which is only a few minutes away.  They're already gearing up to do your test.  I'm in radio contact with the Police there and they've made arrangements with the lab.  Do you want me to have them radio the results back here, directly to Peacock?"

"Please.  If you would, that would be marvellous."

"Okay Ma'am, will do.  You'd best get back.  I'm lifting off, PDQ."

He wasn't kidding, Dr. Baker had hardly gotten out from under his rotor blades when she felt the blast of air as the pilot revved his engine and lifted.  The wind surge almost blew her off her feet.  By the time she had caught her balance and had turned to watch him, the chopper was lifting rapidly and had already swung around to aim its nose toward Duncan.  Reflexively, she looked at her watch, 07:49 and she'd said she would be at the house to 'make her rounds' at 08:00.  She smiled, not worried that Springfield and company had interfered with her schedule.  In no more than six or eight hours, she was certain she'd know what treatment she was going to follow with Keri.

"Damn, I hope that bastard is clean," she sighed to herself as she returned to her tent to pick up her medical bag before heading to the house.

-o0o-

After seeing the meals that were served while he was talking to L-C Greene and his crew, Karl wanted real scrambled eggs and home made bread for his toast.  When he explained why to Ely, she broke into delighted laughter for a moment.  She couldn't help it, the idea of making scrambled eggs from a package of premixed eggs somehow struck her as funny, but Karl's reaction tickled her even more.  Yet as she started to prepare his meal, she felt slightly guilty to be laughing while her sister was upstairs, in pain from the brutal treatment she'd received.  What was even more upsetting was the fact that she might be infected with a killer virus.  To her surprise, Karl instantly understood her rapidly shifting mood when she explained her feelings to him a few moments later.

"I feel a lot the same way, but there are other feelings that bother me worse right now," he sighed.  "I can't explain it, but now I feel sorry that I didn't kill that raping bastard.  Another part of me feels elated that he was still alive to give that blood sample.  That will last until I know that the blood tests on him are conclusive, but by then I hope the Navy has him off the island.  If I see him after that, I'm not sure what I'll do."

"Have you told anyone that, L-C Greene, or this guy, Springfield?"

"No, I suppose I should."

"After breakfast," she sighed softly.  "You aren't really comfortable with the Navy being here are you?"

"With Greene?  No, I'm not really comfortable, but I trust him to a certain point.  My problem is that I can't get a handle on the way he thinks and because of that I mistrust him in some ways.  Springfield is a different story, he's a good man."

"From what you tell me of Springfield, I think he is something of a rebel.  I'm surprised he's in the service at all."

"Oh, he's not a rebel, but he's been trained to assess a situation, then act quickly on the facts.  He's not rebellious, but he is independent.  Greene doesn't act on situations, he reacts to situations, but only if his ass is covered by direct orders.  He needs to have the structure and the order of the regular service.  I think that would slowly drive Springfield around the bend.  They're totally different in that way, and yet I hope that either of them would distinguish himself on a field of battle in his own way.  I imagine they're both patriots.  It's just that they each have a different way of showing it."

"I suppose I can see that," Ely agreed rather tentatively.

They shared another cup of coffee and talked for a while, then heard the helicopter come in to land nearby.  Karl decided he had to go outside to see what was going on, but by the time he got out on the front porch, it was racing away.  He did notice the doctor hurrying toward the tents, but since everyone seemed busy, he didn't want to be too nosy about what was happening.  He knew he'd hear what was going on eventually.  Instead of worrying about it, he decided to sit outside and think for a while.  Karl had hardly gotten seated when he noticed Bruno's ears perk up and he heard the tiniest noise behind him.  He grinned to himself.

"Damn it Springfield, if you're going to come onto my porch, could you please use the stairs at least once a day," he sighed softly, guessing who it was from the dog's reaction.  "I keep worrying that you'll hurt yourself by getting a sliver in a pinky while you're clambering over that porch railing."

"You old bastard," Springfield snorted, then chuckled.  "How the hell did you know it was me?  It could just as well have been Winchester."

"Nope, Winchester hasn't made friends with Bruno," Karl smiled.  "Pull up a chair, tell me about your little sortie."

"Sorry, I can't take the time," Springfield said quickly.  "I just wanted to tell you that the blood samples are going out on that chopper that just left.  By the way, you hit that Russian bugger right where you said.  He was wearing a Kevlar vest though, which is why you didn't kill him.  What you didn't tell us was that you hit him in the shoulder too.  He lost a lot of blood from that shoulder wound."

"In the shoulder?  I didn't even know I'd hit him there," Karl said honestly.  "If that wound was from a bullet that came from the front, it had to be from my first shot, I was shooting while running flat out and he dived into the brush as I fired.  If the wound was from the back, it would have been from the rounds I pumped into the bushes, when I was trying to chase him the direction I wanted him to go.  I know I aimed high, so if one of those shots hit him, it would have been a ricochet.  Now, why don't you have time to talk?"

"Well, Winchester and I kind of dropped into the camp down below and he's still down there by himself, sitting on three guys we caught.  L-C Greene wants us to go down with most of the crew, armed to the teeth, and pick them up.  As well, he wants to use the whole crew to beat the bushes for the last guy."

"Well, while you're at it, warn everyone to watch out for those damn pigs.  They're dang dangerous if they're riled, so don't get between an old sow and her piglets," Karl warned him.  "And if you bring that son-of-a-bitch up here, make sure you guard him and keep him away from us, so Ely and Linda can't get at him.  Me too, for that matter.  Either that, or else have a chopper here to move him out right away, otherwise he might die of lead poisoning."

"Karl, I'm going to forget I heard that, and if I were you, I wouldn't make a threat like that where L-C Greene can hear it."

"Lieutenant Springfield, that was not a threat, that was a promise.  I'm afraid everyone in this household considers that man to be a slur on humanity, lower than any varmint.  Since we're isolated here, we've grown used to looking after ourselves.  When varmints cause us a problem, we take care of that problem, and we usually make sure that we handle it permanently," Karl's voice had dropped until it was almost a whisper.  "I really couldn't guarantee the man's safety if he were brought near me or any of the others, do you understand?"

"Perfectly," Springfield agreed softly.  "I'll explain to L-C Greene that it might be dangerous for the prisoner's health to be exposed to certain members of your family."

"Remove the word 'might' from that sentence and substitute the words 'would,' then change the word 'certain' to the word 'any,' and it will be much more truthful," Karl sighed.  "As far as I'm concerned, I'm sitting here feeling somewhat inadequate as it is, since I had to call you people in to defend my friends and family.  Having him brought into my view would be like having a red flag flaunted in front of a bull and that just might be too much for me to stand."

"Inadequate?  You?  Not in any way I ever noticed," With that Springfield walked down the steps and rejoined the others as they bustled around the tents, preparing for action.

Karl sighed deeply and it took a few moments before he got his emotions under control.  He was still sitting on the front porch, enjoying the last of his cup of coffee and his solitary morning cigarette as Dr. Baker came walking up.

"Karl, do you smoke?" she snapped accusingly as she frowned.

"On occasion," Karl sighed, having been through this with both Ely and Trudy.  "I smoke one cigarette in the morning and sometimes one at night.  I know that it's not good for me, but … so what?" he shrugged.  "Sometimes a cigarette and a cup of coffee seem to help me to put my head together.  Then to top it off, if I've taken a pill for arthritis pain, a cigarette seems to make the medicine work better."

"Is your arthritis bothering you this morning?  You seemed to be moving quite freely when I saw you earlier."

"I'd just woken from a sound sleep," he smiled.  "Besides, I had a lot of other things to concentrate on.  Being either mentally or physically occupied seems to ease my pain, probably by helping me ignore it.  Right now I'm trying to psych myself up toward helping Ely to install a new floor and a borrowed toilet in the main floor bathroom.  If we can get that done, George won't have to climb the stairs to go to the can."

"I see," she sighed.  "Could you tell Ely and the others that I have to go down with the crew to treat the prisoners that Springfield and Winchester caught this morning?  I won't be available at oh-eight-hundred like I thought.  I have a small envelope of pills here for Ely to give Keri if she awakens and needs them, could you pass them on to her?"

"Certainly, but Ely's just inside, why don't you talk to her yourself?"

"I shouldn't really, L-C Greene will have a fit if I hold up his sortie," she glanced over her shoulder, then turned back to Karl and smiled.  "But … well, perhaps talking to her would be best."

She quickly slipped across the porch and at Karl's suggestion that she "Go right on in," she opened the door and looked inside.  Ely greeted her instantly and she returned the greeting with a smile.

"Look, they've caught most of the fugitives and I have to go check on their condition," she stated quickly.  "I'm hoping Keri slept relatively well all night long?"

"She did, at least according to Linda.  To be honest, I slept like a rock, but I'm sure I'd have awakened if she'd made any real disturbance," Ely answered.

"Good, I'm glad to hear you both slept well," the doctor smiled.  "I was a bit worried, so I did drop in late last night."

"So I heard, I'm surprised I didn't wake up."

"You must have spoken to Linda.  Everyone else was sleeping soundly, but she and I had a short discussion," the doctor smiled, then grew more serious.  "Look, I'm going to have to hurry because Springfield and his buddy captured three of the four fugitives.  I'll have to treat any wounds or problems they have in the field, then perhaps ship them off to a hospital.  In the meantime, you're going to have to keep an eye on Keri."

"Did they catch the bastard that …"

"They caught the man that we believe attacked Keri and Trudy, yes.  In fact his blood sample is on its way for testing right now.  He's been rather badly injured and is one of the people I have to treat," she paused and winked.  "If Karl asks, I understand he has at least two gunshot wounds, but he didn't die.  Now, in case it takes a while before I can get back, the pills I've brought you are tranquillizers, just in case Keri wakes and is badly upset.  The dosage is printed on the envelope."

"Doctor, she's just entering her second trimester, should she be taking anything like that at this time?"

"Well, I'd rather she took tranquillizers than sleeping pills and Ely, would you please call me Fran?"

"Okay, Fran, but won't the tranquillizers affect the baby?"

"They probably will have some effect, so I'd like you to keep the dosage as small as possible.  I've printed out some instructions for you to follow; just try to keep her relatively calm and quiet.  I'll be back as quickly as I can."

"Thanks Fran, you've been wonderful," Ely smiled, taking the envelope, then stepping forward and hugging the smaller woman.  "I hope you're going to be okay with those damn thugs."

"Don't worry.  I have an armed escort, Springfield and Winchester.  I'll be fine," Fran said with a grin, then turned quickly to head for the door, not wanting Ely to see the tears that came to her eyes.

She hurried out the door and past Karl, who frowned slightly at her hurried passage.  Back at the small tent she shared with Able Seaman Gillian Mathews, she quickly picked up her medical bag.  Then she added a small pack of field supplies which were meant to treat anyone suffering from combat wounds, then hurried to the main tent to talk to L-C Greene.  As soon as she entered the main tent, he immediately approached her.

"Lieutenant Baker, have you ever rapelled down a cliff?" he asked brusquely.

"Yes Lieutenant Commander, I have," she said confidently.  "Is that how we're moving to the lower area?"

"You, Springfield, and Elgin will go in that way.  Mathews will remain here to guard the camp, unless you feel you utterly have to have her nursing skills."

"Since this is a field situation, I believe I can ask one of the others for any assistance I might require," she snapped, not really happy to be without one of her usual nursing assistants.  "I'll make do."

"Well, we will be moving in from the water to transport the prisoners away.  I'm unsure how we will get them off the island, it appears that they would be in danger if we brought them here to camp."

"Ah, yes," she nodded and frowned.  "I don't think you realise how deeply feelings can run when a member of a close family is assaulted and raped."

"Whatever!" he said coldly.  "And of course you've sent our support helicopter off on a wild mission to deliver blood samples that could have just as well have been taken from the prisoners when they were incarcerated.  Which means that we don't have it for transport for ourselves or our prisoners."

Dr. Francis Baker wasn't a large woman, but at that moment, she felt like she grew a foot taller just from sheer anger.  Had Springfield not chosen that moment to break into their conversation, she might have been facing a court martial for attacking a superior officer.

"Sirs," Springfield interrupted.  "If we are to ready those men for transport as soon as possible, we should get going.  On top of that I'd like to remind you both that we still have one fugitive on the loose."

"Oh, Yes, very well.  Carry on with your duties then," L-C Greene ordered abruptly and turned his back on them.

Gritting her teeth and heaving a heavy sigh, Dr. Baker turned to Springfield.

"Are you and I going back down the cliff the same way you did earlier then?" she asked.

"Yes Doctor, We'll have Elgin go down first to set up guard at the bottom just in case.  I'll accompany you down and I'll handle carrying your supplies."

"Yes, Springfield," she sighed once more and tried to smile.  "In this circumstance, I'll follow your lead."

Fifteen minutes later, Dr. Baker was dangling on the end of a rope and found herself grinning at Springfield as they slowly rapelled down the sheer rock face.  At the bottom he turned to her as they unhooked.

"You seemed to enjoy that," he grinned.

"It's been a while.  I used to climb and I found that rapelling was perhaps the best part.  Well, except for the feeling of going where a normal person couldn't or wouldn't go," she smiled at him as she stretched and twisted slightly to relax, then reached for her medical bag.  "I have work to do now though.  Show me the patients please."

"Yes Ma'am.  Come on, Elgin, this way," Springfield nodded.

When she saw how the first prisoner had been trussed and saw evidence of his wounds, she felt upset, then thought of Keri and Trudy.  Deciding that perhaps the bonds were necessary, she allowed most of them to remain.  However, she insisted that the gag be removed instantly and that the prisoner's arms and legs be released from their common tie.

"And what will you do if he starts screaming and cursing at you?" Springfield asked even as he was cutting the plastic straps.

"I plan on sedating him," Dr. Baker snapped, opening her bag and preparing a needle, then slipping on latex gloves.  "I don't intend to try to treat wounds like his while he is awake and screaming."

She suited her actions to her words, finding a vein in the prisoners bare arm and injecting a large amount of sedative.  Once the prisoner relaxed, she had Springfield assist her to roll him onto his back in order to get at his chest wound easily.

"Oh, there you are Winchester, have you seen anything of the fourth guy?" Springfield asked as the other JTF2 man came up to them silently.

"Nope, did check some noises in the bush, just pigs though," Winchester answered shortly.

Dr. Baker heard their discussion, but hardly let it register; she was busy.  First she checked the prisoner's temperature and heart rate.  He seemed to have a slight temperature, but his heart beat was strong and steady.  He was going to make it.  As she cut away the cloth on his chest, she cursed the Kevlar vest, it was tough to remove.  Finally in exasperation she asked for help and both Springfield and Winchester came to her aid.  When she did a quick field dressing of both of the major wounds on the huge man, she couldn't help noticing that the wound on his chest showed a tremendous amount of bruising.  Just the pressure of placing a bandage on it caused him to flinch.  He obviously had broken ribs.  The wound in his shoulder appeared to have both an entrance and exit so she didn't have to worry that the bullet had been left behind.  Actually the wound looked quite clean, surprisingly clean considering the rag that had been roughly tied over it,
however it appeared to have bled profusely, since his shirt was soaked.

"Springfield, you immobilized this man did you?"

"Yes Ma'am."

"I see you're wearing gloves now, but did you touch him with your bare hands?  If you did, do you have any cuts or abrasions?"

"No Ma'am, I wore standard field gloves.  They're heavy duty, latex-over-cotton gloves, rated to be totally waterproof and still quite strong," Springfield smiled.  "In the last few years that's become standard procedure on any operation of this sort."

"Good, remind anyone touching him or his clothing that they need to wear gloves," she said sharply.

"I did pass that point on to the others this morning while you were inside seeing your other patients."

"Good, now I'd better see to the other two captives."

Neither of the other two had major wounds, but they both appeared to be suffering slightly from exposure and both of them were quite gaunt.  When she checked their arms, they both appeared to be drug users.

"Are these men all Russians?" she asked, noticing that neither of the last two were wearing similar style clothing to the first man.

"Nope, not according to the ID they were carrying, The dandy with the shakes is Georgio Bonnetti, and the little guy with the glasses is Bruno Iverson," Springfield answered her.

"They both appear to be drug users, I hope you've handled them the same way.  I mean with protection for your own health."

"Yes we did, but you really have a thing about warning people about disease, don't you?"

"I'm a doctor.  I've treated AIDS patients.  If the patients are clean, there is little chance of catching the virus from touching anyone with HIV or AIDS.  However, these men are filthy.  They have blood and body fluids on their clothing.  Two of them appear to be intravenous drug users and the third seems to enjoy violent sex.  Those activities place all three in the high risk category for carrying some form of STD.  I'm strongly suggesting that you take care when you are in contact with them," she sighed as she stood up and stretched before bending to her pack of supplies and removing some small packages.

Then she turned to Springfield.  "I've sedated all of these men, so I'm a bit worried about cold and exposure.  Could you men help me get them wrapped in emergency blankets?"

"Yes Ma'am."

"Elgin, any word on the radio about what's going on about evacuating these men to a hospital or at least to a ship?" she asked.

"L-C Greene and the others are on their way and he's called for the chopper to come back." Elgin answered.  "Both of them should arrive in a half hour or so."

"Well, I suppose we have nothing to do but wait then," she smiled.  "I'd like to thank you all for your help."

"No problem Ma'am," Springfield grinned at her, appreciating her thank you.

Springfield was impressed.  The doctor had made sure the big galoot was sedated, then she'd cleaned and treated his wounds, working briskly and neatly.  After she'd assured herself that he was stabilized, she'd treated the other two prisoners just as well.  She hadn't insisted that their bonds be released, but she had certainly made sure that they were a lot more comfortable than they had been.  Now she was showing patience as they waited.

"Elgin, can you handle the guard duty while Winchester and I scout a bit?  We should see if there's a place where that chopper can land, as well as seeing if we can find any sign of that fourth fugitive."

"Certainly, sir," Elgin answered.

-o0o-

When Fran had hurried out of the house, Ely followed her out to the porch, but was surprised that the doctor hadn't even paused to speak to Karl.

"Damn," she swore quietly as she watched Fran hurry off.

"What's wrong?" Karl asked.

"I don't know, I hugged Fran to say thank you for all the help she's been giving us and she looked as if she was going to break into tears, I hope I didn't do something to upset her."

"Ah, I understand," Karl sighed softly.  "I think you just surprised her by acting like a friend.  Can you imagine being a doctor and working with a tight ass, so-'n-so like L-C Greene?  She's probably starved for approval.  To have that, plus an offer of friendship and affection, was probably more than she's used to handling."

"I hope that's all it is," Ely sighed.  "I suppose I worry too much about incidentals."

"Oh I don't agree there" Karl smiled and walked over to hug her gently.  "I think you worry about things that need some thought."

"Well, right now, I'd better go worry about the rest of my family," she sighed.  "Dad's already got the kids helping him to monitor the radio and Trudy is trying to relax some of her aches out in the tub, but I'd better go upstairs and relieve Linda for a while.  What are you going to do?"

"Is Trudy having her bath downstairs?" At her nod, he grinned.  "Well, once she's out of there, I'm going to fix the floor and put in that toilet we brought from the other house.  But for now, since every time those Navy boys fly in with a chopper they make the goats go nuts, I guess I'd better get someone to give me a hand and herd them all into the lower pasture."

"Do you think it would be safe for the David and Mary-Beth to help you?  I mean with the Navy here, it should be, shouldn't it?  I think they'd like that a lot.  Besides, getting them out of the house for a little while would be good for everyone."

"That sounds fine to me," Karl grinned.  "That is if you can talk George into parting with their help for long enough to let them help me."

"Huh," she grunted.  "Just watch me."

Karl wasn't surprised when David and Mary-Beth came out on the porch in only a few minutes, but he was surprised that Linda came with them.  She walked over to him and handed him the .45 revolver.

"I'm coming along and carrying the small pistol," she said abruptly.  "Even if half the fucking army was here, I'd want you and I armed if these kids are going to be out there right now."

"But, they've caught the guy who …"

"So what?" she snapped, interrupting him.  "They caught three guys, who says the fourth one isn't even worse?  I'd insist on rifles, but since we're going to be running around chasing goats, handguns are easier to carry."

Karl knew enough not to argue, perhaps in a way she was right.  He wasn't surprised when they were intercepted by the young woman on guard duty, wanting to know what they were up to.  When he explained, he had to refuse her offer to have the Navy crew do the job, telling her that he and the kids needed the exercise.  Karl, Linda, and Mary-Beth started the herd of goats, followed by the cow and calf, down the field.  Meanwhile David ran ahead to open the gate to the lower pasture, then he circled around to help with the herding.  By the time they had done the job and were heading back toward the house, the military crew was just moving out, leaving only the radio operator and a pair of guards behind.

Since Trudy was still relaxing in the tub, Karl spoke to George for a few moments, then wandered out and talked to the radio operator before going back to the house.  By the time he got back, Trudy was out of the bathroom, so Karl got busy on restoring the bathroom to full working condition.  He had help from David and Ely at times, but mostly he worked on his own.  Even with that, it was only a short time before he had the plumbing roughed in and the flooring down.  All he needed to do was to reseat the toilet itself and connect the water.  By the time he'd fought the toilet into place he was quite tired.  Since it was time for lunch anyway, he decided to take a break before tackling the job of jury rigging a water supply to the toilet tank.

-o0o-

Leaving Elgin and the doctor with the prisoners, Springfield and Winchester moved off.  Springfield's first action was to check out a small area of low shrubs and grass that was only a hundred yards or so from the campsite.  After determining that a helicopter could easily land there, he moved off toward the sound of the rushing stream.  At least fifty feet or so from the clear channel he found that he had to stop, any further and he'd have to wade.  The little stream wasn't that small right now.  It had overflowed its banks and was flooding part of the bottom land, possibly because the high tide was causing the stream to flood back against itself.

Winchester, who'd moved downstream a short distance, caught his attention with a quiet whistle and pointed out into the bay.  Greene and his contingent were paddling toward them in inflatable rafts and were trying to paddle against the current of the stream as it flowed into the bay.  Springfield waved them downstream hoping that there was an easier place for them to land.  There was no sense in trying to land where an inflatable could be torn on some underwater bush or rock.  In actual fact, L-C Greene and his crew managed to land the rafts on the bank of a small knoll in a grassy area and were able to draw them well out of the water.  The men were ashore and adjusting their kit by the time Springfield reached them.

"Well Lieutenant Springfield, what have you to report?" L-C Greene demanded.

"Very little, sir.  Primarily, the doctor has the three prisoners treated and ready to move out.  Secondly, we found an area which can be used as a landing for the chopper.  So far there doesn't seem to be any sign of the fourth fugitive.  Since we were assisting the doctor most of the time, we haven't been able to do much of anything else."

"Right, let's look at this landing area first.  We'll need to have the prisoners ready to fly out in under half an hour.  From the sounds of things, they'll be flown directly to Esquimalt."

"Yes, sir, this way then."

L-C Greene approved of the landing area they'd chosen and they hurried to carry the three prisoners to a point nearby, then as soon as they heard the helicopter approaching, they set off a smoke flare.  While the chopper was coming in to land, Greene ordered the two JTF2 men and most of the other troops off to search for the fourth fugitive, keeping only three troops and the doctor with him.

"Spread out, beat the bushes and find that man," Greene told the men.  "These three men and I will wait here in case you flush him out.  We can also manage the loading of the prisoners.  One more thing, be careful not to get attacked by those wild swine, I've been made to believe that they can be dangerous if they are provoked, so watch your step.  That's all.  Carry on."

He watched as the men moved off, then turned his attention to the comatose prisoners.  After a second he frowned deeply and gestured at them sharply.

"Before we load those men on the helicopter, they will have to be retied with their hands in front of their bodies.  Tied like that while they're under sedation, they could easily injure their arms or dislocate a shoulder."

"But sir, what if they awaken while in transport?  They'll have much more freedom of movement if their hands are in front of them and that could be dangerous," Dr. Baker protested.

"Well, have you sedated them strongly enough that they'll remain unconscious during transport to Esquimalt or not?"

"Yes, I believe so, sir, but I based the amount of sedative on a field estimate of their body mass.  Considering the fact that they all may be drug users, I can't guarantee the accuracy …"

"Oh nonsense, I trust your judgement, Lieutenant Baker," he turned back to the seamen.  "You heard me, redo those restraints for transport."

Lieutenant Fran Baker felt that L-C Greene was wrong in his actions with regard to the restraint of the prisoners, but as a subordinate officer on the scene, there was nothing she could do about it.  At least he sent one of his men along to guard the prisoners for the flight.  As well, he had the chopper ferry Dr. Baker back to the upper plateau, but insisted that the copter pick up Able Seaman Mathews in her place.  She would fly to Esquimalt with the prisoners to act as a medical presence since Dr. Baker refused to leave because of her other patients on the island.




Chapter 22

Everyone except Linda and Keri were ready to sit down to lunch when they heard the chopper circle around and land down below.  For some reason that he would never be able to explain, Karl decided he wanted to see the helicopter take the prisoners away.  He excused himself from the table and walked out onto the porch.

When the helicopter lifted from down below, then landed in the goat yard, Karl wandered over to the end of the porch nearest the gate to see what was happening.  He was surprised to see the young woman who had been acting as a guard waiting for it.  He was even more surprised to see her climb inside the chopper after the doctor climbed out.  When the young woman's body came flying back out, knocking the doctor to the ground, Karl leaped into action.  He wheeled to grab his rifle, then set off at a run toward the field.

As he ran, he saw the copter actually quiver as if something large were being thrown around inside it.  Then the huge body of the man who had attacked Trudy and raped Keri came leaping out and looked as if he was about to attack the doctor.  Karl didn't pause to think, he simply stopped, raised his rifle, and shot.  His shot was echoed an instant later by one from the helicopter, then another from the remaining Navy guard standing near the goat shed.  Although Karl levered another shell into his rifle, he knew it wasn't needed.  This time a Kevlar vest wouldn't save the raping bastard's life.  He hadn't aimed for the man's chest.  Instead he'd made good his previous resolve and had dotted an eye.  Even while he was reloading his rifle, Karl was running toward the fallen bodies of the doctor and the young woman.  By the time he had reached them, both women were showing signs of movement and the helicopter pilot was looking out the door.

"Hold it sir.  Drop your rifle and stay where you are," the pilot ordered, holding a pistol aimed at Karl.

It took Karl an instant to realize that the order was meant for him, so he stared at the pilot in surprise, but he slowly lowered his rifle.

"It's all right, Captain," he heard the guard call from behind him.  "This man lives here.  He's one of the people we're protecting."

"Right," Dr. Baker said shortly.  "Only, I'd say in this case he was the one protecting us.  Thank you, Karl.  That was a damn good shot."

"Jesus Christ, how did that big bastard get loose," the pilot snapped.

The little service woman who had rolled from on top of Dr. Baker sat up.  Sitting up, she muttered; "He was loose … when I got in.  He just exploded upward … and he kicked me.  He hit me so hard that … I flew right out … of the chopper."

She gasped then, and grabbing at her chest, she seemed to crumple.  The doctor shifted to look at her closely, then grabbed her wrist.

"Captain, radio back to L-C Greene and get some help up here.  We've got a woman who needs to be carried on a stretcher and a dead man who needs to be loaded back onto your helicopter.  Don't anyone touch the body of that dead son-of-a-bitch for now though.  Leave him where he is at the moment."

"Yes Ma'am," the pilot disappeared back inside the chopper.

"Wilcox, in my pack there are some emergency blankets.  Cover the dead man with one and give me one for Mathews," Dr. Baker ordered the guard who had come up.  "Be careful though.  Don't touch any of the bodily fluids leaking from the dead man's wounds.  Wear some of the latex gloves out of the medical pack just in case you accidentally brush against him."

"Yes Ma'am," the guard said quietly, moving to obey her

"Are you sure the son-of-a-bitch is dead?" Karl growled.  "The cock sucker came back to life on me once before."

"Yes Karl, I don't even have to look closely to know he's dead.  A rifle bullet shot directly into the eye will definitely destroy a man's brain.  However, right now I have a young woman who probably has broken ribs and needs attention.  I'm the only doctor around, but I'm also the senior officer on site, so I'm in charge.  I want you get to hell back to the house and stay there.  I'll speak to you later."

"Yes Ma'am," Karl said quietly and walked slowly toward the house.

-o0o-

Keri awakened in Linda's arms, but the first thing she thought of was the bathroom, then she realized that she hurt badly.  And, oh was she ever thirsty, her mouth and throat felt bone dry.  All she could do was moan.

"Oh, you're awake," Linda sighed and then to Keri's delight, she helped her sit up and held a glass of water to her lips.  "Ely warned me that you'd be very thirsty, so try a sip of this."

After Keri's first sip of water, Linda pulled the glass away.

"Sorry Love, but Ely said to just let you sip a bit at a time, and not to let you gulp too much at once," she sighed, her eyes brimming with tears.

Keri nodded, able now to lick her lips and try to smile.

"More?" she pled, her voice a croaking sound.

Another sip, then a pause, another sip and suddenly Keri absolutely had to go to the bathroom.  Her guts almost tied in a knot as she cramped up.

"Toilet!" she groaned.

It was all she could do to get to the bathroom, even with Linda helping her.  She hurt so much it was hard to move, but once she was there, the relief was tremendous.  Keri actually moaned as her bladder drained.

"Are you okay?" Linda seemed so tender, so caring.

"Oh God, it's such a relief," Keri couldn't help moaning.

The feeling was so intense that she actually felt tears come to her eyes.  Linda just smiled at her and began to run the tub full of water.

"When you're done there, how about a nice warm bath?"

"I guess, but … is it raining?"

"No, it looks like it might, but I don't think it is now."

"Then could you help me to step out on the deck?  I don't know why, but I want some fresh air before I do anything else."

"Honey, then if I have to go downstairs and throw your dad out of his wheelchair, we're going out on the deck," Linda grinned at her.

"Oh, I might be slow, but I think I can walk," Keri smiled back.  "I do hurt though, so let's take it easy."

They made it out to the deck quite easily, but when Keri saw the tents, Linda had to explain that Karl and George had called in the Navy.  Linda also told her that Karl hadn't killed Keri's attacker before since he was wearing a bullet proof vest, but that two special agents, who were there with the Navy, had caught him that morning.  They were still standing there when the helicopter came in to land and they stared in shock at the happenings that followed.  Keri went white and whimpered when she saw her attacker dive out of the helicopter and gain his feet, but she heaved a sigh and nearly collapsed after he was shot.  Somehow, Linda managed to get her back to bed, then she ran downstairs to get Ely.

Keri's eyes were open when Linda and Ely came racing back into the room.

"Is he dead?" she snarled.  "Was Karl able to kill that bastard this time?"

"We don't know yet," Ely answered.

"Well, find out, please!" Keri demanded.  "I've got to know that the big bastard is dead and done with.  If he isn't, I'm going down there with my shotgun and I'll blow his fucking head right off."

Ely hurried downstairs, meeting Karl at the front steps to the porch.

"Keri wants to know, is that bastard dead?"

Karl just nodded, then slowly collapsed into one of the deck chairs, but Ely simply turned and raced back inside.  At that moment he felt very old.

-o0o-

When L-C Greene had insisted that the prisoners' arms had to be fastened in front of them for the flight, Dr. Baker had protested, but she was alone in her protest.  Still, she felt uneasy as she climbed into the helicopter with them, so just to be sure, she did a quick check on the prisoners once she was inside the chopper.  All of them seemed to be fully relaxed and still under the influence of the sedative that she'd administered.  Since that amount of sedative was meant to last a very large man for a minimum of an hour, she relaxed slightly during the short flight up to the plateau.

As the chopper settled in for a landing, she heard a slight grinding noise that she couldn't identify.  Not being an experienced flier, she simply thought it was another of the odd sounds a helicopter makes.  As soon as she saw Able Seaman Mathews appear at the open door, she handed out her pack and her medical bag, then climbed out herself.  While she bent to pick up her burden, Mathews was boarding.  Dr. Baker was completely unprepared for Mathews' body to come hurtling out of the helicopter and land atop her, so the impact sent both of them sprawling on the ground.

Even as she hit the ground and had the breath knocked from her, she twisted, trying to get free of Mathews' weight, trying to get up, trying to free her sidearm.  She knew that she had to free her gun in order to use it to protect herself.  She knew instantly that one of the prisoners had broken free and that he was dangerous.  She knew that she had to get up and she had to help the single guard who was still in the copter, but Mathews' body held her down, slowing her movement.  She saw the huge prisoner get to his feet, saw him physically throw the remaining guard aside just as if he was tossing a fly.  Then the massive felon was leaping out, regaining his feet.  Somehow he was free, on the ground, outside the helicopter, standing over her.

He was a towering menace, his eyes like gimlets as he glared at her, still she struggled to move, fought to protect herself, time seemed to creep.  She knew that threatening giant was going to kill her, yet she was helpless.  She saw his hand lift and had the time to notice the blood on his wrist.  She even had time to realize that he'd injured himself as he'd struggled to get free, but that hand was now a claw and she knew it was going to tear her throat open …

Then she heard a shot and immediately saw one eye explode, saw the glowering face balloon for an instant, then it was suddenly thrown to one side and bounced off one of the giant's shoulders.  Almost at the same instant she heard another shot, then a third, the last two coming so close together they were almost simultaneous.  The towering body was hit, falling to one side and away from her as it crashed to the ground.  Finally she managed to get a grip on Mathew's body and began to press her own body to one side in order to gain her freedom.

Her mind was still operating at tremendous speed, and she recognized that she was high on adrenaline.  She knew that the first shot she'd heard had been Karl's because the sound of the shot had been different from a military weapon.  The second shot came from a military rifle, while the third was a pistol of some sort.  She struggled to regain her feet and saw Karl coming toward her, his rifle at his hip, but still pointed in the general direction of the thug, still ready for use.

"Hold it, sir.  Drop your rifle and stay where you are," she heard the pilot order and saw that he was holding a pistol aimed at Karl.

She saw Karl pause and stare at the pilot in surprise, but at least he lowered his rifle.  Then Wilcox spoke up for Karl and the pilot eased off and put the pistol aside.

Lieutenant Fran Baker paused for an instant then, assessing the situation.  She had injured people to care for, so she had to be a doctor, but since she knew that she was also the highest ranked officer on the site, she needed to make decisions as well.  Instantly her mind dropped into command mode.  She began to set things to order, simply telling people what to do and operating by rote.  She even ordered Karl to move away.

"I want you get to hell back to the house and stay there.  I'll speak to you later," she told him brusquely.

"Yes, Ma'am," he answered, which surprised her and she took an instant to stare at his retreating back, he didn't sound like himself.

She realized she didn't have time to worry about that right now.  Ordering Mathews to lie still, she moved to the chopper to see about the condition of the other two prisoners and the guard.  Both prisoners seemed to be under the influence of the sedative as yet, but the guard was lying buckled over a seat in an awkward position.  Just from the angle of his arm, she knew he was injured, perhaps having a broken or dislocated shoulder.  Leaving him, she turned to the pilot who was just putting down the microphone from the radio.

"Captain, are you done with your calls?" she asked.

"Yeah, that was Greene.  The stupid ass wanted to know what you did wrong, ma'am.  I set him straight that it was his fault for tying that crook's hands where he could get free."

"Thank you for your support, Captain, but you shouldn't have done that.  After all, he is a commanding officer."

"Ma'am, this is just between you and me, but he's a commanding ass-hole.  I should have backed you up on the issue of their hands, but I was busy with the engine of the chopper and missed my chance.  I don't care who knows how I feel.  I'm a civilian pilot, not military.  I just got drawn into this because I was needed, so fuck the Navy palaver and the military bull shit.  I tell 'em like I see 'em.  And I intend to talk to the big brass in person about this when I get back to Esquimalt.  I'll tell them straight out that they've got a loose cannon running around out here and they need to muzzle the son-of-a-bitch before the prick gets somebody else killed.  Now, how long do you expect that we'll be on the ground?"

"Oh … uh, well … we need help to move people, but we shouldn't shift things until there's been witnesses to what went on.  Why, is there a problem?"

"Fuel, Ma'am," the pilot sighed.  "If I let the chopper idle for long, I'll need fuel before I can go anywhere."

"Then would it help to shut the engine down?"

"Yes, Ma'am."

"So do it," she ordered.  "Peacock can handle radio traffic."

"Oh, the batteries will be good for a while.  This thing is rigged with extra batteries because of all the cameras and gear it usually carries," the pilot smiled as he set about shutting down the craft.

"When you're done shutting down, I could use a hand here," Dr Baker said as she turned back to the injured guard.

"Can I help with that, Ma'am?" Wilcox, asked from outside the door.

"No, Wilcox, you're on guard duty.  I want you to keep an eye out for any other possible problems," she snapped.  "But, since you're standing right there, would you check on Mathews please, is she breathing okay?"

"Yes Ma'am, she's not doing too bad," he answered.  "She appears to be in pain and her breathing is shallow and laboured.  Her heart beat is rapid, but steady.  However, she's still under stress, if she has broken ribs, that's within the norm."

Dr Baker looked up at him in surprise.  "Do you have medical training?"

"Not really, but I was a volunteer fireman before I got into the Navy," he answered.  "I used to attend a few EMT calls.  Mathews will be okay, if she get's proper care fairly soon."

"Okay, but you may be flying out on this chopper later because of that EMT experience.  For now though, I still need you to keep guard," she replied, trying to ease the injured sailor who'd been on guard duty into a better position.

In only a moment the pilot was helping her.  They got him turned, then settled on the floor.  She found that he did have a dislocated shoulder, as well as a broken jaw, and probably a concussion.  From his laboured breathing, she suspected he had cracked or broken ribs as well.  There wasn't much she could do though, since she didn't have the facilities to treat either him or Mathews properly.

"Damn, this man needs to go to the hospital, so does Mathews," she announced.  "But, I have to take a chance, we need to reseat his shoulder now.  It can't wait or it will require an operation to put it back into position.  Wilcox, get in here for a moment, we'll let the Flight Captain keep an eye out from the cargo door.  I need you to hold this man's body steady while I try to put his shoulder joint back in place."

"Ma'am, I've done that job before and sometimes it takes a lot of strength," Wilcox said as he scrambled into the chopper.

"I know Wilcox, but what I'm more worried about is having him shift inadvertently; we could puncture a lung with the end of a broken rib if things go wrong."

They carefully positioned both their patient and themselves, then began by slowly applying pressure.  To the surprise of both of them, they had hardly applied any pressure when the man's shoulder made a dull popping sound and seemed to jump back into place almost on it's own.

Dr Baker looked at Wilcox and smiled.  "Thank you, Wilcox."

"Yes, Ma'am," Wilcox said quietly.  "That has to be the easiest replacement of a dislocation on the books."

"I think when they x-ray this man, they're going to find that he has damage to that socket from previous injuries," she frowned slightly.  "It popped into place as if it had been dislocated and restored before."

"Someone's coming on the run," the pilot broke in at that moment.  "He's in uniform though."

Wilcox was out the door, on the ground, and standing guard almost instantly, then he snorted.

"It's Springfield, Ma'am," he said, then chuckled.  "Of course he'd be the first guy back.  He's on the ball.  Oh, there comes Elgin too, Ma'am.  That's not a surprise either."

Dr Baker breathed easier at that news.  When Springfield got to the chopper, she explained in detail what had happened.  While she spoke, she was finishing any treatment she could on the guard, then doing what she could do for Mathews.

Springfield was furious that L-C Greene had insisted the men be retied with their hands in front, but managed to control his anger.  When Dr Baker asked about L-C Greene and the rest of the men, he had to tell her that he and Elgin had been ordered to climb up and assist her.  Meanwhile all the others, including Winchester, were still hunting the last fugitive.  He watched her grit her teeth, but was surprised when after a few seconds of thought, she spoke calmly.

"All right, if that's the way things are, that's what they are.  Wilcox, you will go in the chopper just in case an emergency crops up with either of our two injured.  Elgin, you go too, you'll be there to guard the two prisoners.  We'll wrap up the corpse of the rapist in another of those emergency blankets to make sure no one touches him inadvertently and we'll send him along," she turned to the pilot.  "You'll have to contact the base at Esquimalt, then fly directly there so they can get these patients under care as quickly as possible.  That is if you have enough fuel, if not, and if you have to land for fuel anywhere else, you'll be the only one to leave the helicopter during refuelling.  Understand?"

"I can make Esquimalt fine, but that leaves you with just one man here, Ma'am," the pilot protested.

"We'll do just fine," she said firmly.  "We've got Peacock on the radio as well."

"What do we say when they want a report about the situation?" Elgin asked.

"Just tell the truth," Springfield said quietly.  "I guarantee that there won't be any whitewash on this situation.  Someone's ass will be in the sling this time."

"Yes, Sir," Wilcox snapped

Springfield saw that Wilcox had to work to keep the smile off his face and guessed that he had little love for L-C Greene.  He imagined that Wilcox's report was going to be somewhat caustic and wouldn't leave out anything that had happened.  He shrugged, knowing that part of that report would show that he had actually gone outside of L-C Greene's orders himself.  That didn't really bother him much, he'd been reprimanded by the regular forces before.  Another slap on the wrist wasn't anything he expected to lose sleep over.

-o0o-

It only took a few minutes before the chopper was loaded and it had lifted off.  Once they were in the air and leveled off in flight, the pilot turned to Wilcox who was riding in the jump seat.

"Does she really know what she's doing?  She does only have the one effective man."

"Hmph," Wilcox snorted.  "She's got Springfield, Peacock, and ol' Karl, those three are about equal to a fucking regiment in most people's books."

"I don't get you?"

"Springfield is JTF2, that means the best of the best in all of the forces.  Peacock is not only a great radio op, but he's also a crack shot.  Karl put a shot in that big galoot's eye at about a hundred yards … while running as hard as he could.  To top that off, I heard a rumour that Karl claims the women in the house can out shoot him four ways from Sunday.  Right now that place is like a killer bee's nest that's been disturbed.  Anyone walking in there and trying to raise trouble would be in deep trouble themselves.  I'd rather tackle getting into Fort Knox than try to attack that house."

"Oh, I forgot about the civilians," the pilot was a lot quieter.

"Well, the rumour was that Karl warned L-C Greene that if the guy who raped the women in his family showed up on their doorstep, they'd treat him like a varmint.  I'd say Greene should have listened a little closer," Wilcox chuckled.  "I was in the mess tent this morning when Karl heard that the guy he'd shot had been wearing a Kevlar vest.  He said, sort of quiet like, "If I'd known that, I'd have shot him in the eye."  I wrapped up that body just now.  There's a two-inch hole in the back side of that guy's skull and his brains are splattered all over the side of your chopper.  Oh, and his right eye seems to have disappeared.  I'd say ol' Karl made good his promise.  He shot first too, so the guy was already dead by the time you and I pulled the trigger."

The pilot suddenly remembered ordering the old guy to lower his rifle and he recalled the quiet look the old man had given him before lowering the rifle.  That's when a shiver ran down his spine.

For some reason, the rest of the flight back to Esquimalt was made with hardly any conversation.

-o0o-

As the helicopter flew off, Dr Baker and Springfield both sighed softly, then turned to stare at each other.

"Why did you sigh, Springfield," the doctor asked quietly.

"I should have 'accidentally' held that sleeper hold just a bit longer when I put Karpichov out, then neither of those people would have gotten hurt," he answered honestly.  "But, if you repeat that, I'll deny I said it."

Dr Baker smiled.  "And I was thinking that I should have either given him a larger dose of sedative because of his size or insisted that Greene leave his hands double tied and behind his back."

"I can't believe Greene had the bastard's hands retied.  Single tied, with plasti-cuffs, and his hands in the front?" Springfield asked incredulously.

"Yeah, I protested, but he said the men were asleep, so what did it matter.  Having them tied in front was supposed to make it easier to transport them.  As well, he said it was more humane.  He claimed that he didn't want to have anyone in his command accused of maltreating a prisoner."

"Well, those plasti-cuffs were temporary anyway.  Why didn't he at least use regular handcuffs?  I know we had several pairs issued for this mission.  This was a police action and we were expecting up to half a dozen arrests."

"I really don't know anything about that, however I'd best get busy.  Right now I want to check in with Leading Seaman Peacock.  First to report to Esquimalt that the chopper is coming back with two injured personnel, two prisoners, and a body.  Then secondly I want to check if there are any preliminary results from those blood tests.  After that I want to see Keri and Trudy to see how they are doing.  I wish we had one more man up here to spell you off.  Before you do anything else though, I'd like you to speak with Karl.  I think actually having to shoot that big brute upset him badly, but I think he'd listen to you if you explained to him that it was necessary.  Someone had to do it, and it was poetic justice that Karl happened to be outside, with his gun handy.

"Oh, don't get him wrong," Springfield snorted.  "He knows that shooting that thug was necessary, but it probably still upset him.  By the way, if you want, I can have another man here in under a quarter hour.  Remember there are two men down guarding Karl's boat.  I can have Gatling send up his mate up here.  He'd be fine on his own for a while."

"Which would leave him alone on the boat with a fugitive still free and running loose in that area?  I don't like that either.  I suppose we can make do for the two-hour round trip the chopper will take getting to Esquimalt and back.  Either that, or I'll get help from down bottom, L-C Greene has got to be made to understand that we need help.  Now I have to get over to Peacock.  You can check to make sure that the area is relatively secure, then please talk to Karl."

"Ma'am, I would like to have a second man here.  In fact, I pretty well need another man," Springfield frowned.  "He can always rush back to the boat if necessary.  Besides, Greene's going to want to keep the men down there for support of his hunt.  What worries me is that the guy they're hunting for may have found a way to climb up the cliffs and might well be up in this area.  I'm not as pessimistic as Karl about someone scaling those cliffs."

"My military training isn't up to yours, Springfield, and I know it.  You do what you think best," she said as she turned away.  "I'll warn Peacock to have a sidearm handy though, since you think we may have a surprise visitor."

"Now, just a minute, I really don't expect to be under attack …" Springfield started to say, but his voice trailed off as he realized he was only speaking to her back as she hurried away.

-o0o-

Karl sat on the front porch absently stroking the dog, his mind in turmoil.  This time there was no doubt, he had taken a man's life and he'd done it in front of witnesses.  What truly tortured him was that he didn't feel guilt, instead he felt relief.  That actually frightened him.  All his life he had been taught that a human life was sacred.  Now he'd been forced to shoot a man in cold blood.  He was almost terrified because it had been so easy to do and it had felt so right.  He sighed softly, worried that the action of shooting a man that he'd learned to hate was going to haunt his life.

Even though his mind was wrestling with it's own demons, his eyes still scanned the area, and his rifle was near to hand.  In his own way, he was still on guard against danger.  He noticed the activity around the helicopter and he saw Springfield arrive from below first, followed only seconds later by Elgin.  However, he was astounded when everyone left in the chopper, leaving only the doctor and Springfield behind.  His mind made note of the happenings, but he didn't move, instead he sat there quietly, watching and taking note of what went on.

When the doctor hurried off toward the tents and Springfield approached the front steps, his eyes seemed to finally focus on something in particular.  He sighed deeply at Springfield's frown.

"Hello Karl," Springfield said quietly.

"Hi."

"You okay?"

"No!" Karl snapped, answering honestly.

"It's a bitch ain't it?" Springfield eased into the other deck chair and absently stroked the dog's head when Bruno swung his head to check his scent.

"How the hell can you do it?" Karl almost whispered.

"I don't know," Springfield answered.  "Part of it's training, I guess?"

Both of them sat silently for a moment, both of them waiting for the other to speak.

"I suppose it's like gardening," Springfield finally sighed.  "Someone has to chop down the thistles or they'll choke out the peas and carrots."

"Mmm," Karl grunted, as if forced to acknowledge the other man's words.

"He'd probably have killed the Doctor, you know?"

"I guess."

"It might not have been your shot that killed him either.  Both Peters and Wilcox shot him too."

"Not fucking likely that they shot first, but it doesn't matter.  I didn't miss."

"So what?"

"Pardon?"

"You were protecting a life.  He was a raving maniac at that moment, bent on murder.  If I or even L-C Greene had been here, we'd have done exactly what you did, only maybe not so well."

"Whatever."

"Don't you damn well give me that, you old bastard," Springfield growled.  "Under the circumstances, you had to do exactly what you did.  You didn't have a choice in the matter.  You know you didn't.  There isn't a court in the land that would do anything, but commend you for what you did.  So how can you be so upset with yourself?"

"That's just it," Karl finally snapped an answer.  "It was too bloody easy.  I didn't even think.  I just reacted.  I saw who it was and what he was doing.  I simply had to stop him, so I shot him.  Now he's dead!"

"Did you have any other way to stop him?"

"Fuck no.  I was too far away."

"Did anyone else have a chance of stopping him?"

"Not that I could see."

"So, let's get this straight.  Circumstance put you in a position where you were forced to react.  You reacted in the only manner open to you at that time.  Your action was identical to what any civilized man's reaction would have been in the same circumstances.  Yet you're sitting here condemning yourself for your action."

"No, not really," Karl sighed.  "I know I had to do what I did, I'm just upset that I don't feel guilty."

"Ah, I see," Springfield nodded.  "The ten commandments, especially 'Thou shalt not kill.' Didn't the bible also back David when he 'slew' Goliath?"

"I'm not David and he wasn't Goliath," Karl sighed.

"No, but those two bullies would have been comfortable with each other and I think you'd have liked David.  As it is, you were a man who was doing his best to protect others from being maimed, raped or murdered.  You weren't judging the bastard.  You were acting on a certainty.  You'd already had one illustration of what he would do if he was free.  This time you had the chance to prevent him from doing it again."

"And what happens the next time someone threatens me or mine?  That's what scares me."

"I imagine you'll make a judgment call," Springfield smiled and stood.  "Now, although I can keep an eye on most of this place while I'm sitting here, I am supposed to be guarding the whole encampment, not just you and your house.  I'm pretty well it, at least until everyone returns from hunting for the fourth crook down below that is.  I do have another helper coming, but I'm going to ask you to have everyone in your family stick close to the house for now.  Is that all right?"

"We're already doing that," Karl sighed.  "I guess I could go inside for now though."

"It might be an idea.  There's still that one guy on the loose and if you're inside, there will be one less target for me to worry about him shooting," Springfield walked down the porch steps to begin his rounds.

-o0o-

Keri hurt, part of it was physical, because she had been attacked, raped, and sodomized, but mostly she knew her pain was made worse because she'd been brutally dominated.  She'd been given no choice, but had to suffer the humiliation of having her body sexually penetrated against her will.  What that bastard had done was unforgivable and she was glad he was dead.  She knew she should feel grateful to Karl for killing the prick, but in a way she wished the son of a bitch was still alive, just so she could extract some revenge herself.  Yet when she tried to think of something that she would relish doing to torture the son-of-a-bitch, her mind reeled away from the idea.  She just couldn't torture anyone, couldn't extract revenge.  Any treatment of that sort simply sickened her.

She felt someone move beside her on the bed and without thinking, she pulled away.  It was wrong, no one should touch her, she was dirty, tainted, unclean.  She rolled into a ball, trying to get away, trying to hide.  Her mind screamed at her to tell them to leave her, just let her wither away, let her die.  She had to …

"Oh God!" she screamed suddenly, her body straightening so quickly that she threw Linda off of the edge of the bed.

Keri sat up, her face a mask of torment.

"My baby, did he hurt my baby?" she moaned, staring at Ely in terror.

"We don't think so," Ely answered immediately.  "So far there's no sign that the baby has been hurt."

"Oh God, you have got to find out.  You're the nurse, get a doctor, do something!  I have to know!" she shouted.

"There's a doctor here already.  So far she thinks that you're okay and that the baby is fine, but right now she has her hands full.  The son of a bitch who attacked you just hurt a lot of other people and she's the only medical person here, so she has to care for them."

"I thought Karl killed the bastard?" Keri questioned.

"He did, but he didn't even see the ugly son of a bitch until after the other people had been hurt."

"You're sure my baby is still healthy?"

"Yes love, as far as we can tell, your baby is fine," Linda answered as she got up from the floor.  "But, we have to keep you healthy, so your body can keep him healthy."

"Oh shit, I'm so screwed up," Keri began to cry.  "I just want to die, but I don't want my baby to die.  I don't know what I want."

"Well, to keep your baby healthy, you need something to drink, as well as something to eat." Ely said patiently.  "I've got some orange juice here.  Would you like that to start?"

"Oh yes, I am thirsty," Keri managed to smile wanly as she took the glass and drank deeply.

"I have a pill that might help you feel less threatened by things," Ely added.  "Would you take it for me?  You can swallow it with your juice."

"A sleeping pill again?" Keri asked.

"No dear, a mild tranquillizer.  You'll still be able to think clearly, but it will take the edge off of the painful thoughts."

"Do I have to take it?" Keri asked.

"No, but it would help you to rest easier and that will make everything better for both you and your baby."

"Okay," Keri sighed, as she took the pill.  "If it will help the baby, I guess I should."

"Now, what would you like to eat?" Linda asked with a smile.

"I don't care really," she shook her head.  "I'm not really hungry.  Could I have a bath and another glass of orange juice while I think about it?"

"Certainly," Ely answered.  "Linda and I can help you to the tub, then I'll get the orange juice.  Linda can stay up here with you in case you need anything else."

A few minutes later, she was leaning back in the tub of hot water, Ely had gone downstairs, but Linda sat on the edge of the tub.  Keri looked up at her and seemed slightly upset.

"Linda, I'm sorry," she whispered.  "I know this is hard on you, but right now I'd just like to sit here and soak all by myself for a bit."

"You don't want me here?" Linda looked like she wanted to cry.

"I do, but again I don't," Keri sighed.  "Right now I just want to … aw hell, I don't know what I want, but mostly for a bit, I just want to be alone, okay?"

"You're not going to do anything are you?  Not anything to hurt yourself?"

"You don't have to worry about that," Keri sighed softly, knowing without the words being spoken that Linda was worried about suicide.  "I couldn't do that.  If I hurt myself, I'd be hurting my baby too, and that just isn't about to happen, not if I can prevent it."

"Okay, I'll be just outside if you need anything," Linda tried to hide a frown.

Keri could hear the hurt in her voice.  She was certain that Linda loved her and she knew that in her own way she loved Linda, yet the idea of having her nearby felt unsettling at the moment.  She knew Ely was going to be back in a minute or two with her glass of orange juice.  It seemed that Ely understood.  Ely stood close by in support, yet she didn't impose, but then Ely was her sister and Linda was her lover and…

"Oh my!  Am I afraid of hurting Linda?" Keri thought and then her mind twisted her thought.  "Or, am I afraid of Linda hurting me?"

She didn't know, but she knew she had to resolve her reasons before too long, otherwise she would hurt Linda just by drawing away.

"That Bastard, that dirty rotten bastard!  He's even screwed up Linda's life because he screwed up mine," her mind twisted again, running off onto another tangent.

She forced herself to remember that he was dead.  He couldn't hurt her again.

"I hope the son of a bitch burns in hell," she condemned him.

"Get off this tack girl!  He's gone and you're here and your baby is fine.  Ely said there's a doctor here and she said everything was okay.  The baby hasn't been hurt."

"He's gone and the baby is fine.  He's gone and the baby is fine," she repeated the thought over and over, leaning back and trying to relax.

The repetitive mantra worked, or else the pill did.  She relaxed, began to breathe slower, and deeper.  Now she was thirsty again, really thirsty.  Where was Ely?  She'd said she was going to bring back another glass of orange juice.  She licked her lips, tasting the tiny remnant of orange juice that had coated them, making her want another glass even more.

"Linda?" she called plaintively.

"Yes Love," Linda answered, stepping back into the bathroom instantly.

"Didn't Ely say she was going to get me some orange juice?" Keri's voice was pleading, almost whining.

"Unh huh, I don't know what's keeping her," Linda agreed.  "Would you like me to run see?"

"Oh please, yes.  But could you get me a glass of water first?  I'm so very thirsty."

Linda turned and ran out, coming back with an icy cold glass of water in seconds.

"I'll go see if there's a problem with the orange juice," she said and darted out the door again.

Linda ran downstairs and saw Ely stirring something in the kitchen while chatting with Trudy.

"Ely, Keri seems so thirsty.  Could there be something wrong.  I mean I had to get her another glass of water.  She seems so thirsty.  She was wondering what happened to you and …" she began to rattle on.

"Easy Linda.  Easy, she's mildly dehydrated," Ely interrupted.  "She didn't have anything to drink for almost twenty-four hours.  I had to mix up more orange juice and the concentrate was frozen solid, so it takes a few minutes.  However, there's a pot of fresh tea on the counter.  Why don't you fill a mug and add a spoonful of honey to it, she usually likes that?  This bloody concentrate is taking forever to thaw and mix in."

"You're sure she'd like tea?" Linda sounded uncertain.

"Yes, she likes tea and honey," Ely smiled, then she frowned.  "Linda, for a while she may seem to want to pull away from you.  Just remember that it's not your fault.  She's reacting to what's happened to her."

Linda didn't seem to acknowledge what Ely said, only hurrying to fix the cup of tea and rush off to take it upstairs.

As soon as she was gone, Trudy looked at Ely.  "If Keri's dehydrated so badly, she's not bleeding internally is she?"

"I doubt it, Trudy.  Her blood pressure is fine and she doesn't seem to be passing blood.  At least not from a quick glance that I had when I peeked after she went to the bathroom, just before getting her into the tub.  I'm sure she's just slightly dehydrated.  We'll be able to tell in a short while, but I will mention it to the doctor."

"I don't think the doctor would miss something as obvious as that.  I like her and I think she's quite competent."

"Fran?  Yeah, I like her too," Ely smiled.  "By the way, how are you doing today?  Are you feeling any more limber?"

"A lot better, thank you," Trudy grinned.  "But George says he's never seen bruises the colour of some of mine.  He says green and yellow skin doesn't suit me."

"Just tell him that means they're healing quickly," Ely grinned back.  "And how is he today?"

"Pissed off.  All the local radio signals from the military are either in code or so strong they're distorted too badly to understand.  He's even getting frustrated with the other news he's getting."

"Hmm, hold that thought.  This orange juice looks drinkable and I'd like to look Keri over a bit more.  I'll be back in a few minutes."

"Okay, do you think I should come up and see her too?"

"Not right now," Ely opined.  "From the way she pulled away from Linda a while ago, I think she may be starting to go through that 'don't touch me, I'm unclean' stage that a rape victim can have."

"Oh no," Trudy sighed.  "That could be extremely hard on someone like her."

"Yeah, and on Linda too," Ely said, taking a large glass of orange juice and heading upstairs.

When she walked into the bathroom, Linda was leaned against the counter by the sink.  She looked like she wanted more than anything to be closer to Keri, but was forcing herself to hold back.  Keri was laying back in the tub and had it brim full of water.  She looked up at Ely and sighed softly.

"Thank you," she sighed lifting her hand to take the glass of juice, then taking a small sip.  "I think I'm finally getting enough liquid into me and around me."

"You have a whole day to make up for," Ely smiled.  "Now, I need to ask you, how does your body feel.  Where do you hurt and how much?"

"My ass hurts a bit, but mostly it itches.  Then I have some scrapes on my belly that hurt a bit," Kelly spoke slowly.  "Other than that, I suppose the best description is that I feel like I was run over by a bus."

"No aches inside your belly?"

"Unh uh.  Not after I used the can the second time, but …"

"But what?"

Keri took a deep breath and slowly let it out, as she stared at Linda.  "Look, I don't know how to explain it, but I feel dirty, okay?  It's like I was dirty from the inside.  I don't want to pull away from touching you, but I feel that I have to.  I'm scared if I touch you, you'll get dirty too."

Ely could feel the tears come to her eyes and she saw that Linda was crying too.

"You aren't dirty and you never were," Ely said firmly.  "We love you very much.  All of us do and that hasn't changed one bit.  We'll do our best to give you as much space as you need, but if you want a hug at any time, all of us are here."

"Thank you," Keri sniffled, crying as well.

-o0o-

George was frustrated.  He was listening to the happenings of the world at large and it sounded as if the whole damn world was going to hell in a hand basket.  On top of that, he was getting news from all over the world, yet he couldn't find out what was happening here on the island.  He wanted to talk to someone, anyone.  Just what the hell was going on?

"Trudy," he called finally.  "Could I speak to you, please?"

"Yes, Dear," she answered, coming to see him quickly.

"Is there any chance I could talk to Karl?" he sighed.  "I feel like a mushroom …"

"You aren't being kept in the dark and fed bull-shit," Trudy grinned at him.  "Right now Karl is talking to Springfield on the front porch, but I'm sure he'll have to come inside soon.  He never even finished his lunch and he's still got to finish installing that damn toilet."

"Okay, I suppose I can wait a bit longer," George sighed deeply.  "I am finding all of this rigmarole exceptionally frustrating.  Considering that we have the military here for our protection, it appears that Karl is actually the one who has been protecting them.  I find this forced confinement quite difficult as well.  I want to be in my den and surrounded by my books."

"Oh I understand you, and I understand that feeling completely," Trudy smiled and bent to kiss him lightly on the top of his balding head.  "At least you have the kids to keep you amused."

"To be honest, they're partially at the root of my frustration," he smiled sadly.  "I never thought I would say this, but my patience has worn very thin with their youthful exuberance."

"Oh, George," Trudy laughed aloud.  "Just think what they feel like.  Thank goodness we have home-school lessons to keep them busy.  They aren't any happier at being penned up inside this small cabin than you are."

"Mm, I suppose I should take that under consideration," he grumbled.  "However the fact that they are also suffering from frustration and ennui does not relieve my frustrations one iota."

"Well, what's new from the outside world?"

"Well, the eruptions from the various volcanoes appear to have lessened, but are still continuing to a certain extent.  In the case of the more local volcanoes, they would appear to have now eased back to only venting steam and smoke, at least in the main.  Meanwhile, that new flu is still spreading.  It's been reported in England and France at this point.  They believe it is being spread by airline passengers and some countries are threatening to cut off access of their airports to aircraft from selected countries.  For instance, Israel has sealed its borders, while others are threatening similar actions.  Of course France is screaming bloody murder about being barred from anywhere, claiming that although they happen to have a few cases of the flu, they feel they have it's spread fully contained.  Of course, as usual, no one believes their posturing."

"Stopping airline flights now is probably too little, too late," Trudy sighed.  "Have they decided that it's spread by contact then?"

"Yeah, remember the SARS thing?  From what I've heard, they feel it's vectoring in the same way, by close human contact.  The strange thing is that some people seem to have complete immunity, as if the virus itself was selective in selecting its victims."

"They've admitted that it's a virus now, have they?"

"I believe they have felt that to be true all along.  What I find truly bothersome is the fact that there is a strong rumour that it may be a bio-engineered virus, perhaps one being developed at a U.S.  government facility.  I thought the government of the U.S.  had entered a world-wide treaty not to investigate biological weapons or to research their potential possibilities and problems," he growled.

"George, you're jumping to conclusions based on rumour again," Trudy sighed softly.  "Now, I don't know the circumstances, and neither do you.  It may have been something else altogether."

"Oh Trudy, just look at the facts of the matter.  They've admitted that it came from a semi-secret biological research facility in the Nevada desert and that facility is owned and operated by the U.S. government.  What I find particularly offensive is that the initial infection was an accident, brought on by either sloth, corruption or stupidity.  It seems that the facility where it was contained was less quake proof than they had believed and a quake of 4.9 on the Richter scale broke one of the labs wide open.  Only 4.9 for Christ sake.  The quake that hit here was a 6.2 and all Karl lost was a window or two and a damn toilet.  Karl could have designed their bloody place better than their fancy engineers did."

"Well, Karl happens to be one of those 'fancy' engineers," Trudy grinned.

"Oh piddle," George waved his hand in dismissal.  "Karl happens to have a piece of paper that says he's an engineer.  He's much more than that.  Now where is he?  I'd really like to talk to him and find out some of what's happening here on the island."

"I'll go have a look for him, George," Trudy smiled at him.  "Then as soon as he has some free time, I'll have him come talk to you."

"Thanks, Love," George sighed and turned back to his radio.

Ely was sitting in the kitchen sipping a cup of tea and looking sad when Trudy came out of the room where she'd been talking to George.

"Something has upset you," she stated softly as she poured herself a cup of tea and joined Ely at the table.

"It's what I feared.  Keri says she feels dirty and that she's scared she might make the rest of us dirty if she touches us," Ely sighed through her tears.

"She hasn't heard about our fear of HIV has she?" Trudy said immediately, almost whispering.

"I don't think so, I don't think I've even mentioned it to Linda, let alone to Keri," Ely stated flatly, but nearly as quietly.  "I think what she's going through now is a reaction to being assaulted, but I don't know how to help her."

"There isn't much we can do," Trudy reached out and held Ely's hand gently.  "I think the best thing is to quietly continue to treat her with love and affection, but not to smother her or be too pushy."

"I just feel so helpless," Ely sighed.

"I know, it's getting to me as well, but then George and the kids are starting to get to me as well.  Being cooped up in the house for two days shouldn't be all that bad, but it's becoming bothersome."

"Well, this is different than being cooped up by the weather," Ely sighed.  "Right now we're actually frightened or at least apprehensive about going outside.  That makes our enforced confinement seem a lot worse."

"Yes, it feels like we are being imprisoned."

Just then the door opened and Karl stepped inside.  Ely leaped to her feet and went to him, hugging him tightly.

"You didn't get to finish lunch, are you still hungry?"

"Not really, is there any coffee on?"

"Tea.  Would that do?  Or I can make a small pot of coffee for you if you'd like," Ely frowned, his face was drawn and he looked downtrodden.

"Tea will do, I guess," Karl answered and as he sat down at the table.

"What's wrong?" Ely asked.  "You look like you're upset."

"That's putting it mildly," he groaned softly.  "I think I need a pain pill again and I'm thoroughly pissed off with L-C Greene.  If it wasn't for him two people wouldn't have been badly hurt and that degenerate bastard wouldn't be dead."

He had hardly started to explain when there was a knock on the door.

"I'll get it Mom," David called, running over.

Before anyone could say or do anything, he had opened the door, it was the doctor.

"Hello," she said stepping into the room.  "Sorry I'm late on checking my patients, I was inadvertently held up."

"We noticed," Karl snapped.

"Ah, my hero," she smiled as she walked toward him.  "And how is your arthritis?"

"Right now, I ache," Karl admitted.  "My knees are giving me hell."

"Well, if you must insist on running around the yard like a teenager, you'll have to expect some aches and pains," she smiled.  "Now, how bad is the pain?"

"Bad enough that I'm enjoying sitting," he answered.  "Now you seem in a lot better mood, may I ask why?"

"First, let's take your temperature and you might as well open your shirt, I want to check your heart and lungs."

As Karl opened his mouth to speak, she filled it with a thermometer, then she smiled at him.

"Now that you have something in your mouth to keep you quiet, I can answer your question about my mood.  Lieutenant - Commander Greene will almost certainly be relieved of command.  In fact a helicopter carrying Commander Davis is on its way here from Esquimalt as we speak.  The two seamen who were injured are already in the base hospital and so are the two captives.  The captives will be under twenty-four-hour guard.  Now, no sounds, I want to listen to your innards."

"Deep breath, please?" she asked in a second.  "Ah, do that again."

Her forehead creased into a frown and she tapped his chest with her finger as she listened.  After asking him to take another deep breath, she stood straight and took the thermometer from his mouth, checking it absently.

"I'm surprised.  You're in far better shape than you were yesterday, your breathing is much more regular and you've lost a wheezing sound that you had then."

"Not surprising," Karl waved a hand.  "I've practically been forced to rest because of the insistence of you Navy people.  Now, what's this about a new commanding officer?"

"Naval command does not like to have its people injured during prisoner transport and certainly doesn't like to have to rely on outside assistance to accomplish the defence of its personnel," she stated flatly.  "Since there is someone coming to take L-C Greene's place, that means he will return to base."

"Pardon?"

"By reducing the restraints of the prisoners before transport and by failing to use proper restraint procedure, L-C Greene stepped outside of certain limits that the Navy has for such procedure.  He's also done two or three other things that fall outside of normal procedure, but I won't mention those at the present time.  Command has asked for an investigation and I imagine they will have him return to Esquimalt in order to answer to the charges made against him.  However, since the Navy moves slowly in these cases, I would prefer it if what I've told you is kept quiet.  L-C Greene will need to officially hand over the camp's operation to Commander Davis, and that may take a day or so, which means we'll still see his face for a while."

"Now, I need to see Keri," she said, turning to Ely, who went with her as they headed up the stairs.

Karl was left in deep thought as he buttoned up his shirt, then picked up his cup of tea.  George wheeled out to stop near him.

"I overheard part of that conversation, but I don't understand.  What did you make of it?" he asked.

"George, the Navy may not have its head stuffed completely up its ass after all," Karl said softly.

"Hmph," George snorted in derision.  "What's all this about modifying restraints and procedure anyway?"

So Karl explained to George, telling him all that he knew and most of what he suspected had been going on that day.  As well, he explained again what Dr. Baker had said about Greene returning to Esquimalt to answer to complaints made against him.

"Doesn't that seem to be a very fast reaction to you?" George frowned.  "I wouldn't have expected a military group to react as quickly as that.  They are usually quite tolerant of minor infractions in the field while in active status."

"I'm not sure that I understand what you're getting at," Karl frowned.  "I think you're forgetting that we aren't in wartime status.  This is a civil emergency and they're a lot less tolerant of life threatening situations in these conditions."

"That is true, however it is a field situation.  The people they have here are in combat readiness and …"

"Oh like hell!" Karl interrupted.  "Some of the troops they have here are almost acting like this is a holiday.  Look at that ass-hole, Greene, he's been so damn upset about Springfield and Winchester stealing his thunder that he's been reversing things that they've done.  It's almost as if he's trying to show that he's the biggest, or the strongest, or something.  The dink is being competitive, not cooperative."

"Well, Greene is officially in command of this operation.  In actual fact, it sounds to me as if Springfield abrogated the Lieutenant Commander's authority on at least one or two separate occasions.  I suppose that could be classed as reprehensible.  After all it isn't as if everyone in the military can choose which orders to obey and which ones to ignore.  I will admit that I find Greene's decisions to be less than optimal, but then I am seeing them from an outside viewpoint."

"George, at the moment I'm not going to argue with you, but I will say that you simply don't understand the situation.  To put it plainly, yes, Springfield and Winchester are military personnel, but they are definitely members of a different branch than Greene.  They are here because they are from JTF2, which is a completely independent branch of the service.  They operate similarly to the Special Services do in the US, so they're free to act independently of Greene and his troops," Karl growled.  "Right now I'm going to try to hook up the water to the new can that I installed, so you can have a crap without having to climb the stairs or fill a bucket from the bathtub to flush."

Karl knew he was shutting off a discussion with George by walking out on an argument, but at the moment he was so wound up that he knew he had better just walk away.  Calling David to help him, he went back to the unfinished job in the bathroom.




Chapter 23

When Dr. Baker and Ely came into the upstairs bedroom, they found Linda sitting just outside the bathroom door, crying quietly.  The doctor looked at her with surprise in her eyes, then glanced at Ely who had just sighed deeply.

"Keri is certain that she's dirty in some way and doesn't want to be too near anyone," Linda said softly.

"Ah, I see," Fran nodded.  "I'll go talk to her.  I want to examine her more closely anyway, especially now that she's fully aware."

She paused outside the bathroom door and coughed, but she mustn't have caught Keri's attention.  When she stepped inside a moment later, Keri was so startled that she actually jumped to her feet, sloshing water out of the tub and onto the floor.

"Who the hell are you?!" she demanded.

"I'm sorry I startled you, I'm Dr. Frances Baker and I'm here to help you.  I happen to be with the Naval contingent that George and Karl called in to assist in your defence, but that happened after your attack took place.  I treated you late yesterday and again last night, but you were sleeping, so I don't imagine you were even aware of me."

"You're my doctor?  Why are you in a Navy uniform?"

"Well, I happen to be in the Navy as well.  Even sailors get sick you know."

"I bet not many of them are rape victims," Keri snorted.

"You'd be surprised," the doctor answered quietly.  "We not only have women in the service now in almost all ranks, but we still have the problem of how the military mind treats any expression of sexuality.  On top of that, some enlisted men are bullies.  Of course if any higher ranking officer was to hear you repeat that, I'd have to deny saying it, especially if I want to remain in the Navy in the future."

"You mean they turn a blind eye to someone getting raped?"

"Not exactly," she sighed.  "What would probably happen instead is that both of the parties involved would be disciplined and then encouraged to change occupations, encouraged quite strongly in fact."

She held up a hand to stop Keri's protest.  "When you are in a less volatile state of mind, I'm willing to sit and talk to you on the subject.  For now, I need to examine you and see if there is anything I can do to help you to recover."

"What do you want to know?  That my ass-hole itches?  That I feel like I've been dropped into the stinkiest, dirtiest, fucking slime pit and that I can't get out?  That I don't really want you or anyone else touching me?  That my head is going ninety miles an hour in all directions at once?  That I'm terrified that the stinking bastard may have hurt my baby?"

Suddenly Keri was crying.  Then, to the doctor's surprise, she stepped out of the tub and came toward her.  In seconds, Dr. Baker was holding a sobbing, soaking wet woman in her arms.  For a moment she just held on tight, then seeing a huge bath towel hanging on the door knob, she grabbed it to pull it around the smaller woman's shoulders.

"Linda, could you help me please," she called.  "I need a hand to dry Keri, then we'll have to get her back into bed."

Both Linda and Ely leaped to help, but Ely paused.  She held back with a soft look at Linda.  Fran saw that and smiled at her briefly, wordlessly thanking Ely for giving Linda a chance to be there for Keri.

When they had Keri dried off and back into the bed, Fran carried on with her examination, as well as talking, listening, and just being there, acting as someone else who cared.  She wasn't really surprised when Keri began to act tired and accepted her suggestion that she might want to sleep a bit more.  Warning Keri that when she woke up, she might find herself alone, she convinced the other two women to accompany her downstairs.  Once she was alone with them, she asked them to corral both Trudy and Karl, then meet her out on the front porch.

She heaved a deep sigh as she stood there for a moment, then girded herself for the task of warning this family of the problems they could be facing.  When they were all assembled and waiting, she paused briefly, drawing just one more deep breath, hating the pain that sometimes went with her job.

"Now that I have you all together, I'd like to explain some of the possible problems Keri may be going through in the next few weeks," she started speaking in a quiet tone.  "Right at the moment, she's still recovering from shock, but in the next few days she may feel cold, she may feel faint, she may be nauseous.  Perhaps she'll tremble for no obvious reason and she may develop headaches, back aches, stomach aches and so on.  Those are just the physical signs of what she's going through.  They aren't the worst of the problems.  Mentally, she'll probably be much longer recovering.  She may cry, lack concentration, pull back from contact with anyone, or she could do the exact opposite and not want to be alone.  She may be especially alert to strange sounds.  She might get overly upset about tiny details.  She may be either withdrawn or overly demonstrative.  The one thing I want all of you to try to do is to act normally and to accept her, but don't coddle
her.

"She has to be convinced that she had nothing to do with causing her assault, but at the same time, she has to realize that none of you are to blame for it either.  You are all going to have to walk a thin line.  I'm relatively certain that one of her worst worries right now is that the attack may have harmed her unborn child.  To reassure her, I would like to take her and one of you with me to Esquimalt in the next while.  I'd like to have an ultrasound done if I can, both to reassure myself as well as to reassure her.  To be honest, the person I'd like to come with me is Trudy."

"Why Trudy?" Linda asked immediately.

"Because Trudy was attacked as well.  After being struck as hard as she was, I'd like an x-ray of her neck and shoulders, as well as her upper back.  On top of that, Trudy is more mature and I believe from what little I've seen of Keri, she will respect that maturity."

Karl and Ely glanced at each other, then Ely spoke up.

"Fran, I think your estimate of Keri's mental health may be comparatively pivotal to her recovery, but I also think your assessment may be more critical than factual."

"Oh please, don't get me wrong," the doctor interrupted, "I was giving a set of pessimistic possibilities, not a list of facts.  But I do want you to realize that no matter how strong her personality or how loving her family life, there are bound to be long term effects.  However each and every victim of trauma of any sort reacts somewhat differently."

"We understand that," Trudy spoke for the first time.

Both Karl and Ely nodded.

"Linda, what we'd like you to do is to try to be optimistic," Karl smiled.  "Keri will be largely influenced by the environment around her as she recuperates.  I'd suggest that everyone should try to treat her with care and affection, yet as you said, we can't coddle her too much."

"Thank's Karl, I agree," Ely spoke again.  "We do know that we have to accommodate her problems into our lives, but we can't let them rule what goes on either.  We know this is going to be rough on her.  Hell, it's going to be rough on all of us, but life does go on."

Linda frowned and Trudy reached out to stroke her arm gently.

"Honey, this next while may be rough on you," she said quietly.  "You and Keri were barely getting to know each other and this attack will have changed her."

"It couldn't have happened at a worse time," Linda sniffed back tears.  "I'm going through PMS, so I'm emotional as hell anyway, then this happens."

"We all know what that's like," Trudy smiled.

"I don't, thank you," Karl said, straight faced.  "Except for being on the receiving end of the comments and reactions brought on by the emotions.  Now, is there anything else you wanted to talk to us about Doctor?"

"Not really, I did want you to know that she was in a fragile mental state.  She needs a good support network that won't smother her.  I think she'll get that, particularly from what you've said to me just now."

"Yeah, now I'm going back and check to make sure she's still okay," Linda stated, turning on her heel and walking inside.

"There may be an example of our first problem," Karl groused.  "I'm hoping she eases up a bit."

"Karl, don't be too critical," Ely answered.  "Linda is simply unsure of where she stands and stuck on an emotional roller coaster right now."

"All of us are on an emotional roller coaster," he snapped.

Then to everyone's surprise, he turned away from them.  Going down the steps, he walked off toward the figure of Springfield, who was standing near Karl's old cabin, talking to a man Karl hadn't seen around before.

As Karl got nearer, the man moved away toward the trail, obviously on the lookout for problems, but also moving quite rapidly as he went off somewhere.

"New guy?" Karl asked quietly.

"He was guarding your boat with another man," Springfield answered.  "I just sent him off to check out the other house and see that it's okay."

He sighed softly.  "Winchester just let me know that the search down below didn't turn up our fourth man, so everyone is on their way back here.  I'm not looking forward to the sparks that are going to fly when L-C Greene and Lieutenant Baker meet face to face again."

Karl simply nodded as he turned to survey the scene around the cabin.

"Actually I think Dr. Baker would just as soon be clear of the command role she's had to assume, or did you take charge."

"Unfortunately I can't do that," Springfield gave a wry smile.  "I am only allowed to advise her and present options for her to consider, at least for now."

"Yeah, I guess it's a military thing, huh?"

"I can't really say," Springfield winked at him.

Karl just rolled his eyes.

"You're no damn better than my women folk," Karl sighed.  "I'm all wound up and there's nothing for me to do to let out the tension."

"I thought you were plumbing or something?"

"All done," Karl sighed.  "I was just cleaning up my hands when the doc asked us all to step outside to talk to us about Keri."

"Oh, the rape victim," Springfield nodded.  "How is she?"

"So far, it looks to me like they've been keeping her drugged to calm her down.  I'll be honest, I really don't know how she is, since the women have been protecting her.  They've surrounded her protectively, and I'm not about to force anyone aside, as if I could."

"I understand," Springfield nodded again.  "How is everyone else coping with the semi-forced confinement we've had to impose?"

"Getting edgy," Karl answered honestly.  "To be strictly honest with you, I'm getting pissed off.  I want to do things, and I need the others to help me, but they need to stay in the house so they can be safe."

"I can understand why you feel the lack of freedom, even if it's really only been one day."

"Damn, I suppose it has, but so much has happened, it's felt like a month," Karl looked surprised.  "Looking at it from the perspective of actual time spent, you've done a hell of a job."

"Just not a complete one," Springfield sighed heavily.  "I'm starting to second guess myself about what I did this morning.  I just wish we'd caught that fourth guy."

"Three out of four ain't that bad."

"Actually it is.  We seem to have forced him to leave the low swampy ground.  Now, he may well be up here on the plateau and around the houses.  That's why I sent a man to check around the other house."

"So what you're saying is that there's more reason than ever to be watchful?"

"Well, yes and no.  I think if the guy came up here he'd find himself trapped in your far goat pasture area, he couldn't get past this yard easily, not without being seen."

"Why not?" Karl looked at him in surprise.  "All he'd have to do is walk along the heights.  Since he needs to hide out, he could conceal himself in the rocks and crags until no one was looking his way."

"There's a steep slope up to the ridge from the bottom end of the goat pasture.  All the guy would have to do is to get up from the bottom, then over or under the goat fence.  After that he could travel along the far side of the ridge and we'd never see him," Karl turned and pointed his finger at the cliff behind the house, moving his hand in a slow arc.  "He'd be above us all the way around to the drop off, up near the dam across the stream.  That would put him on the upper end of the island fairly easily.  Surely the men who checked out the goat pasture saw that possibility and reported it?"

"Maybe they did, but it would have been reported to Greene, not me.  I certainly never heard about it, and for some reason I thought the goat pasture was surrounded by steep cliffs," Springfield said sharply.  "Thanks!  Now I have another possible problem."

Karl watched him as he hurried off.  Shaking his head, he went back toward the house.  Ely and the doctor were still on the front porch.

"Sorry if I sounded off," he said quietly.

"That's okay," Ely smiled at him.  "We're all under stress.  We were just discussing it."

"Yes, and for the next day or two it could get even worse," Fran sighed.

Karl was just going to tell them about the fact that Greene and company were on their way back to camp when they heard the sound of a helicopter in the distance.

"More changes on the way I guess," he said as he looked up at the sky.

"I would imagine," the doctor excused herself then, hurrying across the yard to be with Springfield, who was now obviously moving to meet the chopper.

"What a bloody muddle this has all become," Karl sighed.

"Pardon?" Ely asked.

"There's so much going on that I'd need a map to figure it all out."

"Well for me, all I intend to worry about is my family," Ely said shortly and with that she got to her feet.  "I plan on looking after us and to hell with all the Navy bullshit and rigamarole."

Karl was surprised to see her stomp to the door, then go inside, closing the door firmly behind her.  Once more he was alone on the porch, just Karl and his dog.

-o0o-

The helicopter swung in and landed, then as several people disembarked, the chopper's engines powered down and quiet quickly descended on the area.  Karl watched with interest, recognizing at least two of the passengers, but realizing that at least three of the newcomers were strangers to him.  Two of those newcomers were obviously officers and the third figure was obviously a woman.  It was no surprise to him that a mass of luggage and equipment was being unloaded, but still Karl found himself frowning.  Just how long did these people plan on staying here?

His frown deepened as he began to think about several issues that had been bothering him.  Just what in blazes was of so much interest to the military that they would invest this much time and manpower in such a small problem?  He decided to ask someone why they were here in force, to his mind one or two men like Springfield would have been enough.  And come to think of it, why weren't the police involved?  Where was the RCMP?  He'd shot a man for cripes sake.  That should have meant that the cops should have come to investigate, but so far, there was no sign of them.

He watched the parade of people moving away from the helicopter.  Once more there were two people headed toward him, but to his surprise neither figure was that of the doctor, nor that of Springfield.  There was something very familiar about one of the two men approaching though, something Karl couldn't quite put his finger on.  Wait a moment, what was the name the doctor had mentioned?  He simply couldn't recall, but he felt sure he should know one of the men approaching him.  In fact, he reminded Karl of someone, someone he had known well.

"Good afternoon, Karl," the man in question spoke as the duo approached.  "I see you're still doing things your own way, even after all these years."

Karl stared at him, still unable to place the man.

"You have the advantage.  I can't seem to place you, although your face seems as if it should be familiar," Karl said almost formally as he rose to his feet and held out his hand.

"Don Davis, well actually 'Commander Donald Davis' since I'm in uniform," the man in uniform grinned, grabbing Karl's hand in his own.  "I imagine I remind you of my father."

"Oh wow!" Karl laughed aloud, returning the handshake enthusiastically.  "Now I know why I thought I should know who you were."

"Well, I'll be your guest, but I'll be staying with the rest of the Navy personnel for a day or so, along with Lieutenant James Colliver, my aide.  I need to do field interviews with some of the Navy personnel and we've still got one fugitive to apprehend.  In fact, if I'm right, the most important fugitive is still somewhere on the island and still unrestrained."

"You're welcome to be here, I guess," Karl said quietly, then he sighed.  "I really don't have a clue what's behind all of this."

"Lieutenant - Commander Greene didn't explain fully?"

"No, he's somewhat secretive, but then I probably didn't give him much chance to explain either.  Things moved rather rapidly, and unfortunately, I developed a bit of a dislike for the man," Karl admitted.  "I've been rather emotional and a bit agitated about all the crap that's been going on.  Of course, I might have an excuse.  I'm not used to being under attack by strangers, having women of my family raped and beaten, or having to shoot people.  It would help a lot if I had a clue what was really behind all of this crap."

"Right, well I had best take the time to explain," Davis said firmly, then turned to his companion.  "Lieutenant Colliver, go ahead and get some help to set up our tent.  After that, you know the drill.  I'll be here at the cabin for a while, visiting with Karl and his family."

"Right sir," the younger man snapped to attention and then wheeled away.

"Wow," Karl sighed.  "That guy is really … military."

Commander Davis smiled wryly.  "Yes, so am I, in some situations.  For instance I'm going to be extremely officious with several members of this group.  Especially so since I'm here in an investigatory position, as well as being the highest ranked officer in attendance.  I'm going to have to maintain strict military discipline whenever I'm in the presence of any military personnel.  However, I'd like to be less formal when I'm alone with you."

"As an old friend, you'd damn well better be," Karl grinned.  "But since you want to maintain discipline, would you like to go inside.  That way you can keep up appearances?"

"That might be an idea which could prove fruitful," Davis winked.

"I'll warn you, my family will be extremely interested in everything you say," Karl chuckled softly as he got slowly to his feet and lead the way to the door.  "You may be in for a grilling."

"That won't be a problem.  I've been grilled by experts," Commander Davis answered.  "Besides, I think your family deserves some straight answers."

When they went inside, Ely was busy in the kitchen and the two kids were doing school work on the coffee table, but the rest of the family was out of the room.

"Ely, this is Commander Don Davis.  We went to school together and at one point, I even dated his sister," Karl grinned at her, then turned to Don.  "And Don, this is Ely, the mother of my son and an extremely important part of my life."

Ely smiled and reached out her hand.  "Hello Don, since you're an old friend of Karl's, would you like to join us for dinner, I'm just about to prepare it?"

"I'm afraid I can't," Don replied.  "I am here in an unpleasant official capacity today, so I should eat with the men.  Perhaps I could take a rain-check on that meal though, and join you at another time."

"That won't be a problem," Ely smiled.

Then Karl introduced David and Mary-Beth, expecting to have to send them off to get the rest of the family, but Trudy and George came out of the spare bedroom just then.  So, Karl included them in the introductions.  By the time that was done, Linda appeared on the stairs, only to disappear again after Karl had introduced Commander Davis to her as the new man in charge of the military contingent.  To everyone's surprise, she and Keri reappeared in only a moment or two.

Keri looked haggard, but resolved, and after she had been introduced, she moved to a seat at the counter that divided the kitchen from the living room.  Linda sat near her, but first she poured a glass of water for both of them.  Ely offered Commander Davis a cup of coffee, pouring one for Karl at the same time.  Soon the whole family was gathered in the kitchen.  Karl glanced around at everyone, then his gaze rested on the military man.

"Don, this is my family, any explanation you give me will get to them eventually, so you might as well explain what's going on to all of us in the first place."

"That suits me," Davis said quietly as he glanced around and then sighed.  "I can't tell you everything I know, but I can tell you quite a bit.  Quite simply, you people happen to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, even if you are in your own home and isolated on your island.  I'll have to go back a short time for part of this explanation, so please bear with me."

He paused for a sip of coffee before continuing.  "You can blame this situation on the cold war of the sixties, and the way the Russian government treated its people at that time."

"What?" Karl frowned.  "Don, you're going to be here forever if you start by explaining things that happened before some of these women were born."

"Well Karl, it does have a bearing, in more ways than one," Davis smiled.  "During the cold war, Russia was ruled by a totalitarian regime who tried to control everything about anyone's life.  Literally from the day a person was born until the day they died they had to live under absolute dictatorial control.  As well as that, the government tried to maintain the country as a Spartan society.  That can been blamed on an economy which they were forced to endure and that economy was exacerbated by the monetary demands of the cold war.  They did their best to actually prevent people from having luxury goods and tried to make everyone spend their money on state-sponsored projects and government-approved goods.  However, human nature being what it is, with people wanting their little luxuries, a system of smuggling and bootlegging soon developed.

"Because the government forces were ruthless in trying to stamp out any illicit luxury trade, the smugglers became even more ruthless, and at the same time, even more devious.  You could say that the political system bred the 'Vor V Zakoye', or in English, the 'Russian Mafia', and created one of the most hardened criminal systems in the world.  The 'Russian Mafia' still exists, but now they are into other areas of interest.  For instant they've expanded their smuggling network and now move drugs, arms, and contraband almost anywhere in the world with relative impunity.  To make a long story short, we believe that we're dealing with a group of them who have happened to land here, on your island."

"And what the hell makes you think they're 'Russian Mafia' of all things?" Keri demanded.  "Just because the guy who attacked Trudy, and raped me, had a Russian name?"

"Oh a little more than that, I'm afraid," Davis grunted, lifting one finger.  "First; Dimitri Karpichov, the man you're talking about, was never far from his cousin, who happens to be a hardline member of the 'Orginizatsiya.' He's what they call a 'frontline salesman,' which means he goes in and opens up new territory for them, and clears the way for more of his henchmen to follow.  His name is Vladislav Chenkovich, and we're certain that he's the man we're hunting."

He paused then raised a second finger.  "Second; the ship that ran aground is registered in Cambodia and if you trace its ownership back, you'll find that it belongs to a company which is basically a front for a man named Mogilevich.  From what we can find out, Mogilevich is the head of one of the crime families, in fact perhaps the most influential crime family in Europe."

He lifted yet another finger.  "Third; I had a chance to speak to one of the other prisoners for a moment or two.  'Doc' Iverson was one of the men who was captured here and he admitted that he was working for Chenkovich and he was sure Chenkovich was working for Mogilevich.  Now, since we found almost a hundred kilos of heroin aboard the ship and that heroin can be traced back to a Russian link in the 'golden crescent', we feel relatively sure that the Russian Mafia is involved."

"You're throwing names around here like we should know them," Karl said quietly.  "But from what you said, I take it the guy that's still running around free here on island is this, what was his name, Vladislav Chenkovich?"

"Yes, his father was from the Ukraine, his mother from Moscow.  We believe he was initially educated by the KGB, but he fell into a trap set to capture smugglers and actually spent time in the Gulag, that's the Russian jail.  After the fall of the USSR, he emigrated to Israel and we believe that's where he got involved with Mogilevich.  He moved to Hungary within a year of Mogilevich setting up operations there, and he's been travelling around the world since, always to places where Mogilevich's empire is expanding."

"Since you mentioned the KGB, does the mention of that organisation have some bearing on this man?" George stated his question in a short blunt sentence for once.

"Yes, amongst other things that went on while he was with them, he was taught a smattering of several languages, but his instruction in English was extensive.  His accent is almost flawlessly American, in fact it could be that of someone from the northern Midwest of the United States."

"In other words, you're implying that he could pass himself off as a Canadian very easily?" Karl asked.

"Oh yes.  In fact that's exactly what we think he planned on doing.  You see in Eastern Canada, another branch of the Russian Mafia has moved in, they're the 'Solsnetskya'.  We think Mogilevich wants to do the same sort of thing on the west coast, and Chenkovich was one of his advance representatives."

"Well, from what I heard, they seem to have sailed in as if they were totally unprepared for problems," Karl stated.  "Why were they as bold as that?"

"Ah, that was a surprise to us too," Davis smiled.  "Actually, they had a legal cargo disguising the contraband and we only found the heroin by accident.  The contraband was inside a small separately sealed compartment, which was hidden inside a ballast tank.  We'd never have noticed it if we hadn't gotten a completely extraneous clue.  You see after 911, we check every foreign vessel for radioactive materials and this ship had a trace of radioactivity which we traced to this ballast tank.  That was the only reason we hunted long enough to find the secret compartment."

"So they had a nuclear bomb aboard?" Linda asked in amazement.

"Oh no, I'm not saying that," he shook his head in negation.  "However at some time in the recent past, we're certain that they carried radioactive material in that area.  We didn't actually find any of the radioactive material, we only detected the contamination it had left behind.  Whatever it was, it wasn't well protected, so if possible, we need to find Chenkovich to find out what they had and where it went."

"Now I see why the Navy is involved," Karl said quietly.  "I was wondering why the RCMP wasn't here, but the military is here in droves."

"Well, actually with all the confusion that the earthquakes and tidal waves have caused, the RCMP is extremely busy as well.  To be honest, we probably wouldn't be here either, except for that trace of radioactivity and the fact that your description of the assailant matched the description of one of the men we were looking for."

"So then this is an official military action?"

"Our present involvement is, yes," he nodded.  "You people are all listed as cooperating civilian personnel.  The only real benefit for you from that has been the medical service you are receiving.  Oh, and the fact that Karl will not be questioned about the death of Karpichov.  Officially, he died while attempting to escape from detention during military transport."

"Pardon?" Karl frowned at him.

"Since Karpichov was shot and killed while attempting to escape military confinement and deportation proceedings, no civilian participation needs to be listed.  That means that the RCMP will not investigate."

"And how do you explain the .32 special slug in his body?" Karl snapped, unthinkingly.

"The doctor reported that your shot was aimed at his head, correct?"

"That's where I aimed, yeah."

"Well, even at a quick glance at his body, I can tell you that a bullet of some undetermined caliber entered his skull via his right eye and exited via the area behind his left ear.  Officially, I believe his demise will be linked to the shots of Able Seaman Wilcox who was on duty as an armed guard and carrying a rifle at that time."

"In other words you're saying that I'm free and clear, at least in your books?" Karl asked.

"Oh, not just me.  Officially, you watched everything happen from a seat on your porch." Davis said firmly.  "Unofficially, both Elgin and Wilcox told me on the trip out here aboard the helicopter that they want to shake your hand.  I think my stock with them climbed when I told them that you and I grew up being friends with each other.  Then it probably rose even higher when I mentioned that we used to hunt together as teenagers."

"All of this is very welcome news.  However, what should we be prepared for?  What is going to be happening now?" George asked.  "In other words how much longer are we going to be confined to this house and its environs?"

"Well George, I've left word with my men that as soon as Lieutenant Commander Greene and his men are back, we're sending up the helicopter with the infrared detection equipment once more," he grinned at Karl.  "However, this time we'll have it set to eliminate any cats or small pigs."

"So you're planning on sweeping the island again?" Ely sighed.  "Don't you think he's going to try to hide on you again?"

"I imagine he is, but the difference this time is that we're planning on having people watching several of the more obvious hiding places.  We'll have them watching from places such as here, aboard the helicopter, over at the other house, and down at the boat.  We think that we have a good chance of finding him, unless he can get to some natural hiding place to use so he can disguise his heat print."

"There are lots of places in the trees where he could hide," Karl snapped.  "And you've missed two buildings, the building in the middle of the gorge, where the generating plant is, and the water treatment building up at the lake.  Hell for that matter, he could hide under the bloody bridge."

"We have a man stationed on the edge of the gorge who will be able to watch along its length as well as the hydro electric plant and the bridge.  In addition we are going to have men check out the area around the lake.  I looked at the overhead view of the island as we were flying in, and considering the amount of time he's had, I think he is more than likely still up on the ridge above us, that is if he even got up the cliffs from below."

"I just hope you're right but …" Karl was saying, then was interrupted by a knock on the door.

He stepped over and opened it to see Wilcox standing there.

"Hello Karl, could you please tell Commander Davis that Lieutenant Commander Greene is back?"

"I'll be right with you, Able Seaman," Davis said quickly, then thanked Ely for the coffee as he stood up to leave.

Karl went out onto the porch as the Commander left and he watched for a few minutes as the bustle of activities started when people began to follow Davis' orders.  In a few minutes, the helicopter lifted off and a small group of men moved away along the trail toward the other parts of the island.  Quiet rapidly descended on the area, marred only by the sound of the helicopter as it flew in overlapping patterns above the island.

-o0o-

Karl decided he needed to sit quietly to digest all that he'd learned.  With that in mind, he went back inside, only to find Keri and Ely in a heated discussion.

"How can you blame the military for things that happened before they even got here?" Ely was asking.

"Well, for heaven's sake, from what Davis said they knew a lot of what was going on," Keri said excitedly.  "They could easily have warned us to be on the lookout for trouble."

George interrupted to ask if she felt that they should put in an official complaint and Keri nodded.

"Yes, Dad.  I think we should, in fact I think we have to," Keri whispered, then her voice grew louder.  "I think this whole mess was handled poorly.  Trudy wouldn't have been hurt and I wouldn't have been raped if the Navy had let us know that those bastards were around.  We wouldn't even have been out there if we'd known of the danger.  If and when we decided that we absolutely had to go out of the house, we would sure as hell have been a lot more careful than we were."

"They probably felt they couldn't say much more than they did on an open radio channel." George said quietly.  "For all they knew, the fugitives could have been listening to every word they spoke."

"Oh Shit!" Keri almost screamed.  "The crooks already knew that the Navy and the cops were after them.  If the Navy had even the tiniest sense of decency they would have warned the general population in the area about what was going on.  At least then people could have taken precautions.  Two people got killed and their boat stolen.  Trudy got beat up and I got raped.  Some dip-shit admiral in the fucking Navy probably thought he could get a feather in his cap for catching those bastards.  Well, I'm betting that he went for it, even if he could only do it by keeping the facts from the civilian population and even if someone got hurt or killed.  You've always taught us that information is the key to survival.  Well in this case, someone screwed us by not passing on to us information that would have protected us from harm.  Instead of that, they used us as bait to catch the crooks."

"She's right in some ways, George," Karl said quietly.  "I'd never have done things the way I did if I'd known what I was dealing with.  I sure as hell wouldn't have let Trudy and Keri walk back from the other house unguarded.  As well as that I'd have made sure everyone was aware of the danger of being in an unsafe situation.  Actually, I'm not sure if I wouldn't have insisted that we all travel together for safety.  Ely and I weren't exactly safe either, because we weren't expecting an attack."

"So you agree with her contention that the Navy had information which we could have used to protect ourselves.  As well, you feel that by withholding that same information, it caused you to be less cautious than you needed to be?" George asked in a very quiet tone.  "Do you feel that the act of doing that was deliberate?"

"Oh sure it was, Daddy," Keri snarled.  "Although they probably felt that they were acting completely safely and reasonably, this isn't a normal situation, so they tried to compensate.  They probably reasoned that they were doing it to prevent people from panicking.  What they seem to have forgotten is that they had ordered people not to travel.  However, they were effectively hiding the fact that dangerous criminals were skulking around freely.  In effect they put people in danger, even if those same people were remaining in their own homes and minding their own business"

"Now don't you go off half-cocked Dad," Ely said quietly.  "I don't want to hear that you were on the radio screaming at some politician friend of yours about this situation.  At least not until they've caught the last of the bastards hiding out here on the island."

"I most certainly will not," George said quietly.  "I think some of the personnel that they have sent to assist us are top notch and I would dislike having them tarred with the same brush as the idiots whom I feel planned this whole operation.  For instance I believe Commander Davis, Doctor Baker, and Springfield are excellent people.  Unfortunately in order to prevent them from looking bad at the present time, I feel we must wait patiently, then shake up the whole idiotic methodology that we have been shown."

"Daddy, I'm not sure what you mean," Keri sighed as if she gave up trying to convince him.  "And to be honest, right now, I really don't care."

Karl sighed heavily as well.  "What he's trying to say is that he wants the Navy to get the crooks out of here and then he wants to rip them a new ass hole."

"Karl!" Ely protested.

"Well, it's true.  Isn't it George?" he demanded.  "Just what would you have done differently if you'd been in charge of Navy intelligence?"

"I'm not certain," George looked at him strangely.  "I thought you were angry about the way they handled things?"

"Oh, I am annoyed with them, I just can't think of any other way that they could have done things without creating even greater problems," Karl replied.  "Until I can think of a better way that it could have been done, I can't see how I can complain."

"But not two minutes ago you said that you would have handled things differently if you had been warned of the criminal element that was involved.  Aren't you contradicting yourself?"

"Not really.  Look, all I can say is that hindsight is twenty/twenty.  I can't see the Navy putting out a public broadcast about someone smuggling radioactive materials though.  Can you imagine the panic a statement like that would have caused?"

"But they could have simply warned people that there were four dangerous criminals …"

"At that time they didn't know there were four of them, they didn't know for sure how many there were.  In fact, they didn't even know that they were still alive.  Why create unrest when they were trying their best to help people get their lives back to normal?  They weren't even certain there was a danger.  The crooks could have drowned in the storm, or blown themselves up, or a thousand other things," Karl sighed deeply.  "Look, I don't like playing devil's advocate, but in this case I don't think we can afford to make unfounded accusations.  We don't dare offend the help we have now.  We need the doctor, we need the troops, and we certainly need their goodwill …"

"But Karl, I wasn't about to rock the boat until we were certain that we were okay and …" George interrupted.

"George, Karl was speaking, don't interrupt him, especially just after you've asked him to explain something you don't understand," Trudy snapped.

"Thanks Trudy," Karl smiled.  "Look, George, right now we can't afford to do anything about this situation, even anything minor, otherwise it will affect our attitudes, or the attitudes of people who are here to help us.  Now, Don Davis is an old friend.  I can talk to him about … well, just about anything.  I'm certain he isn't about to leave here without talking to me again or at least without leaving a way for me to contact him.  I plan on talking to him about my thoughts and I might be quite critical, but it will be between friends.  He's an exceptionally good ally to have, first of all, because he is a friend, and secondly, because as a naval commander his word is going to carry some clout."

"Isn't that almost sleeping with the enemy, if we are trying to affix blame for what happened?"

"George, I affixed the blame rather permanently this afternoon," Karl growled.  "The guy who was to blame for our real troubles is dead!"

Having said his that, Karl stood up and walked outside.  He'd hardly gotten seated out on the front porch when he heard the door open behind him.  Since he was starting to feel annoyed and didn't want to snap at someone, he decided he wasn't going to get involved in another discussion right then.  He tried his best to ignore the presence of the person that moved over and sat on another deck chair.

"Sometimes Daddy can be a pain in the ass," Keri finally spoke.  "I have to admit, now that I think about it, you're closer to right than I was."

Karl's head snapped around in surprise.

"What the hell?" he blurted.  "What are you doing out here?"

"Talking to a friend," she smiled sadly and shivered.  "And fighting off about a thousand demons."

"But …"

She raised her hand silencing him instantly.

"Please, don't say anything to make this worse than it already is.  Just being out here in the open is scaring the shit out of me," she said quietly, almost whispering.  "It's terrifying.  There could be a hundred men hiding out there, watching me and waiting for the second I'm alone to attack.  I know it's crazy, but that's what I feel."

She sighed deeply.  "Hell, even having you sitting next to me doesn't seem to help much.  I know I can trust you, but you're still a man and … Aw, hell.  I'm scared of everyone and everything.  I think that bastard hurt my psyche more than he hurt my body and I don't know of a bandaid I can put on that."

"Whatever I can do …" Karl gestured almost futilely as he let his words trail off.

"Oh, I know that in my head, it's getting the knowledge through to my heart that's going to be the problem," she interrupted again.  "Look, the real reason I came out here is that I think I see what you're getting at and I wanted you to understand how I feel before you talk to your friend, the Navy guy."

"Okay, I'll listen," Karl said shortly.

"Okay, here it is in a nutshell.  I agree that we could have used a warning, but in another way I agree with you.  I don't think it was possible for them to warn us because of the circumstances at that time.  The problem lies in the fact that I don't know if we understand all the circumstances.  If some high-muckity-muck, gold-braided bastard of an admiral decided to withhold the fact that the smugglers were running around, just because he felt it improved their chances of catching them, then I want his balls for bookends.  But if the decision was made because they felt it would panic people, I don't feel as strongly that someone needs his ass kicked."

"Huh, you're more liberal than I am," Karl growled.  "If the idea that keeping it secret because it improved the chances of catching them even entered the discussion for more than a passing instant, I'll be pissed.  In that case, I'd like to see that someone gets a full dressing down and maybe there should be some strong disciplinary action taken."

"Oh, I imagine it did get discussed and considered."

"Yeah, but we'll never find that out," Karl snapped.  "The military protects its own."

"Everyone protects their own," she sighed.  "Look at us.  We do it too.  You do your best to protect us and in return, we want to protect you.  It's basic human nature, you try to protect your tribe, or your family, or whatever group you happen to belong with, or to, or whatever."

"I suppose," Karl said quietly.  "Sometimes I feel like a huge failure at doing that though."

"Karl, don't you dare blame yourself for what happened."

"I can't help it, just like you can't help being afraid or …" he paused as he heard the door open again and turned to look over his shoulder.

It was Linda, looking as if she was afraid she was interrupting.

"Come on out," Karl said quietly.

"All I wanted was to tell you two that Ely and I have something to eat on the table," she said quietly.

"Okay, thanks.  We'll be in to join you in just a moment," Karl said, slowly shifting forward to get to his feet.

"Are you hurting?" Keri asked, looking back, but seeing that Linda had gone inside.

"I'll survive, but I should have had another pain pill," Karl grunted.

"Oh, let me help," Keri said and moved to grab an arm, helping him to his feet.

When he was standing, she suddenly realized what she'd done.  She gasped and actually pulled back slightly.

"What's wrong?" Karl asked.

"I touched you," she moaned softly, then turned to run inside.

Karl followed her, frowning heavily.  He saw her running up the stairs.

"What did I do?" he called, but she didn't answer.

"What's wrong?" Ely demanded.

"I don't know, I was stiff and she helped me get out of that damn folding chair, then she squawked something about touching me and ran off."

"Oh," Ely sighed.

Then, after glancing around the room at the rest of the family, she explained to him what was going on; how Keri felt that she was somehow contaminated and that she was actually afraid to touch anyone.  She had hardly gotten done with her explanation when there was a knock on the door.  Linda was closest and opened it, to be met by the doctor.

"Sorry if I'm interrupting your meal, but I was hoping to catch Karl before he ate," Dr. Baker said quietly.

"Well, I haven't eaten anything yet."

"Good," she smiled at him.  "I'd like you to take one of these pills.  It's for your pain and stiffness from arthritis.  They're new and supposed to be very good, but you have to take them with food."

"How did you know I was hurting?" Karl asked, taking the small vial from her.

"I was on my way up here to give them to you and saw you trying to get up.  Did I see Keri outside, trying to help you stand?"

"Yeah.  Then she mumbled something about touching me and ran off upstairs.  Ely was just trying to explain and …"

"I'd better go see her, if you don't mind," Dr. Baker interrupted.

"Please, if you think you can help her, just go for it," Karl waved her past.

-o0o-

Upstairs, Keri was laying on the bed, wanting to cry, but not able to.  As she heard footsteps on the stairs her temper was rising; she readied herself to give whoever was coming to disturb her a piece of her mind.

"I just wanted to be alone, damn it!  Why do they have to disturb me?" She raged to herself.

"Hi," Dr. Baker said quietly.  "I thought maybe you'd like to talk to someone outside of your family, but if you'd like to be alone, I can come back another time."

Keri opened her mouth to ask her to please go, then simply let the air out of her lungs in a gust.  Instead of ordering the doctor away, she waved her hand at a chair near the bed.  The doctor smiled slightly and closed the bedroom door before moving to sit down.  Then, to Keri's surprise, she simply waited quietly.

"Well, what did you want?" Keri finally demanded after a moment.

"Oh, I didn't want anything," she smiled.  "I thought you might want someone to scream at who wouldn't be offended by your angry words."

Keri stared at her in surprise for a few seconds and then actually got a ghost of a smile on her lips.  "How did you know I wanted to scream at someone?"

"Oh, I know a little bit about frustration," the doctor smiled.  "Being a doctor, as well as in the military, I run across my fair share of stone walls.  I know a little bit about anger, and about fear too, so I'm here to be a sounding board."

"Well, just between you and me, a lot of my anger is about the fact that the Navy didn't warn us about those bastards being around."

"I can certainly understand that.  If I were in your position, I'd probably feel the same."

"You don't agree, of course."

"It doesn't matter if I agree or not.  Someone far higher in the chain of command than I am made the decision of how this whole thing was handled.  My job is to help pick up the pieces and help you put your life back together."

"That might be quite a job.  I feel like my whole world is screwed up."

"Oh, not as badly as you seem to think," the doctor smiled.  "I saw you offer help to Karl a little while ago.  Then I suppose you realized what you'd done, and you ran off.  Right?"

"Yeah, you got that right," Keri actually shivered.

"Hey, that's progress, actually it's amazing progress."

"Fran, you're full of shit!" Keri snapped.  "I had hold of his hand and suddenly I felt creepy just from touching him."

"Honey, the progress was shown by the fact that you even went out there to be alone with him, then to top it off, you touched him.  You reached out to him since he was a friend in need and you helped him to his feet."

"But Karl gets hurting so much at times …" Keri paused.

"Unh huh, and you love him, right."

"Yeah … I do.  I love him a lot and I don't want to see him hurting.  Even more than that I don't want anything to happen to our baby, but I'm so bloody scared that something will go wrong now."

"Well, that's one thing I need to talk to you about," Fran paused, then continued.  "Tomorrow or the next day, I want to fly to Victoria with you and Trudy.  I want you to have an ultrasound so you can be assured that the baby is okay and I want to have some x-rays taken of Trudy's neck and shoulders."

"The ultrasound in the hospital is okay?  The earthquake didn't destroy it?"

"Yes, it's in the hospital, which was built to withstand strong earthquakes, so thankfully it's still operating, and I have your name down on a priority list to have you checked out."

"How do I rate a priority?"

"Not many people are attacked by a homicidal maniac, even after earthquakes.  By the way, from the blood tests we had done on him, he was high on PCP, that's why he managed to break free and probably why he was so devastating in his attack."

Keri drew a deep breath and slowly let it out, then her lower lip quivered as she asked: "If you've done blood tests, did he have any diseases that I might catch?"

"So far no, he was clean, but there is one test still in process."

"The HIV test, I suppose?" Keri whispered.

"Yes, but after actually seeing the man, then hearing the results of the other tests, and hearing the results of the preliminary interviews with the other men, I doubt very much if he was HIV positive."

"But you said he was on PCP?  That means he was a drug user, doesn't that up the chances of his being infected?"

"Normally yes, but really that danger only exists between drug users who share needles, which means they also share each others diseases through the dirty needle.  PCP comes in various forms and can be snorted, swallowed, or injected.  It seems Karpichov took it orally.  I would have noticed the needle tracks if he'd been shooting up," the doctor sighed.  "One of the other men who was captured told us that Karpichov wouldn't even have been near you if he hadn't overused in the last while.  He actually swam across the stream trying to save his dog from drowning when the dog got knocked into the stream by a landslide.  It seems Karpichov misjudged the speed of the water and had to swim for his life.  That's how he got to the other side of the stream from the rest of them.  The part I find astounding is that he swam back after Karl had shot him."

"We saw that dog get drowned in the whirlpools at the entrance to the cut," Keri said with a frown.  "The dog had to have been in the water for a long time at that point, just to get washed that far across the bay.  That means Karpichov could have been watching us when we were down at the dock.  Omigod, I just thought, he must have followed us up the hill."

"That's quite possible, in fact since he was described as being deeply committed to that dog and high on PCP, he may have transferred the blame for his dog's death to you and your family.  PCP has some very strange effects at times."

"Jeez, he could have killed us all, have you told the others downstairs about all this?"

"No, I thought you deserved to know first."

"No damn it, Trudy and Karl need to know too.  NOW!  Let's go down and you can tell them as well," Keri jumped out of bed and grabbed the doctor by the arm.

Fran stood up slowly and smiled at Keri.  "Now, you've just touched someone else voluntarily,"

"Who cares?  Karl has to know why that madman did what he did.  Trudy does too, and Ely, they've all been blaming themselves for everything.  If he was high on drugs, it's not their fault."

Downstairs they found the family still gathered in the kitchen and just finishing their meal.

"Ah ha, you two decided to join us," Ely said as she saw them.  "We saved a couple of pork chops and there are lots of vegetables left.  Can I get some plates for you?"

"Fine, but first Fran has some news for everyone," Keri said firmly and turned to the doctor.

Dr. Baker began with her news about the tests as it related to Keri and at Ely's frown she paused, then smiled.

"Keri asked me outright.  So I told her that almost all the test results were negative and the only one we don't know about is the HIV test, but that I felt there was a good chance it would be negative as well."

"Oh thank God," Trudy said loudly.  "I've worked with AIDS patients and …"

Ely just nodded, but she was smiling and crying.  Linda was crying too.

"But there's more," Keri said loudly, looking at the doctor in expectation.

Fran went on to explain about Karpichov's use of PCP and how he had come to swim across the stream.  Then Keri broke in with her thought that Karpichov had probably been watching them as they stood on the dock and had more than likely followed them up the hill.

"I hate to sound dumb, but what does PCP do?" Karl asked.

"Well, first off it numbs pain and then it gives the user a feeling of almost superhuman strength.  In fact some people feel that it does increase the strength of the drug user by activating the adrenaline glands" Trudy frowned slightly.  "Which would explain why one swipe of his arm knocked me out."

"And why I couldn't seem to fight him off at first," Keri said.

"Which reminds me, how did you get free of him?" Fran asked.

"I threw my head back and I think I smashed his nose.  I tried to roll away, but then he came back at me, so I kicked him in the balls and he collapsed on top of me.  He was so heavy and I was so weak that I couldn't seem to get free."

"I think that's where I came in.  I hit him over the head with a stick," Trudy added.  "He was out long enough that I was able help Keri work her way out from under his body.  But in a few moments he was coming after us again.  I grabbed the shotgun and got off one shot, but I missed, then Karl came running up and the big son of a bitch ran off."

"Well, one of the other effects of PCP is paranoia," Fran explained.  "At that point he probably felt that everyone was after him.  You're all very lucky though, he could have just as easily have charged at you instead of running away from you.  PCP can also make you feel invulnerable and you'll run at danger instead of away from it."

"Cripes, why would anyone take a drug that drove you crazy like that?" Karl frowned.

"Well, it starts out by making you feel exceptionally strong and extremely healthy, as I said, almost invulnerable.  The problem is that it's extremely addictive," Fran explained.  "Then after a while, it begins to do all sorts of weird things to your mind.  I'd say Karpichov was a long term addict and it had him well in its clutches.  Eventually it would have probably driven him completely mad."

"You mean you don't think he was totally mad when he attacked us?" Keri stared at her.

"No, I think he was probably delusional and mentally unstable, but he hadn't reached the point of being completely out of sync with his surroundings.  He still had enough sense to realize that a gun could kill him."

"I'm not so sure of that," Karl frowned.  "When I chased him down the hill and he came crashing out of the brush, it seemed like he almost dared me to shoot him."

"That could be a combination of the fact that he knew he was wearing a bullet proof vest and he knew that most people aim for the body when they shoot.  On top of that, the feeling of invulnerability that the drug gave him would have made him even more rash and foolhardy than normal."

Karl simply heaved a deep sigh, then looked up at the doctor and smiled.

"Thank you, Fran.  I know everyone has been telling me that I shouldn't blame myself for shooting that bastard, but until this moment, I've still felt guilty about doing it.  Both when I shot him down on the path, and this last time, when I really didn't have any choice, since he would have killed you otherwise.  Now I know that I didn't really kill a man, I shot a feral being, an animal who had been a man, but he'd destroyed his humanity by using drugs," he heaved another deep sigh.  "I can live with that."

"Well, I'm glad I could help," Fran smiled at him.  "I owed you a favour anyway, and if what I said helps you to sleep at night, I'll consider that as partial restitution."

Ely stood and walked over to sweep the doctor into her arms, hugging her tightly, whispering in Fran's ear.  "Thank you, and now, I owe you.  We all do,"

When Ely stood back, Fran had tears in her eyes, but didn't know what to say.  In fact, she was afraid to speak for fear her voice would break.  All she could do was smile back at the faces of the smiling people who surrounded her.  Times like this made up for times like those she'd spent in the company of people like L-C Greene.  At that moment, her life felt wonderful.




Chapter 24

The room was very quiet for a few moments.  Then George, who had been extremely quiet during the previous discussion, cleared his throat and directed his gaze at the doctor.

"Dr. Baker, since you have seen a portion of the interview sessions with those culprits, would you happen to have noticed how the four dastards ended up here on the island in the first place?  That question is provisional on your willingness to speak on the subject, and provided that you do not have orders not to do so."

"To be honest, I was much more interested in medical details, so I'm not certain, George." Fran smiled at him.  "I did notice in the report from the initial interview with one of the two prisoners that they were wrecked and that they knew the island was inhabited.  However the initial report we received was mostly aimed at information for catching the fourth man and also any medical information I might be able to use.  I'm unsure if that subject was even one of the questions which was asked."

It was George's turn to sigh. "Well, I was hopeful that you would know.  It really is of no major importance, it's just that after the rock slide into the cut, we are uncertain if we can navigate the channel safely in the 'Skolka.'  With so much turmoil in the area, it would seem to me that we will have extreme difficulties in obtaining any necessary supplies in the near future, especially if we are not free to travel ourselves."

"Oh, I see, I hadn't even thought of that," she smiled.  "I'll mention your concerns to Commander Davis if you'd like.  Or perhaps Karl could, it seems the Commander and he are old school chums."

"Well, along those lines I was just wondering, do you think they could fly over the cut with the helicopter tonight at low tide and take a few still photos like those I saw this morning?" Karl asked.  "They'd certainly be a help in the future, since I think we'll have to hire someone who does underwater blasting in order to clear the channel."

"I'm sure Commander Davis would be glad to provide you with photos.  I know that Dave Peacock has saved some of the overhead shots to a disk for you; you can simply access them with a computer.  I'm not sure how well equipped the chopper is, but if he has the equipment, he might be able to give you stereoscopic shots or perhaps something even better," the doctor smiled.  "By the way Ely, I've already had a bite to eat and I should really have my main meal with the others, so I'm going to have to turn down your offer of a meal.  In fact, I was thinking that I should return to the command centre.  I was wondering if Karl would like to accompany me.  I thought he might like to see how the search for the fourth man is progressing and perhaps he could speak to Commander Davis about those photos?"

"I'd probably be in the way this time," Karl said quietly.

"He's trying to say that he hasn't had his after dinner cigarette," Ely grinned.  "Are you sure you wouldn't like to eat with Keri?  Karl could go out on the porch and have his smoke, then go along with you to talk to Commander Davis."

"I think it would do him good to miss his cigarette," the doctor smiled back.  "And I'm certain that none of our people would feel that Karl or any of your family would be in the way.  If you were, I'm certain that they'd politely ask you to move."

So after very little discussion, Karl found himself walking beside the doctor as they moved toward the Navy's tents.

"Cripes, what have you got now, nine or ten tents?" Karl asked.

"Yes, there are nine of them, but even then most of them serve double duty.  For instance, my tent is actually my infirmary as well as sleeping quarters for the female members of our troop.  One of the tents is simply a supply tent, used to shelter our food, spare equipment and so on.  The only tent that has a specific use is the one used for the showers and the latrines, which is near the kitchen end of the mess tent, since both of them require sanitary drains."

"Cripes, I never even thought of that," Karl chuckled.

"Ah, since we're on private land we have to be careful of that sort of thing," she laughed softly.  "We're treating this almost the same way we do on a bivouac in the tundra.  All human waste and other refuse is contained, then it will be removed when we leave."

Karl just shook his head in wonderment.  "Trying to leave no pollution behind huh?  Well, thanks for that."

"I wouldn't say no pollution, but we are trying to leave as little behind as possible.  We still have the 'grey water' problem from washing and such. I'm afraid that's handled through settlement and filtration, then the partially treated water is allowed to drain into the ground.  Because of that, only biodegradable soaps are allowed while on bivouac."

"That sounds pretty good to me."

They broke off their discussion as they reached the main tent.

"Permission to bring a civilian aboard, Sir," the doctor asked as she opened the tent flap.

"Karl?  Of course, Doctor.  Actually, he's just the man we want to see," Commander Davis said briskly.  "Leading Seaman Peacock, you had a question for Karl?"

"Yes sir," he nodded toward Karl.  "Could you tell us, Karl, are there any caves that you know of on the island?"

"Well, there are several openings in the sandstone cliffs at the 'weeping wall,' but they're not really large enough or deep enough to be called caves.  And, before you ask the 'weeping wall' is the cliff where the springs are, behind the lake.  I'm not saying that there aren't any caves, in fact there may be some smaller ones, but I don't really know of any large caves."

"Okay, then I think we may have a problem.  So far we haven't found the fugitive."

"Nowhere?" Karl frowned deeply.  "No sign at all?"

"Nope, not even a residual heat trace.  It's as if he got swallowed up by the earth.  We haven't seen any sign of him since the other morning on the initial scans."

"OH SHIT!  What time were those taken, are they the photos from yesterday morning?" Karl asked loudly.

"Just after daylight, I'd say about oh-five-hundred or so.  I can check if you need to know the exact time."

"No, that's all right.  I'm just guessing anyway, but what if he saw the copter and surmised that you were using heat sensing gear?  First off, he'd hide, then since Commander Davis says he's damned intelligent, I suspect he'd get as far away as he could, just as quickly as he could."

"We'd already come to that conclusion," Davis said firmly.  "We guessed that he'd immediately run to the cliffs and climbed them, or rather, we assume he'd have done that as soon as he saw we were done scanning that area."

"What if he didn't even go in that direction?  What if he was desperate, as well as a gambler?" Karl asked.  "The doctor said that his cousin swam across the stream when he was high on PCP.  What if this guy took his cousin's PCP, then found something to use for floatation, and swam out through the cut?  It was nearly high tide then.  Once high tide passed, the current in the cut would be flowing outward, but at first it's not exceptionally fast, which would mean he could have swum over or around that rock slide.  Hell, if he were a good enough swimmer and he had decent floatation, he could make it without using that drug, the PCP stuff.  Now on the steep cliffs, on the outside of the island, there are lots of overhangs and caves where he could hide, at least for a day or two.  Most of those caves aren't easily accessible, but some of them are."

"But we've had a minesweeper standing off the outside entrance to the island since early this morning," someone said.

"Oh for cripes sake," Peacock turned to him.  "How hard is it to see a man in the water, even if you know where he is?  Have you ever taken part in a man overboard drill when you had to rescue a dummy equipped with a locator beacon?  I have.  One day we crisscrossed an area for nearly an hour, but we were unable to find the dummy, and we had the beacon to follow.  A man swimming in the water is a bloody small target for visual ID, especially if the sea is a little rough, like it was this morning."

"But what advantage would he gain by hiding on the outer cliffs of the island?" Fran asked.

"He could have gambled that we would search the island for a day or two and then perhaps we'd give up, assuming that he'd died or had escaped our net completely," Davis said thoughtfully.  "Once the search became less intense, he could have come back and tried his luck at stealing a small boat.  Or perhaps, once we were less attentive, he might have slipped back to the main portion of the island, hidden in the trees for a while, then taken a totally unexpected action."

"So how do we go about hunting him on those cliffs, particularly if he's in a cave?  Our helicopter cameras work great from above, but they don't scan sideways, at least not very well." Peacock frowned.

"We aren't going to do all of the hunting, that's why we have support at sea.  Put me into radio contact with the Captain of that minesweeper would you?  We'll have his men do some patrols around the island in small boats and they can scan the cliffs for signs of life.  We might as well have the chopper make a swing around the outer verges of the island as well."

For the next few moments, Karl stood and watched as Commander Davis issued orders and changed the direction of the search.  Several times he asked Karl questions that related to what they were doing.  Most of his questions were about which way the currents would have been moving at the time of the tide change and where Karl would have expected the fugitive might have found shelter.  Then there came a break as they waited for any results.

Davis came over to Karl. "You still think 'around corners', don't you?  We were up against a mental block when you came along."

"Hey, who knows if this idea will hold water?" Karl shrugged.  "I was grabbing at straws, trying to think of alternate actions I'd have taken if it were me down there."

"Well, whatever," Davis smiled, then frowned.  "What is this rockslide you mentioned?"

"Ah, I have a favour to ask you about that," Karl answered.  "I was wondering if the helicopter could fly over the cut and take photos at low tide for me?  Part of the cliff face in the cut fell into the water during the earthquakes, greatly reducing its depth.  We're relatively sure that it's going to be a problem for us.  It may mean that the only time we can get the boat through the cut is at extreme high tide, if we can get through at all.  If we have pictures of what it looks like at low tide, we may be able to use them.  I think we're going to have to hire an underwater blasting crew to help us get the rocks and rubble from the slide down low enough to sail through at lower tides."

"Oh, we can certainly do that for you.  In fact we may have some photos of that area already," his brow creased into a frown for a moment.  "What time is the next high tide?"

"There's a lower high tonight, around one in the morning, then the real high will come about six hours later, somewhere just before seven in the morning.  But, why are you asking about high tides?  I'd like photos of it at low tide."

"I was thinking that you and I could take one of the inflatable boats and run through your cut," Commander Davis grinned.  "I'm still young enough to want a thrill once in a while.  I saw it from the air and like most of the guys here, I can't imagine how you got that steam boat of yours through there"

"Aw, there's no thrill in using an inflatable at high tide," Karl grinned back.  "One day when I get the 'Skolka' running again, and my crew has recovered, I'll give you a ride back and forth through the cut.  That is, if that slide hasn't made it impossible."

"What would it take to get her running?  I could have a crew ready for you at any time," Davis laughed.  "The big discussion during dinner tonight was how the hell you got her in here in the first place.  These guys know what a boat can do and that trip through the cut seems nearly impossible to all of us."

"Well, it might be impossible now, with those rocks in the channel.  But, you can do a lot with a boat, if you know all of it's little quirks.  I just happen to know exactly what I can expect out of the 'Skolka' under almost any conditions.  I suppose since I was the one who totally rebuilt her and I've owned her for years, that's part of it.  However to be honest, the first time I came through that cut, I had a single teenage girl for my crew.  I'd only owned the boat about a year then and I'd spent most of that time rebuilding her, so I had really only run her for a few weeks.  On that first trip we were just plain lucky.  We didn't realize just how bad the conditions in the cut could be when the tide is at full flood."

"Why don't I find that a surprise?" Davis said, shaking his head.

Their discussion was interrupted by Peacock. "Commander, the men from the minesweeper have something for you."

Davis was instantly attentive.  It seemed that one of the small boats from the minesweeper could see a life jacket hung on a bush.  It was along one of the undercut sandstone cliffs on the south east end of the island, but they could see no sign of anyone in the area.

"Could you please ask them about the area?  Is it full of small caves and indentations in the rock?" Karl asked.  "If it is, I know the area fairly well."

The answer was affirmative and Karl sighed.

"Damn," he growled.

"What's wrong?" Davis asked.

"There's a real fast current that runs past there much of the time and there's broken rock right at the water's edge, then the rock drops off steeply underwater.  I doubt if they can get ashore easily."

"That's just what they were saying," Davis grinned wryly.  "And it seems there's an overhang to the cliffs above them, so the helicopter isn't much use either."

"What's Springfield doing?"

"He and Winchester have just traversed the whole of the ridge behind your house, from this end.  They've gone all the way to the cliff wall that seeps water, why?"

"Well, he and his buddy went up and down the damn cliff yesterday like they were mountain goats.  Besides, I think he'd be damn good in a hand to hand fight, even if the guy he was fighting was high on PCP.  If I went with them in the copter, I could show them where to land on the ridge, then they could drop off to just miss the end of that overhang.  They'd have to rappel down from above, then move in on the caves from one side though."

"I think instead, we'll get some photos taken of the area, then we'll get Springfield and Winchester back here to go over the photos with you.  I refuse to put a civilian in danger."

"Don, that bastard trespassed on my property, I have a lease on the area that he and his buddies used as a hide out, not to mention all the other crap his buddy put my family through.  I have a stake in this."

"Karl, I will not voluntarily put you in any place of danger.  Face it, you're not going out there in the helicopter."

"You always were a stubborn S-O-B," Karl sighed.  "I just hope the damn pictures are decent in this light."

"Well, come have a look," Peacock called.

"What, already?" Karl snapped his eyes around to stare at him.

"Well, the chopper was there to try to help the guys in the boat if he was needed.  Since he was there I had him snap some pics of the area.  They're only on the screen though, it'll take a few minutes to give you hard copies."

"I think you'd better start printing them then.  While you're at it, ask the chopper to pick up Springfield and Winchester to bring them back here," Davis said firmly.  "We've still got almost two hours of daylight left today. Let's use it."

"After all this, I hope the guy is there," Karl snorted.  "We're gambling a lot on a hunch and an old life jacket hanging in a bush."

"It all makes sense though," Peacock argued. "Your first print of the area should be almost ready."

Karl spent the next few minutes studying that print, then two more that were taken from different angles.  When Springfield came in, he felt he knew just what signs to point out for them to use as guides.

"So, you're doing it again, huh?" Springfield greeted him.

"Pardon me?" Karl responded.

"You're showing me where to go so I can do my job, and you're using photographs again," Springfield grinned.  "Just a second though.  Let Winchester and I grab a plate of beans; then while we're eating, you can point out details on those pretty pictures."

Karl just nodded, then frowned slightly at Commander Davis' raised eyebrows.

"I should have known you two would hit it off," Davis broke into a smile.  "You two are like a pair of peas taken from the same pod."

"Hah," Karl snorted and spoke quietly in hopes that Springfield wouldn't hear him.  "Personality wise perhaps, he's an extremely skilled man for this job though."

"Yeah, and you aren't skilled?  In your case it's just different skills."

"Whatever," Karl smiled and waved a hand in a deprecating manner.  "I'm just a jack of all trades.  He's a trained fighter and that's what we need for this sort of job."

Twenty minutes later, Springfield and Winchester were climbing into the helicopter with a load of climbing gear.  What surprised Karl was that the doctor went with them, along with one of the other men that he'd noticed around the camp.  When he asked about it, Davis explained that they didn't expect Chenkovich to be in very good shape if they did find him.

"Why?" he demanded.

"To start off with, he wouldn't have been in any better shape than all the others this morning, and they were suffering from exposure when we found them.  If he swam out and around the island, he would have spent enough time in the water to get badly chilled.  Then too he'd have been soaking wet, which means if he's been hiding in a cave all day without a source of heat, he's either hypothermic or perhaps he's dead," Davis said bluntly.  "What you may have missed in that radio message from the men who saw the life jacket is that they think it may have been a try to get help.  It's fluorescent orange and if the guy was trying to hide, why would he leave it where people could see it?"

"Cripes, I never thought of that," Karl admitted.

"Now, Springfield and Winchester are going down first, just in case that life jacket is bait for a trap.  After they're sure it's safe, the doctor may go down, if the area isn't too dangerous.

"Bait for a trap?"

"Sure, the guy puts out a sign that seems to mean he's helpless.  Someone rushes to his rescue and the guy offs them, then has their clothes and weapons for protection.  It was the sort of trick the Afghans used against the Russians."

"Cripes," Karl just shook his head.

"They've landed already sir," Peacock advised, tapping his headphones.

"Can you put it on the speaker, Peacock?"

"I could sir, but there's a lot of noise from the chopper."

"Peacock, we really don't care about the noise.  We want to hear what's going on."

"Yes sir."

"Tell the old bugger he was right.  We can actually see the life jacket from here and it is just under the edge of the overhang," Springfield's voice came through on the speaker.

"The old bugger wants to know if you can see the edge of the cave just above and to the left of it," Karl growled as he grinned.

"Oops, I didn't realize the old bugger could hear me," Springfield answered with a chuckle.  "The cave isn't visible from this position, but we'll let you know in a minute or two when we get down there."

"Just watch your ass, the sandstone around that area is badly weathered.  I've seen one of the feral cats leap on a section of that stuff and just his weight snapped off a piece as big as a car that looked like it was solid as granite."

"Yes Granny.  We're starting over the edge now.  If you want a running commentary, it won't be from us, we're gonna be busy."

Karl rolled his eyes, but Commander Davis grinned and reached out to switch off the microphone. "Okay Peacock, use the headphones now.  We don't need a blow by blow account."

Karl didn't bother arguing, although he would have liked to.  Instead he went outside to have that long overdue after dinner cigarette, assuming that Commander Davis probably didn't want him near the radio.  At the same time he didn't want to go far away, just in case his knowledge could help the crew on the cliff.  To his surprise, he was joined by CPO Elgin as they stood under the tarp that was stretched in front of the tent as a porch.

"I've got a spare cup of coffee here if you'd like it, Sir," Elgin offered him a cup.

"Thanks Elgin," Karl grinned.  "I appreciate that."

"No problem Sir," Elgin grinned back.

"How about dropping the 'sir' business?  I keep looking for someone behind me with a ton of braid on his sleeve.  Please, just call me Karl."

"Okay Karl, and my first name is Lyle.  But actually you've earned the title, far more than some of the officers I've served under."

"Well, look at it differently, would you call Springfield sir?"

"No, he'd probably dump me on my arse and then lecture me afterward."

"Well, where do you want to land, Lyle?"

"Pardon me?"

"When I dump you on your arse; since you've already had the lecture."

Elgin chuckled and stepped back.  "I'll do my best to remember that … Karl."

"Good," Karl paused in thought.  "Lyle, how much do you know about this crap that's going on."

"About what everyone does.  We're trying to catch a bunch of criminals that smuggle dope and weapons.  In case you didn't know it, this was strictly a volunteer mission, sir.  We knew we were dealing with the Russian Mafia and they can be rough.  But just in case you were wondering, we only knew who and what we were dealing with about eight hours before you radioed us."

"Oh!  That puts a different spin on my thoughts about the situation."

"Yeah, it put a different spin on ours as well.  That's when Springfield and his three henchmen joined our group and when it became a voluntary assignment.  Up until then we were sure that we were after smugglers, but we didn't have any idea that they were as hard core as this Chenkovich bastard."

"Chenkovich is hard core?"

"Well, yeah, he is.  They figure he and his cousin have killed upward of twenty people, maybe more."

"Holy cripes."

"Yeah.  We owe you big time on this one, Karl."

"Actually, I feel that I owe your people a fair bit."

"Oh for fucks sake, Karl, wake up.  This is our job," Elgin snorted.  "Since we got here you and your knowledge of the layout of this island, have done us so many favours that its damn near unbelievable.  Even before we got here you were helping us, even if you didn't know it.  First you reported the smugglers to us, then you softened them up, and you even managed to keep them trapped in an untenable area.  Now admittedly, part of that was the geography of this place, but still, you kept them hemmed in down there.  Then when we were ready to go after them, you've showed us how to use the lay of the land to do it.  Right now you're digging us out of the hole we got ourselves into by losing the main guy.  Shit man, we really owe you big time, just for making our job easier."

Karl wasn't sure what to say, but he was saved from needing to respond, just then Commander Davis called him back inside.

"They've got him," he said shortly.

"Alive?" Karl asked.

"Yeah, but he's in bad shape.  The doctor will have to do a certain amount of treatment here in the field, but as soon as we can safely transport him, we'll be shipping him off to the hospital."

Karl heaved a deep sigh of relief. "That's a relief."

"Yeah, well it could have been better.  Springfield got hurt."

"Oh hell, what happened?"

"A slab of rock fell on him, and his leg is badly injured, which means he'll have to go to the hospital as well.  Besides that, the doctor got in the way of the falling rock too.  Luckily, she only got scrapes and bruises."

"So they rescued a bloody crook and nearly get killed doing it," Karl frowned.

"Yes, but if we can keep that crook alive until we can question him, we might be able to find out what terror group or political upstart wanted the radioactive material.  Then if we can chase that down, we might be able to prevent a whole lot more death and suffering."

"Maybe," Karl sighed.  "At least with him captured and shipped off the island, my family will sleep better tonight."

"Yes, and this one isn't going to break out of his constraints.  Springfield has him in proper handcuffs," Davis smiled.  "Now, can I walk you back to your house.  I'd like to be there when you tell everyone, that way I can answer any questions that might be asked."

"I'm certain they'd like that and I'm definitely not opposed to the idea," Karl smiled.

As they walked toward the house, they looked at the sky toward the west.  There was an arch of clear blue sky showing under the clouds hanging overhead, clouds that were reddened by the setting sun.

"Jeez, think maybe the weather is going to break?" Karl asked.  "By the way, what's that old verse? 'Red sky at night, sailor's delight' or something like that?"

"Well, I'm not delighted, but I'm a sight happier than I was this afternoon," Don answered.  "How about you?"

"Happy that the bastard has been caught and pissed off that my friends got hurt," Karl answered honestly.

"I have to agree, but it's a lot better than an operation where both friend and foe come back in body bags, and I've had those too," Don frowned sadly as they climbed the stairs of the porch.

-o0o-

Ely and her father were sitting at the kitchen table having a discussion when Karl opened the door and walked in with Commander Davis.  For once the father and daughter were arguing quietly, but that was so they didn't disturb David or Mary-Beth who had already gone to bed.  Trudy was just watching the discussion, but she looked up and smiled as Karl and Don walked over.

"Coffee?" Trudy asked, as Karl took a seat, waving his friend to another.

"Yes, please Trudy," Karl smiled.  "How about it Don, cuppa java suit you?"

"Yes, I think I will have one, if Trudy has enough for both of us," Don smiled back.

"You two seem relatively happy," Ely looked from one to the other.  "But you don't look like you want to celebrate or anything.  What's up?"

Don waited for Karl to speak, but Karl simply gestured to him.

"We have some good news and some not so good news," Don started.  "First of all, we caught Chenkovich, actually we rescued him from a cave on the outside edge of the island."

"On the outside, by that I am supposing that you must mean somewhere on the outer cliffs?" George said almost in disbelief.

"Yes, on the outer cliffs, actually almost on the exact opposite side of the island from here.  He was hiding in a cave in the sandstone cliffs.  Karl was the one who second guessed how he had managed to disappear.  We'd practically scoured the island from the air and couldn't find a clue of where he could be."

George just shook his head and frowned at Karl. "How in the world did you think of that?"

"Well, I just decided that he had to be pretty smart, maybe too smart to realize he was actually being dumb," Karl sighed.

"What do you mean being dumb, he damn near got away with it?" Don asked.

"Don, you're in the Navy so you know the dangers of the sea.  How long does it take for a person to get hypothermia in the waters of the strait?  Maybe twenty minutes or half an hour, right?" Karl said shortly.  "So this guy gambles that he can swim somewhere before getting too cold and simply drowning?  I don't care what you say, that is not brilliant.  He was gambling with his life.  I'll bet he was in bloody poor shape by the time the rescue crew got to him."

"I suppose you're right, after all he was in very rough shape.  Still, I think it was an act of desperation."

"Why would he be desperate?  If he was smart enough, all he'd get was deportation to Russia."

"Karl, the man was a smuggler and if he was smuggling radioactive material, he would have been classed as a terrorist."

"Don, just what the hell would Canada do with a smuggler and a terrorist?  We don't have the death penalty anymore.  At the worst he'd be put in jail for a few years and then deported, but more than likely he'd just have been deported to Russia."

"Well, it would depend on where the radioactive materials were slated to end up.  The US will naturally be interested and if they were meant to be sent anywhere that Al Qaeda could get their hands on them …"

"Oh sure, but proving any of that might take years.  No, he had another reason for running off the way he did," Karl frowned deeply.  "Hell, if he was from Russia, he must surely have understood what happens to people who have hypothermia.  If he was as smart as you've painted him, then he was acting out of panic at being caught, but at the present time, I can't see a reason for that sort of panic."

"Perhaps he felt that he would automatically be turned over to US authorities," George interjected.  "I do know that they are very interested in any case of this sort."

"Oh come on George," Karl scoffed.  "That's one of the reasons we end up with so many scoff-laws in this country now.  They know that if the US or any other country has a death sentence waiting for them, they can play on the sympathy of the Canadian government to try to prevent them from being extradited.  Nope, he had an immediate fear, something strange is going on.  I can't even guess what it is, but it's there."

Don looked at him quietly and slowly shook his head.  "Karl, this time I think you're wrong."

"Sorry Don, something about his desperate attempt to get away just doesn't feel right.  The other thing that doesn't feel right is something I wanted to ask about.  I was told that their ship got wrecked, so they abandoned that for a lifeboat, then after that they hijacked a freight boat, right?"

"Yes, they killed the old couple who owned it."

"Explain that to me please.  Why would you hijack a bigger boat, shoot the old couple, put them in a lifeboat that can be traced to your ship, then set it free?  That's asking for trouble.  If they dumped the old couple overboard, chances are their bodies would sink.  Why leave them floating around in a boat so they could be found?"

"Maybe the old couple escaped and the only way to stop them from identifying the crooks was to kill them?"

"That doesn't fit the profile I've got in my head for this guy.  He'd have been smart enough to have gone after the boat, catch it, and dump the bodies overboard.  There's no way he survived this long by leaving raw evidence of his activities around."

"Karl, you should have been a detective," Don growled softly.  "Now you've got me asking myself questions that I doubt I can find answers to, at least not easily."

"You've got three prisoners, two of them are in fair shape and can answer your questions, just ask them," Karl growled right back.  "I wouldn't wait until Chenkovich is in shape to answer your questions either, I've got an idea that there's a time limit on this whole deal."

"Would you like to explain that to me?"

"I can't.  It's just a gut feeling that I've got.  It's like we're sitting here feeling safe, but meanwhile there's big trouble brewing close by.  I'm sure that there's another problem out there that will affect us somehow."

"Do you feel strongly about that?" Ely asked, then shivered slightly at Karl's nod.

"I remember those gut feelings of yours," Don frowned. "Thank you for the coffee, I think I'll go see if I can talk someone back at the base into asking a few more questions of our three prisoners."

He pushed back from the table and it was as if a different man slowly stood up, almost as if he had taken off a cloak that branded him as an old friend and donned one that labelled him as a commanding officer.

"Would you like me to drop back later if I receive anything significant in the way of answers?"

"I'd like that, or I could come with you?" Karl asked.  "I mean, if I can be of any help …"

"I saw you limping on the way back to the house this last time," Don shook his head. "If I really need you for anything, I'll send CPO Elgin to get you, okay?"

"Somehow I get the feeling that I'm still being guarded," Karl smiled, almost sardonically.

"I think I'll repeat that to the men," Commander Davis snorted.  "I'm sure they'll find it rather ironic."

"What do you mean?"

"Look Karl, I've known you since we were kids.  I know you aren't a magician, but to most of those guys out there you've been pulling rabbits out of your hat since they arrived here.  From the time I stepped out of that helicopter in your goat pasture I've heard nothing, but tales about how you can do things no one else does and pull solutions to problems out of thin air."

"Oh shit," Karl frowned.  "I'm not so bloody perfect, but since your guys have been here I'll admit I've just made a couple of lucky guesses.  Maybe I'd better stay here and perhaps you should let them think this hunch thing is your idea."

Davis frowned. "That might be an idea at that, for now.  I could use some good PR at the moment."

"Don't count on that good PR.  I could be wrong this time."

"I'll gamble that you've got a reason for your hunch," Davis said shortly, heading for the door.  "By the way, how late will you be up?  I wouldn't want to disturb you by coming back too late."

"At least a couple of hours," Karl grinned.  "Probably more.  Actually, since I feel safer now and have some great pills to control my discomfort, Ely and I may wander down to see you in a while.  That is, if you don't mind?"

"If you do, use flashlights, you know that we have guards out on patrol," Davis said, opening the door.  "See you later."

-o0o-

Karl sighed softly, then looked around at the three faces left at the table after Davis had gone.  "Well?  You all look like you have questions."

"Yes, he mentioned bad news before and never got around to explaining what he meant.  You got him worried and he left," Ely frowned slightly.  "What was that all about?"

"Oh, both Springfield and the doctor were hurt by falling rock during the rescue."

"Not badly, I hope," Trudy blurted.

"I'm not sure about Springfield.  I think he might have been hurt quite badly.  I think a small section of rock fell right on him, but I understand that all the doctor's injuries were only minor scrapes and bruises.  Now, don't take that to the bank though.  I'm not really sure of anything since I heard it about third or fourth hand, maybe more.  Luckily, the helicopter was right there and immediately flew them off to hospital, but then they'd have rushed Chenkovich to a hospital in any case, since he had hypothermia."

"True," Ely nodded.  "I sure hope Fran wasn't badly hurt.  I really like her a lot."

All of them nodded their heads at that and they were quiet for a moment.  Then George cleared his throat.

"Did you perchance manage to inveigle any assistance from the Navy regarding our rock slide predicament?" he asked.  "I noticed that you never spoke of it while Commander Davis was here."

"I did ask about having the helicopter take some photos at low tide," Karl grinned.  "And they made some noises about doing something more than that.  The weird thing is that Don and a bunch of his sailors want to take a trip through the cut with me at the helm of some sort of boat or other.  First it was the inflatable, then later Don asked me how long it would take to get the 'Skolka' back up to snuff."

"You aren't thinking about trying it, are you?" Ely questioned.

"Actually, I am," he nodded.  "I think we owe these folks something, not so much as military people doing their jobs, but just as folks who've gone out of their way to help us out.  I'd like to thank them on a personal level.  If I do it though, I'd like to have Dr. Baker and Springfield along as well and since it looks like they might be in Esquimalt for a while that would postpone the trip."

"Oh, I hope they're not there for long.  Fran wanted to take Keri to have an MRI and Trudy to have an x-ray, right Trudy?" Ely glanced at Trudy.

"I don't think there's a real rush," Trudy smiled.  "Not on my part anyway and from the way Keri is moving around, I think her problem is more psychological than physical."

"Well, the offer of decent photographs is indeed good news," George intoned.  "However, it still leaves unanswered the question that I feel has the deepest need for an answer.  Karl, do you think we could gain any assistance from the Navy in clearing the blockage in our passage through the cut?  I do feel that it is an absolute essential for us to have relatively free access in case of emergencies and I would suggest that the sooner we could do so, the better it would be."

"I don't know George," Karl sighed.  "To be honest, I haven't asked.  Before I ask any questions like that, I'd like to know more about what we're up against.  I'd want to have a look at photos of the area.  I'd want to go there by boat at a low tide to see how much rock is exposed.  I'd want to walk along the cliffs and see if there was a chance that an explosion would make more rock break free and slide down.  Hell, I can't ask for their help yet, not without some idea that it might be possible to do something without causing more damage."

"But the armed services are here to assist us with our difficulties and that is the major problem that we have left, now that they have corralled the last of the miscreants," George began.

Karl held up his hand. "George, this is Canada remember?  The US has the Army Corps of Engineers.  Canada does too, but it's a hell of a lot smaller group.  Right now they're probably busy trying to help a lot of other people after the earthquakes, folks who are in worse shape than we are.  The navy may have demolition experts and great divers, but I'm not sure about that.  I do plan on asking, but I want to set it up first.  I'd prefer to at least know my ass from a hole in the ground, so I don't appear to be an idiot."

"Dad, I think Karl probably wants to have a clear passage even more than you do," Ely smiled at him.  "What you seem to forget is that we had limited passage even before the slide."

"Oh, I haven't forgotten.  It's just that as I understand it right now, we may be forced to attempt passage only during the seasons of highest tides.  That would have a severe impact upon our lifestyle.  In fact with all of the helicopter services being used on emergencies, we might be in an extremely tough situation.  After all, if we are unable to hire anyone to fly in our necessary supplies and are limited in marine access, this island becomes virtually uninhabitable," George sighed softly.  "I'm sure that even Karl would dearly love an improvement on the situation."

"Oh I'm not happy about it George, but you have to realize that the Navy came here to protect us from criminals, not to improve our lifestyle.  I'm not sure how far they'd be willing to go while helping us.  As the doctor said, we've had it relatively lucky here."

"That being true and since they have apprehended the criminals, I would imagine that the Navy will soon depart," George frowned.

"That could be George, and I'll admit I really don't know their schedule.  In some ways I'm looking forward to them being out of here, even after only this short time.  I'm not used to this sort of crowd around me and especially not right in my own front yard.  But, since it seems we're at least free to go out of the house now, I'd actually like to see if I can get some help from some of them tomorrow or the next day.  For one thing, I'd like to get that fallen tree off of your house so we could begin to repair the damage there."

"Oh that's a good idea," Trudy grinned and winked at him.

"But, isn't that also having them improve our lifestyle?" George frowned.  "I am all in favour of the idea, but wouldn't they turn you down because it wasn't one of the things they were here to accomplish.  It certainly has nothing to do with capturing the criminals.  If they will help you there, why would they not help you with the rock slide?"

"Well George, all that's needed to get the tree off of the house is some labour and a little care, all of which takes very little special knowledge, so any grunt can do it.  Getting rid of that rock slide calls for a team of underwater demolition experts.  Now you don't find guys who have experience at underwater demolition just sitting around the local bar and guzzling beer.  I doubt if there happens to be one of them on the crew that's here," Karl sighed.  "Besides George, diving anywhere near that damn slide is going to be dangerous.  Even at the best of times the currents around it are going to be turbulent and perilous for anyone.  So I think Don would be rather cautious about who he'd let get involved.  I know damn well that I'd be bloody cautious around it, even above water."

"Hmmph," George snorted.  "Well, you understand my views.  I feel that we should at least ask.  There is nothing worse than finding out after the fact that you let a golden opportunity pass you by just because you were too cautious to seek assistance."

"Oh, I intend to ask, but I'll ask my way, George," Karl grinned at him.

"Well, I intend to retire for the evening.  Goodnight everyone," George conveyed his annoyance in the way he wheeled his chair around to leave them.

"Gee Dad is touchy," Ely murmured after he'd left.

"He feels confined and he's out of sorts because he misses his familiar surroundings," Trudy explained unnecessarily.  "To be honest, I miss my house too."

"Well, tomorrow he can go outside and if I can talk the Navy boys into helping me a bit, maybe we can get him back to your house in a few days," Karl smiled.  "I'm going to go down to the Navy tents for a while, would you two like to come?"

"I think I'll stay here," Trudy replied, then she smiled.  "Maybe I can go tease George into forgetting all his annoyance for a while."

"You go, Trudy-Mom," Ely grinned at her, then glanced around.  "Since the kids are asleep, I think I'll go with Karl.  It would be nice to just get out of the house, even if it's for a short time."

"I was going upstairs, should I ask Keri and Linda?" Trudy wondered aloud.  "I doubt they'd want to go, but I think they should be asked."

"Yes, ask them then, if you would?  We're willing to wait for a few minutes," Ely smiled.

Ely walked over to check on the two kids while Karl went to the bathroom to find a pain pill.  He had a hunch that he was going to need it, especially since Don Davis had pointed out his limp to him before.  By the time he was back, Trudy was coming back downstairs and shaking her head.

"Keri is sleeping and Linda doesn't want to leave her alone, just in case she might awaken." Trudy offered.

"You know, that 'mother hen' bit is starting to get to me," Ely sighed.  "I'm wondering if Keri isn't going to react to it pretty soon.  She's pretty damn independent and Linda is practically smothering her with attention."

"I wouldn't let it worry you," Karl grinned.  "Keri will chew on Linda's butt if she feels it's too much, but Linda is a pretty tough chaw.  In a way, it's inevitable for them to establish limits, and this may just be what Keri needs.  Perhaps it might be what Linda needs too."

"What?" Ely said in disbelief.  "You want to see them argue?"

"No, but I remember what you and Keri used to do when you had your arguments way back when you were sixteen or seventeen," he chuckled.

"Yeah, you used to sit down and grin at us," Ely snorted.  "On top of that, you'd refuse to take sides, which used to piss us both off."

"I remember that," Trudy laughed.  "It would start out with both girls fighting and end up with Karl walking away, which would leave both of you annoyed at him.  Then he'd often row out to spend some time alone on his boat.  After that your dad would get annoyed with you girls because he felt you'd bothered Karl."

"And one or the other of us would have to swim out and apologize to Karl," Ely snickered.  "I remember.  So do you think Keri and Linda are the same?"

"Oh hell no," Karl snorted.  "Right now neither one of them is as stable as either you or Keri was then.  Both of them are doing this partly because of apprehension of what's coming and partly because of fear of what they have seen.  We've all been through a lot of crap lately and it's bound to have changed us.  None of us are as secure as we were."

"Even you?" Ely questioned softly.

"Especially me," Karl said honestly, frowning deeply.  "I'm nowhere near as stable as I thought I was and I found out that I have a side to me that I really don't like much.  Karpichov taught me that I can be a mean bastard, someone who will take the law into his own hands.  I wouldn't have believed that I could get that angry, not before this all happened."

"You were protecting us," Trudy protested.

"Oh I know that.  The second time I was also protecting the doctor and myself, but mainly I was eliminating a slimy bastard who didn't deserve to draw another breath," he paused and sighed deeply, then took a deep breath.

"Right now I want to go see what other tricks those buggers were up to.  By now Don will have found out if the people in Esquimalt asked the two that are in stable condition about anything more that was going on.  Coming Ely?" he said, heading for the door.

"Yeah, I am.  Where's your flashlight?"

"Oh yeah, Don did say to use one didn't he?" Karl said, grabbing a small light and heading outside, barely waiting for Ely to follow.

On the porch, they paused and Karl switched on the light.

"This bloody light will kill my night vision," he muttered.

"Better to kill your night vision than you," Ely said at his elbow.  "I don't suppose the guards are as keyed up now as they were last night, but it's better to be safe than sorry."

"I hope they're not," Karl answered as they walked in under the first of the trees in his little orchard on their way toward the military tents.

In only a moment they had been met by the guard at the entrance to the tent and were ushered inside to find Commander Davis sitting at a table covered with many loose sheets of paper.

"Well, hello Don, what's this?" Karl asked.

"This is a printout of the interview and questioning of Bonnetti and Iverson that has gone on since they arrived in Esquimalt.  Our guys have been interviewing them since they came in, trying to get as much information as they can, just as quickly as possible."

"Jeez, we couldn't have stirred them up that much, what's the big push for?"

"Well, part of it is concerning previous activities, but mostly they wanted to know more about that trace of radioactive elements," Davis said shortly, gathering up several of the sheets and stacking them one under the other until he found one in particular.  "Here, this section will interest you."

Karl shifted it so he could see clearly and read part of it for a second and then looked up. "I take it I-N-T stands for the interviewer, but who is B-O-N?"

"Bonetti, Georgio Bonnetti, a small time crook with a large appetite for drugs.  In over his head with this bunch," Davis said shortly.

Karl went back to reading

Int : "So you came out of a fog bank and almost ran into another boat?"

Bon : "Yeah, it was a lot bigger'n us too and scared the hell out of me, but Vladislav started wavin' his hands and shoutin' right away, like somethin' was wrong with our boat.  Dimitri cut the engine, then made like he was tryin' to start it again.  The other boat looked like it was goin' t' just carry on, but this ol' lady come over to our side of the boat and threw Vlad a rope that he tied to the front cleat.  He hollered out to hold on, but when that rope came tight we got jerked real hard.  That's when I got my leg hurt, I fell down an' somethin' what was loose fell on me."

Int : "What happened then?"

Bon : "Well, the ol' guy runnin' the boat slowed down an' we pulled on the rope until we caught up.  Then all six of us got on board the other boat, bringin' that fuckin' box with us."

Int : "You brought the box on board the other boat?"

Bon : "Oh yeah, Vlad wasn't goin' t' get parted from his gold bullion."

Int : "You're sure it was gold are you?"

Bon : "Had to be.  Ain't nothin' else that damn heavy.  I never seen inside the box of course, not since it were padlocked an' had a ton of screws in the lid, but why else would he insist we took so damn many chances?  Hell, we coulda stayed at the wreck an' been a hell of a lot safer.  Doc an' me, we figured there musta been way more'n a million bucks of smuggled gold in that box.  Fuck, it took four of us just to carry the damn thing an' it took all fuckin' six of us to lift it from one boat to the other."

Int : "So six of you moved onto the other boat?"

Bon : "Yep, we all did."

Int: "With the box?"

Bon: "I tol' you so din't I?  Then Dimitri went nuts an' stabbed both the ol' man and the ol' lady."

"Wait a minute," Karl spoke up.  "This says someone stabbed the old couple.  I thought they had been shot?"

"Read further," Don sighed.  "It seems he used an ice pick of some sort that left a round hole and it wasn't just someone.  That was Karpichov."

"Oh shit," Karl growled.

"Well, think about it," Davis sighed.  "When bullet proof vests came out they were just Kevlar.  Law enforcement soon found a problem with them, they'd stop a bullet, but not a sharply pointed knife.  Karpichov wore a bullet proof vest almost all the time.  One made in Russia, probably of some imitation of the stuff used in the first vests made on this side of the Pacific.  I'm betting he used that same type of weapon to kill guys who thought they were safe just because they were wearing bullet proof vests."

Karl just shook his head and went back to reading.

Int : "He killed them both then, with what kind of a weapon?"

Bon : "Oh, with that fancy pig sticker of his, looks like an ice pick or somethin', but it folds up like a jack-knife.  Them ol' folks hardly bled at all, just jerked an' staggered back when he stabbed 'em, then dropped to the deck jus like they'd been shot.  Doc Iverson went nuts though, an' started screamin' blue murder about it.  Well, Vlad had to call Dimitri off 'cause 'bout then he woulda killed Doc too.  Doc made such a fuss though that Vlad had Dimitri toss the bodies into t'other boat an' tie it off astern.  Then Vlad sent me to find some ol' chains 'r somethin' t' tie on 'em t' make sure the bodies'd sink.  Problem was, by the time I found some old rusty chain down in the hold of that old scow an' drug 'em up on deck, t'other boat was gone.  I guess Dimitri didn't tie knots too good 'r somethin'.  Now that set Vlad off again.  He screamed at me an' he screamed at Dimitri, then he screamed at Doc for good measure."

Int : "So he had a fiery temper?"

Karl looked up at Davis as he read the last line on the sheet.

"Finished?" Davis asked. At Karl's nod, he handed him another sheet. "Read this now."

Bon: "Well, Doc an' me was pretty tired an' we was nice and warm for the first time in days, so's it didn't take long for us to start yawnin'.  Anyway, we fell asleep there in the cabin.  I guess it was a couple of hours or more later when Vlad was shakin' us awake an' when I got up, we was almost rubbin' up against a rock wall as we was goin' along.  I mean, I can see we's at an island, but the damn rock wall goes straight up.  I figured Vlad has steered us for the wrong place 'cause I can't see how we was supposed t' land on that kinda thing.  Turns out though it was the place he was looking for, but it was still the wrong place for us t' be."

Int: "Would you care to explain how you feel it was the wrong place?"

Bon: "Well, first the two rag heads got killed, an' we got wrecked.  After that we got stuck down in a damn swamp with a bunch of pigs an' couldn't get outta there.  An' 'en Dimitri took too much dope so's he went nuts an' started chasin' around all over hell an'…"

Int: "Perhaps you should take your time?  Start from where you got woken up and carry on with your story, but give us some detail."

Bon: "Okay, well, me an Doc got up like Vlad wanted an' got sent out on deck, t' stand there in the rain, right out on the bow o' the boat.  Vlad had told us to look for a cut in the bank, somewhere inside this little bay we was in.  Well Doc was pissed right off at the rain in his face, an' he kept turnin' around an' lookin' back.  Damned if he didn't see this notch in the cliff behind us, so he hollered at Vlad an' pointed it out.  Sure as Hell, we'd gone right past what we was lookin' for an' it took a hell of a long time t' turn that damn scow around cause we had t' fight agin the tide.  Say can I have another drink of water?  I'm dying of thirst."

Int: "Certainly Mr Bonetti.  Able Seaman, would you please get a glass of water.  Now Mr Bonetti, while we're waiting, would you carry on please?"

Bon: "Damn, you're a polite bastard, but thanks.  (sigh)  Okay, so we get the scow turned around an' we headed back into this little bay.  I looked up at the cliffs an' I was sure we was going to run right into them, but damn if there wasn't an openin,' but the water was pushin' us into it 'way too fast.  I mean it was just shovin' that little scow to beat hell an' damn if we didn't bang off o' a wall at the first curve.  Then we was sort of spinnin' an' we hit t'other wall.  I mean how could we miss those damn walls?  They was so fuckin' close an' the tide was just shovin' us like mad, pushin' us one way an' then another an' then shovin' us back agin.  One of those turban tops musta been standing too close to the edge an' when we hit a wall, he lost his balance an' I swear, he fell right between the boat an' the rocks.  He didn't have a chance, I mean he was rollin' along the side of the boat, just screamin' like hell.  Then his buddy went to grab his
arm to yank him back, but instead he got jerked in too."

(Subject pauses and holds his hands to his head, then coughs loudly and shivers)

Bon: "There was nothin' we could do.  Not one damn thing.  Just like that, (Subject snaps his fingers) two men was dead and gone.  They was rolled along between the boat an' the wall like you'd roll a couple o' pencils between your hands, but they was being ground to pieces too. They was screamin' an' yellin', blood was spurtin' an' you could hear their bones poppin' like firecrackers.  I mean it was horrible.  Well, me an' Doc didn't want that to happen to us, so we headed for the middle of the boat which is still jerkin' an' bouncin' off the walls, but we just hung on tight.  Then Vlad was screamin' somethin' an' pointin' ahead, so I look up.  An' the water is boilin,' ahead o' us. I mean there's a hump in it, like it's being shoved up an' over somethin,' the same way water in a river looks goin' over rapids an' big rocks.  The cows on the back deck 'r bawlin,' an' Doc is screamin,' an' Vlad is yellin,' then we hit whatever it was.  I felt the boat tip
sorta sideways, then kinda go up an' over that hump, but at the same time there was a grindin' tearin' sound from under the boat like somethin' was eatin' it from the bottom up.  Then sudden like, we was sideways an' rollin' over."

(Subject accepts glass of water and drinks deeply, then sighs.)

Bon: "Next thing I know, I'm in the water an' swimmin' for my life, but I get tumbled an' tossed an' rolled around like I was a cork in a washin' machine.  I look up an' most of the boat is floatin' on past me an' I swim for it, but then I seen it was sinkin' fast, so I forget about that.  I turn an' see Doc an' he's face down in the water. So I swim over t' him an' roll him on his back … Then I don't remember nothin' for a while, just water an' rain an' more fuckin' water an' more fuckin' rain, then a wind of some sort too."

Int: "You don't know how you got out of the water?"

Karl had reached the end of the page, he raised his eyes and stared at Davis.  "So there's a good chance that Chenkovich's box is in the bay?"

"Yes, I think so.  Either in the bay, or in the cut leading into the bay, but almost certainly on this side of the rock slide," Davis said slowly.  "I'm sorry."

Ely stared at him and then at Karl;  "You don't think it was gold, do you?"

"Nope.  At least I don't and I don't imagine Don does either," Karl said calmly.  He set the papers down on the table and sighed very deeply, then glanced around the room.  Spotting CPO Elgin, he asked quietly.  "Lyle, would you have a cigarette that I could bum from you and is there any coffee?"

In seconds he had both and was stepping out under the flap at the entrance of the tent.  Ely stared after him, then turned to Commander Davis.

"Now what?" she asked quietly.  "And don't you dare tell me that I have to leave my home because you let a bloody atomic bomb of some sort slip inside the border."

"Firstly, I doubt very much if it's a nuclear bomb, even a small one would probably be too well guarded for the likes of these people to get their hands on.  It might be part of the warhead from a rocket, or it could be some other contaminated material of various kinds.  We won't know unless we can get Chenkovich to talk and he may not even know," Davis replied.  "Secondly we're going to be doing everything in our power to recover it, don't ever doubt that.  However I'm worried about the time that may take.  I'm afraid if the box that material is in is leaking radiation and if it takes too long for us to find it, the whole bay might become contaminated.  Then we'd have to help you to relocate."

"Well, I'm personally holding you responsible for finding the damn thing since you're in charge here," she growled.  "Both my father and Karl have worked their ass off to give us a wonderful place to live and if the damn military screws us out of it, I'll never forgive you.  You may be Karl's childhood buddy, but I'll hound you until you'll wish you had found that damn box."

Ely wasn't exactly a nondescript woman, in fact she was certainly exotic enough to be eye catching.  As she stood there berating their commander, every eye in the tent was on her dark skinned, curvaceous figure.  However, at that moment she wasn't just the erotic female figure that they had all been watching surreptitiously.  One glance was enough to tell anyone seeing her that this was an extremely dangerous woman who was out to protect her family and friends.  It was simply an elemental impression, almost an instinct.  So when her gaze left him and travelled over the others in the room, she instantly had everyone's attention.  Her eyes caught the gaze of each and every individual for an instant before passing on to the next.  In that brief glance, there was a plea for help and yet at the same time a warning not to cross this woman.  A warning that sent a chill down the spine before settling as an uneasy feeling in the pit of the stomach.  At the same time as
each individual felt the danger in her, they were also reminded of the love they felt for their own mother and family.  It was a strangely shaken company that watched as she slowly and majestically moved to leave.

Outside the tent she walked over to link her arm with Karl's for a moment, simply leaning her weight against him lightly, letting him know she was there.  CPO Elgin, who had gone outside with Karl, felt an almost palpable surge in the respect and care he had for the couple.  Karl, who had been staring off into the night, turned slightly and slipped his arms free to pull her body against his.

"We'll find the fucking thing," he promised.  "And the bay isn't too deep to recover it either."

"I know Karl, but it has to be found fairly quickly.  It's doing damage already, just by being there.  Besides, I can tell that these people think that box is leaking a lot of radiation.  Do you think anyone else can help?  Daddy maybe?  I mean, he knows so much and so many people."

"Not for now, maybe tomorrow," Karl's voice was a low growl.

"Well, I can't stay here right now.  I'm going up to the house.  Will you be long?" she asked.

"Who knows?  I want to find out what time and what day they tried to run the cut.  Then I can estimate what the tide was doing and I'll be able to get an idea where the wreck would be.  I'll have to help find it.  I think the 'Skolka' is the only boat that's big enough to use as a decent dive platform and still get inside the bay.  Besides, I'm probably the one who knows the bay best and I'm probably one of the few who can pilot a boat through the cut," Karl sighed then and looked apprehensive.  "Don't tell your dad what's going on yet, but ask him if he could get us a list of divers that handle hazardous waste, outside of the navy that is.  Oh and don't get him too excited."

"And how do I manage that?"

"Well, I guess you could tell him I'm working on the slide problem and think I have a handle on things.  I want to be able to pick some brains if need be, but if he's talking to anyone, make sure he doesn't let out anything the navy might want to be kept secret, like the fact that there might be a bomb here."

"Your friend Davis doesn't think it's a bomb."

"Yeah, I heard that, but I'm not as sure as Don is.  Look, I'm sorry, but now that I've had my break and I'm starting to get antsy.  I want to get working on this thing."

"Okay Karl, I'll leave you here, but I don't think Dad can do much tonight.  Maybe I should let him sleep for now?"

"Yeah, I guess I agree.  I'll see you when I get there.  Lyle, would you care to escort Ely back to the house?"

"One second, please," CPO Elgin said instantly and turned to go inside.

When he returned a moment or two later, Karl was holding Ely tightly and he paused, waiting for them to separate before speaking.

"May I escort you, Ma'am?" he said formally, then after her nod he looked at Karl.  "Would you like me to remain on guard on your porch until you return, Karl?"

"Oh, I don't think you need to do that," Karl smiled almost sadly.  "I just wanted you to walk with her so she'd have company and, more importantly, a light."

"I realize that I don't need to guard your house, Karl," Elgin smiled back.  "The offer was made purely out of respect for both of you, and it comes from the Commander, as well as myself."

Karl looked at Ely, raising his eyebrows in an unspoken question.  She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

"CPO Elgin, Lyle, I'd like your company for the walk back to the house, but I think you could do us more service by returning here and assisting in any way toward fixing this bloody mess," Ely almost whispered, then before anything else was said, she turned and walked away.

Elgin had to hurry to be able to walk at her side.




Chapter 25

Karl watched Ely walk off on CPO Elgin's arm, then turned to re-enter the tent, walking directly over to the table where Davis was still seated.

"Any changes?" he asked, hoping something to have developed from Davis' study of the interviews.

"We've sent off a request to Esquimalt to have the prisoners questioned about time and date." Davis told him. "I'm afraid that most of the information we have gotten has been from Bonetti.  Doc Iverson seems to have been either asleep, unconscious, or under the influence of drugs most of the time that they were here.  For instance he said your boat was in the middle of the bay when they arrived and our men reported that from the looks of her, she hadn't been moved in weeks."

"Oh for cripes sake, she's tied close to a cedar tree, one nights rain and she'd be covered in crap, so forget about judging time by the junk on her decks," Karl said shortly.  "The 'Skolka' was moored in the middle of the bay, only a couple of days ago.  We towed her to the dock when we heard about the eruption of Mt.  St.  Helens, just in case things got rough.  We felt she would be safe there and yet we could still get aboard her in case of a bad earthquake.  That means they were here before we towed her in though, hell, it was the next day that Keri got raped, so I'm positive that they were here before that."

"Iverson said there were noises and lights on the boat early on the first night they were there.  But he also said the boat disappeared overnight the next night."

"That's possible, Ely and I have worked on it too, you know, sometimes at night.  Right now I've got the burner out, and I've been trying to get her back into running condition.  Let me think," he paused and frowned.  "The last night there was anyone aboard would have been … three nights ago, I think, or before that, maybe?  No, that would be it, three nights ago, maybe four at the most.  To be honest in all the confusion I've lost track of the number of days, but it would have to have been either one or the other."

"So, we have a rough date," Davis grinned in triumph.  "Now, for a time.  It has to be in the morning, but according to them it was late in the day."

"Why does it have to be in the morning?"

"Because that's when two of our ships damn near caught them just offshore, on the other side of the island."

"And they couldn't have hidden from you?" Karl smiled slyly.  "What if, by chance, the boat you were chasing was made out of wood?"

"Oh, I see, that would produce an indistinct profile on radar," Davis nodded.  "You're thinking that they tucked in near shore and didn't move, which would mean our radar would confuse the signal from them with background reflection.  Then since it was pouring down rain and visibility was poor, we'd have difficulty visually pinpointing the boat, especially if it was dark coloured.  For cripes sake, I'll wager they managed to blend their boat right into the background of the bloody island and fooled all of our high tech equipment by being low tech and sneaky.  Now, why didn't we think of that?  It's obvious as hell, now that I think about it."

"Well, I have an advantage, because I own a wooden boat.  All that reflects radar well on her is the stack and the shape of that confuses some radar receivers.  I have to run a radar reflector up the mast in bad weather to be sure I can be seen."

"Okay, perhaps we're not as dumb as I was trying to make us out to be," Davis sighed.  "So, they could have tried to come into the bay on a late afternoon or early evening tide."

"Yep, and from what Bonetti said, there was an incoming tide that virtually sucked them into the cut, which means it was an incoming tidal rip.  Either three or four days ago there would have been a really heavy rip in the cut just about the time the sun was setting.  When there's a heavy rip tide combined with a full flow from the stream, a really weird current pattern develops in the bay.  You'd have to see a depth chart for the bay, but that time factor really limits where the wreck would end up.  That boat has to have sunk in less than fifty feet of water, especially if it went down as fast as Bonetti said it did."

"Could you explain that?"

"Well, I'd have to draw a picture of the bay.  Got a pencil and paper I could use?"

"I have an overhead picture of the bay here that you can use," Dave Peacock spoke up, leafing through a pile of papers.  "Here you are sir."

"Thanks Dave," Karl nodded at him as he laid the picture on the table and pointed with a pencil that had suddenly appeared beside his hand.  "See this little island just near the entrance to the cut?  Well, it's actually part of an underwater ridge that extends out toward the lowland side of the bay and it directs the incoming current over toward that shoreline.  Behind that ridge, there's an underwater ledge that sits only fifty feet or so down and stretches from the ridge to the far bank of the bay.  Salt water rushing in with the tide is swung by the ridge toward the lowland, where the crooks were hiding, as it flows along the top of that underwater ledge.  Meanwhile, the water pouring down the stream is trying to go the other direction along the bank and almost dead against the incoming current.  The two opposing flows cause waves and whirlpools, but almost everything gets washed toward the lowland side of the bay.  Anything floating actually ends up on the mud there
eventually, if it isn't washed down the cut on the outgoing tide, and that actually explains why the crooks ended up over there."

He paused and stood up straighter, making a small circle on the picture.  "I'll bet the boat is right around here, no more than forty or fifty feet down."

Davis smiled.  "Great."

Then his face changed and he looked quizzical.  "Just what happens in that area when the tide is flowing outward?"

"Then the stream flows right along the shore.  It actually picks up some of the lighter floating junk and carries it toward the cut.  The rest of the bay seems to slowly develop a clockwise motion too and everything floating out in the bay ends up either being carried into the cut or floating over toward the lowland marsh.  Then after the tide changes the flow pattern changes too, a lot of the stuff in the middle gets worked over to that same low shoreline again."

"And the heavier stuff just sinks, I suppose?"

"I don't know, I suppose so.  Why?"

"It's just a matter of knowledge concerning the bay.  The problem with something on this order is that we don't know the long term effects of what has happened," Davis sighed.  "Now, since you feel certain that we can find the wreck in that area, what do you think our chances of finding the crate we're seeking is?"

"Pretty damn good, I'd say," Karl grinned.

"Why do you say that?"

"Because Chenkovich would have wanted it somewhere safe, yet easy to get to.  To start with, after being in one shipwreck, I doubt if he'd have had it stowed anywhere below decks.  I'm willing to bet that it was either tied down on deck, or it would have been in the corner of the cabin.  It would definitely have been where he could easily keep an eye on it.  Now, if he knew it was leaking radioactivity, it would have been outside with a tarp over it.  If he didn't know, it might have been inside, that's if it was easy enough to get it into the cabin.  You have to remember he was dealing with crooks, not willing workers; they'd try their best to take the easiest way out."

"You think too damn much.  What if it was outside and it got tossed overboard when they hit the rock slide?"

"I doubt that, but if that's what happened it could be anywhere around the high part of the rock slide but probably toward this end of the rubble."

"Karl, if we find that damn box because of your help, we're going to owe you one hell of a big favour.  What if we get rid of part of that rock slide for you?"

"Pardon?" Karl stared at him in surprise.

"Well, we're going to have divers here anyway to get that box out of the water and then a hazmat team to ship it off to a safe place.  It would probably be good exercise for the divers to do some underwater blasting while they were here.  With the amount of water that rips through that cut, if they blast the rocks small enough, the current will shift things around and make it a lot easier for you to get in and out."

"I have to admit, the idea did cross my mind," Karl grinned at him.  "But to be honest, I hesitated to ask about it because I know how damn dangerous it is."

"Jesus H Christ, you still haven't changed," Davis said loudly.  "You've made everyone's life easier since we came to the island.  You've saved people's lives and now you're making our search for this bloody box a hell of a lot easier.  All I want to do is say thanks in a practical way.  All you have to say is yes or no."

"Yes, Don!  I'm asking.  Would you please have your men check out the gorge with the idea of reducing the height of the rocks from the slide that are blocking our passage.  Only, please make sure they're safe when they do it."

Davis shook his head slowly and took a deep breath, finally he sighed and held out his hand.

"Deal!  Now, I have one more favour to ask.  Tomorrow morning I've arranged for a shallow draft jet-boat to come for us to use as a sonar boat and dive platform.  I was wondering if you could go out through the cut with me in one of our inflatable boats, then guide the jet-boat back into the bay as its pilot."

"Only if I can be at the helm of both boats when we're underway in the cut," Karl grinned.  "By the way, how much water does that jet-boat draw?"

"Of course I want you at the helm and the boat draws less than a foot of water if its ballast tanks are empty.  It should get here before high tide, about seven-thirty or eight in the morning."

"How wide is the hull?"

"I don't think it would be as wide as your steamboat, but it's about the same length."

"Perfect.  Want to meet me at the dock or out here even earlier."

"I may have to change some details between now and then.  One way or another I'll let you know tomorrow morning in enough time to arrange anything that might concern you.  Okay?"

"Fine," Karl shrugged.  "That being the case, I think I'll head up to the house.  I'll see you tomorrow."

"Goodnight Karl."

"Night everyone," he said as he walked out of the tent.

He had almost reached the darkest part of his hike to the house when he sensed, rather than heard someone near him.  He wheeled around to find himself facing Winchester.

"Hi," Winchester said very quietly.  "Thought I'd let you know, Springfield'll be okay.  Just a busted bone or two in his foot an' some bruises.  Hardly enough to slow him down, he'll be back if he can get a cast put on quick enough.  An' the doc ain't hurt bad, just scratched 'n bruised."

"Thanks Winchester.  Did you come from Esquimalt?  I didn't hear the chopper."

"Nope, didn't go.  Took me 'til now to hike back from the cliff."

"And I suppose Commander Davis doesn't know you stayed huh?"

"Prob'bly not," Winchester winked.

"Springfield knows?"

"Unh huh.  He's my boss.  It was his idea that I stayed."

"You have a reason?"

"Unh huh."

"I suppose you're being intentionally secretive are you?"

"Sorta.  The bushes got ears."

"Since you snuck back, I take it you don't want to go to the main tent for something to eat and drink.  Would you like something?"

"In your house?"

"Unh huh," Karl grunted like Winchester had.

"I could eat somethin', I guess," Winchester grinned.

"Hmm, the front porch light is on and I'd better leave that as it is because of the guards.  Want to come to the back door a minute or two after I get inside?  That way if you want to stay hidden I can let you in without anyone seeing you."

"Sure, an' thanks."

Karl kept on walking as Winchester seemed to fade away into the shadows.  At the house, he went inside and smiled at Ely.

"Could you make up a quick meal?  We have a visitor coming in a moment."

"A visitor, at this time?  Who would …"

"Winchester, Springfield's buddy.  He came by to tell us about Springfield and the doctor.  He says the doctor only has a few scratches.  He's not going into the camp openly either, but he hasn't eaten and I offered him a meal.  I thought I might get some information while being friendly.  Okay?"

"Sure, I can whip up something," she shrugged her shoulders, already moving toward the fridge as Karl went to the back door to open it.

The figure that entered was dressed in a black uniform and Ely didn't think she had noticed him around the camp.  He was about the same size as Karl, yet he gave the impression he was smaller, more nondescript somehow.  It was almost like he was blending into the background, even there in the cabin.  Karl waved him to a seat and sat down near him.

"Ely, this is Winchester," Karl looked up at her.

"Hi Ma'am," Winchester smiled.  "Don't go to a lot of trouble over the grub."

"Hello Mr Winchester, you let me worry about how much trouble I go to, okay?  Are you in a hurry?"

"No, not really Ma'am, and you can forget the mister stuff.  You mighta guessed, Winchester ain't my real name, it's just what they call me when I'm on the job," he shrugged.

"Fine," she laughed softly.  "Coffee?"

"Oh, yeah, I'd love a cup 'r two," he grinned.

"There," she said, pouring him a cup.  "Now you two talk while I heat up something to feed a hungry man."

Karl stared at Winchester.  "I'm curious, why sneak back to camp?"

"Looking for a weasel, maybe a snake, maybe somethin' o' both," Winchester said, sotto voce.  "Some o' the things that happened here, shouldn't 'a happened.  At first me an Springfield figured that L-C Greene was just screwing up, but after that fuck up when you hadta shoot that mad bastard … Oops sorry ma'am, m' language ain't too good sometimes."

"It was a fuck-up," Ely chuckled.  "And you're doing just fine.  I've understood every word you've used so far and your descriptive terms were accurate."

"Thanks ma'am," Winchester actually blushed.  "I'll try t' be more careful."

"Don't worry too hard about it, I've worked in places where that was how everyone spoke.  Actually if I get excited I sometimes use strong language myself, perhaps too much.  Now tell us more about L-C Greene," she said.

"Well Ma'am, it just didn't make any sense that he should be so mad about Springfield and me goin' off down the cliff to catch the crooks like we done, then later had us runnin' 'round chasing phantoms.  Afterward, when Karl got to explainin' things, we figured that's when Chenkovich really got away.  We figure we was all off in the bushes near the cliff when Chenkovich was swimmin' out through the cut.  And the capper was that Greene redid the ties on the prisoners an' didn't use real handcuffs.  Any fool knows that plasti-cuffs will cut if you're strong enough and patient enough, Karpikov was both.  Fact is, he was strong enough t' be bloody dangerous too.  Nobody can be that da'… darn dumb, so we figure Greene is a crook."

"So you're suggesting that he may have been bribed?  Or what?"

"Money will make some guys do some strange shit," Winchester intoned.

"So what are you trying to do?" Karl asked.

'Well, you're buddies with the Commander and we figure he's honest as the day is long.  So we figured to get you to kinda bend his ear.  We'd like you to warn him that he might have a rotten apple in his barrel.  First off, 'cause I ain't even supposed to be here.  Now, if I was ta approach him, I'd be in shit and unable to do anythin' if I needed to.  Second, because we know he's a bit of a softy, sometimes giving a guy a second chance when he's already screwed up bad enough t' be in deep water.  Besides that, if I sorta stay out of sight, I can be the ace in the hole, just in case somethin' does go haywire agin."

Ely had finished cooking an omelette, then set it and several slices of toast in front of Winchester.  He paused to take one bite and then stared at Ely, his eyes suddenly brimming with tears as he chewed slowly, then swallowed.

"Ma'am, that's the best tasting thing I've had in a year or more," he said at last.  "That's got real eggs in it and this bread is home made.  It's 'most as good as my Mom's cookin' was.  Now that's sayin' somethin' cause nobody beats Mom's cookin'."

"Well, thank you.  Now eat up; you look like you could use it," she beamed, sitting down at the table herself.

As Winchester ate, Karl explained to Ely about the things that he and the others had deduced about the whereabouts of the box.  As he was chewing a last bite, Winchester suddenly paused and stared at Karl as if he only at that instant realized what Karl had been saying.

Swallowing loudly, he grunted and then asked.  "This box, what do you know about it?"

"We're all assuming it holds something radioactive, but we know that the shielding is imperfect, so it leaves a trace of radioactivity behind, which means it can be found underwater." Karl explained.

"An' you figured out where it was?  Right in the main tent?  Was L-C Greene there too?"

"I think so, but I'm not sure.  Ely, did you notice if he was there when you were in the tent?"

"Yeah.  I think he was sitting at another table sorting papers or something, why?"

They both turned to look at Winchester.

"Look, I hate to eat 'n run, but if Greene thinks he might get caught or if he figures he might find that box hisself, he's liable to try to do somethin' tonight.  I should be keepin' an eye on him."

"Oh sit down," Karl grinned at him.  "I'd be willing to bet that Don already has the same ideas you do.  He's no slouch and unlike you, I don't think he's soft-hearted, just a truly compassionate man.  I've known him since I was a kid and I know from experience that it doesn't pay to cross him.  People that do that once seldom get a second chance.  As for finding the box and pointing out where it is, we did that pretty well, that is if you figure that an area about a hundred yards on a side, and submerged under fifty feet of murky water, is close.  If Greene is crooked, then unless he is one hell of a lucky diver, and has enough help to lift something that weighs a good three or maybe even four hundred pounds, I'm afraid he'd be S-O-L.  As for running away, he's already seen what happens to guys who try that.  So I think you need to just sit back and relax in order to let you're meal settle a bit.  I'm willing to bet Greene isn't going anywhere tonight."

"I can't count on that sir, and I hafta follow orders.  Springfield said I should keep an eye on him, so I better go.  If you'll excuse me Ma'am, thanks for the supper," And ignoring Karl's protest, he rose and slipped out the back door as quietly as he had entered.

Ely stared at Karl, then sighed as she began to pick up the empty dishes from the table and put them in the sink.

"That's an interesting take on L-C Greene's actions," she commented.

"The interesting part is that it seems to tie up all the loose ends concerning the way he handled things.  Now if I'm supposed to get up early tomorrow, then pilot a strange boat through the cut, I think we should get some sleep."

"Can we talk in bed?" she smiled at him.

"I imagine you will anyway," he grinned back "Come on woman, let's go get horizontal."

So shutting out the lights, they climbed the stairs.  She looped an arm around his waist and grinned up at his face.

"Do you know something?  The way you act around danger turns me on," she whispered.

"Hmm, do we dare play a bit before we go to sleep?" he grinned, speaking as softly as her.

"Why not?" she laughed softly.

"Well, I was wondering if it might upset either Keri or Linda?"

"Karl, we have lives to live too.  I'm not about to hang a padlock on my pussy just because Keri doesn't want any right now."

"But will it upset her?"

"Wait a minute.  Stop, right here," she said, halting them on their way up the stairs, then turning to face Karl.  "Fran said we were to carry on our lives and do things we normally would, right?"

"Well, yeah."

"For me that means sex too, dammit," she grinned.  "I'm still looking for number two."

"Number two?"

"David is number one," she chuckled.  "Now, I want to go up the rest of these stairs, take off my clothes, get under the covers and I want you to join me in bed.  Then I want you to gently, but very thoroughly, make love with me.  No gymnastics, no marathons, just a nice gentle loving.  I want to be spooned and have you nibble on my neck like you used to do.  Okay?"

"Okay," he laughed softly.  "But only if I get to play with your boobs too."

"I'd be annoyed if you didn't," she snorted, then slipped away from him to scurry up the stairs.

As she entered the bedroom, she paused and stared, stopping so fast that Karl almost bumped into her.  Someone had shifted the furniture and had hung sheets to separate the room into two sections, leaving them with a private bedroom once more.  She turned and grinned at him, giving him a thumbs up, then signalling quiet by putting her finger to her lips.  Both of them tiptoed across the room and in a moment were slipping into bed.  As Karl slid over to spoon against her back, he found that she was giggling almost silently, her body shaking gently with her amusement at the sheets that had been hung across the room.

"It is kind of funny," he whispered.

"Kinda funny?  It's fucking hilarious," she snorted, her voice hardly louder than his.

"Oh shut up, bitch," Keri's voice came across the room from behind the sheets.  "We were trying to be nice to you."

"That's what's so funny," Karl snorted, unable to be quiet now.  "We were going to try to be as quiet as we could so we wouldn't disturb you."

"Oh," Keri said her voice almost coming out in a squeak it was so controlled.

There was a moment's quiet and Karl managed to get one hand under Ely's side to cup one breast.  He was gently stroking her thigh with the other hand when suddenly Linda giggled.  Then after a few seconds Keri laughed softly as well, but her laughter was much weaker.

"Are you two bitches watching us somehow?" Ely demanded with a giggle of her own.

"Oh no, no way," Linda squeaked, on the verge of giggling again.

"Unh uh, we just decided it is sort of funny, in a way," Keri added, not sounding as amused and almost apologetic.

"Oh, sorry," Ely said, then sighed softly.

Karl knew what that sigh was for, he'd heard it before, somehow that magic moment had been lost.  He snuggled tight though and whispered in her ear.  "It sounds to me like they want to talk."

"Umm, would you mind?" she murmured back.  "There's always tomorrow night."

"Whatever you want."

"Pull away a bit and let me lay on my back," she sighed and when he did, she moved and kissed him gently.  "I love you."

"Love you too."

He still lay on his side and he let his hand roam along her smooth skin as she lifted her head.

"You guys aren't sleepy are you?" she asked.

"You mean us?" Linda asked.

"Well, yeah! Unless you snuck in a couple of the sailors or something."

"Hey, not too loud, we'll wake up the people downstairs," Keri warned.

"Oops, I forgot about Dad and Trudy," Ely answered in a stage whisper.

"Shit, that's even louder," Keri snorted.  "Would you guys be okay with us coming over there for a few minutes?"

"Unh, I guess," Karl grunted in surprise.

"Just a second," Ely said loud enough for the others to hear, then whispered to Karl.  "Be good now."

He looked at her in surprise, but shifted his hand, bending to kiss Ely's lips and getting a smile for his trouble.

"Okay, we're decent," she said loud enough for the others to hear.

"Huh, that'll be the day," Keri said softly, as she and Linda slipped out from behind the hanging sheets.

Both of them were wearing bathrobes and what Karl thought looked like pajamas under them.  They came over and sat on the edge of the bed near Ely, but Karl noticed that Keri didn't quite touch anyone.

He leaned back and relaxed as Ely began to explain to the others about the things that had happened that evening which they wouldn't have had a chance to know about.  Her voice was so gentle and relaxing that he soon found himself dozing, so although he tried to stay awake, he failed.

He did awaken later, but by then Ely was asleep and everything was very quiet.  After only a few moments he fell back to sleep again.

-o0o-

Karl awoke to bright sunshine, but glancing out the window, he could see that it was still quite early.  He slipped out of bed as quietly as he could, trying not to waken anyone.  He guessed that it couldn't be later than six.  In fact it might have been earlier than that, but he could already hear a helicopter, although it didn't seem to be coming up to land in the goat yard.  He quickly took care of essentials and hurried downstairs, expecting to be the first person up and around, but when he got to the kitchen, he found Trudy already there.  She must have heard him getting dressed to come down too, because she was already pouring him a cup of coffee.

"Good morning Trudy and thank you for the coffee," he greeted her.  "Did something wake you?"

"Hi Karl.  Yes, I got woken up when the first helicopter came around, then Keri came down a few minutes ago.  She's out on the front porch."

"Oh," he paused, coffee cup in hand.  "Do you think she wants to be alone?"

"Actually since she's out on the porch and she knows your habits as well as anyone else, I think she's expecting you.  In fact, I imagine she's out there now, because she wants to talk to you while the two of you are alone," Trudy smiled.  "Since you're up, I'm going to go have a shower."

"I think I left you some hot water," Karl grinned, then headed outside.

Keri was sitting on one of the deck chairs, dressed lightly, but wrapped in a light blanket.  She smiled almost apologetically.  "Hi," she whispered.  "Sorry to break in on your quiet time this morning, but I'd like to talk."

"Good morning.  It's no problem.  By the way, you look a lot better today."

"I do feel much better in some ways," she shrugged.  "But, I know I'm still touchy, partly because I feel smothered."

"Linda?"

She nodded.

"So, establish limits," he sighed, then his face twisted into a grin.  "Remember the first winter you lived with me?"

She stared at him for a minute, then she laughed softly.  "Oh Jesus, do I ever.  I know I followed you around like a puppy.  Was I as bad as she is?"

"You might have been.  Does she follow you into the can when you want to take a dump?" He sighed.

"I didn't do that, did I?"

"Yep, you did, once or twice," he nodded.

"So what did you do?  I don't remember."

"Good, that means it wasn't too traumatic," he smiled slightly.  "All I did was sit down with you and explain that if each of us didn't get a little time alone, we'd explode.  It helped."

"I kinda tried that," she sighed deeply.  "She just pouted, then hung around anyway, but sort of off to the side."

"Well, she is a massage therapist, if I had more time I'd ask her to give someone a back rub.  While she was busy you could go off on your own to do something else.  Why don't you ask Trudy if she could stand to have her shoulders and back worked on?"

"Oh, you mean I should give Linda something else to think about?"

"Yep, mostly though, the idea is to give her something to do.  All of us have learned to share the jobs around here, so she's probably feeling left out of things, like a fifth wheel.  Say, remember the chickens and how she showed us how to candle eggs?  Now that the Commander says we can safely go outside, perhaps she can help with the animals.  After all she said she was a raised on a farm."

"Oh, if we're free to move around, could we clean out your old cabin and fix it up?"

"Mmm, I guess.  Maybe you could talk some of the military guys into giving you a hand."

"So, since we'll need a place with a floor to temporarily store all your junk, can we use the goat shed?"

"Yeah, I suppose the goats can do without a shelter for a few days since the weather is mild.  At least they don't seem to mind the rain."

"You need a proper barn for the animals and a building to store stuff, as well as a workshop to make it easier to work on things, don't you?"

"Yep, one day I'll get around to building one of each.  Oh, oh, here comes someone to talk to me, I think," he nodded his head toward a figure that was headed their way.

"Do you mind if I stay while you talk to him?" she asked.

"Nope," he grinned and a second later called softly, "Good Morning Lyle."

"Good Morning, sir … I mean Karl."

"And what's up?"

"Well, Commander Davis would like to speak to you and … well, I have a personal request, sir."

"So spit it out," Karl smiled.  "The worst I can say is no."

"Well, Commander Davis is probably going to suggest to you that he would like you to work more closely with him for a while.  Scuttlebutt has it that two men will be assigned to assist you with repair and restoration work while you are working with him.  If he does that, I'd appreciate it if you would consider Able Seaman LeBeaux and myself."

"LeBeaux is a buddy?" Karl asked.

"You could call him that," Elgin coloured slightly.  "We're both good workers and we both grew up on farms.  So, we know our way around most of the jobs that you're going to need to have done.  We get along very well together."

"You don't need to explain," Karl chuckled softly.

"So, if he does ask you, you will?"

"Before you jump at that, you should know that he can be a slave driver," Keri said softly.  "Just ask me, I know."

"Miss?"

"Oh.  Sorry Lyle, this is Keri.  Keri, meet Chief Petty Officer Lyle Elgin."

Elgin reached out to shake hands and Keri hesitated, then reached out reluctantly to touch his hand before quickly pulling hers back.

"You don't mind working with a couple of broads do you?" she asked bluntly.

"Huh?" Lyle stared at her in surprise.

"Well, do you?  I do have a, well, I guess she's sort of a partner myself."

"Unh, no of course not, we wouldn't mind," he stammered, "But are you …"

"I don't know," Keri shook her head.  "She and I just got together and … well, we're still sorting things out."

"But I thought you were the one who was pregnant with Karl's child and the woman who had been … attacked."

"I am and I was.  So on top of everything else, my emotions are on a roller coaster.  Linda's aren't much better right now, so sometimes sparks fly.  Still want to work with us?"

"Yeah, if you do work with them, be careful to stay out of the cross fire," Karl warned.

Elgin broke into a wide grin as he took a step back.

"Of course," he snorted, then started to laugh.

"What's so damn funny?" Keri demanded.

"I'm sorry, but it's this whole frigging setup.  You guys are so full of surprises and you've been two steps ahead of our best minds since we came here.  First off, Esquimalt got shook up by the earthquake and had some damage from the tidal wave, but we were lucky just to lose electricity and water, as well as a few windows and stuff.  So we came here expecting a mess, bringing emergency generators, water purifiers, extra tents in case you needed a dry place to live, stuff like that.  Instead we find folks living in a solid house with a working farm.  You have electricity, running water and most everything else.  Your biggest complaint housing-wise is a busted toilet here and a hole in the roof on the other house.  Hell, you help us, providing not just clean water, but electricity too," he chuckled.  "Now I come pussy footing around about LeBeaux and me, then you say that you and another woman are together and … aww, just the whole thing.  Every time we
turn around there's another surprise waiting for us.  It's just like … well, like every time we get ourselves in a jam, Karl and the rest of you folks manage to haul our asses out of the fire."

"I haven't really done much," Karl shrugged as he stood up.  "Now, before you make an ass of yourself, do you want to go see Davis with me?"

"Absolutely," Elgin grinned.  "See you later, Keri."

"Okay, Lyle," she smiled, going inside as Karl and Lyle began to walk toward the tents.

Don Davis was sitting at a smaller table this morning, off to one side of the rest.  Although the table was loaded with paper, he still greeted Karl with a smile.

"Good morning Karl, you slept well, I hope?"

"Fine, and you?"

"No problems.  Now, I have an offer for you.  I know you'd like to get to work and do a lot of repairs of the damage done by the earthquake, however at the same time I'd like to have you available for advice and assistance to me.  I was wondering if you'd consider having two servicemen do what work they can in your place.  In other words, we'll have them do some of your repairs, while you assist me?"

"Elgin mentioned that," Karl grinned.

"Hmm, asking if he could be one of the men assigned to you, I suppose?"

"Yep, he'd do too.  I think my family could get along with him and his buddy."

Davis looked at him somewhat strangely.  "You do know what that … entails?"

"Yep," Karl held up a hand as he interrupted.  "I'm pretty sure I do, but it's not my business.  If they do the work that needs to be done, that's all that matters."

"All right, that's Elgin and LeBeaux then?"

"Yep, but they're going to have to be busy little beavers, there's a lot to do.  They can start out by helping the gals clean out the goat shed, then move the supplies into there from my old cabin.  After that they can help to get the cabin fixed up so someone can live in it, since my cabin is a little crowded right now.  If they still have time, maybe they can get that damn tree off the roof of George's house and get the shingles patched to stop the leaks.  Of course, George and the women folks might have other little jobs for them to do along the way."

"Did you catch that, CPO Elgin?"

"Yes sir," Karl could almost hear Lyle's salute even though he was behind Karl's line of sight.

"No funny business," Don said sharply.

"No Sir."

"Very well, I'll let you advise LeBeaux.  Carry on then.  Karl and his family will lay out your temporary duties," Davis dismissed him shortly.

That taken care of, Davis began to talk about tides, currents, the dive boat that was coming, the 'Skolka' and several other subjects.  Karl found that he was provided with a cup of coffee and a seat.  Then he was expected to provide answers for several dozen questions while Davis made cryptic notes on the papers in front of him.  Their conversation carried on for quite a while, and was finally interrupted by the arrival of a helicopter in the goat pasture.

"That's for us," Don said sharply.  "Let's go."

Karl found himself being escorted to the chopper.  He wasn't surprised to see Dr Baker climbing out, but he was surprised to see her turn and help Springfield down as well, carefully protecting the cast on his right foot.  Both of them managed to say hello to him, but Davis insisted he get aboard the chopper, so they never had time to talk about anything.

"Where are we off to?" Karl shouted as they seated themselves inside the helicopter.

"We're just being ferried down to the dive camp area, we want to set that up on the lowland, with your permission that is."

"Sure, go ahead, but it's damn swampy down there isn't it?" Karl asked.

"Not bad in a few places.  You'll see," Davis grinned.  "We came prepared."

"I've noticed you people do that," Karl nodded.  "Say, how come Springfield is back so soon.  I'd have expected him to be kept off the job for a few days."

"He insisted," Davis shook his head.  "Since he's in charge of that group and they're not really assigned to me, there's nothing I can do to stop him either.  I just hope he doesn't hurt himself.  I imagine he's in pain, but he's a good man to have on the job, even if it's just for advice."

"I've got to agree there.  Now what's going on down there?" he pointed out the chopper window toward several people moving around down on the flats.

"Be patient Karl," Davis grinned.  "You'll get to see it all."

It wasn't long before Karl did see.  They landed on a small hillock that had been covered by an interlocking mat of some sort of interlaced plastic matting material.  They'd hardly gotten out of the chopper before it took off again.

"Jeez, you guys are in a hurry," Karl said when he could be heard again.

"That chopper is on ferry service," Don answered.  "He's heading back up top now to pick up personnel and transport them to Victoria.  This time I think that includes the doctor and two of your women folk.  I understand she wants to take them to a clinic or hospital in town for tests or something."

"Oh yeah, I'd forgotten about that.  So, what are you and I up to right now?"

"Oh, we're taking out an inflatable.  You're taking a couple of servicemen and me for a ride, remember?"

"Oh, you mean down the cut," Karl grinned.  "I take it that the servicemen are along to learn the twists and turns huh?"

"You got it.  We're going out to meet the dive boat and I'd like you to pilot it back.  The inflatable will be following us back in.  That way, as you avoid hazards in the dive boat, they'll be able to see where to steer the inflatable.  Basically what I'm doing is assuring that I have at least two men who have some knowledge of the currents and hazards of your bloody white water ride, just in case you aren't available at some point and we need to traverse it."

"One trip isn't going to teach them much.  I think it changes with every stage of the tide.  You have to read the water, then let the waves and ripples talk to you and you'd bloody well better listen."

"Perhaps they'll catch on at least a little bit," Davis sighed, then shrugged his shoulders.  "I'm a great believer that some experience is better than none.  Now let's get going."

In only moments they were all in life jackets and aboard an inflatable that had a pair of small outboards rigged side by side across the stern, with a steering station amidships.  Once they had pushed off, Karl started the engines and told everyone to hang on.  Once he was satisfied that everyone was safely seated, he put the little boat through a series of turns at various speeds to get used to the way the little boat handled.  After that he headed for the cut at nearly top speed, only slowing as they passed the little island near its mouth.

As they entered the cut, Karl began to talk loudly, pointing out roiling water that indicated underwater obstacles, upsurges and back-eddies that marked rocks protruding from the banks.  Speaking loudly enough to be heard over the clamour of the rushing water, he pointed out several other important warning signs and useful markers as they moved along the cut.  When they neared the slide area, he slowed the boat to a crawl, actually running the motors in reverse to hold them against the light current.  Once they were approaching more closely, he pointed out where the highest rocks were and how to avoid them.

Then he headed on through, only to astound the others by spinning the little boat around once they were past the rough water.  He then headed back in the opposite direction while pointing out the difference in the way the flowing water looked and what to avoid from that direction.  Well past the rapids once more, he turned again and they went through a third time, now once more on their outbound journey.  After that bit of showmanship, the rest of the trip down the narrow gorge seemed almost tame to the others, but Karl didn't let up on pointing out dangers and how to avoid them.  When they got out on the open ocean, he asked one of the men to take over the wheel and moved to sit beside the Commander.

"There, I can't show them much more about how to get through there in an inflatable," he grinned.

"You were just having fun, weren't you?"

"Pretty well, I think an inflatable with lots of power is a perfect way of running the cut, but it wasn't just for fun, I was pointing out how to avoid danger too," Karl grinned.  "It's no different than lots of other things, once you know how to avoid problems, it becomes second nature.  By the way, there's lots of depth for the dive boat right now, but we're going to be fighting the outbound tide.  We're running late."

"Sorry about that, scheduling was tight and I was quite busy this morning."

"I saw that," Karl nodded.  "You sure have a different approach than Greene did."

"Yes, I do," Davis said shortly.  "Actually, one of my jobs here was to look over some of his actions.  I'm afraid I'm sending him back to Esquimalt since he's not really suitable for this sort of situation.  However, I'd like to forget that predicament for now, I'm more interested in the job at hand.  We're not really too late to get in through the cut with the dive boat are we?"

"Well, I think we can still make it," Karl said, but he was frowning.

"Good, because here comes the boat."

What Karl saw coming was a large flat-bottomed boat with a derrick fitted near the bow end.  The derrick had been spun around to hang toward the stern, overhanging a large cabin that sat amidships.  One look told him that whoever had brought that boat around in this weather had to be a very good sailor and right now was probably an extremely tired one too.  The waves would have been hammering against that slab sided hull for hours and it would have been like riding a shingle.  Every wave would have tried to toss that flat-sided, shallow-draft boat around like a leaf in a stream.

"Where the hell did the Navy get that monstrosity?" he snorted, shaking his head in disbelief.

"Now don't put it down.  That's an extremely good boat, at least when it's in its element and doing what it was designed for.  Out here in open water it's rather ungainly, but in calm water it does a tremendous job.  It's not a Navy vessel though, even if we do use it a lot.  We lease it from a private firm for special jobs.  For instance we were just using it on Saltspring Island for a recovery job."

"Sure, put it in dead calm water and it'd be fine.  Why power it though?  Just tow it where you need it, then you don't have to ride the silly thing."

"Oh, but by having it under power allows us to take it over sand bars to work in places where we couldn't tow it, at least not easily.  Then too we can move through shallow water for long distances.  As I said, it's good for working in those places it was meant to go and doing what it was meant to do."

"Well, it certainly isn't designed for open water," Karl said gruffly.  "Anyone aboard that thing right now must be sick as a dog.  It's bobbing around like a cork.  What does it steer like?"

"It steers very well actually.  It's got swivelling jets on all four corners, so there really isn't a bow or a stern to it.  Actually it can move sideways almost as fast as it moves forward or astern."

Karl just shook his head.  The closer they got to the boat, the more unseaworthy it appear to be.  Since it had the crane hanging overhead, Karl was surprised at how stable it seemed to ride once he was aboard it.  He actually had to adjust his assessment of what it felt like.  It wasn't quite as bad as he had thought.

"Morning Captain Jackson," Davis returned the man at the helm's salute.  "Meet Karl Larson.  He'll be taking over to pilot your boat into the bay, which is where you'll be working."

"Morning sir.  Morning, Mr.  Larson."

"Make it Karl would you, Captain Jackson?  I'm not a very formal sort of man."

"You live on that rock, Karl," the captain pointed ahead at Gull Island.

"Yes," Karl grinned.  "It's a lot nicer inside the cliffs than it looks from here.  Do you suppose you could show me the controls of the boat?  If I'm going to run her through the cut, I'd like a chance to learn how she handles."

"Well, she's rather sluggish right now, we were waiting to pump the bilges until we were in calmer water," the captain looked at him strangely.  "She'd be quite skittish if we pumped her out in this sea, in fact she'd be extremely unstable."

"Well, we've got a problem then, there isn't any calm water to pump her out in, not until we get where we're going," Karl laughed softly.  "What's her draft, right now?"

"Oh, it must be almost four feet."

"How much better does she steer with enough ballast to ride between two and three feet?"

"Oh, quite a bit.  Do we have to navigate some tight corners?"

"Probably the tightest you've ever seen this thing taken around," Davis spoke up.

"Damn, I wish I'd have known that, we'd have unshipped the derrick, but we can't do that out here with the waves running this high.  Having the derrick on top makes her a bit unstable on tight corners."

"I'll bet it does," Karl laughed softly.  "How long does it take to pump water in and out of the bilge?"

"Oh, only minutes.  We've got some fairly high capacity pumps on board."

"Right then.  Well, show me the controls for speed and steerage.  I'll let you handle the rest for now.  Don't do any pumping yet, I've got an idea of how we can do this, but to do it we need to get there quite quickly.  If we take too long, we'll be in trouble.  The tide is dropping, and if it falls too far, we'll run out of water to float us over the worst obstacle."

So for the next few minutes, Karl took lessons on how the dive boat was controlled.  Once in the little bay that opened into the cut, he had the captain of the boat start the bilge pumps.  At the same time Karl warned him to halt pumping when they were drawing around two feet of water if he hadn't called for a halt before that.  He hardly had any time to appreciate the looks on the faces of those around him as he headed for what seemed like a solid wall, only to have it appear to open up before them into a steep walled canyon.  Usually he had the time to enjoy those expressions, but since this was a new boat for him, he needed to keep his attention on the controls.

Once he had actually entered the cut, then found what sort of power and steerage he had against the current, he had the crew halt pumping the bilges in order to maintain as much stability as he could.  He'd hardly given that order before they were into the first sharp bend.  The gasps and hoots of the crew as they nearly clipped the walls didn't surprise him, but the reaction of his friend, Commander Davis did.  Considering that they had been through this same area only a short time before, Davis' exclamations took him by surprise.  He imagined it was the difference in the size of this boat compared to the inflatable that influenced his friend's reaction.

As they travelled along the cut, he had little time to think about things like that though.  As far as handling was concerned, this boat was a scow compared to the 'Skolka' and Karl was forced to compensate far more than he was used to.  In fact as they traversed the area of boiling water over the rock slide, Karl felt the boat actually bump, then slide sideways as they touched the submerged rocks for an instant.  After that point though, he was able to increase his speed slightly and control became slightly easier, but he still heaved a sigh of relief when they broke out into the bay.

"Captain, this boat is all yours again," Karl sighed deeply, stepping back from the wheel.

"Well, I certainly hope you'll take us back out when we're done," the Captain said,shaking his head.  "If I hadn't been along, I'd have said that was bloody well impossible! I think we left my stomach back at the first bend and I damn near lost my breakfast on that rough section"

"Well, in another fifteen minutes it would have been tougher, but if we'd hit that in a half hour … well we simply wouldn't have made it through in one piece," Karl smiled.  "As it is the current was bad enough that I was wondering if we'd make it by the time we hit the slide area."

"I'll be damned if I know how you got us through at all."

"Luck, and familiarity," Karl grinned, then he turned to Commander Davis and his frown returned.  "We were well over half an hour later than we should have been!"

"Well, we had to wait for the helicopter, besides, I would have thought that if you'd felt it was going to be touch and go, you would have gone for safety."

"I did," Karl said emphatically.  "If you were listening to the weather forecast on the radio, they're predicting quite high winds out of the south east for later today.  There isn't a harbour close by where this boat would have been able to ride out a storm, except in here.  The only way this boat and crew were going to be safe was to bring her through the cut.  Now, do you need me for a while?"

"Not really, not until low tide anyway, but we expected you would want to be here.  Why, did you need to do something?"

"Well, since I've got a little time, I'd like to get over to the 'Skolka.' If we need anything hauled in or out by water, it has to go through the cut, and since I'm going to have to be the pilot through there, I want to be safe.  I'd prefer to use a boat that reacts properly to her helm and unfortunately the 'Skolka' needs a bit of work to get her in running order."

"You don't want to be involved in the hunt for the wreck?" Davis asked in surprise.

"What, ride back and forth crammed into a little inflatable with a half dozen guys, all watching a sounder screen?  Not much, I don't," then he grinned widely and made a counter offer.  "Instead give me a couple of good workers and in a couple of hours we'll steam over with the 'Skolka.' That way we can use a stable boat to find the bumps and wreckage in the bottom of the bay.  The 'Skolka' won't be in perfect working shape by then, but she'll find your wreck easy enough."

"Well, actually we have the dive spot pretty well established from a helicopter overflight.  We're going to anchor this boat right over the centre of a fifty-foot round area where we think it is and have divers check it out."

"From a helicopter search?" Karl asked in surprise.

"Yeah, we have some very fancy hardware and we had a very special overflight this morning.  They used something called Lidar, it's a laser detection system that works like radar, but uses two colours of laser light.  They only had time for that one overflight this morning while they were on their way to another job, but we think they found the boat in about forty feet of water," Davis grinned, grabbing a drawing with an expanded view of the bay and pointing to a spot on it, then pointing as well as to a small buoy floating on the water.  "That's where the guys on the helicopter think it is."

Karl just frowned.

Davis grinned at his friend's frown.  "Karl, technology is wonderful.  I know this is well outside of the area you thought it would be in, but the technology that they used shows that as the most likely site, so that's where we're going to moor and where we're going to send down the first divers."

"Well, if it's just divers working, I'd find that fairly boring too.  I'd still prefer to spend some time on my boat," Karl shrugged.

In truth he doubted the helicopter's survey results because he didn't think the boat could have stayed afloat as far as the point the chopper's survey showed the wrecked hull.  On top of that he knew that as murky as the water was right now, the divers would be working almost by feel and all the people on the dive boat could do was wait for them to come back with results.  He was quite positive that the first dive area they had chosen was going to be a waste of time.

"We'll have one of the inflatable boats run you over to your boat then," Davis offered.  In fact he waved over the little boat that had been following them through the cut and Karl hopped aboard it.

"Hi guys, did you have fun coming back the other way?" he asked as soon as he was settled aboard.

"Yeah, we made it okay," the Seaman acting as pilot answered sharply.  "It feels like I clipped a rock with one of the props though.  I'd still like to see you take your boat through there," he pointed at the 'Skolka.' "If I can clobber a rock with this toy, how do you manage to do it with that boat and not hit anything?"

"Mostly, with a lot of luck," Karl grinned.

"Yeah, and I believe horses can fly too," the other sailor chipped in.  "We watched you from about a hundred feet behind that stupid barge.  Watching you take that thing through the rock slide area was why Brian clipped the rock.  He was trying to follow where you went most of the way, but when we got to the place where you got thrown against the wall, he tried to stay closer to the other side."

"Yeah, we found out why you didn't go there.  Feel the vibration?"

"See, I told you, it's mostly luck, that's where I wanted to go, but the boat just wouldn't obey orders.  It was like it had a mind of it's own."

That brought a laugh from both of the sailors and it coincided with them pulling up at the dock by the 'Skolka.'

"Damn, that is one pretty boat!" One of them said.

"Well, thank you.  Sometime when I'm aboard and you're not in a hurry to get things done, come around and I'll let you check her out.  Thanks for the ride," he said as he clambered onto the dock.

"Well, thank you, especially for the thrill ride this morning," one of them called, already backing away.

When Karl looked around, he realized that the dock had been cleaned and when he looked at the boat, her decks were clean, all the outside was washed clean, even the brass looked polished.

"What the hell, do we have good fairies around here now?" he said softly.

"Oh.  I wouldn't say they was fairies, not if I wanted to keep m' teeth," Winchester grinned, as he suddenly appeared from behind the stack where he must have been waiting.  "We just sorta wanted to give ya a present 'fore we left, so we cleaned 'er up for ya.  Springfield had t'other fellas cleanin' 'er up while they had nothin' better t' do.  Sorta t' pay ya back for alla your help.  Marlin was raised around steam n' he was gonna put your burner back, but Springfield said you'd probably want t' do that yourself.  So Marlin just rebuilt the burner n' pump as best he could, usin' the specs he found on a drawin' down in the boiler room."

"Well, I'll be damned," Karl looked around in surprise.  "Where are these guys you're talking about?  I'd like to thank them."

"Oh probably in Esquimalt right now, they took L C Greene back on the first chopper goin' that way this AM.  By tomorrow they'll be off on another job, I imagine."

"You arrested Greene?"

"Not really arrested, it's more like the guys escorted Greene back to town so's he wouldn't have no chance to run out on the investigation that Springfield and Davis got started.  They still gotta figure out exactly what he did, but they're pretty sure his hands was dirty.  He tried to bull-shit a lot of people into believin' he'd got a big inheritance from an aunt who died.  Trouble is when folks checked, all his aunts is alive and kickin'.  An' 'en it seems he spent some time in Russia too, 'bout eight - nine months ago, which's sposta be 'bout the time his imaginary aunt died."

"Well, what do you know?" Karl shook his head in surprise.

"Yeah, you know Able Seaman Archer?  He's bein' checked out too.  The two guys workin' for you now are okay.  We figure Greene had 'em pulled onto this crew though, 'cause then he could probably work out a way to catch 'em in a compromisin' position sorta deal.  Then he'd be gettin' 'em workin' for him too, out'a fear of bein' exposed sorta thing."

"So Springfield is gone then?"

"Oh no, him and me, we've been assigned to keep an eye on the goin's on here, until they recover that box at least.  We wasn't expectin' that though an' after everyone findin' out that we was checkin' on 'em, the camp ain't 'zactly a friendly place.  I hope you don't mind, but with that cast on his foot, Springfield can't get around so good.  So this boat gives us a perfect spot to useas a base to see what's goin' on out there in the bay.  We can use the tool shed if you'd rather us do that."

"Like hell, you guys stay aboard.  Well, unless I need to take the boat out that is, then I might ask you to hide out in the shed while I use it," Karl grinned at him.  "Just as a question, does Davis know you two are here?"

"Probably.  He's the Commander after all, and he is a damn smart cookie.  I dunno, why?"

"Because he did a pretty good job of trying to discourage me from coming over here to work on the boat," Karl grinned.  "I'm just suspicious, that's all."

"You know, Springfield is right, you woulda done good in JTF2."

"Hey, you're not supposed to tell me anything about that," Karl grinned as he finally boarded the boat.  "I might say something."

"Haw haw, an' I s'pose you got a bridge to sell me too."

"And what do you mean by that?" Karl opened the wheelhouse and headed below decks.

"Nobody with your smarts would have one damn bit o' trouble figgerin' out who we was." Winchester answered, following behind him.

"Well, nobody with an IQ like yours would have much trouble sounding like an uneducated country hick either, so we're even."

"Now why would you say somethin' like that?"

"Because occasionally you fuck up, like saying 'him and me, we've been assigned' instead of 'me and him, we was assigned'," Karl laughed.

"He's got you, Charlie," Springfield chortled as he looked up from a seat in the galley.

"Hi, Springfield, you bored?" Karl asked him.

"Why?"

"Well, there's a great set of binoculars upstairs if you want to watch a bunch of divers make fools out of technology."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, they sent a helicopter over with some new-fangled sort of laser powered sonar or radar on it.  Now they're diving on the scan they got from that."

"So?"

"So, if you look, what they're diving on is almost certainly a hunk of rock.  I'm fairly sure that it's just a bump along the edge of the ridge that runs all the way across the bay.  Part of that ridge shows up as that little island near the cut, but it does bulge up in underwater humps in a few places.  Besides, the chances of the boat settling all the way out there are slim to none.  It's about two, maybe three hundred feet too far from the cut.  Hell, that's past the point where the standing wave forms when the water rushing down the gorge meets the incoming rip tide.  There's no way that a derelict hull would float past that; it would be physically impossible unless the boat was still under power."

"Did you tell them that?"

"Last night, but I didn't argue with them today.  Do you think I'm foolish enough to get into a fight with a man who believes in his technology?"

"So what are you going to do?"

"Well, if I'm right, inside of an hour they're going to know that there's no boat there, but by then the wind that was forecast for today will be here.  They won't be able to get a good depth reading from the inflatable boats or from that scow they had me bring in here, because the waves are going to bounce things around way too much.  Of course by then, if I work like a bugger, I might have the burner back in the boiler.  Particularly since I've been told your buddy rebuilt it.  If I do get it ready, I could probably be talked into going out and dropping a buoy on the spot where a combination of familiarity and common sense tell me the wreck of that boat has to be.  Of course I'll check my guesses with a reading or two from my depth sounder, just to be sure."

"And if you're wrong, what if they do find the boat where they're looking?"

"Then I shrug my shoulders and admit I'm wrong.  It's no big deal.  I've been wrong before and the world didn't end."

"Well, do you want a hand putting that burner back into your boiler?"

"Can you handle a wrench?"

"He's supposed to stay off his foot for a day or two," Winchester offered.  "I made him use his crutches to walk down here."

"Oh, you mean S O B," Karl grinned.  "How are the armpits after walking that far on crutches Springfield?"

"Sore."

"Well, go upstairs, sit on the stool and watch the divers for me.  If they come up with the box, we can all celebrate."

"Nope, not a chance! If they find the box, they have orders to put a marker buoy on it and get away as fast as possible.  A haz-mat crew has to come and handle disposal," Springfield said.  "Once the divers find it, Winchester and I move in and take over.  We order everyone off and keep anyone else back a couple of hundred yards, even the guys that are there now.  The guys on the boat now will move back and keep anyone from coming any closer than about five hundred yards.  You and your family may be confined to your house again until the box is flown out of here, at least that's regulations."

"Oh, that's just wonderful news," Karl said sarcastically.  "Just what my family will love to hear."

"Oh, I think in your case, local command decisions might change that," Springfield chuckled.  "Now, why don't you and Charlie go down and fix your boiler or whatever you're supposed to be doing.  I'll sit up in the wheelhouse and watch the divers.  You've got me curious to see what happens."

"Five bucks says Karl is right," Winchester teased.

"No damn way will I touch that bet," Springfield laughed.  "Right now Karl's batting average is way too high to bet against him."




Chapter 26

Karl just shook his head as he left Springfield watching the divers and headed for the engine room, wondering just what Winchester would be like with a wrench in his hand.

However, he needn't have worried.  Winchester turned out to be a mechanical marvel, almost instantly realizing what Karl wanted to do and why he was doing it.  On top of that, the man who had worked on the burner had taken the old badly worn parts that Karl had left out on the workbench and rebuilt them until they looked like new.  Karl explained how the fuel and water filters were installed, then while Winchester went ahead with that, he worked on replacing the burner.  Even though Winchester was unfamiliar with his task, and Karl was being very slow and careful with his, it still took less than an hour before they were ready to test fire the boiler.

Karl flipped on a switch and they both grinned as the pumps brought the fuel line up to pressure, then the burner fired.  Karl did a quick check for fuel and water leaks as well as glancing around to be sure everything looked right, then hurried up top to the main controls in the wheelhouse.

"You done already?" Springfield questioned.

"Yep," Karl flipped a thumb to point at a tiny cloud of grey smoke and water vapour drifting on the breeze.  "Everything's still cold though, we're showing smoke."

"That's smoking? Christ, you should see the smog from one of the Navy ships when they're started from a long stop."

"Mm hmm," Karl was busily adjusting controls just a bit.  "Well, I've got a lot more smoke than normal, but like I said, everything is dead cold.  I'm going to take a while to bring her up to operating pressure.  Gimme half an hour at least."

"I can't believe that's all the smoke your burner makes.  What are you burning for fuel?"

"Mostly furnace oil, some diesel," Karl said shortly.  "I can burn nearly anything, but I don't usually use anything except one of those two if I can help it.  For other fuels I'd have to make changes to the burner, and I'm lazy."

By now both Springfield and Winchester had realized that Karl was so deeply involved in checking and double checking his 'baby' that they simply watched.  They were ready to offer assistance if he needed it, but mostly they tried to stay out of his way as he worked.  About twenty or twenty-five minutes later they watched carefully as Karl went outside and walked slowly around the deck of the boat.  Then he moved down onto the dock and walked to the bow, looking at the water, then back to the stern, checking there as well.  Once he'd checked all around, he came aboard again, but now he was grinning.  Still tied firmly to the dock, he eased the engine into action, first running it in forward, then in astern.  Finally, he returned the throttle to neutral and reached down to adjust two or three controls before sighing deeply.

"There, it's on standby now," he smiled.  "And by the way, you can tell your buddy he does good work."

"It's ready to go?"

"Well, I never took it up to full steam to test the safety, but it's all warmed up.  If we needed it, we could be steaming at full pressure in fifteen minutes," Karl smiled.  "I should go below and check everything once more, then top up the oils and such, but yeah, it's pretty well ready to go at any time now, thanks in several ways to you guys and your friends."

"Well, whatever we did, you're welcome," Winchester frowned.  "But, I don't see that we did much."

"Huh, I know what this boat and the dock must have looked like when you first saw it.  I hate tying up under this cedar tree, but the boat is safest here, at least when it has to sit at the dock for a while.  Cripes, I'm looking around and even the brass is polished.  Usually if it sits for a while, everything gets to looking old and corroded."

"Yeah, we noticed," Springfield snorted.  " Just a glance and we knew it hadn't been used for weeks.  One of our guys, Marlin, almost cried.  He'd started cleaning up before I even mentioned that it would be nice of us to clean it up in return for all the favours you'd done for us."

Mentally Karl had to kick himself several times so he wouldn't grin, mentally quoting Springfield's words; "Just a glance and we knew it hadn't been used for weeks." He repeated that to himself, thinking that he had to remember the line to tell Ely and David.  He was thinking about David running around only a few days ago and spraying things with his vinegar and water mixture and how proud he would be that he had done well.

"So, what have the divers been up to?" Karl asked changing the subject.

"Well, up until a few minutes ago, they were all down in the water, but I see all four of them are on the boat now and it looks like they're stripping off their gear," Springfield answered.  "Either they've found the box or they found the rock you mentioned.  Since my cell phone hasn't rung to announce that they hit paydirt, I'd say they found rock."

"So Davis knows that you're here?"

"Oh yeah, it's not a secret."

"So, if all the divers are out of the water, want to cruise over and ask for sure?"

"In this?"

"Well, I'm not taking the damn dinghy, not with the stiff breeze that's starting to blow."

"Since you said you offered to help Davis out, let's wait," Springfield grinned.  "To be honest, I'd rather have you let Davis come to you for once."

"Pardon me."

"Well, usually you just seem to show up at the right time, then quietly make a couple of comments to haul everyone's butt out of the fire.  I'd like to see someone actually come and ask for help this time," he chuckled.

"Okay, I think I'll put on a pot of coffee then," Karl grinned.

"Let me get it, I'll use our supplies, then it's on the government's chit," Winchester grinned.  "By the way Karl, where the hell is your fridge? Not that we've really needed it, but we wondered."

"Check the floor in the galley," Karl laughed softly.  "There's a cooler under the floor boards.  You'll see the brass finger tabs inset into a section of the flooring."

"Should'a known," Winchester sighed.  "You're using the water temperature to cool stuff most of the time."

"Not really, I've got little solid-state coolers in there that work off the batteries, but having the cool surroundings does help them keep up easily," Karl grinned as they both went back below deck.

While Winchester made coffee, Karl oiled up the engine and pumps.  Then they went back to the bridge and sat and talked, watching the antics of the smaller boats out in the bay for almost an hour before the cell phone rang.  Springfield answered.

"Springfield here …  Yeah, I saw …  Rock huh?" he grinned and winked at Karl.  "Yeah, he's still here …  Oh yeah, it's working …  Well, we'd cleaned up a lot for him …  Oh, probably, you want to ask? …  Oh, okay."

He flopped the phone closed and fit it into his pocket then grinned at Karl.  "How long to get this thing up to steam pressure?"

"Oh, maybe ten, fifteen minutes," Karl chuckled, reaching down and adjusting the burner.  "It'll take longer to get all these ropes untied and out of the way."

By the time they had the spring lines untied and led forward, leaving them on the dock so that they could use them later to retie the boat, they could see Commander Davis and the Captain of the dive boat approaching.  Winchester stayed on the dock to cast off the mooring lines and Karl climbed back aboard to wait for them.  The two Navy men climbed out of the inflatable, carrying a marker buoy and line.

"Welcome aboard gentlemen," Karl called.

"Thanks Karl," Don nodded.  "We thought we'd ask you to show off for us and let you have a try at putting down a marker buoy where you think the wreck would be."

"We can give it a try," Karl shrugged.

Two minutes later they were slowly backing off the dock and swinging slowly to move out.  To everyone else's surprise, Karl headed for the entrance to the cut.  When he was there he swung the boat so their stern was toward the cut, then eased the throttle down until they were just barely able to stem the outward current.

"Anything swept out of the cut on an incoming rip is forced toward that little island in front of us," he pointed, then he increased the throttle slightly to get them moving.  "Now something as big as a forty-foot boat has a lot of momentum, so in a heavy current it would get carried damn close to the island."

He was steering carefully, trying to follow the path the wreck would have followed.  He'd already asked Springfield and Winchester to make note of any sudden changes in depth on his sounder's screen, so only part of his attention was on that.

"From what I read in that confession by Bonetti, the wreck went down fairly fast, but with the current flow that we get here on a rapidly rising tide, it would have still travelled a fair distance, even while it was sinking under the water."

They were past the end of the little island and Karl was heading almost parallel to the dive boat, but well short of it, when Springfield yelled.  "Something there."

"Yep," Karl slipped the engine into reverse and increased the throttle, literally stopping the boat on a dime, then turned to Don.  "If you throw that marker off of the bow on the port side, I think that's what you want.  At least, that's my guess.  But you'd better hurry, before we drift too far away."

The Captain of the dive boat ran forward and tossed the marker buoy overboard, then waved at the men on his boat.  Coming back inside he looked at Karl with a smile.

"Would you mind running me over there? My divers still have some dive time today, so I'll shift the dive boat now."

Ten minutes later, the 'Skolka' was again heading for the dock and inside of half an hour, she was tied up again.  This time though, Karl decided he wanted to tie her on the other side of the dock, and out from under the cedar tree.  Even though it meant they had to shift all the ropes to tie her down again, he wasn't surprised that Winchester sighed in relief.

"I was not lookin' forward to cleanin' all that shit off her decks after every heavy breeze or light rain," he explained.

"I know what you mean," Karl laughed.

Commander Davis thanked him profusely, which Karl tried to slough off as nothing.  They agreed that since low tide was still three hours off, Karl was going up to the house for a while and Don was going back to watch the divers.  With a final wave of his hand to Springfield and Winchester, Karl headed slowly up the hill and back toward the house.

The walk felt very strange to him and he had an urge to hurry when he came to the place where he had first shot Karpichov.  Instead he actually forced himself to stop and look around.  He didn't see anything, not even his spent shell casing, but in a strange way that pause for reflection made him feel better.  The rest of the climb up the hill seemed to pass quickly or perhaps he was hurrying to get there.  When he got to the little shed at the top, he forced himself to take the time to look around there too.  He was planning to try to find and destroy any signs of the attack, if he could, but he really didn't know what to look for.  After a few minutes of futile searching, he started on toward home in a sober mood.

He paused on the bridge over the gorge, finding that someone had repaired the handrail and he took the time to check out what they had done.  It hadn't been done quite the way he would have repaired it, but he nodded his head in appreciation, it would certainly do for now.  His mood had lifted again as he entered the last section of the path leading home.  He found he was actually relishing the feel of walking under the trees because the sun had been quite warm when he had been out in the open.

Coming out of the trees, his first impression was of surprise.  George was actually outside, sitting in his wheelchair in front of Karl's old cabin.  At the moment he was calling up to David, who was doing something on a ladder leaned against the front porch roof.  Mary-Beth was carrying something in her hands from the main house.  Someone was up on the roof itself and he could hear people inside.  As well as that, there was someone working on building a roofed over enclosure near the goat shed and he could hear Ely singing somewhere.  Looking for her, he realized she was out in the garden.

"Hey, Karl's back," he heard Lyle Elgin call.  Then for the next few minutes he was the centre of attention as everyone came over to try to tell him all about their morning.  The problem was that most of them were talking at once, so he just grinned and held up a hand.

"Guys, I'm sorry, but I'm tired after walking back from the dock.  I think I should just sit and take a short break," he sighed softly.

To his surprise, those quiet words seemed as effective as if he'd shouted, everyone slipped away leaving him alone.  Feeling astounded by that, as well as a bit tired from his walk, he slowly made his way to the porch of his cabin and sat down in one of the chairs.

"Are you okay Karl?" Ely said as she came up the steps from her trip to the garden.

"Oh, I'm fine, just a bit tuckered from the walk up the hill.  I forgot to take one of Fran's pills this morning," he shrugged.  "Damn, is everyone working on our stuff? There are people in uniforms everywhere."

"Pretty well," she laughed softly.  "Just a minute, I'll get you one of those pills and a sandwich to go with it.  It's time that you ate something too."

Karl just nodded, satisfied to sit quietly in the strong breeze and warm sunshine for the moment.  It couldn't have been more than a moment or two before Ely came back with a sandwich, the pill he wanted, and a glass of water to wash it down.

"I've put the coffee pot on," she smiled at him.  "How did your morning go?"

So he told her about what had happened to him.  He made sure to include the tidbit of information that Springfield and Winchester had given him that they might be forced to stay in the house when the box was found.

"It will be worth it to get the damn thing out of here," she said vehemently.  "Now, do you want the good news?"

"What's the good news?" he asked.

"Well, there's a whole bunch of it," she smiled, almost radiantly.  "First; Keri is clean.  They didn't find any sign of HIV or any other form of STD in those blood tests.  Second; Fran is okay and she's taken Trudy and Keri into Victoria to have those x-ray and ultrasound tests done.  Third; L C Greene and Able Seaman Archer flew out on the same chopper, supposedly on transfer orders, but Springfield told me after the chopper was gone that they were under investigation for involvement in an international smuggling ring."

"Yeah, he mentioned that to me too," Karl grinned.  "That sounds like a stunt Don would pull, make a guy think he was getting transferred, but have him go someplace where he could be caught easily if they found he'd done something wrong."

"It could just as easily have been Springfield who would do that," Ely grinned.  "Actually two guys that took orders from Springfield did fly out on the same chopper, so they could have been guards."

"Yeah, I think they were.  What else happened?"

"Well, Keri and Linda had a heated discussion, then hugged each other a lot.  After that Linda gave Trudy a short massage and Trudy said she felt wonderful.  Keri was so envious that Linda was going to do the same thing for her, except Fran showed up about then to take Keri and Trudy away.  Then Lyle and Raymonde showed up at the door wanting us to show them where to start work on cleaning out the old cabin.  Do you know they'd already cleaned all of the manure and stuff out the old goat shed and had washed the floor with a hose, even before they came to get us?"

"Well, Elgin told me that they were both farm boys, I guess a bit of goat shit didn't faze them much."

"I don't think anything fazes those two," Ely laughed.  "Daddy called them a pair of poofs and Raymonde looked him square in the eye and said "Mais oui, je suis un pouff.  Et puis alors.  An' w'at ees wrong wiss zat?" then waved his hand with a limp wrist and giggled.  It was so damn funny that even Daddy laughed."

"Oh man, your dad must have been in a good mood, otherwise he'd have eaten him alive," Karl rolled his eyes.

"Oh, I think he'd have had quite a job.  I've never seen two guys work like those two do and they're quick on the uptake.  Actually, they're like machines for work, they just go, go, go.  And Linda has worked just as hard, especially after Daddy told her that he and Trudy would rather stay in our cabin with us until their own house is repaired."

"Whoa.  That's a surprise," Karl stared at her

"Not really, can you see Daddy getting far from a radio?" Ely giggled.  "And he knew darn well you wouldn't let him move your radios out of your house."

"He's right," Karl chuckled.

"Anyway, Linda has been pushing people like mad to try to have the old cabin all fixed up for her and Keri to spend the night there.  Raymonde had a look at the cow and he said she's ready to calve in just a few days, so he said we had to have a barn of some kind.  Which meant that he and Elgin started to work on that once they got all the heavy stuff done in the old cabin.  It's only taken them a couple of hours and they've got a dirt floored lean-to made up where the cow can have some shelter.  As soon as that's done, they're going over to Dad's to see what needs to be done there."

"Wow.  Everyone has been busy," Karl grinned.  "And all I've gotten done is …"

"Oh, listen, helicopter," Ely interrupted.  "I'll bet its Fran, with Keri and Trudy."

"With all the military here, it could be anything."

"Bets?" she grinned.

"You know I don't gamble," Karl snorted.

"No, I guess you don't do you?" she frowned slightly.  "Funny, I never realized that before, you play the odds in real life, but you don't take a wagers or make bets on anything, do you?"

"Nope, I learned early on that I was better off not trying to outguess anyone else for trivial stuff.  You never know what you'll end up with when you win something that way.  Look at Keri's damn pigs."

"Oh, oh, oh!" Ely almost jumped out of her seat.  "Fran has arranged to sell our pigs for us, as many as we want to sell.  Naval supply will buy them and come get them.  All they need is a rough number and Dave Peacock said he can give you that from the infrared scan.  The only thing is, the navy doesn't want any little ones."

"So that still leaves us with the weaners.  They may be small, but they're still pigs," Karl sighed.

"Sure, but now we have a buyer who will come here, catch them, and haul them away when they've grown big enough.  Besides, they're down there on the bottom land and if we fence them in well they almost look after themselves.  We sure can't use that swampy place for much else," Ely laughed.  "And look, here comes the helicopter.  I was right.  I can see Keri waving at the window."

"See.  I told you it doesn't pay to bet."

"Hah, I'd have won," she laughed.  "I'm going out to meet them.  Are you coming along?"

"Nope, I'm going to go get a cup of that coffee that you said you'd made.  Then I'm going to sit here and think a bit.  I want to try to make sense of the things I've already learned today, before I get swamped with still more information."

"Stick in the mud," she teased, then hurried off.

Karl watched the chopper land, then stood up and went inside to get that cup of coffee he wanted.  When he came back out, he was surprised to see that the helicopter had been powered down and the pilot was walking across the goat pasture with the passengers who had been on board.  He couldn't understand why, but forced himself to wait patiently while the whole group walked toward him.

Suddenly Keri broke away from the rest and came running to him to plop herself on his lap and hug him tightly.

"Hiya Daddy.  The baby is fine and so am I," she announced with tears running down her face.

"That's great," Karl wrapped her in a tight hug.  "Ely told me about the results of the blood tests."

"Umm, I had a bunch more today," she pointed to a small piece of white adhesive on her arm.  "Fran thinks she knows what sex the baby is, but I told her not to tell us, okay?"

"Oh, I knew that already, we didn't need any test for that," Karl grinned.  "Remember, my granny was a medicine woman, she told me how to tell."

"Well, don't tell me then! You'd probably be right and I'd rather be surprised.  Now, I have to go see Linda, I thought she'd be here to greet me."

"She's probably trying to get one last little thing done in your new house," Karl grinned.  "Maybe making the bed for tonight or something?"

"Oh, we have a place of our own," she squealed, diving off of his lap and running madly toward the old cabin.

"Slow down," Fran called.

"Later, Boss, when I have to waddle instead of walk or run," Keri called and it seemed to him that she ran even harder.

By now Karl could recognize everyone that was in the group approaching, even the pilot.  He had been the pilot on the day that Karl had been forced to shoot Karpichov.  As well as him, Dr.  Fran was there, along with Trudy, and even Gillian Mathews, the girl who had been hurt that day.  She was walking very stiffly and standing very upright, but Karl remembered that she'd had broken ribs in the attack.

Since everyone was coming his direction, he moved to get up, but Ely ordered him to sit down again.

"This fellow is going to have you busy enough in a little while, you just sit and rest for now," she ordered.

"Ed Koch was our pilot Karl.  This is Karl Larson, the fellow you were talking about Ed." Fran spoke up.  "And Karl, I imagine you remember Gillian Mathews, one more of our walking wounded."

"Hi and hello," Karl greeted them both.  "Welcome back to Gull Island."

"Yeah, last time I was here, I didn't feel too welcome," Ed said with a wry grin as he sat on a step and gazed around.  "Quite the place."

"We like it," Karl responded.

"Yeah, I can see why."

The women all went inside, leaving the two men on the porch.

"So, how are you going to get me busy Ed?" Karl asked.

"Well…" the pilot glanced at the watch on his wrist.  "In about a half hour or so, I'm supposed to load you and a couple of helpers in the helicopter and take you for a ride to look at trying to lift a tree off the roof of the other house.  It seems Springfield thinks that would be the easiest way to get rid of it without doing a bunch more damage to the house.  If we can't move it quickly, or if it looks like it might be necessary, I'm to leave the other two guys there working on getting it ready to be shifted.  That's because about an hour from now, at low tide, you and I are supposed to fly between the cliffs and above a pile of rocks down in that damn cut of yours and take some pictures.  Then I'm supposed to land you down at the lower camp so you can go by boat to have a look at the rock slide up close.  If we didn't get that tree shifted before, which I think we can do, I'm to go back and see if the two guys we left behind have it ready for me to lift out of
their way."

"Sounds like a lot of work for you to do and not much for me," Karl grinned.

"Yeah, well, I do have one other job," the pilot grinned.  "Your lady said when I was all done with that, I was to go pick you up from down below again and bring you back up here.  Oh, and while I was along with you, if I saw you so much as try to use a tool that was harder to use than a hammer, I was to hog tie you and sit on you.  She said you'd been working too hard lately and needed to conserve energy."

"Well, is Ely getting you a cup of coffee for now?" Karl asked.

"I certainly was," she said from behind him as she came back outside.

Then she called David over, telling Karl that she needed to talk to Lyle Elgin and asking David to run get Lyle and Raymonde.  When they came over, she had coffee for them as well, then the pilot explained what Springfield had suggested.  Talking it over, the four men decided that all they needed to take along from Karl's place was a chain saw and a short section of cable that had a loop on each end, which was used to shift logs or heavy weights.  As soon as they were done their coffee, they loaded what they needed and climbed into the chopper, then flew over to the other house, landing nearby.

Raymonde grabbed a long ladder, then climbed to the roof of the house to see if anything had to be done there.  While he was there, he pulled up Karl's lifting cable, wrapping it around the upper trunk of the tree.  At the same time Ed and Lyle dragged one end of a fifty-foot length of cable toward the house after rigging a clevis through one of the loops on the end.  They manhandled one end up the ladder and Raymonde fastened the clevis through the loops of the lifting cable.  Meanwhile, Karl started the chain saw and made two small cuts in the trunk of the tree near the base.  One cut was on the upper side of the trunk, nearest the base, while a second cut was on the lower side of the trunk and several feet farther up the trunk.  Neither cut was deep enough to seriously weaken the trunk as it sat now, but hopefully when the strain of the lift came on the trunk, it would split between those two points.

By working the way they had, it only took moments before they were ready to try to lift the tree clear of the house.  Karl and the pilot climbed into the chopper and lifted off, dropping a cable toward the ground near the far end of the fifty-foot cable whose other end was hooked to the tree.  Karl leaned out the door, and when Lyle signalled that they had the cables linked, he signalled the pilot to give it a try.

To Karl's surprise, the pilot flew very slowly and carefully around the house until he thought they were almost above the base of the fallen tree, then he began to reel in the cable.  As the cable came tight, Karl was able to see the stub of the branch that had punctured the shingles lift out of the hole in the roof.  Just after the tree was pulled clear of the house, he saw the trunk split between his cuts, which allowed the base to drop to the ground and the upper section to break free.  He shouted and waved at the pilot, who lifted the tree upward, then flew sideways until they were in the clearing before lowering the cable again.  They hovered there until Lyle had released the clevis.  With that now clear, the pilot reeled in the cable and they landed once more.

The whole operation had taken less than a half hour and even the pilot seemed impressed.  Karl certainly was and the other two were ecstatic.  After Lyle and the pilot had retrieved Karl's shorter cable, the pilot rushed Karl aboard the chopper.  He wanted to hurry so they could take photos of the rock slide and the cliffs at dead low tide.  Once they were in the air, it seemed only a moment before the pilot was easing them down toward the cut and flying along toward the rock slide area.

"I hate flying so low around one of these cuts that lead to the sea," he shouted.  "Feel the turbulence and wind gusts?"

"Well, don't get so damn low then," Karl shouted back.

"Gotta be fairly low, I'm using the radar to try to get an idea of water depth," the pilot shouted back.  "In addition I want close-up pictures for you."

"I don't need big pictures.  I just need good ones," Karl laughed loudly.

"Well, there's your rock pile, what do you think?"

"Holy cripes, most of what's causing the problem is one big slab of rock."

"Sure is.  I'll bet there's a lot more rock underwater though."

"Damn, how the hell did I get a boat by that so easy this morning, even with a full tide?"

"You went through this cut with a boat? Are you fucking nuts?"

"Well, I didn't think so until I rode in this damn machine, now get us up out of here.  I want to die decently either on land or water, not burnt to a crisp in a wrecked helicopter."

That seemed to tickle the pilot, but he lifted out and swung the chopper over to land it on the temporary landing pad on the edge of the lowland area.  Don was there to meet Karl when he climbed out.  To his surprise one of the seamen who was there hopped aboard the chopper, which lifted off again, heading right back to the cut.

"Well, what do you think of the rock slide or did you see it?" Don asked.

"It's a bloody mess and the worst part is, it's mostly one big slab of rock," Karl answered.

"Well, let's go look at it from water level.  Two of my divers are waiting for us in the inflatable.  Do you want to play pilot again?"

"Do you want me to?" Karl asked.

"Please," Don grinned.  "I'd probably sink us."

"There's no money-back-guarantee that I won't," Karl grinned back.  "I haven't been in the cut at low tide since that rock fell either."

"Well, our two divers can kneel on the bow and keep an eye out for submerged rocks as we get close," Don said, helping Karl aboard.  "Karl, meet Sam, our head diver and Dave, his 2IC."

"Hi fellows, everyone ready?"

"Take us out, Cap'n," Don smiled.

So once more Karl headed them out across the bay, this time skirting close by the dive boat and waving at the crew as they passed.

"No more diving today?" he asked.

"No more dive time," Sam replied.  "Navy diving regs say we can only be down for a certain number of hours before we rest up.  We've used up our time for the day."

"Oh yeah, how deep are you working?"

"About fifty to sixty feet, it'd be a great place to dive, if we could only see further."

"I see, did you find the wreck?" Karl asked as he slowed to go into the cut.

"Yep, your marker was about four feet from the bow.  She's upside down and faced back the way she came.  She must have had enough momentum that when her bow jammed in the mud, she turned turtle, so bow and cabin are on her topsides.  The stern section snapped right off and is closer to the cut."

"Gee.  We were real lucky to drop the marker so close this time."

"Yeah, I've heard about your luck," he leaned close and spoke quietly.  "By the way, your marker buoy was anchored about four feet from the stern of the boat, but about six or eight feet to one side of a big wooden box, wrapped in chains."

"What? You found it?"

"Shhhh! Keep it real quiet, sound carries too well on the water, but yeah, we think so.  We were out of dive time for the day when we saw it, but both Don and I figured you deserved to know.  We plan on taking down Geiger counters tomorrow morning and if they start clicking, we'll let the haz-mat team take over the disposal job."

"Wow," Karl just stared at him, then at Don, who winked and gave him a thumbs up sign.

Karl had to pay attention to the boat at that point, since they had entered the cut, so he slowed to a lower speed.

"Better ease up, we're getting real close," Dave called out from the bow a short time later.

"Holy shit, hard reverse," he squawked an instant after that.

Karl slammed the engines into hard reverse, almost losing Dave into the water, though he was the one who had called the warning.

"Damn" Don complained, after having been dumped off the seat by the sudden stop.  "There sure as hell ain't nothing wrong with your reaction time."

"Bloody near put me over the bow," Dave laughed.  "And what's funny is I was the only one who should have been braced for it."

"Wow, look at this," Sam said, pointing over the side.  "We blow this baby and half of that pile will slide this way."

"You think?" Dave questioned.

"Well, look at the rest of them, even that big one up top, they're lined up like dominoes.  We drop this one and they all come tumbling down."

"Well, you've got more blasting experience than me.  Now I wish we'd have brought along a big charge of blasting gel.  We could set off a blast this evening and clear part of this crap away."

"Oh I think we need to look it over a little more than that before we blast," Sam laughed shortly.  "Karl, hit the lift on the engines will you please.  I want to get out on the rock and climb around a bit."

"You be careful," Don ordered.

"Yes Commander," Sam smiled, saluting crisply.  "I intend to be careful as hell, but if you didn't want either of us to climb around on the rocks, why did you insist we both wear diving shoes?"

Both Sam and Dave were soon crawling around on the top of the slide while Karl and Don stayed in the inflatable.  The water had started to come in quite strongly by the time the two divers were satisfied.  By then they had used a waterproof marker to put X's on several spots and as they climbed back into the boat, Karl asked about the X's.

"Those are key points that will shatter that big slab," Sam said as they pulled away.  "We'll be blowing those a few milliseconds before we blow off the big one at the base.  Then this thing is like a house of cards, I think we'll even get a mini-tsunami when we blow it.  I'll bet it rolls right over that little island there," he pointed as they cruised out of the cut and past it.

"At low tide or high tide?" Don asked.

"Oh shit, we will be blowing it near low tide won't we?" Sam laughed.  "If it was at high tide it would be a big enough wave, but not at low tide."

Karl just grinned and was in a great mood as he steered them back to the area near the helicopter pad.  In only minutes they were all ashore again.  The chopper was idling and waiting for him and Don to climb aboard.  Then in a very short time Karl, Don and Ed were walking toward Karl's cabin.

"You're sure that I'm invited to eat with you?" Don asked Karl.

"If you weren't before, you are now," Karl smiled.  "Ely won't mind at all."

And she didn't.  Actually she had invited Fran and Gillian Mathews as well as Lyle and Raymonde, but since Linda and Keri had asked George and Trudy as well as David and Mary-Beth to eat in their new house, there were only eight people who sat down at the table.  She had done a pork roast and everyone had high praise for her cooking.

Karl declared that during the meal no one could talk about anything that had happened in the last two weeks and at first that caused considerable consternation.  But once he had told a tale about himself as a young man, which even Don had never heard, then Don had countered with a tale of his own, things went easier.  They each dug into their past and told something about themselves that no one else knew.  After they had eaten, Fran, Gillian, Lyle and Raymonde insisted on doing kitchen clean up, meanwhile the rest retired to the front porch to relax so Karl could have his evening cigarette.

"First one of the day," he commented.

"What?" Ely sat up in surprise.

"Yeah, I had three yesterday," he grinned at her.  "So I skipped the one this morning, but I've been missing it all day, I can't seem to think straight."

"Oh sure," Don laughed.  "I didn't notice that this morning when you had us drop that marker four feet from the wreck."

"Oh, you found the wreck?" Ely asked.

"Karl found the wreck.  We just dove on it.  Unfortunately we ran out of dive time, but we do know that the box isn't on the wreck itself, and we also know the box isn't at or even near the rock pile.  Tomorrow we plan to dive early in the morning, then if necessary the divers will have recovered enough to dive late in the evening," Don explained.  "Now, if we find the box and confirm that it's the right one by using a Geiger counter, the bay and the lower area will be closed to access for anyone except military personnel.  Even for military personnel, our access to the area near the box will be greatly restricted.  In fact the only people allowed within a hundred yards of that box will be Springfield, Winchester, and the haz-mat crew."

"That would be a sight," Karl had to grin.

"What?" Don asked in confusion.

"Well, JTF2 wears a black uniform, haz-mat dresses in white, so there will be no one in coloured clothes near the box.  From a distance that dive boat will look like a chess game come to life," he chuckled.

"Karl, sometimes you have a very weird sense of humour," Ely shook her head.

"Anyway, back to my lecture," Don sighed.  "If we find the box, we'll be setting off a loud klaxon.  Then the whole of the military force in attendance will be deployed to prevent anyone from entering the secured area until the box is removed.  Once the area is secure and only then will we radio for the haz-mat crew to attend.  They will arrive in a large helicopter which will remain onsite until the box is placed in some form of safe containment.  After that, the haz-mat crew and the box will be flown to an undisclosed location for disposal of the object and any contaminated material."

"So will you people leave here then?" Karl asked.

"Some of us will leave very soon after that.  However, there will be several people who will remain behind for a few days.  Because we discovered several automatic weapons strewn around near the wreck, it will have to be gone over thoroughly.  On top of that, if it's discovered that the box itself isn't secure, the divers will have to try to retrace the path it may have travelled, just to check and see if there was any spillage.  Then too, we're committed to do some blasting on your rock slide."

"Well, this is all very interesting," the pilot spoke.  "However I need to return this chopper to Esquimalt, so I'm off.  I believe Miss Gillian is returning with me?"

"Just a second, I'll ask her," Ely said hopping to her feet and hurrying inside.

"Thanks for the great work this afternoon, Ed," Karl stood and held out his hand.  "Come back another day, and I'll give you a ride in a steam boat to pay you back for the thrills you gave me."

"And go down that friggin' gully on a boat? No damn way, not while there's a perfectly good chopper to fly over it," Ed grinned.  "Mama didn't raise her kids to get drowned."

"You and I may never agree on what's safe," Karl grinned in return.  "But I do think you're a damn fine pilot and you certainly did a good job today, so thanks again."

"It was my pleasure, Karl.  I owed you.  Now goodnight folks," he started to walk away.

Ely came out of the house at that moment and called to him.  "Gillian is staying here tonight, Ed, but she says thanks for remembering."

"Okay, goodnight, Ely, and thanks for a great meal."

"Goodnight, Ed."

"Well, it's time for me to do some more work before bedtime," Don rose to his feet.  "Karl, thanks for your work today, and, Ely, that was a very good dinner.  Thank you both for your hospitality and have a good evening."

"Goodnight, Don," Both Karl and Ely spoke, almost in unison.

He waved a hand over his shoulder, but didn't turn around.

Karl and Ely stood there for a moment, then decided they should go inside with their other friends.  The four of them seemed to be getting along very well.  The guys were washing and drying the dishes.  Fran was sitting at the table while Gillian was standing near the freestanding counter, leaning a hand on it and trying not to laugh too hard at the antics of the Lyle and Raymonde.  They were obviously talking about helping pull the tree off of the roof of the other house.

"And Karl just picked up the chain saw in both hands, then sort of dropped it, and suddenly it was running.  So he went buzzzzz on the top side of the trunk, walked over a couple of steps and lifted it up again, buzzzzz on the bottom side, then he shut the chain saw off.  So when we got the cables all hooked up and the pilot lifted it, the tree lifts straight out of the hole in the roof.  Then neat as you please, a crack starts at the top cut Karl made, goes crack-pop really loud, and snaps off at the bottom cut, clean as a whistle."

"So zee man, 'ee ees leaning out zee door of zee chopper and 'ee signals wis 'is 'and, like zis and zee pilot pulls zee tree up, zen to zee one side and drops eet, kerplop.  And zee zjob, she iss finish.  Zjust like zat."

"And meanwhile these two monkeys were climbing, lifting, hauling, and doing all the hard stuff, just to make it easy for Ed and me to do our jobs," Karl added, making both of the guys jump.  "That pilot sure knows his stuff."

Then before anyone could comment anymore, he asked if they'd all like a coffee or tea.  To Karl's surprise everyone wanted tea, so that night was one of the rare ones when he had tea before bed.  While they were having their tea, it seemed as if they wanted to return to the idea of not talking about the happenings of the last while, as if they wanted this to be a break from all their recent troubles and problems.  It wasn't long before Fran yawned, which brought sympathy yawns from Lyle, then Ely.  After that it was only moments before the four Navy people excused themselves and went off to bed.

"Guess what?" Ely turned to Karl and smiled.

"What?" Karl asked.

"Well, David is big enough to put himself to bed and for once, we have the upstairs bedroom to ourselves."

"Are you suggesting an early night?"

"I sure am."

Just then however, there was a noise on the front porch.

"Oh shit," Ely laughed.  "Everyone's back early, I'll bet."

The door opened and David was the first one inside.

"Look who we found," he crowed, holding Evinrude, the cat, in his arms.

"Hey, he didn't run off, I haven't seen him since the day we got back to the island," Ely squealed, reaching for him.  "He sure hasn't starved."

"Probably living off of the rodents around here," George snorted as he came inside.  "We were quietly eating our meal and had opened the door to allow the cabin to cool off slightly.  Your feline friend marched in and walked to David's side, demanding attention as if he were the resident royalty."

"As far as I'm concerned he is royalty, Dad," Ely chuckled, hugging the cat close and letting him lick her face.  "He and I get along."

"Well, I would suggest you take your feline companion and retire.  The rest of us are certainly going to do so.  We've all had a very full day and from the number of yawns I have counted in the past hour, I think we will all be in slumberland extremely soon."

So to Karl and Ely's surprise, the return of the others didn't really hold back their bedtime.  In only moments they were upstairs and for the first time in days, they were alone.  After the day that he had been through, Karl wanted a shower though, so while Ely snuggled under the covers, he slipped into the bathroom.  Karl showered hurriedly, but even though he rushed, by the time he got to bed Ely was sound asleep.

Chuckling to himself at the fact that she had fallen asleep on him, Karl crawled into bed at her side.  He snuggled close, only to be surprised as he felt Evinrude jump onto the bed and snuggle at his feet.  While he was pondering the question of whether the cat would make a decent living hot water bottle to warm his feet in the winter, he drifted off to sleep himself.

-o0o-

Karl didn't know what time it was when he awoke the next morning, but the single small cloud he could see through the windows was just showing signs of the dawn in an almost perfectly clear sky.  Karl stretched slowly, carefully rolling away from Ely's warm form, only to be surprised by Evinrude's meow of protest as he was disturbed.

"Well old son, if you're gonna sleep in my bed, you're going to have to learn that you might get bumped," he murmured at the cat.

"Are you playing with another pussy while you're sleeping with me?" Ely chuckled softly in a low tone and rolled to slip an arm across Karl's chest.

"Nope, just explaining about the facts of life to Evinrude.  He's got to learn that I always seem to manage to bump into any pussy that sleeps with me," Karl grinned.

"You'd better watch out Evinrude, sometimes he does more than bump them too," she snorted.  "I'm surprised he'd be interested in an old bachelor like you though."

"You're awake and chipper awfully early woman," Karl laughed softly

"Mm hmm.  Sorry I fell asleep on you last night, you should have woken me."

"You looked so comfortable I thought I could wait for a better time," he smiled, gently stroking the skin of her arm.  "And I don't understand why, but I fell asleep almost right away myself."

"We were both suffering from relief," she chuckled.  "I wasn't really all that aroused anyway, not like the night before when the girls interrupted us.  Were you really disappointed?"

"A bit, but like I said, I was tired as well," he leaned over and kissed her bald pate, rubbing his nose on the smooth skin of her head and making her giggle.

"Mmmm, you send shivers down my spine when you do that," she shivered, hugging him tightly.

"It used to do more than that," he chuckled.

"It still does," she giggled, her hand sliding down to his crotch.  "It gets me all warmed up and I see that it still gets you going, doesn't it?"

"A bit," he laughed, drawing his hand slowly across her hip and finding she had a hand in his way to touching her anywhere near her pussy.  "What's the matter? Don't you want to play around a bit? It's still early."

"Mmm, not right now, do you mind?"

"Well, I suppose I can last another while, but I thought that this was a great opportunity."

"It might be except I know you were all ready to get up," she chuckled.  "Besides, I'm betting we'd just get started and some damn thing would disturb us."

"Yeah," Karl sighed, "I'm expecting that damn klaxon to sound any minute.  I don't think I told you last night, but on the last dive before they had to stop yesterday, they found a box."

"The box? The right box?" she instantly tensed, as if she was feeling either anticipation or fear.

"They think so.  The chief diver said they still had to test it for radiation with a Geiger counter, but he thought it was the one."

"I thought I felt an undercurrent of some sort going on last night," she sighed.  "Neither you nor Don seemed to quite manage to relax."

"I suppose," he said.  "To change the subject, is it just me, or is Keri recovering awfully fast? She was almost her old chipper self yesterday."

""Well, lots happened for her yesterday and it was all good news," Ely smiled.  "She got Linda to back off a bit, then she got told she didn't have HIV.  After that she got to ride in a helicopter.  At the hospital they told her that both she and the baby were doing fine.  Then when she got back here, she found she has a place to live that she can share with Linda.  However, I think the biggest thing is that she's on tranquillizers for now."

"Dr. Baker put her on tranquillizers? Even though Keri is pregnant?"

"Yes, she thinks it's for the best right now and I agree with her.  I would have thought she would have mentioned it to you."

"I think both she and I have been running too fast to get a chance for her to say much about Keri," Karl sighed.  "Actually I haven't even had a chance to worry about the fact that I'm going to be a father again."

"Well, you did say one time that you wanted kids," Ely chortled.  "I can't think of a nicer guy to be a daddy."

"Oh thanks," he snorted.  "Just what we need right now, more kids, just when our world has been turned on it's ear."

"Oh come on, we're doing just fine and we'll make out in the long run too.  Even Linda seems to have become less of a pessimist lately."

"Well, she's different.  I'm not sure what it is about her, but sometimes she really makes me wonder."

"Um, it's not my business to say, but I think you should know, I'm quite certain that she has a touch of a learning problem or something."

"Oh, really?"

"Yeah, at times she forgets things.  It's almost as if she switches off."

"Hey, I do that.  I'll tell someone something and then forget I told them and repeat the same thing again later in another way."

"Yes, but we know about that, you also told us that you have a slight case of dyslexia.  We know what to expect with you.  Linda is different than that though.  It's like she hears you, then forgets almost instantly.  It's either that, or else she ignores what was said and turns stubborn."

"That could be just stress."

"Perhaps, but I don't think so," she shook her head and shifted to get more comfortable.

"Mmm," he gave a noncommittal grunt, then he shifted as if he was uncomfortable as well.

"You need the can, don't you," she giggled.

"Um hmm, but I don't want to get up," he chuckled softly.  "Just laying here talking without being disturbed by something or someone feels too damn good."

"So, go pee, you could always come back," she suggested.

"The problem is that once I get up, I always feel …"

"Yeah, I know, you want to go do things, so roll out dear, I don't want you to pee the bed and if you lay here holding it you'll just be uncomfy."

"Bossy wench," he kissed her forehead, then rolled away and hurried to the bathroom.

-o0o-

Commander Don Davis had started his morning early, in fact he had been up and around long before first light.  Then a few moments after a hurried breakfast he'd been speaking to the whole camp about the possibilities of what would happen that day.  As orders were passed out to the various personnel about each individual's assigned station, he realized that the camp would be almost empty.  The only person actually remaining in any of the tents would be Leading Seaman Peacock, since he was necessarily on duty as Communications Chief and Radio Operator.  Lieutenant Baker would be left in charge of the base camp, but she was being stationed in a guard/advisor position with Karl and his family, so she would actually be in or around Karl's house.  Meanwhile Able Seaman Mathews would be stationed at the smaller house to guard the two younger women, even though she was on limited duty.  The rest of his contingent would either be on patrol, on guard duty at key points, or with Don, in
attendance at the lower camp and working as either secondary guards or stand-by workers.

Since they were in such close proximity to the residences, he emphasized the need of not disturbing the civilians, at least until such time as it was absolutely necessary.  Since he was positive that the divers had actually found the box that contained the radioactive materials, he dispatched those people who had guard duty at the most-distant places first.  Before they left he made certain to warn them to listen for the sound of the klaxon.  Each person had been issued a portable radio which linked them to base camp, but he passed on the warning that they should maintain radio silence unless there was a life threatening emergency.  As well, he passed along distinct orders that related to specific details for each individual's guard detail.  Soon, only he and the group who would be at the lower area were left in camp.  It seemed to take only moments before they filed out of the tent and marched down the path toward the dock area, and he relished the feeling of being on the
move.

When they reached the dock and the moored inflatable boats, the mist lifting from the water in the predawn light seemed to created an eerie mood.  The boat which loomed on the other side of the dock added to the effect since it was steam powered and looked like it had just cruised out of the pages of a history book.  As much as Don Davis liked Karl as a man, he found his penchant for owning and operating a steam boat somewhat strange and anachronistic.  Yet, at this time of the morning that boat seemed to suit the situation better than the modern gear the Commander's men were preparing to use.  As his men readied the inflatable boats, he paused to speak briefly and quietly to Springfield and Winchester who had remained on guard aboard Karl's boat all night.

"I don't suppose I have to ask you if you're prepared to act in the case you hear the sound of the klaxon?" he asked.

"We're ready, Sir," Springfield said brusquely.  "At the sound of the horn, we'll be prepared to take over.  I do have one question though; are all regular duty personnel to be ordered off of the dive vessel, or do we retain an operator for the crane and diving equipment?"

"All regular duty personnel are to be off the vessel and ashore.  The haz-mat crew will be taking over all duties when they arrive and they've been fully instructed on the operation of all controls.  They will also be bringing in their own divers with their own gear."

"Thank you, Sir," Springfield came as close to a salute as Davis had ever seen.

"Carry on then," Davis couldn't resist saying, then he winked and walked off.

As he slipped aboard one of the small inflatable boats, he wondered what Springfield's actual name and rank were, then realized that it was unimportant.  As far as he was concerned, Springfield and Winchester were specialists, like precision tools meant to handle a specific duty.  He might never know more about them, but he could appreciate their abilities and he was certainly glad they were available at this time.

The inflatable he was in carried him over to the dive boat and as he stepped aboard, he was greeted by the captain.

"Morning, Sir.  Welcome aboard."

"Good Morning Captain.  Is everything ready?"

"Yes sir, we have the divers ready to go down now."

"Very well, carry on."

Davis watched as two men made their final preparations and then dropped into the water.  To his surprise, he saw a glow underwater almost instantly and then realized that they had switched on lights to try to see in the dark murky water.

"Not the best conditions for a dive," he commented.

"Actually, since there are no fast currents and because it's a relatively shallow dive, it's quite good sir," One of the men commented.  "If the visibility was better, it'd be a great place to dive.  Well, except that everything is covered with a coating of fresh muck from the silt and mud in the water.  If you touch anything, the visibility gets even worse."

"It's surprising that the water's so muddy," Another dive-boat attendant added.  "This just doesn't look like that sort of place."

"There was a mud slide that dropped right into the incoming stream a few days ago.  Karl tells me that the bay is normally quite clear," Davis explained.  "How long do you think the divers will be down?"

'I doubt if it will be very long, in fact it looks like they're quite deep already, as you can see, the lights they're using barely penetrate from that depth."

For several moments it seemed everyone was breathing softly and just watching the bubbles from the divers break the surface.  Davis and one or two of the others actually jumped as a buoy suddenly popped to the surface amidst a flurry of large bubbles.

"Another marker buoy? Why would they do that?" Davis asked.

"If you look sir, it's a few feet from the original, the second one will be moored right next to the box.  Since they've sent that up, I think they've found radiation, but we'd best wait for them to surface to be sure," the captain of the boat answered.

The captain ordered his men to get a small boat ready just in case and to Davis' surprise he noticed one seaman move to the cabin, then come back and hand the captain a portable air horn.

"I have an open connection to Esquimalt for you to use, just in case sir," the seaman said quietly to Davis.

"Thank you," Davis answered.

The next few moments were a flurry of activity as the divers surfaced, telling Davis and the captain of the dive boat that they'd gotten a reading of radioactivity from the box.  However, it appeared to still be locked, closed tightly, and relatively undamaged.  The captain raised the air horn and blew one long blast, meanwhile Davis moved to the radio, radioing back to Esquimalt that they needed the haz-mat team.  Once that was done, he sent a warning to all his people on guard duty, just in case they hadn't heard the klaxon.  After that all the people on the dive boat prepared to leave.  By the time that Springfield and Winchester had arrived to take charge of guarding the boat, the two divers that had been underwater had changed into regular uniform.  All of the regular navy forces moved off in inflatable boats, leaving the two men from JTF2 as the only people on board the dive boat.

-o0o-

As Karl was standing in front of the can and sighing softly in relief, he heard the klaxon sound, then he heard Ely, it sounded as if she whimpered loudly.  He quickly finished and hurried back to see if she was okay, but found her crying softly.

"What's wrong Ely?" he asked as he bent over and hugged her.

"Thank God.  They found it," she whispered softly.  "I was so scared that we'd have to leave home forever."

Then she was clinging to him, almost at the same second he heard Trudy call him from the bottom of the stairs.  Karl felt Ely quiver, then begin shaking softly.

"Yes Trudy," he called.  "What is it?"

"What was that horn about?"

"They found the box.  That was a warning for us not to come close because it might be dangerous."

"Oh, I see.  Thank you."

"You're welcome."

"Oh Karl, one more thing …"

Ely was still holding Karl tightly, but now it seemed like she was shaking even harder.

"Yes Trudy," he was trying his best not to lose his temper.

"Umm, George wants to know, does this mean we have to stay inside again?"

"I don't know!" Karl snapped.  "I don't know for sure, but if he wants to stick his nose outside to find out, it's fine with me.  I won't get in his way."

That's when he realized that Ely was actually giggling softly and the shaking he had been feeling was her laughing.

"Oh for cripes sake, I thought you were crying," he said quietly, so Trudy wouldn't hear.  "And here I got pissed off at Trudy and, well, to be honest, I got more pissed off with your dad because they were disturbing us."

"I am crying, but I'm happy crying," she giggled inanely.  "It means we can stay here on the island."

She hugged him tightly, using her weight to pull him down onto the bed.

"Besides, there are times when Daddy needs someone to tell him to fuck right off!" she giggled in his ear.

"Yeah, but Trudy doesn't deserve to suffer my irritation," Karl mumbled into her shoulder where she had his face crushed.

"She'll live," Ely sighed softly as her giggles died.  "I'll bet she knows you were annoyed with Daddy for having her ask.  Now, you do realize that both you and I have to get up, don't you?"

"Yeah," he sighed, slowly lifting to look at her.  "I guess.  I'm going to be glad when we can just play around a bit when we feel like it though."

"You're going to be glad?" she laughed softly.  "Do you realize that since we got back here, we've hardly made love at all, maybe a couple of times? This is the longest time we'd had to really snuggle in private and even then we were disturbed."

"Well, I'll tell you what, we just have to make time then."

"Yeah, but not right now," she sighed heavily.  "You have to go calm down the troops and keep an eye on things.  That seems to be your job right now and I have to be right behind you to support your decisions.  So get your pants on and get going."

Then with that statement made, she slid out of bed and went to the bathroom herself.  Karl sighed and dressed, then went downstairs.  Trudy was in the kitchen, but before he could say anything she smiled at him.

"I'm sorry to disturb you all the time Karl.  It's just that …  Well, you seem to have your ear to the ground on everything," she said.  "We've all gotten to think of you as our man in charge."

"Well, it wasn't that I was really annoyed," Karl sighed.  "And, I'm sorry for sounding so grouchy, but sometimes I'd just like to let someone else have all the answers so Ely and I could have a little time to ourselves."

"Is Ely upset?"

"She was, I think it's getting better now.  Once they get this mess cleared up and that bloody box out of here, it should be fine," he poured a coffee for himself and headed for the porch to have his morning think session.

As he opened the door he almost tripped over Bruno, who seemed to be guarding the door, then he saw Fran standing at the bottom of the porch steps.

"Good Morning," Karl said as he looked at her in surprise.  "Why didn't you just come in?"

"He wouldn't let me!" she pointed at the dog.  "I was on my way over here as the klaxon went off.  He leaped to his feet, then stood at the top of the steps and growled at me."

"The noise probably upset him, I guess," then he looked at her closely.  "I can see why he reacted to you though."

"Why?" she asked in surprise.

"You're wearing your gun belt, with a pistol prominently exposed, and you're even carrying yourself differently.  Today you're acting like a soldier, not a doctor.  He'd notice that difference more than anything.  Since you aren't acting like the Fran he has come to know, he didn't trust you," Karl sat down on one of the deck chairs and patted the dog on the head.  "It's okay Bruno.  She isn't a danger to us."

"So, do I dare try to go inside?"

"He won't bother you, not now," Karl said shortly.

She came up the steps almost tentatively and looked down at Karl.

"You do know what's going on don't you?"

"Yeah," he sighed heavily.  "The divers found a box which gives a reading on the Geiger counter.  They've cleared off of the dive boat by now, which means that Springfield and Winchester will take over and guard it.  Those two will have to put in a call to be relieved by a hazardous materials team.  After that they'll stand guard while waiting for the haz-mat team to arrive and then remove the box.  While all of this is going on, you and the rest of the military staff are on guard duty to prevent possible dangerous people like me and my family from doing anything stupid.  We're not allowed to get close or even to look at the damn box."

"Quite good, except for the last part," she sighed.  "I and the military staff are here to protect you, just in case someone else causes a snafu.  If you think, I enjoy this part of my job …"

She left the rest of her statement unfinished and went to the door, tapped lightly, then went inside.

"Damn," Karl sighed.  "Bruno, today seems to be my day to say the wrong thing to the wrong person."

At least the dog didn't seem offended and didn't criticise or correct him.




Chapter 27

Keri awakened and for a moment she felt disoriented, where was she now?  And who was snuggled tightly against her back?  Then in only seconds, she realized she was in Karl's old cabin, but it was so neat and clean!  Then she thought back to the previous day. Linda had cleaned the cabin and she'd done so much more. She wondered if Linda knew just how much it meant to her to be here and no longer under everyone's eye. Say that was funny, she hadn't realized before that she'd felt pressured by being in the other house, but now she realized she had felt cramped while she was there. It was a relief to be away from her family, knowing that they meant well, but still feeling that they were constantly watching her every move. Actually she felt so relieved in so many ways, it seemed almost like it had been weeks ago that she'd been attacked. For a moment she wondered if that was because of the medications she had been taking or if it was just that yesterday had been a day filled with good news for
her and everyone else.

Meanwhile lying at Keri's back, Linda was wide awake and didn't dare move.  She was worried what Keri's reaction would be if she found that Linda was cuddling her so closely.  Cuddling hell, Keri was wrapped tightly in her arms and Linda's left hand was on Keri's left breast, her right hand on Keri's lower tummy.  She knew that she had been awakened by some sort of loud noise and she'd heard Keri's breathing change.  Was Keri awake or was she still sleeping deeply enough that Linda could move away in relative safety?  Moving might wake her, but not moving might mean Keri would be frightened by her position.  She certainly didn't want to frighten Keri, but what could she do?

Keri made the decision that she had to get up, either that or she was going to pee the bed.  Maybe it was because she was pregnant, or maybe she simply shouldn't drink so much tea late at night.  Whatever it was, as soon as she awakened recently, she'd simply had to rush to the bathroom.

"Linda, are you awake?" she whispered and felt Linda tense and the hand cupping her breast tighten for just an instant, then start to slip away.

"Oh, I was wondering the same thing.  Sorry I'm holding you so tight, I know that…"

"Honey, I don't mind if you cuddle," Keri giggled softly.  "But if you don't let me go, both of us are going to get peed on."

"Oops," Linda squeaked and joined Keri in giggling as she released her hold on Keri's body.  "I wouldn't want that."

Keri slipped out of bed and still giggling softly, she ran on tiptoe to the bathroom, causing Linda to laugh.

"Why tiptoe?" she snorted.

"The floor's cold," Keri squawked just as she closed the door to the bathroom.

"Oh," Linda chuckled, then her feet touched the floor as she slipped out of bed herself.

"Aiie, you're right," she protested.  "We need slippers or else we'll have to get some rugs.  What will this place be like in the winter, especially if the floors are this cold now?"

"Tea or coffee?" she called as she slipped on her shoes and a bathrobe.

"I can't hear you," Keri said, her voice muffled.  "Just a minute, I'll be out."

When she did come out of the bathroom, Linda rushed to take her place, giggling wildly.

"Sorry, but I've gotta go now too, dammit."

"Because I went?" Keri laughed, then realized that Linda couldn't hear her.

"What was that?" Linda asked a few minutes later when she came out of the bathroom.

"Oh nothing," Keri was laying back in bed, once more was covered by the blankets.

"Aren't you feeling good?"

"I'm feeling fine, but I decided it's too early to get up, it's not even six in the morning."

"But we're wide awake, so … what do you want to do?"

"Well, let's see, what was that line Karl said you used on him?  'I can be a good sleeping pill.' or …  Well, it was something like that wasn't it?"

"But I thought …"

"Stop thinking and com'ere.  Waking up to that cuddle felt really good," Keri smiled, her eyes bright.  "I can't promise how long I'll feel this way, so you'd better take advantage of me while you can."

"It's not fair," Linda giggled as she tossed of the robe and kicked off her shoes then slid into bed.

"What's not fair?" Keri sighed as they wrapped each other in their arms.

"You're feeling better and I'm on the rag," Linda sighed.  "I like sharing everything with you."

"Well, it might be a good thing," Keri kissed her ever so lightly.  "I want to start out slow anyway."

"Well, that kiss was a little too slow," Linda sighed as she initiated another.

It was Linda's voice squealing that Able Seaman Mathews heard a few moments later as she approached the door and recognized the sound for what it was.  Inside the little house Keri was grinning as Linda slowly calmed down.

"See, and I didn't even disturb your precious rag, only it's a tampon, I felt the string," she chortled as she sat up, then bent to kiss Linda on one breast.

"Damn, where did you learn to do that?" Linda sighed.  "I feel like I got run over by a truck."

"I had two good teachers," Keri giggled softly.  "Don't tell me that Karl and Ely haven't shown you that."

"I never let Karl get that far.  I get too impatient.  If you'd been a man, and were playing my clit like that, I'd have yanked you up so you could …  well, drive me home," Linda laughed softly.  " As far as Ely and me, well we've never …"

"Not yet?" Keri looked at her in surprise.

"One day, there's no rush," Linda sighed, then decided it was her turn to make Keri squeal.

For several minutes, she gently worshipped Keri's face with her lips and tongue, then she began to work her way south.  It was moments later when she paused at breast level.  As she gently caressed both of Keri's breasts, she looked up into Keri's eyes.

"When you get closer to your due date, I guess I won't be able to suckle you, will I?"

"I guess not in the last little while," Keri whispered.  "Will you still want to?  By then my tits will probably be all stretched and bloated."

"I'll still love 'em," Linda declared and sucked on first one nipple, then the other.

"Oh damn, you do that nicely," Keri sighed.

Linda didn't respond.  She was too busy.  Keri felt as if she was having her breasts worshipped and didn't think there was a square inch that Linda missed kissing or licking.  After paying homage to those lovely full breast, she slowly worked her way downward.  Several minutes later Linda was extremely busy when she thought she heard someone on the front step, but she never even paused.

Able Seaman Mathews' knuckles were just poised to knock on the door a second time just as Keri squealed in delight at Linda's attentions.  Instead of knocking, she paused and stared at its blank wood surface.

"Damn, do they ever stop?" she whispered, then grinned and shaking her head, she backed away to take a seat on the steps.

"Orders or not, I know they're safe, and I refuse to disturb anyone who sounds like they're having that much fun," she giggled to herself.

-o0o-

The sun was just peeking over the horizon and it looked like it was going to be a decent day, at least weather wise.  Karl hadn't heard the weather forecast for the day as yet and he sighed again.  He suddenly realized that he'd been so involved with the happenings in his immediate surroundings for the last few days that he really hadn't listened to any of the news.  He didn't know what was happening around the province or around the world.  There was at least some reason for that, he'd been staying away from his radios since they were in the room that George and Trudy had been using.  After all, he'd wanted to give the two of them as much privacy as he could.

He'd been expecting George to keep him posted and he realized that George hadn't really been passing any news along unless he was asked directly.  He decided that he'd brace George about that later.  Contemplating that, he thought it might be an idea if he moved the radios back into the corner of the living room where he'd had them before.  That way, as well as putting the radios out in 'common' territory, it'd mean that after George and Trudy moved back to their house, David could have that bedroom as his own.

Shifting slightly, he glanced around and noticed that the grass in the goat yard was showing signs of darkening in colour in the day or two that the goats had been in the lower pasture.  Thinking about that, and about the fact that Raymonde had felt the cow was going to calve soon, he decided that the cow and calf should be moved back into the upper goat yard.  As soon as the cow had her new calf, they could milk her, then no one would have to worry about having to try to catch and milk a nanny goat when they wanted fresh milk.  He realized too that he was going to have to do some calculating about the feed situation.  There were so many grazing animals on the island now that he didn't think there was going to be enough hay from George's meadow to feed them all through the winter.  He sighed deeply, maybe keeping the cow and calf wasn't such a good idea after all, but then keeping cattle might be better than raising goats.  He'd have to think about that and consider all the
ramifications of changing from one to the other.  For now it might be an idea if he just kept fewer goats and slimmed down their numbers.

He paused then, thinking about the fact that he was worrying about mundane everyday problems and he felt a surge of relief.  At the moment others were doing the worrying about everyone's safety and it felt good to relax into the mundane for a moment.

The door behind him opened and he turned to glance back.  It was Fran, carrying a plate and cutlery.

"Pancakes and your morning arthritis medication," she offered them to him.

"I'm not really hungry," he replied.

"Karl, right now, I'm your doctor, whether you like it or not," she sighed.  "You've been driving yourself very hard, mentally if not physically, although you haven't exactly been sitting still.  You need the calorific intake of the food and you need the pain relief from the medications, so eat, please."

Rather than argue, he swallowed the pills and began to eat the pancakes.  Fran walked over and rested her hands on the porch rail, leaning out and sighing softly.

"Something wrong?" he asked between bites.

"Nothing I can do anything about right now," she whispered.  "There are times when I dislike my life choices though."

Karl couldn't help but smile.  "I think at one time or another we all get to that place, Fran."

"Even you?" she turned her head to look at him.  "I mean, look at you.  Of all the people I know it seems to me you have your life set out so well."

"Oh my no, not really.  Every day there seems to be more to worry about.  I imagine you've noticed yourself that once people find they can rely on you, they start to do it more and more, simply because they know they can.  Well, like you, that's what has happened to me.  It seems to me at times that I get called in to help people make even the smallest decisions, and at times it gets to be a bit much, like it has recently," he shook his head.  "I'll be honest, I've been quite happy to have had the military here, yet I've found that they've asked me my opinion a fair bit too."

He waved a hand toward the bay.  "I was just sitting here and realizing that the action being taken right now is a relief for me.  I don't have to worry about what's going on and I'm actually quite happy with that.  I know that I'm not going to be consulted, so I can completely relax for once.  I can honestly say that it feels damn good."

"I never looked at it that way, but I suppose in a way you're right," she looked at him strangely for a second.  "And in a way, you've hit on what's bothering me.  I'm doing two jobs and sometimes they conflict."

"I suppose," he made a wry face.  "On one hand you're making people feel better, healing them and in effect giving them more freedom.  Occasionally however, your other job requires you to restrict people's freedom and force them to follow the government's wishes."

"That's an oversimplification, but it does give you an idea of my personal conflicts," she smiled wryly as well.  "As an example you could look at the other day, I was holding a weapon on a man with one hand while saving his life with the other."

He looked at her quizzically.

"Oh, you didn't hear about that?" she arched her eyebrows.  "When Springfield and Winchester found Chenkovich, he looked to be in quite bad shape.  So I rapelled down to tend to his injuries.  I'd started to set up an IV when he awakened and grabbed at me, knocking me back into a weak sandstone outcropping.  It was unstable and broke free.  Of course it was big enough to have killed both him and me, but Springfield knew what to do, as always.  He blocked it's fall, even if he got hurt while saving us from being crushed.  From that point on, all the way to the hospital, I kept one hand near my gun while the other hand was working on saving Chenkovich's life."

"That's a fair example," Karl smiled.  "So, what do you plan to do about it?"

"I don't know," she sighed.  "My term of enlistment is up in another three months.  At the moment I'm not planning to re-up.  However it's hard for a military doctor to make it in the outside world, people seem to think that all we treat are gunshot wounds and they don't want to trust us."

"Oh I think folk would soon learn to trust you," Karl smiled.  "I've noticed that since you've been here you've only treated one gunshot wound.  Other than that, you've treated us for lots of other things and done it darn well."

"There were two gunshot wounds and has anyone ever told you that you're a smart ass," she snapped and spun around to go inside.

"I did it again, Bruno," Karl sighed deeply as he looked down at the dog.  "And this time, I don't even know what the hell I said."

After petting the dog for a moment or two, he was about to get up and go inside, but Ely came outside with two cups of coffee.

"Hi slugger," she smiled, handing him the second cup.  "I think you should stay out here for a while longer."

"Yeah," he sighed heavily.  "It seems that today is my day for putting my foot in my mouth."

"Oh, I don't think you said anything wrong so much as you said too much right."

"Whoa, run that by me again," he turned to stare at her.

"Well, basically from what I've heard Fran say, you agreed with her that she shouldn't be in the Navy and that she's a damn good doctor."

"Yeah, so?"

"So, didn't you realize that the Navy paid for her education, so in effect they put her through medical school?"

"Ah, I see, so she feels an obligation to them?"

"Right, and of course her superiors are playing on that to try to get her to reenlist."

Karl chuckled softly.  "Well of course they are."

"Karl, it's not funny," Ely said firmly.

"Oh, but it is, don't you think the Navy has accountants?"

"What has that got to do with her moral problem?"

"Just forget the morality for a moment, but instead, let's first go back to basic economics.  A trained doctor is worth 'X' dollars an hour and she has worked as a trained doctor in the Navy for 'Y' years.  I'd be willing to bet that 'X' times 'Y' is a lot higher sum than the cost of educating her was or the Navy would never have done it in the first place.  In other words, by serving out her full term of enlistment after training, she has already paid back their investment and a reasonable amount more.  From now on anything she does for them while serving as a doctor is a pure profit on their investment."

"Well, economically perhaps," Ely frowned.

"Huh, I'm trying to see it not only economically, but ethically.  There's something else you ought to think about as well, the government probably got a discount on her education since the government funds the schools that teach medicine in this country.  The person who really put in the investment in her education is Fran.  She's the one who studied and worked and slogged out the time.  Besides, in the months that she wasn't in med.  school, I'll bet she had to work twice as hard as the other people around her, just to learn how to be a decent officer in the Navy.  Why don't you ask her that too?"

"Hmm," Ely stared at him quizzically, her right hand drifting up to play with the lobe of her ear.  "Would you mind if I told her all that?"

"Nope, I don't," Karl grinned.  "But, I'll be satisfied if you agree with me."

"Oh I wouldn't go that far, but I do think it makes enough sense to repeat it to her and see her reaction.  That will tell me if she agrees with you, which is the important question," Ely smiled as she stood up.

"I'll tell you what, ask George to do some research on it for her.  I'll bet that by asking a few of his professor friends, he can find out exactly how much the actual cost of her education was.  Then she can relate that to how much money a doctor makes in the real world.  Compare a regular doctor's standard of living to hers in the Navy and she can see what's what."

"You're that confident?"

"Yep," he grinned, handing her his two empty cups and the plate that Fran had brought him.  "As for me, I'm going to take my dog for a short walk and check out the lean-to that Lyle and Raymonde built to put the cow in."

"Is it okay for you to be walking around?" she asked.  "I thought we were under orders to restrict our movement."

"I wasn't told that directly, but I'll find out, won't I?" he grinned and before she could say anything more, he got up, quietly called Bruno to come with him, then stepped down off the porch.

Karl knew that the military really didn't want him watching as they retrieved the smuggled box of radioactive material from the bay.  Still, he wanted to know just how far the Navy would go to limit his freedom of movement, so while eating his breakfast he'd decided to check it out.  Reasoning that they would at least warn him if he was going too far from his front door, he set off across his front yard, moving toward the old goat shed.  He and Bruno had only walked a few steps when he saw a figure in a Navy uniform, someone must have been guarding the old cabin where Keri and Linda were now staying.  In seconds, the figure was moving toward him and he instantly recognized that it was Gillian Mathews.

"Good Morning," he called softly as she approached, noticing that she was still walking stiffly, and assumed by her movement that she was still feeling considerable pain from her ribs.

"Good morning," she said cheerfully, then sighed.  "I'm sorry Karl, but I need to ask, where are you planning on going?"

"Well, I was going to check out the work that had been done yesterday at the goat shed and around that area," he smiled at her.  "I promise I won't attack the troops down by the bay.  I won't even go over to the edge of the gorge and peek."

"Oh.  Well, like I said, I had to ask.  Do you mind if I come along?  I was supposed to keep an eye on the small cabin and the two young women there, but …" she giggled.  "Well, from the sounds I heard, I don't think they'd like to be disturbed right now and I doubt very much if they are going to run off either."

"Oh," Karl chuckled, then paused and looked thoughtful.  "You know, if it weren't for your ribs and the present situation, I'd give you a hug for telling me that.  That's very good news."

"It is?" she stared at him in surprise.  "I was somewhat worried about telling you the truth, thinking that it might upset you."

"Well, after Keri got attacked, she didn't want anyone touching her.  From what you've just said, I jumped to the conclusion that they might have been …" his quietly voiced comment trailed off for a second or two.  "Well, perhaps 'getting to know each other better' would be a good description?"

"Only perhaps?" she broke into a giggle.  "To be honest I think it might be a bit more than that.  I don't know for sure, but when I knocked on the door a short while ago, they ignored me, so you could say I was making assumptions.  From the sound of things though, someone was sure 'getting to know' someone else, and quite well too!"

"Well, consider yourself in my debt for one big hug," he grinned.  "But you might want to collect it sometime when I'm not afraid to touch you for fear that I'd be encroaching upon the essential space of a military guard on duty."

"Hey, I most certainly will take you up on that, sometime in the future though.  Like you said, right now wouldn't be a good time," she giggled.  "Besides, let's wait for my ribs to heal, huh?  If all I'm going to 'get physical' with you for saving my life, I want to have it be comfortable, not painful.  If you even hugged me a little bit now, I might scream in pain, then we'd probably both be sorry."

He just grinned and began to walk slowly toward the goat shed with her near his side.  They looked inside it when they got there and Karl was amazed at how organized it looked, then he moved on to check the lean-to that the 'boys' had built.

From the looks of it, it had been built from scraps of lumber and short timbers that he'd had lying around.  Actually, when he looked closer he could see that the five uprights holding the walls were actually small trees that had been topped, and limbed, but left standing and used as vertical supports.  The rafters of the roof were made up from lengths cut from saplings, trimmed of branches and cut to length.  Then they'd been covered with an old tarp, which was held in place with old boards, branches and ropes.  Two of the walls were made using small logs and large branches, laced to horizontally positioned timbers, which were tied to the five vertical tree trunks with ropes.  The goat shed served as a third wall and the fourth wall was simply a tarp strung on a rope, which could be slid aside to serve as a door.  The resulting shack wasn't fancy, but it would serve to keep a cow and a calf or two out of the weather, at least temporarily.

"Well, they did say it was temporary, but considering that it's made out of junk and whatever they could find lying around, it's pretty damn good," Karl chuckled as he looked it over.

"It is, isn't it," Gillian grinned.  "So, where else do you plan on going?"

"Well, I don't suppose Don, I mean Commander Davis, is in the command tent is he?"

"No, I'm afraid he left almost an hour ago, since he wanted to be as near as possible to the dive team when they went down," she smiled.  "The only person in any of the tents is Peacock, and he's here to keep a radio watch."

"Well I won't bother going down there then.  Besides, I suppose I should actually go back to the house, and allow you to carry on with your guard duty," he grinned.  "I hope you realize that the ladies may not be out for a while."

"That doesn't bother me.  Actually I should head back there though.  You are heading right for your house, aren't you?"

"Yeah, why?"

"I'm being lazy is all.  You see I'm only on limited duties because of my ribs and walking is a bit painful, so …"

"And mean old Karl had you walking all over hell's half acre," he sighed.  "I'm just not using my head today."

"Oh no, don't think that," she protested.  "I can walk, it's just that I'm slow and moving around does hurt a bit.  Do you really think Lieutenant Baker would let me do anything if she felt that I'd hurt myself?"

"No, I suppose she wouldn't," he smiled at her.  "However, now I insist on walking with you back to the girl's cabin.  I wouldn't want to have one of Fran's patients come to harm because I screwed up or was inattentive."

"Hey, who's guarding who here?" she grinned.

Oh, you're guarding me of course, but Bruno is guarding both of us," he smiled and gestured toward the dog.  "Actually, I've never had him spend so much time around the house before."

"As I understand it, he was injured though.  I can see he's still limping."

"Yeah, but he's usually a very independent dog," Karl explained.  "Generally he doesn't even eat the dog food I give him.  In fact, I don't know what he lives on.  Look how close he's staying to us, that's not normal, not even for the last few days.  He knows something unusual is happening."

"I just hope it's not a presentiment of problems," Gillian sighed as they reached the steps to the smaller cabin.

"Oh, I doubt it.  I think he's just being protective and pretending to be a tame dog right now, as opposed to the half-wild dog he usually is, but I imagine he'll only do that while he heals," he responded.  "Now, here you are safe and sound.  I'll see you later."

With that, Karl turned and walked back toward his cabin.  He'd hardly reached the bottom steps when he heard the sound of a helicopter.  From the sound it was actually a very large, multiple-engined helicopter, so he turned to look for it.  He couldn't see it from where he was standing and decided it wouldn't be worth his while to try to hurry to get glance at it.  He knew it would be going to the lower area anyway, rather than landing in the goat run.  He surmised that it was probably bringing in the haz-mat team and would be flying off with the sunken box that the Navy divers had found.

Instead of concerning himself with that situation right now, he climbed the steps and went inside the cabin.  Surprisingly, George was the only person in the kitchen or living room, and he was simply sitting at the kitchen table, nursing a cup of coffee.

"Morning George, where's everyone at?" he asked.

"Oh, David was upstairs looking out your bedroom windows and called down about a big helicopter that he could see.  Mary-Beth immediately wanted to see it as well and I suppose the women followed her out of curiosity.  At least all of them hurried upstairs," he smiled, then tried to look apologetic.  "By the way, please accept my full apologies for disturbing you and Ely this morning, there are times when I simply forget that others do not live by my schedule."

"I guess that happens to all of us George, but it wasn't just you," Karl sighed, then glanced around feeling sheepish about his earlier annoyance.  "It's just that in the last few days it seems to me that I'm getting screwed out of …  Well, out of enjoying life."

"Oh, I understand that.  But, indeed, last night was certainly an early enough night for everyone.  Since you two were alone upstairs for the first time in days, I would have thought you would have taken advantage of that circumstance," George actually looked slightly embarrassed.  "I had supposed …"

"Hah, Ely and I were both so damned exhausted by all the happenings of the last few days that we fell asleep," Karl snorted, interrupting him.  "But, that's not important right now, and to change the subject, have you heard the weather forecast this morning, by any chance?"

"Yes, actually there is a clearing and warming trend predicted for our area.  It seems the low pressure area that was bringing us all the rain and stormy weather is moving off and we should have several days of fine weather," George smiled.  "As well, I heard that Mount St. Helens has stopped rumbling and is now only smoking.  However, there have been severe mud slides and massive flooding in the downslope areas of the rivers that drain that area."

"Anything further in the way of earthquake activity that might affect us?"

"Well, there have been a few minor aftershocks, but nothing major for several days.  I'm of the opinion that the tectonic plates have settled into a relatively stable attitude.  Of course how long that will last is anyone's guess," George sighed deeply then.  "However on the medical front, things seem to have degraded even further.  It would appear that the influenza outbreak is running rampant, virtually worldwide.  There have been hints and rumours that it is spreading even to nations that closed their borders as fast as they could.  I have fears that the disease is becoming a pandemic."

"A pandemic?" Karl questioned.

"Yes, a pandemic, in other words a world wide epidemic.  It seems that Canada has been the only country which has produced a vaccine which has any effect on reducing infection.  Unfortunately even the Canadian vaccine is only effective in the range of sixty to seventy percent of the time.  On top of that, they seem to unable to fathom the reason why Canadian virology procedures are producing a more viable vaccine while the efforts of other countries are failing."

"Aren't the procedures the same everywhere?"

"They are relatively similar.  However, it seems that each country's labs and production facilities do vary," George sighed.  "The last news I heard, the scientists were suspecting that there was a difference in the feed used for the hens that produced the eggs which were used in culturing the original antiviral agent.  I must admit that I am at somewhat of a loss as to understanding why that would make a difference however."

"I'm surprised you aren't on the radio trying to find out," Karl smiled.

"To be frank, after several days of hearing bad news from all over the world, I have decided to take a short break," George frowned.  "Even I can only stand hearing a certain amount of depressing news."

"Well, that's good news for me then," Karl smiled.  "I was going to suggest that we get the radios and the radio desk moved back out into the corner of the living room by the fireplace.  That way everyone can get at them and no single individual will need to listen to all depressing news.  At the same time, it would mean that you and Trudy can have a room of your own for now and once your house is repaired, David can have his own bedroom.  Since the military would probably prefer us to stay inside until they're done fishing for the box, I thought today would be a perfect day to tackle the job."

George looked at him thoughtfully for a moment and then smiled.  "Karl, I do believe you have hit upon a plan.  That will give our minds something to occupy them and neither of us will be inclined to spend as much time worrying about possible disastrous scenarios.  In fact I believe that you have developed a marvellous idea."

For the rest of the morning and part of the afternoon, Karl kept the two of them busy.  They shifted, moved and changed things slightly in the room that George and Trudy were using as a bedroom while moving the radios to the corner of the living room.  Of course that meant that they had to move some furniture in the living room to make room for the radio desk, which got Ely into the mood to change the layout of the furniture throughout the cabin.  By drafting everyone else in the house, she had them go through the whole place to do a thorough cleaning, as well as changing the layout of the furniture.  Even Fran got involved and surprisingly she seemed to enjoy the change of her status from doctor to house maid.  However, she did take one short break to run over to the other cabin to see Keri and check on how she was doing.

-o0o-

Able Seaman Mathews was actually enjoying the fine weather as she sat on the steps of the smaller cabin and she was in no hurry to move after her walk with Karl.  In fact she'd decided that this was probably the most pleasant guard duty she'd ever had, so she was quite comfortable when Keri came outside with a cup of coffee in one hand.

"Oh, hello," Keri said in surprise.  "Were you waiting for Linda or me for some reason?  Why didn't you knock on our door?"

For several seconds Able Seaman Mathews was speechless, then she blushed, and almost instantly Keri began to giggle.

"Linda, we've been busted by the Navy for making too much noise.  Pour this woman a cup of coffee, perhaps we can bribe her into silence," Keri said quite loudly.

Linda came outside too and when she saw Able Seaman Mathews' red face, she blushed slightly herself, then broke into laughter and held out her hand.

"Hi, I don't think we've met.  I'm Linda and this joker is my lover, Keri.  Come on inside and make yourself at home."

"Uhm, I'm Able Seaman Gillian Mathews and that isn't the idea, I'm just supposed to …"

"I know, the navy is up to something very secret and very important, so we need a guard to keep us from learning anything we shouldn't know," Linda smiled as she interrupted.  "Now a good guard would also want to check to be certain that we weren't up to anything nefarious.  After all the noise you heard, you might think we were torturing someone and I don't want to leave you with the wrong impression, so I think you should come inside and check for yourself.  I promise I won't bite and I won't let Keri bite either or at least not very hard."

"It's not the biting she's worried about," Keri giggled.  "She heard us, so I'm sure she knows we weren't in pain."

"Oooh," Linda snorted, then winked at Able Seaman Mathews.  "I promise not to approach too closely or do anything that might upset you too badly and if Keri starts, I'll hog tie her."

From the way Keri's giggles stopped very suddenly, Linda knew she'd stepped out of line.

"Oh, I'm sorry Keri, I …"

"It's okay, really," Keri took a deep breath.  "It's just that I guess I'm not as close to normal as I thought I was."

Able Seaman Mathews got slowly to her feet, "Are you injured Miss?" she asked Keri.

"Obviously not as badly as you are, or at least not physically."

"Oh shit, are you the woman who that the bastard attacked?  We have something in common.  He's the son-of-a-bitch that busted my ribs too.  At least I got to see the ugly monster get what he deserved."

"Oh, I saw that too," Keri smiled sadly.  "I just wasn't as close as you were.  I was on the deck of Karl's cabin.  I guess you were the one he jumped on when he escaped the helicopter, aren't you?"

"He didn't jump on me," Gillian Mathews answered.  "As best I can remember, he was doubled up when I climbed into the chopper and he kicked me just under the tits with both feet.  I was hit so hard that I flew backward out the door, landing on top of Lieutenant Baker.  I don't remember much for a while though, since I got knocked for a loop, but I know I was laying on Lieutenant Baker.  She told me afterward that my weight was immobilizing her gun hand.  Meanwhile the big bastard was throwing the guard who was inside the copter around like a rag doll.  He didn't jump out until afterward, but I couldn't seem to move so I thought he was gonna kill me, only that's when he was shot in the eye and his head seemed to explode.  The other two shots threw him back and spun him around, so thankfully, he fell away from Lieutenant Baker and me and didn't crush us under his body."

"From the house it looked like he jumped onto the two of you.  Then Karl and everyone else shot him," Keri said flatly.  "I knew he got knocked down, but for a few minutes I was scared he wasn't dead."

"Well, I knew he was dead.  I saw the shots hit; one shot in the eye, and one in the right shoulder.  I think the last one was in his upper back, just under the left shoulder blade.  The one in the right shoulder was a military round and the one in the back was a pistol shot.  Since the shot in the eye passed through his skull, then out behind his opposite ear, no bullet was found.  Which made the report of his death a lot easier, the seaman on guard duty is listed as the one shooter and the pilot as the other.  So 'officially' there were supposedly only two shooters."

"I think you and I know better," Linda broke in with a snort.

"Yeah!  Unfortunately if the true hero was known, there would have had to be an official investigation and it would get darn complicated," Gillian grinned sardonically.  "I owe someone big time and it's neither the guard nor the pilot!  Of course since the guy I'm talking about seems to have a harem, paying him back the way I'd like to might be a little bit of a problem."

Linda laughed out loud and even Keri grinned.

"Probably a bigger problem than you realize," Keri said after a few seconds, still smiling.  "All of us had to bust our butts just to seduce him, but let's go inside and we'll talk it over."

Once they were inside it didn't take long before the two older women had Gillian at ease with them as they discussed Karl and their involvement.  As they talked, they set about rearranging the inside of the cabin more to their convenience, even after just one night they found things they wanted to change slightly.  All in all, the time seemed to pass relatively quickly as the three of them became friends.  They were sitting at the table having a cup of tea when Lieutenant Baker came to see Keri.

-o0o-

To Commander Don Davis, the wait from the time he had radioed to Esquimalt for the haz-mat team, until the time the helicopter arrived seemed interminable.  His composure wore thin and he found himself covertly checking his watch every moment or two.  He knew he had to maintain his calm as an example to his men, so he tried to show patience, but he realized that most of the men around him knew that he was fidgeting impatiently.  He tried to think of a reason why he was feeling so anxious about this particular problem after having been in many somewhat similar situations, but he wasn't really successful.  The only reason he could think of was his desire to help a friend in need in hopes of maintaining his long friendship with Karl.

When he finally heard the sound of the incoming helicopter, he sighed in relief.  For the next thirty or forty minutes as the chopper landed, then as the haz-mat team unloaded their gear and headed out to the dive boat, he felt relatively calm.  However since he had to wait on the shore and watch from a distance, the time the haz-mat team took to prepare themselves, then actually dive, and finally return to the boat seemed to take forever.  When the whole crew returned, bringing Springfield and Winchester along, he expected to be debriefed, but the members of the haz-mat team rushed straight to the helicopter.  At least Springfield stopped at his side.

"What's up?" Davis asked, worried that something had gone wrong.

"Oh, it should be simple now," Springfield grinned at him.  "This was a fast recovery, particularly since it's the first time all of us have been involved in the recovery of an actual hazard as serious as this was.  So far everything has gone like clockwork."

"Good, I've got to admit it's the first time I've been involved with something like this myself, although I've been involved in simulations of similar jobs.  So, what's going on now?"

"Well, from what the divers said, the box was laying on its side, so they wrapped it in a fully sealed protective blanket.  Then as they carefully rolled it onto it's base, they worked a lifting net under it as well.  They've got a cable from the net to a buoy on the surface and they plan on lifting it directly, using the chopper's winch.  After that, they're immediately taking it to a more secure site in order to investigate the contents of the box."

"Isn't that dangerous, moving it out in the open like that?"

"They claim it's safe and they're the specialists, not me," Springfield grinned, holding his hands up in a motion as if to ward off other questions.  "As I understand it, while it's underwater it's relatively safe.  Now supposedly, by using that blanket, they've sealed in the water that's in or around the box and with the net on the outside, they say they can keep most of it in there.  In addition they say that there's some protection in that blanket system.  Oh, and they said that they're hauling it only a short distance, so they must have some arrangement already made for a marine pickup.  I really didn't ask anything more.  Once they tell me the bay is clear of any major threat, my job here is done."

"I understand," Davis attempted to smile.  "You've done an excellent job by the way.  I imagine your talents are needed other places though."

Springfield didn't comment, instead he turned and walked away.

"I'll 'pologise fer him Sir, but ya brung up a touchy subject when ya mentioned whut comes next," Winchester, who had been standing nearby, said quietly.

At that moment the helicopter started and for a few moments they were more interested in watching it move off, than they were in talking over the noise.  Then after it had moved out over the dive boat, they watched that operation as that happened too.

The helicopter hovered about a hundred and fifty feet up, dropping a cable to two divers who were still in the water.  From the shore it looked quite simply like they fed a hook through a pair of eyes in the cables coming up from below and then swam away and signalled for the lift.  The box was lifted up and to Don's surprise it was still dangling below the helicopter when it rose and flew away.

"That's it?" Davis asked.

"Not quite sir," Winchester smiled.  "The two haz-mat divers who're still in the water will stay here for several days an' work with t'other divers to comb the bottom.  Sorta on the off chance that there's more radioactive junk down there, but as well they wanta try to recover those machine guns that they think are there.  'Sides, I understan' the divers 're going to hafta blow up part o' that slide afore they try to take the dive boat out again."

"I see, and what was it you started to say before, something about Springfield and a touchy subject?"

"Oh, tain't really my business, but I understan the bosses in Ottawa wants him to start sittin' at a desk, 'stead of workin' in the field.  He's been hurt a couple o' times too many for 'em to be happy an' they're lookin' at the calendar, sayin' he's too long in the tooth to keep up on field jobs," Winchester shook his head.  "Idjits couldn't find their ass with both hands if they was in a dark room.  Ev'ry time as he's got hurt, he's been savin' somebody else's life."

"I'd certainly be willing to put that in my report if it would help, at least in this particular case.  Not only did he save the smuggler's life, but he also saved one of my most valuable people."

"Would ya do that, sir?  That'd be appreciated."

"I'll do just that and I'll have Lieutenant Baker's written report on the incident included.  She was rather glowing in her praise of his abilities," Davis smiled.  "It's the least I can do for someone that I feel did an excellent job."

"Thank you sir.  I'd appreciate that, he's a good partner."

"I imagine he is," Davis answered, "Now, where is the dive boat captain?  I need that air horn of his."

-o0o-

Karl was again sitting out on the front porch, having a break from the turmoil in the cabin, when he and everyone else heard the big helicopter lift off and fly away rapidly.  Only a moment or two later he heard the klaxon sound again, only this time there were several rapid toots.  To Karl's ears they sounded almost as if someone was celebrating.  He had to grin when he realized it was the beat of the song that he knew as 'Shave and a haircut, six bits,' which convinced him it was Don using the air horn.  Then to his surprise, Fran came hurrying outside and rushed off to the tents.  She didn't even pause to answer him when he asked if there was a problem.  He was debating whether to follow her when Ely came out of the house too.

"What's Fran's rush?" he asked.

"Oh, she knew how worried I and Dad were about the bay being contaminated.  She's going to go find out what Commander Davis thinks."

"I'd imagine that if the box wasn't spilled open it will be fine," Karl smiled at her.  "Actually water is one of the better dampening agents for radioactivity.  Besides, that signal sounded quite happy.  I'd say things were okay."

Ely looked at him and smiled softly, shaking her head.  "That comment about the water?  Is that you as the engineer speaking?"

"Eyup," Karl had to grin.  "That's one of those tidbits of engineering information that was tucked away in an odd corner of my brain."

"You dough head," Ely's smile widened.  "You could have told me that before."

"Sorry, I just assumed you knew that," His grin widened as well.  "Salt water isn't as good as fresh water as a dampener and neither of them is as good as heavy water, but they all work fairly well."

She had bent down and was hugging him when Fran called loudly from near the main tent.  "Karl, Commander Davis said to tell you the situation looks great and he said to tell you to polish up your best glasses, whatever that means."

"Now that's good news," Karl shouted back.

"Oh, and he said to tell you it was his jug," Fran laughed.

"That's even better news," Karl laughed loudly.

In only moments the shouting that had followed the sound of the klaxon had brought out all of the people from both cabins.  For the next while, it seemed almost as if there was going to be an impromptu party as everyone laughed and hugged in relief.  Karl was astounded at how hard Fran hugged him and then even more surprised when Gillian Mathews came up to him and smiled at him almost shyly.

"I have a request," she smiled.

"Right now, I'm so glad of the job you folks have done that you could have just about anything except my first born kid," he grinned at her.

"Umm, don't tempt me with visions and I wasn't thinking of David either," she giggled, then forced herself to stop by biting her lip.  "I want a little hug too, but you've gotta promise not to squeeze, okay?"

When he held out his arms, she snuggled up to his chest and sighed.  After a moment, she raised her head slowly and looked him in the eye.

"You don't happen to have any younger brothers do you?" she asked.

"Nope," he smiled and pulled back slightly.

"Darn.  I was hoping.  Just my luck," she sighed again and then slowly turned to walk over to talk to Keri.

To his surprise Fran came over to him and smiled.  "I guess I was wrong about Miss Mathews."

"Pardon?"

"Well, I was under the impression that she was gay.  Instead it seems that she's just looking for the right guy.  Too bad she met a much married man like you first."

"Now you're really losing me."

"Oh come on Karl.  There's some strange magnetism about you that draws women.  Commander Davis has it to some extent.  Springfield has it as well.  But actually after considering things, it's not that strange.  I suppose the attraction is really based a lot on ability and confidence.  All of you have that in spades.  As a woman, I notice it.  As a doctor, I make note of it.  In a lot of ways I envy Ely and the other two women, but I wouldn't want to be them.  I'm a one man woman and I'm selfish, I want my man all to myself."

"Well as you said, there's Don Davis and Springfield."

"Yes, but I think they might have something to say about that too," she smiled, then she turned.  "Speaking of them, I imagine they'll be returning soon, I'd best make sure some essential items are readied at the main tent."

With that she walked away from the happy group while Karl watched her, wondering just what she had meant.  Shaking his head, he watched the others now, trying to sort out the mix of feelings he was going through.  He sighed and sat down slowly, then in moments he was surrounded by his friends and family.  Their gaiety infected him again and his mood lifted.  When Don Davis and the whole crew came back from below, they found everyone still outside.  Even Springfield and Winchester and the two haz-mat divers were along, then it wasn't long before the other people who had been acting as guards at various places showed up.

To the surprise of most of the people there, Commander Davis called for silence and gathered everyone into hearing range.  First he advised them that the haz-mat divers were relatively positive that all of the radioactive material was still contained in the box.  Which meant that although they would do a precautionary search of the floor of the bay, they doubted they would find any problems.  Then he advised everyone that he'd arranged for a few men to act as guards, but that he was recommending to everyone else that they regard the rest of the day as a short leave, saying that he felt they had all earned it.

To Karl's astonishment most of the people didn't want to relax.  One of the biggest requests was for a ride on the 'Skolka', even if it was just around the bay.  That set off the divers, they wanted to place and fire one set of explosive charges that evening.  They felt that if they did a decent job of it, perhaps Karl could steam the 'Skolka' through the cut on the next high tide.  Another surprise to Karl was the suggestion by several of the people that if Karl was going to steam through the cut on the morning tide, then perhaps they could work today instead.  The general feeling seemed to be that they could go over and do some repairs on George and Trudy's house that afternoon.  That way everyone could take the time off in the morning to go along with him for the ride through the cut.

Don Davis had a brief huddle with the divers, then they called Karl over.

"Karl, these men think that since they've already marked out where they want to place charges on the slide; they'd like to do one blast this afternoon and they feel they have ample time.  What we were wondering is if you could run the gorge at night?  Do you have enough lighting on board your boat to do it safely?"

"Oh man, I've done that once before, and I made it through, but I was extremely lucky.  Just the idea of trying it again makes me break out in a cold sweat," Karl shook his head.  "Besides, tonight's high tide isn't all that high.  To be honest, I don't think I want to try a night passage except in an extreme emergency."

"It's your decision," Don smiled.  "So what do you men think, do you still want to blast that rock today?"

The divers decided they wanted to go ahead.  After talking to them and seeing a few sketches they had made, Don was convinced.  They knew exactly what they wanted to do and precisely how they wanted to do it, so Don gave his okay.  The divers hurried off and Don called everyone else to attention again.

"I am going to shanghai Karl, Springfield, and Winchester for the rest of the afternoon.  However, if the rest of you wish to help George and Trudy repair their home, I'd suggest you go ahead.  Then tomorrow morning, if the weather allows and if the tide is high enough, I'm sure Karl would be willing to take all of us for a ride on his boat.  Right Karl?"

When Karl agreed, there was a general cheer and suddenly George, Trudy and Ely were surrounded by willing volunteers.  Don insisted that Karl and the two JTF2 men follow him and led them off to his tent.  At Karl's protest that he should be involved with the repairs to George's house, Don simply put a hand on his arm and lead him off.

"Forget it," he said.  "For the rest of the day you have no duties other than to enjoy a good old-fashioned bull session.  The same goes for these other two reprobates.  That's an order."

So while Karl and the other three sat and sipped a few drinks while swapping tales, almost everyone else set off to attempt to make George and Trudy's home livable.  None of the four men were heavy drinkers and they did manage to relax, but in a way it was a forced relaxation.  By the time that the tide was at a low ebb, Karl had talked them all into going down to watch the divers blast the rock in the cut.  In the end they all wanted to see what the results would be.  So late in the afternoon, Don called the other house and had the garden tractor and trailer driven back to give Karl and Springfield a ride to the top of the trail to the dock.  From there, the four of them walked down to the dock, slowed by Karl and Springfield's limping pace.

In actual fact Springfield shouldn't have walked even as far as he had that day and he knew he was going to get hell from Dr.  Baker over it.  She had only agreed to provide him with a fibreglass walking cast when he'd assured her he wouldn't 'push' himself or walk too far.  He'd promised not to walk for any distance without crutches and had convinced her that he was really necessary to the completion of the action they were involved in.  As for Karl, because he had been drinking alcohol, he couldn't take any of his pain medications and his legs were bothering him quite a bit.

When they did finally get to the dock, they had hardly gotten into one of the inflatable boats when they heard the explosion in the cut.  By hurrying they were just behind the divers as they headed back into the cut to check and see what had happened to the rockslide.  Karl was actually astonished.  There were only a few rocks above the water level and when he glanced up at the walls of the cut, the highest tide mark was almost twelve feet higher.  Considering that it was the season of extreme high and low tides, Karl guessed that there would be at least nine or ten feet of water at normal high tide and he was relatively jubilant.  However, neither the divers nor Don Davis were very happy with the results.

Since none of them wanted to take the chance of setting foot on the freshly shifted rock, just in case it should move and pin them, they all stayed aboard the little boats.  But, as they floated nearby, they had an extended discussion about trying to improve the clearance even more.  The divers were prepared to try to blast more right away, but Karl argued against them risking themselves on the unstable rubble.  After he told them that there was no reason he couldn't take either the 'Skolka' or the dive boat through at high tide, they did agree to wait.  They would leave it until the next afternoon, then see what it looked like after the incoming and outgoing tides had washed over the rubble a couple of times.  Karl's unbridled happiness at what had already been done seemed to buoy them as well, so it wasn't long before the diver's spirits seemed to lift.

Actually it was quite a jubilant group when they returned to the dock.  The divers wanted to have a closer look at the 'Skolka' and since Don had never really seen all of it either, Karl took them aboard to show them around.  After a quick tour, the divers had headed back to the dive boat, while Karl and Don left to climb up the hill on the steep trail, leaving Springfield and Winchester aboard the 'Skolka'.  Karl walked along beside Don in silence for several minutes, but as they reached the shed at the wye in the trail, he suggested they sit for a minute.

"It's strange, I can keep going all day, but if I have to climb a long slope, my legs just kill me," Karl complained.

"Not that strange, it's the angle your spine is forced into as you climb.  Effectively, you're spine must lean forward compared to your normal walking position and at the same time you have to lift your legs slightly further than you would if you were on the level," Don smiled almost sadly.  "Besides, I remember how bad your Dad's arthritis used to be in the cold weather."

"Well, if you notice the weather, it isn't cold, and I'm a lot younger than Dad was," Karl grunted.

"Your father wasn't damn near killed in an industrial accident though.  Christ man, you're lucky to be alive."

"Oh, you heard about that."

"Karl, you have to be kidding.  I'm in the military and I'm here on official duty.  Do you think that the government wouldn't have taken the time to do a record search on each person who lives here before we came?  Finding George and the girls here was a surprise until we managed to get the records from the helicopter firm that flew them back.  Do you know that chopper and the pilot who was assigned to fly them somehow disappeared the same day, probably in an accident caused by the earthquake?  We originally had them listed amongst the missing as well, but when we heard they were here, we did a record search just for our own satisfaction.  Linda being here took us by surprise too, until we realized that she and Keri were a couple.  By the way, Linda's boat was almost certainly destroyed in the tsunami, at least we think it was.  We know that the dock where she normally moored was totally destroyed, in fact so was the town where she lived."

"No survivors?" Karl tried to look astonished.

"We haven't found anyone," Don shook his head sadly.  "The reason we know anything about that area at all is because we broke up a ring of scavengers who were acting as pseudo military personnel.  Thankfully we heard about them only days after they started their fake rescue squad,"

"Oh?" Karl looked at him questioningly and Don sighed heavily.

"Yeah, it started with two or three thugs who had been drummed out of the military for various reasons.  I suppose you could call them small time survivalists who had been living in shacks in the hills, which is why they survived the tsunami.  They had gotten together a gang and were preying on any survivors they ran into, as well as scavenging any food or supplies they found.  We have them in confinement now and don't know what to do with them, but that's not your problem."

Karl just shook his head, then sighed.  "People can be so damn cruel.  You say the whole place was destroyed, a whole town?"

"Yeah.  The town was in the wrong place and was washed off the map, simply because of the way the water was funnelled by the contour of the land.  We did find signs that someone had survived the tsunami, but we think the scavengers scared the guy away.  Whoever it was hasn't come forward to tell us about it, in fact we doubt if he ever will.  If he lived, he's probably badly traumatized, but he had so little in the way of supplies that he might not have survived," Don waved his hand around in an inclusive gesture as he frowned.  "Even with what you went through, you people have been extremely lucky to live on this island.  Now that we've straightened things out, I hope your luck continues."

"Well, we certainly owe you a huge thank you for your help."

"Oh, I think the Canadian Navy might still be in your debt," Don chuckled softly.  "Morally, we certainly are.  There is no way we can repay you and your family for the pain caused by our inability to take those bastards into custody before they harmed you and yours.  As for the rest, it's like I heard CPO Elgin say, "Every time we had a problem, you seemed to be able to help us get our ass out of a bind."

Karl simply waved his hand as if swatting away the compliment.  He was about to say something, but just then both he and Don heard female voices coming down the path.

"Just so no one gets surprised, Don and I are resting at the shed," Karl said, speaking fairly loudly.

"Well, I'm glad you said something," Ely's voice came in answer.

Karl and Don stood and waited for them as Ely and Fran approached along the trail.

"Hi guys," Ely greeted them.  "Getting hungry yet?"

"Yeah, I guess," Karl glanced at his watch and was surprised at how late it was.  "Holy cow, eight o'clock?  Time flies."

"Yes it does," Ely grinned and grabbed his arm, then looked over her shoulder at Don and Fran.  "Back to the house guys, and I'll make us all a meal."

"I have to get back to my duties," Don said firmly, "But Lieutenant Baker …"

"…  is suggesting to her commanding officer that he needs to eat as well," Fran grinned and moved to touch his arm with her hand.  "If I may sir, I would enjoy helping Ely prepare a meal for the four of us."

Karl looked at Ely, grinned, and started to walk away.

"Good idea," Ely whispered, leaning close to him and pointedly ignoring the other two.

Then Ely began to talk louder, telling him of what they had done that day.

"We cleaned Dad's whole house," she announced.  "The outside crew patched the hole in the roof, replaced the broken porch post, cleaned up the debris in the front yard near the house, and they even cut up the tree that had fallen onto the house.  They worked so fast that it's all cut into fire wood lengths, then split and stacked it to dry."

"How was the upstairs?  Was there much damage from the leak?" Karl asked.

"Quite a bit actually," she answered.  "It's a good thing that it's summer though.  We had to tear off wallboard and rip out some of the saturated insulation, but the damage is really limited to just that one area.  We were really lucky it didn't spread too far.  Of course Daddy is trying to take credit for that."

"And how the hell is he doing that?" Karl chuckled.

"Well, remember how he insisted on having floor drains in the bathrooms?  It turns out that there's a tiny grade in the floors of the bedrooms too and the water from the roof ran to the bathroom, then down the drain.  Daddy is trying to say it was all planned because he knew that as the house settled it would do that and that he had it planned all along."

"Well considering that there's an inch of concrete and another inch of slate in all the bathrooms, he might have at that," Karl said thoughtfully.  "I mean, the floor there was bound to settle more than in other places, since it weighs so much."

"Whatever," Ely grinned at him.  "You're as bad as he is."

Karl just laughed and asked her what else had happened that afternoon.

"Well, we left the damaged walls open to let them dry out, so those will have to be fixed up later.  Oh, and Keri had to leave early, she was starting to have that creepy feeling again, I hope it was just that there were too many people around.  She and Linda went back home, escorted by the 'pouff boys' as dad calls them," she said, then she grinned.  "I think those two are doing more to cure Dad's homophobic tendencies than anyone else has ever done."

"Umm, I hope Keri feels better soon, and as for the 'pouff boys,' I like them as they are, but I notice that they're selective of who they let know about themselves."

"Wouldn't you be, if you were in their shoes?"

"Yeah, I guess."

Karl paused as they came to the bridge, looking down at the racing water below.

"Still lots of water, but maybe a bit less already," he commented, but Ely didn't say anything, she just grasped his hand and pulled him forward.

It wasn't long before they were climbing the steps and being greeted warmly by Bruno.

"Ely," Fran called at that moment.

"Yes?" she turned and looked back.

"We're going to pass on eating with you tonight," Fran smiled.  "Both of us have several things that need to be done if we intend to go for that boat ride tomorrow and neither of us wants to miss that."

So Karl and Ely wished them a goodnight and went inside.  The house was dark and quiet.

"Where's everyone, did they stay at George's house?"

"Yes dear, they decided they wanted to try it, even David's staying there tonight, we have the whole house to ourselves."

"Oh my, now you're giving me ideas," Karl grinned.

"Well, don't get too excited, after the way I worked today, I'm hungry and I need a shower."

"I could use a shower too," Karl grinned even more as he wrapped her in a hug.  "Why don't we go clean up and then eat?"

"Because you'd want to shower together and I know you're hurting," she murmured as she snuggled against him.  "Since you've had a few drinks earlier, I know you didn't have any pain pills this afternoon."

"Yeah, but I haven't had a drink in a while."

"So, knowing that you haven't had a drink since low tide, which was three hours ago…  " She pushed away from him and stood hands on hips.  "I want you to take one of those new pain pills that Fran gave you and I'll wash up a bit.  While you check the weather for tomorrow morning's cruise, I'll make us a snack and then we'll see what happens."

"I'd almost think you planned on seducing me," he laughed.

"Forget the almost," she snorted.  "Now go take that pain pill.  You're going to need to be limber tonight."

"Mmm, that sounds promising," Karl chuckled.

The two of them continued to tease and joke until after they had eaten, then Ely stood up and grinned at Karl.

"Well, we've eaten," Karl grinned back at her as he stood up too.  "Now about that shower, would you consider…  ?"

"Unh uh," Ely said shaking her head.  "I want to shower alone.  If you join me in the shower, who knows when we'd make it to bed."

So Karl hurriedly showered downstairs, letting her go up to the other bathroom alone, but when he was done, he rushed upstairs.  Hearing that Ely was still in the shower, he lit several candles and placed them on the bed-side tables then he shut off the other lights and lay back waiting.  His wait wasn't all that long.

For an instant, just as she stepped out of the bathroom door Ely's figure was brightly lit from behind, then as she turned the light out, she seemed to disappear.  Seconds later his beautiful woman was moving toward him, seeming to float into view out of the darkness as she moved into the soft flickering light of the candles.  Her hand lifted to her lips, signalling him to be quiet as she slipped into bed at his side then bent toward him.

Her lips met his.  Her skin was smooth as satin and soft as velvet.

She broke the kiss and leaned back.

"Now, that's more like it," she murmured.

Both of them were ardent and it wasn't long before they grew impatient.  She pulled back with a gasp, then rolling into the middle of the bed.  She held out both arms, inviting him into her embrace.  In seconds they were kissing again and his hands stroked her body as hers wandered over his back.  She pressed herself against him, sliding one leg under his body, then pulling at him so he was lying stretched upon her soft form.

"Take me," she demanded.  "I'm ready, very ready.  Hell, I've been ready for days."

He arched his back as she raised her pelvis, and their lover's tryst began.

They were safe.  They were secure.  They were home.  They were alone .  They was no one else in the house to disturb them.  At the moment they were free to show each other just how much they cared for each other.  Over and above that they felt like celebrating, certain that their troubles were drastically reduced, if not eliminated.  Love and lust transformed into need and desire, which morphed into action and reaction.  Their activity was spurred on by the mutual necessity of satisfaction, fed by the unwilling abstention they had both endured for the past few days.

Had their bodies been able to match their desires, who knows when they would have stopped, however, they were all too human.  Eventually, they began to slow, then finally, her legs clamped tightly around his hips, clasping him so tightly he couldn't move.  She held him still for a long time, her breath coming in gasps, then she slowly calmed.

"Wow," he grinned.

"Satisfied?" she smiled.

"Unh huh, and you?" he shifted slightly and tried to roll to one side, but she grasped him tightly.

"Don't move, oh please don't move at all," she moaned softly.

"Really, are you certain I'm not too heavy on you?" he tried to pull back, but she held him firmly.

"No.  Oh shit no, it feels wonderful."

Working his hands around her back and hips, he rolled them both onto their sides, then pulled her above him as he rolled onto his back.

"Mmm, smart ass, you moved us both, but I guess that'll do, for now," she sighed.

"Oversexed woman," he accused.

"Mm hmm, what's your excuse?" she chuckled, shifting to kiss his cheek.

"Pure relief," he grinned, then kissed her nose.  "I was damn uptight before they found that box and got things cleaned up."

"I know, me too," she snorted.  "Could you sleep like this?"

"For a while."

"Okay, I'll move in a bit," she sighed as she lay more firmly on his chest.

He could just move his head enough to bring his lips to the top of her head and kiss her lightly.

"Nmmmmm.  Love ya," she shivered, then chuckled softly.

"I love you too," he sighed.  "Now, go to sleep."

They kissed once more, then both relaxed.

Soon the only sound in the room was their quiet breathing.




Chapter 28

When Karl awoke in the morning he was alone in bed, but it was fully daylight.  Since he had promised people to take them on a boat ride today, he quickly slipped out of bed and into the bathroom.  He took the time in the shower, grinning to himself at the thought of last night, but he didn't waste time dreaming, instead he finished his shower, then hurriedly dressed and went downstairs.

"Good morning," Ely crowed as she set a plate of eggs and bacon in his place at the table.  "You look like you're in as good a mood as I feel."

"I wonder why?" he laughed, slipping his arms around her and pulling her into a kiss.

"It just might be the fact that we had sex last night.  We should try it more often," she giggled, pushing away from him after a few seconds.  "Although while all the crap was going on, I can't say I was really very interested."

"Yeah, well, we'll just have to try to make up for lost time."

"Deal," she chuckled, grabbing her own plate and sitting down.  "We need to eat and get going, remember we have a thrill ride to run today."

"I refuse to rush all that fast," he grinned, looking at his watch.  "It's almost three hours until high tide and since we're going outward first, I don't really want to buck much of a current."

"I was thinking about cleaning and polishing up the boat first," she announced firmly.

"Oh, didn't I tell you?" he paused, staring at her in surprise.  "Springfield's crew did that while they were guarding the boat.  They did a hell of a good job too."

"They did?  What did they say?"

"Oh, that was wonderful," he grinned.  "I really had a hard time keeping a straight face.  They bellyached that we hadn't cleaned and polished anything for weeks or maybe months.  They thought the boat looked like we'd almost abandoned it.  On top of that one of the guys they had guarding the boat must have been an excellent mechanic.  He had repaired almost everything that was worn and put it partially back together.  I only had a little work to do to get her running.  Those guys did a top notch job of fixing and polishing, but they sure chewed me out for the state she was in."

"They did?" she grinned.  "Oh we have to tell David.  He'll be so proud."

"Yeah, and since he's going along today, we'd better tell him before he inadvertently says the wrong thing with the wrong people around."

"Well, I can go over to Dad's this morning before coming down to the boat, would you like me to talk to him?"

"Please," Karl smiled.  "I'd love to be the one to tell him, but I don't think I can make time before we go out today.  It's okay though, the whole story can wait and I'll tell him another time."

"What if I suggest that he thank Mr.  Springfield and Mr.  Winchester for polishing things so well?  He can even imply that some of it would have been his job ."

"Fine, but either tell him the whole tale or tell him that I'll tell him, just so he knows there's more to it, okay?"

"Absolutely, now do we have time to have a cup of coffee out on the deck?"

"Of course."

Once they were out on the deck, they noticed a different atmosphere around the military camp.  In only moments Karl was in a very thoughtful mood, feeling left out of the action somehow and almost feeling sorry for himself.  He realized that it was a combination of relief and yet a sense of loss as well.  These people who had come into his life for a few days were going to be moving on.  All the Navy people would be going off to take care of other duties.  Springfield and Winchester would disappear to handle another troubling situation somewhere else.  Even the divers wouldn't be around for long, but then he had scarcely gotten to know them.

Ely must have noticed his thoughtful stare.  She smiled almost sadly.  "Feeling weird now that it looks like it's over?"

"Yeah, I've got the blues, I suppose," he waved his hand toward the tents.  "All our new friends and acquaintances are going to be gone soon and I just realized I'm going to miss them.  I'm not going to miss the crap, just the people."

"Well, we'll still be seeing some of them for a while.  Fran was saying that the Commander intends to leave Lyle and Raymonde here until they have Dad's house fully repaired.  They have leave due and they asked if they could take it here, so he granted it as long as it was okay with Dad.  That means they're moving one of the tents over to Dad's meadow to be close by while they work on his house.  They'll be here for at least another two weeks," she smiled.  "Fran is going to be coming back at least once or twice a week for a while and she's pulled rank on Springfield.  Just as soon as this mission is finished, she's having him sent to the hospital and then perhaps to rehab.  According to her, he absolutely refused to be put in the hospital until this incident was over and actually shouldn't be walking on that foot at all.  Do you realize that fool might be walking around with a pulled tendon and shattered bones in his ankle?  She's worried that he's doing
irreparable damage to his leg and if he carries on it could wash him out of the service."

"Well, he is getting a little long in the tooth for the job he has.  Winchester was saying that even his bosses think Springfield might be better off on a desk job.  It's a shame in a way, since he's so good at what he does," Karl sighed.  "We all get older though."

"Yes, Don reminded me of that the other night, talking about you and old times," she grinned.  "But then he asked if he might be able to come back as a guest some time after this emergency is done, He wants to go out with you and me on the boat.  It seems he has a girl friend who loves boats."

"I hope you told him yes," Karl laughed softly.

"Oh, of course.  I thought you'd like that," she grinned.

Their quiet talk was interrupted at that point by Fran coming over, then Don joining the group, each asking about the morning's trip.  Karl explained what he had decided to do with the 'Skolka' and everyone agreed on a final plan.

It didn't seem like any time had passed after that discussion before Karl was walking out onto the dock to ready the 'Skolka' for her short trip.  He hardly had time to say hello to Springfield and Winchester before everyone else started to arrive.  In short order almost everyone on the island was there and Karl was astounded.  There were more than thirty people and Karl felt he hardly knew most of them.  Instead of worrying about it, he set about getting up steam and preparing to shove off.  He asked George, David, Mary-Beth and Don Davis to ride in the wheelhouse with him, but Don asked to be excused, wanting to be out on deck with the rest of his contingent.

Once Karl had the 'Skolka' almost up to steam pressure, he stepped out of the wheelhouse and asked people if they would please sit down or stay relatively still during the trip through the cut.  He explained that if all of them happened to shift toward one side at the same time, it might change the balance of the 'Skolka' and would make it hard for him to compensate in time to avoid hitting the rocks.  Then he asked Keri and Linda to stand by on the bow with fending poles while they were going through the cut and asked Ely to take the stern, with Winchester standing by if she needed to call on him.  He warned both crews that he was going to have David standing at the door to the wheelhouse to shout if he wanted help in fending off.  He explained that he needed to be prepared for any fending push, otherwise it might do more damage than good.  That explanation was mostly for the people who had never been aboard before, but it bore repeating as a reminder for the
others.

He asked Don if he would please have two of his crew untie the boat on his signal and stepped back into the wheelhouse.  Karl watched with a grin because after he reached up to give three sharp toots on his whistle as the signal that he was going to back out, Lyle Elgin and Raymonde Lebeaux made a ceremony out of untying and retrieving the stern line first and then followed that with the bow line.  Raymonde, who had been the last on the dock, stepped aboard just as the 'Skolka' widened the gap and pulled away.  Karl eased her back until they were well clear, then threw the wheel hard over as he sounded the whistle with two short blasts and threw the engine quadrant and throttle into full forward.

There were no loud noises as the boat began to ease forward and to those on deck, the sound of rapidly churning water under the stern of the 'Skolka' was louder than the sound of the engines.  Then the slight heel to the boat, along with the rapidly increasing swing of the stern surprised several people as the boat began to move ahead.  Those on the bow stared down at the end of the dock, wondering if they would hit it, but as the speed of the 'Skolka' increased, the bow swung quickly and they missed it by half a boat length.  Then they were rapidly pulling away from the dock and toward the open bay, the speed of the boat increasing with each turn of the prop.

Smoothly, nearly silently, the soft 'chufa - chufa - chufa' sound from the stack and the increasing sound of roiling water as the bow of the 'Skolka' split the bay's calm waters were the only sounds disturbing the morning calm.  Even though they were soon travelling quite quickly, they could still hear the birds singing, and even the occasional grunt from one of the pigs on shore.

Karl was watching the faces of his passengers and was soon grinning broadly as he realized how quiet they all were, most not saying a word, but a few comments being made in whispers.  Most of the passengers were navy people, accustomed to the sounds and smells of racketing diesels, whining turbines and snarling gasoline engines, not the quiet sounds of steam travel.  To Karl and his family, the quiet sounds of the 'Skolka' were something to be enjoyed, but to the visitors, the near silence was a marvel and seemed to be taking them all by surprise.

Karl swung well out into the bay, around the dive-boat, then back toward the entrance of the cut.  By just skirting the little island near the cut, he was able to head almost directly into the slight incoming current, knowing that it would help him slow down.  He needed that, because he was moving just a little too fast for safety.  As they actually entered the cut itself, he heard quiet murmurs from the people on deck, but it was when everyone saw the raw, newly exposed rock of the slide that he heard louder voices.  George's eyes opened wide as they steamed along, relatively unaffected by currents.

"It seems that they have done an excellent job," George smiled.

"They did George.  They really did.  The highest rock is probably only three feet above the low water mark and it's near the wall.  Still, they're not happy with that, so they're talking about doing more blasting," Karl answered with a grin.

Then they were into some rougher water with hard currents and Karl had to pay strict attention to what he was doing.  Even though the current had slowed their travel, it was only seconds before he had to swing the boat, use reverse and increase the throttle, even then, he almost called for help from Keri and Linda.  He saw them on the bow, fending poles ready, but he felt the old boat responding, so he judged he could wait a few seconds, maybe more.  The 'Skolka' shuddered as the water churned under her stern, then her bow swung, caught the current, and they made it around that first tight bend with no more that a foot or so to spare on the port side.  On deck there were several sharply drawn breaths and a couple of quiet swear words.

For most of the trip through the gorge, Karl was able to maintain much more clearance from the walls, but almost the same close encounter with the walls happened on the very last corner.  Perhaps they weren't quite as close, but to everyone on deck they seemed to be moving much faster.  Karl knew that wasn't true and that it just seemed that way.  It was actually an illusion, caused by the fact that the cut was narrower and shallower at that point, so the water itself was moving faster.  He also knew that there was an underwater boil in the current near the rock face that actually acted almost like a buffer, so he used it to his advantage.  It helped to keep them away from that edge while making their apparent speed seem to be higher than it actually was.

Then suddenly they were out into the open water.  Karl glanced down at the pressure gauge and grinned, he'd gauged the steam use well.  They had lots of pressure.  Don had asked him to circumnavigate the island, so he began to ease the throttle open and increase the fuel flow to the boiler.  Soon they were charging along, still moving almost silently, but now doing about twelve knots and Karl was pleased that the steam pressure was holding steady.  Once Karl was certain that the boiler and engine were stable, he asked George, David, and Mary-Beth to take the wheel while he went outside, asking them to keep several boat lengths from the shoreline.

Out on deck he walked around thanking each and every person for their help, trying to be sure he would commit each person's face into a special place in his memory.  His timing was almost perfect, he ended up standing at Don Davis' side just as they completed the circle around the island.

"Don, I'd like you to ride in the wheelhouse on one trip through the cut," he said quietly.

"Okay, just as long as I'm not the one doing the steering," Don grinned at him.

"Chicken?" Karl teased, remembering the times when they had dared each other to do silly childish stunts.

"Yep, as I've aged, I've found that it sometimes pays to be cautious."

They made their way back to the wheelhouse and Karl took over from George, David, and Mary-Beth, making sure he thanked each of them.  That made David and Mary-Beth glow with pride, even George smiled and winked.

The trip back through the cut was quieter, but to Karl it was the more satisfying passage since he used a slightly different line in going through two touchy places this time and he didn't come as close to the rock walls.  Once they were out of the cut, Karl made one slow circuit around the bay before docking.  As people went ashore, most of them paused to say thank you to Karl and soon he was left with only a few people on board.

Before George and Trudy left, they admitted that although they liked being back in their house, it was still badly disrupted.  Both Karl and Ely immediately suggested that they stay at the cabin for a few more days.  Springfield and Winchester were below, packing up to leave and finally, only Karl, Ely, and Don Davis were left on deck.

All of them stood on the stern deck, simply thinking quietly for several moments.  Finally Don broke the silence.

"I'm not sure if you realize how much the Navy feels we owe you," he almost whispered.  "When we found out that there was a chance that those bastards might have slipped a quarter ton of radioactive material into the country right under our noses …"

"I'd say it was extenuating circumstances," Ely interrupted.  "The earthquakes and tsunamis didn't exactly help you."

"Perhaps true," Don sighed.  "But even then, it was too close for comfort."

"Keri is really the only person who might really have a grudge to hold against the Navy's actions.  I think she still believes that your warning about the smugglers came too late," Karl interjected.  "In a way I wish you'd managed to get word out about that earlier myself.  It would certainly have made a difference in the way we handled things."

"Hmmph, guess who had a hand in slowing that announcement from reaching you earlier?" Don growled.

"Not Lieutenant Commander Greene?" Ely asked in disbelief.

"Yes, he was involved with public communications before this duty.  When it became clear that civilians had been endangered because of the decisions he had made, he demanded to be involved with the mission to set things to rights.  We should have listened to Springfield; he expressed serious reservations about Greene from the start."

"Yeah, it's unfortunate that we can't see the future as well as we do the past," Karl sighed softly.  "But now what's going to happen?"

"Well, Greene is under investigation, so are several of his close associates.  We will be getting out of your hair in the next few days.  In fact by tonight a lot of our people and most of our gear will be removed from the area near your house," Don paused.  "There is one thing though, it turns out the navy had a secondary motive for approving all the blasting in the cut.  Some of my superiors want to list the island on the charts as an emergency refuge in case of storms or problems at sea.  They said they'll make sure that it's listed as a private island and that the entrance to the harbour is marked as extremely dangerous."

"It won't work Don," Karl snapped.  "What that will do is force me to waste my time trying to rescue damn fools.  What I'll see are the kind of idiots who decide they have an emergency because they're running short of ice for their cocktails, then try come in through the cut while they're dead drunk.  That's what the result will be if you list it as a navigable channel, so if they insist on that, I'd rather you leave the rocks alone and don't do any more blasting."

"This is a private island," Ely said emphatically.  "That channel is presently listed as unnavigable and even if all the rocks were removed there are very few people who could navigate it safely, even at the best of times.  In fact, if you're so damned adamant about changing the status of the cut, why don't you to take one of your inflatable boats and run that channel when the tide is running.  You'd do far better than most, since you've been through it several times, but afterward you'd understand what anyone coming through there would be up against."

"Well, I may be a commander, but I'm not all that familiar with small boats," Don snorted loudly.  "I don't think that would be safe."

"Hell, I'm not even stupid enough to do that," Karl snorted loudly, then he stared Don in the eye.  "Have you even seen what it looks like from the cliffs above the cut when there's a ten or twelve knot current running?"

"Well, no, but how do we prove to my superiors that it's unsafe?"

"With simple English," Karl said bluntly.  "Just tell them that it would be a death trap.  If they put that listing on the chart, come tourist time, they'll know it.  I'll be calling you and your divers about once a week to come recover the corpses of the victims of their decision.  Each time I go through there I worry whether I'll make it cleanly or not.  Every time I do I learn more about the currents, but even after a dozen years and multiple trips, I'm still not comfortable with that passage.  In fact, I hope I never become blasé about it, because that would be asking for an accident.  I don't usually do it for the fun of it either, for us that passage is a hazard of living here on the island and it's not something we take lightly.  If you want to prove it to your bosses, turn loose an empty wooden hull in the tidal rip, but film it from a helicopter flying overhead, they can watch the hull get torn apart and smashed to bits."

"Before you even do that, go talk to your divers," Ely suggested.  "Ask them what the currents are like."

"Well since this is a private island, we would need your permission to make that change in the charts.  Since it doesn't look like you'll be giving that, I think you're fairly safe for now."

"Good, but does that mean the blasting will stop?" Karl asked.

"Oh no.  The blasting was my decision.  I told them that due to the way the rocks had come down you clipped a rock on the way in and that due to the tidal changes we needed to blast to be able to get the dive boat out," Don grinned.  "Actually, I'm happy you're as vehement as you are about the cut being dangerous.  I dislike the idea of having the amateur politicians who have wangled their way into the service getting their way when they propose silly ideas.  But, I should warn you, I'm betting that you'll be approached by one of them."

"Fine," Karl smiled maliciously.  "You pass on word to them that the only way we'll even consider the idea is if they bring their proposition in writing and hand it to us themselves.  However, there are two conditions; first, they have to come by boat and second, they have to come in through the cut while the tide is running fairly fast.  If you want, I'll put that in writing and you can deliver it to them by hand."

"You're still a mean son of a buck aren't you?" Don said, shaking his head.

"Nope, just pragmatic.  If they really believe the passage is safe for the general public, they get to prove it.  If it isn't possible, they'll be killed, which means the world will lose a few idiots.  Either way, someone wins, but I'll wager that ninety-nine times out of a hundred the politicians will lose.  I'll even offer to help search for their bodies, but I won't lose sleep over them being gone.  I'll consider it a Darwinian improvement of the species."

Ely just rolled her eyes, then looked at Don seriously.  "Don, since Karl has brought up the ruder facts of life, one thing you haven't mentioned is this flu that we keep hearing is ravaging parts of the world.  Could you update us on what you know about it?"

"Well, there's not much I can tell you that you probably haven't heard over the radio.  It started spreading from somewhere in the desert of the United States, but once it got started, it spread like wildfire.  In some ways it acts like whooping cough, but after a day or so, it starts to act like the Spanish flu of 1918.  The US had a huge contingent of people from various bases on the prairies that they were going to send in to aid the earthquake and tsunami victims in Washington State and Oregon.  The flu hit those bases before they were fully prepared to move out and they held off to see if they could control the illness.  Needless to say, it decimated those who had become ill.

"Here in British Columbia, our airports took such a beating that the rescue services were going to try to send people overland.  That would have been one hell of an adventure, since there were avalanches all through the mountain passes that wiped out the highways and railroad in several areas.  Actually because of the way the flu was spreading the politicians in Victoria asked them not to come," he sighed heavily.  "We haven't had many air drops of supplies and those which have been dropped have been avoided, but I don't know what else we could do.  Can we even trust that the supplies they dropped aren't contaminated?  So far we've been living on our own resources, but I don't know how long that can last.  Eventually we're going to have to trust those drops, I suppose."

"The airports were wiped out?"

"Yeah, the one at Victoria was overrun by the tsunami and a lot of the tarmac was washed away or broken up.  The main airport in Vancouver was built on a delta and they used sand to raise the level over the years.  As a result, when the quake hit it, the substrata liquefied, then the backwash of the tsunami swept in and finished the job.  Further up the Fraser one of the airports is underwater because a slide blocked the river.  There's a new lake there that not only covers the airport, but the Trans Canada Highway.  Here on the Island the only airport that's really functioning is the one at Duncan and it can only handle smaller planes or choppers.  Only helicopters are really workable in these conditions and we're stretching them thin.  Some of them need to go down for service and we've had to find repairs as well as fuel, so it's a nightmare."

"Wow," Karl looked at him in surprise, he hadn't realized that it was that bad.

"Actually, it affects us here now as well, which is another reason I wanted to talk to both of you.  The helicopter flights out of here are going to be limited to personnel and their personal items.  All the bulky items from our camp are going to have to go out by water.  Now a lot of that can go out on the dive-boat when it leaves, but we may have to ask you to provide some transport as well.  We can arrange for you to meet with Naval vessels standing off the island and can arrange times to work around tides and weather, but we'll need your assistance with the actual transport through the cut.  We can compensate you with some fuel and supplies, but even that will be limited, because we're beginning to run short.  Besides both heating fuel and diesel will be in heavy demand once the weather changes.  It's too bad you didn't use another fuel."

"What fuel were you suggesting?" Karl frowned.  "The 'Skolka' has a boiler with a very adaptable appetite.  It is a lot more work, but she can adapt to burn anything from wood to 'Bunker C,' although either the grates or the burner have to be changed for each type of fuel.  To be honest, I hate to use most of them though, since it means that I have to clean the tubes in the boiler more often.  And as far as 'Bunker C' is concerned, it's a real pain in the butt to handle because of the viscosity; you have to heat the damn stuff just to make it flow."

Don just shook his head, then grinned.  "After all these years, why do I let you surprise me so often?"

"What do you mean?" Karl frowned again.  "What did I surprise you with now?"

"Just the adaptability of your boiler," Don grinned again.  "I should have known there were several reasons for you using a steam engine to power your boat.  Before we go any further, I should ask you one other question; how efficient is your burner?  In other words, if I provided you with several hundred gallons of mildly contaminated diesel, how long could you operate?  The contamination is really just heavy motor oil, but it's sticky, so it screws up the injectors of normal diesel engines, but I think you could probably burn it."

"That depends on the winds, currents and weather, but with fine weather and calm seas a batch of fuel like that would last a long time, provided I only needed to travel for limited distances," Karl shrugged.  "Being in the Navy, you should understand that fuel demands vary for each trip you make.  I can say that on my last trip home from visiting some friends who lived on the mainland up past the northern end of Vancouver Island, I burned less than a hundred gallons of fuel oil.  Now that included bucking a tidal current part of the way and a head wind for another portion, but I ran through the reverse situations as well, probably for as long or perhaps even longer."

"Still, that's damn efficient for an older design," Don shook his head in wonder.  "How the hell do you do that?"

"Well, I designed the boiler and engine to match each other and mated them to a very well designed hull that doesn't present a lot of resistance to the water when it's moving," Karl shrugged.  "This isn't a great design, just a very good one for our needs.  Of course if I had known how bad the cut was to navigate, I'd have tried to design a bow thruster of some sort to make turning her a bit easier."

"A steam powered bow thruster?" Don looked at Karl with raised eyebrows.

"Sure, why not?" Karl laughed softly."It would take some skull sweat, but it's certainly possible."

"One day, you and I are going to have to sit down and have a discussion about vessel design," Don snorted, then grinned.  "I do have one more request though; I've been asked by my superior officers to sound you out about further cooperation."

"Oh, in what way?" Karl frowned.

"Well, to be honest, I'm not even certain about ways and means at this time.  What I was thinking of was possibly asking your cooperation if we had a search and rescue operation happening in this area, but I'm unsure of the thinking of the Admiral and his aides.  Your knowledge of local waters would be invaluable to us at times."

"Well, considering the help we've been given by the navy, I can't very well turn you down flat, but you have to understand that my help is dependent on the tides and weather."

"It would also depend on the state of Karl's health," Ely interrupted.  "I'm not about to have Karl out there, hunting for some stupid tourist during a storm, particularly if he's suffering badly."

"Well, that would be a foregone conclusion," Don smiled at her.  "In fact, Ely, I was thinking that your personal cooperation would be an additional asset.  Having a trained nurse on board the 'Skolka' would be invaluable, especially if there was a case of hypothermia or injury.  Of course your involvement would include supplying you with the necessary fuel for the boat and any other supplies you needed for the duration of the operation."

"I think this might take a little negotiation," Karl said quietly, but emphatically.  "I'm not about to give the navy any extra authority over me or mine just to be a nice guy.  For instance, I refuse to have someone from the navy having the authority to place either the 'Skolka' or anyone aboard her in danger without my approval.  I'd want final authority in what tasks and duties we would attempt.  I do know about marine law and about conscription of service, so you can be certain that I'm not about to go much further than that, if I do get involved with this deal."

Any further discussion stopped at that point because Springfield and Winchester came up from below decks.  Rather than let Springfield walk up the hill, Don called back the divers who had returned to the dive boat.  After Karl and Ely had said their goodbyes to them, the divers then ferried the two JTF2 men and their duffle over to the lower helicopter pad so they could be picked up there.  As the inflatable swung away, Ely sighed softly.

"I like those two," she commented.  "They just don't seem like real military people though."

"Huh!" Don snorted loudly.  "Those two have been in more hot spots around the world than most people even knew existed.  Hell, some of the places they've been have never even been listed as ever having Canadian military assigned there.  They're renowned for stepping in and cleaning up things before they develop into international incidents."

"I gathered that," Karl smiled slightly.  "I think I bothered Springfield a couple of times though."

"Oh, he never mentioned it," Don frowned.

"Well, he tried to sneak up on me a few times," Karl chuckled.  "Since he always seemed to try that when I was out on the porch of the cabin and Bruno was always there, I'd have a warning he was coming though."

"Oh, I did hear about that," Don laughed softly.  "Actually my whole crew thinks you and your whole family are close to unbelievable and the ride this morning probably only increased their awe."

"Oh, why, because of the trip through the cut?"

"Partly, but mostly because of the way everyone in your family simply stepped in and was ready for any possible problem.  The military people who were along for the ride are trained to be ready and able in almost any situation.  They were able to watch everyone move to the right positions when they might be needed, then relax when they weren't.  They're smart enough to know how it works and I can tell you right now, you all impressed them," he drew a deep breath then.  "Which brings us back to the subject of marine rescue.  I realize that your health and that damn cut may prevent you from actually being involved in some rescues, but there might be another way you could help us out.  If I provide you with radios, fuel, equipment and supplies, would you and your family be willing to act as local civilian rescue coordinators for a few months?  Now just so you understand that this won't be a one sided deal, with the Navy having all the benefits, I'll make certain that you're
adequately rewarded for your time and trouble."

"Well even then I think we'd have to ask everyone," Karl shrugged.  "Off the top I want you to emphasize to your bosses that the weather and tides make any rescues or things of that sort rather problematic."

"Oh, I know that," Don waved a dismissive gesture.  "I was thinking more along the lines of a local radio watch that ran from dawn to dusk and having you able to coordinate with others in the area for most rescues.  I realize that your boat has limited access to the open water because of the tidal rips in that cut, but I was looking at the number of people here and how reliable they are.  I was thinking that you have enough people to keep an ear out for trouble and you're a lot closer than the navy might happen to be at any time, concerning any local problems.  There's nothing definite yet, in fact I haven't even approached my superiors about this last idea.  It was just a thought, but before I went any further with my wild idea, I felt I should sound you two out about it,"

"Well, as you said, I think that whole idea will take some thought and discussion, Don," Karl shrugged.

Ely just nodded her head, then walked over to the side of the boat and climbed down to the dock.  Karl and Don followed her.  All three of them were quiet and thoughtful as they walked slowly up the hill, then back to the cabin area.  When they got there, they found that the larger of the tents had already been taken down and was being rolled up, it was only a short time before the first helicopter landed to take away a load of gear and some of the personnel.

Springfield, Winchester, Gillian Mathews, and several others, some that Karl had hardly seen, all left that day.  Two helicopter trips later, almost everyone from the lower camp was gone and so were most of the people from the upper camp.  The larger tents had been struck and most of the equipment had been ferried to the lower area.  In fact there were only three tents left near the house that evening, and they were smallest ones.

Don Davis stayed to see the evening blast that the divers were setting off.  Fran stayed to do one more check on Keri, Trudy, George and Karl.  Lyle and Raymonde were staying to work on George's house and Dave Peacock stayed for one more night as well.  Other than that, the upper camp was empty.  As far as the lower camp was concerned, some guards who were watching over the stacks of supplies and the divers who were in charge of blasting in the cut were the only people left.

Ely and Trudy insisted that they were cooking another dinner for those who stayed.  Karl asked them to have a late dinner, sometime after the divers had set off their blast so he and anyone else who wanted to would be able to see it.  Since the divers wanted to have some water flowing over the rocks when they blasted, they had it planned for seven that evening.

At Keri's suggestion, several people were going to go see the blast from the bank above the cut, but well clear of the blast area.  There was quite a party of people who were going to hike down the lower goat pasture and then along a path along the upper edge of the cut.  Ely, Keri and Linda were joined by Fran, Don, Lyle and Raymonde.  At the last minute, Don asked Dave Peacock if he wanted to come along to take pictures of the blast.  Karl almost wished he was going too, but he'd already agreed to meet the divers and go with them.  Besides, he wanted to see things from water level, since that was where the blast's effects were going to concern him in the future.

Dave, the diver, was jubilant when he picked Karl up at the dock.  He and Sam had been back to the cut and had made two small blasts during the day while the tide was dropping.  Sam was preparing the blast that they wanted to set off soon, but they were happy to show Karl what they had accomplished.

Karl was astonished.  He'd heard the blasts, but their sound had seemed very small in comparison to the amount they had accomplished.  Somehow they had lowered the whole of the area of jagged rocks and had turned much of it into rubble.  The whole area had several boulders left on the surface but only a few seemed to have explosives tied and taped to their surfaces.  Other than that all you could really see were primer leads running down into holes in the top of the rubble.

"This is gonna be a big one and most of it's going to be deep inside the pile."Sam called as he scrambled over to the inflatable.  "I've just double checked everything.  What do you say?  Do you want to hear a boom?"

"I hope you're not going to set off any more slides," Karl said staring at all the primer leads going to explosives.  "It looks like you plan on blowing this area to the moon."

"Well, we do figure to shake the whole pile up somewhat, but we've checked the rock face and I doubt if there will be any slides," Dave laughed.  "Now, I'll ask you to back us out of here slowly while I feed out the blasting cord."

Karl backed them out, then once they were clear, Dave set off the blast.  It wasn't one single bang either.  Karl could actually hear a rolling boom and he guessed that they'd used a synchronized blast.  So he wasn't surprised when a fair sized wave came rushing down the cut and washed up against the small barrier island.  After a few minutes they reentered the cut to look at their handiwork.  There were no rocks showing above the surface, but it was still disturbed in many places.  Karl would have been quite happy with that result, but neither Sam nor Dave seemed satisfied.

Later that evening, Karl and Don were fascinated by the video that Dave Peacock had shot when he showed it on Karl's video monitor.  In fact, watching that video for a second time almost made them late for their dinner.  Ely had to call them twice.

It was actually a very quiet dinner, like a party that never quite made it.  One reason for that was the fact that during the dinner, George got into a discussion with Don about the earthquake and the tsunami, so everyone listened attentively.

"So, Don, does the military have any idea why this earthquake seemed to strike at various different times, but while travelling all along the west coast of the continent?" George asked.

"Well, it's not exactly from military sources, but I do know a bit about it.  The Pacific Geo-Science Centre is saying that the edge of one of the smaller sections of the Juan de Fuca plate was forced down and shifted inward, underneath the North American plate.  Do you understand plate tectonics?"

"Somewhat," George smiled.  "Thanks to a few small booklets, which Karl has in his library, I now have at least a rudimentary knowledge of what you are mentioning.  Unfortunately those publications appear to have been written for a child's comprehensive ability, so the actual information contained in them was extremely meagre.  Any further explanation of the phenomena would be greatly appreciated."

"Okay, basically the Juan de Fuca plate is sliding under the North American plate, but it happens well out at sea, off the west coast of Vancouver Island.  Now the Juan de Fuca plate is made up of several sections and the other day, one of those smaller plates shifted laterally, as well as vertically.  I understand from what I was told that it tipped and dropped, then slid sideways, but that shift relieved a lot of pressure from the Vancouver Island plate.  Since the pressure was removed in that area, it set off a chain reaction, causing various plates up and down the Pacific rim to move.  All of them began rattling around in order to compensate for the relief in pressure at that one point."

"So the tsunami and earthquake that folks felt around here was a shock wave which had travelled all the way from the other side of Vancouver Island?" Ely asked in surprise.

"Oh no.  What I described was the initial earthquake, but it wasn't the largest one, so I doubt if you'd have noticed it here and you certainly wouldn't have seen a tsunami from it.  However, this area would have felt the results of several later tremors from the resultant shakeups that happened afterward.  The first noticeable one that you'd have felt here would probably have been the quake centred off of the mouth of the Fraser river, which also happens to be the cause of the major tsunami in this area.  After that one, you'd have certainly felt the one centred off the tip of the Saanich Peninsula and the one which hit the Jordan River area.  As well, you'd have felt multiple others.  For instance the one centred in the narrow strait between Gabriola Island and Nanaimo, which happened a day later, was certainly large enough to stir things up locally."

"You mentioned that the one off of the Fraser River caused the tsunami, was the quake itself that intense?  In other words how did Vancouver fair, especially if the quake was bad enough to cause a devastating tsunami, such as the one which you have described?" George demanded.

"Vancouver is really shook up, but actually, the quake wasn't that strong.  I can't remember the numbers, somewhere around a six or seven on the Richter scale I believe.  However, the tsunami was caused by the slumping of the silt deposits which had built up just off the mouth of the Fraser river.  It was a massive slump and the resultant tsunami was virtually aimed at Vancouver Island.  Several of the lower Gulf Islands had water sweep right over them and it did tremendous damage to almost all the cities and towns on the eastern edge of Vancouver Island as well.  Sidney and the Saanich peninsula took a beating, so did Nanaimo, Oak Bay, and a lot of other sea front areas," Don just shook his head solemnly.  "There hasn't even been a solid count of the dead and missing from this general area yet, but it must be in the tens of thousands.  You people were extremely lucky to be here."

Karl wondered what Don would have thought if he knew the truth, but he didn't dare tell him, so he let it pass without commenting.  Instead he decided to ask another question.

"Don, I know where the mouth of the Fraser is and I would have thought that several of the places you've mentioned would have been protected by the larger of the Gulf Islands.  Can you explain why they weren't?"

"I can try," Don sighed.  "Take the Saanich Peninsula for instance, since that was hit so hard.  If you look at the Georgia Strait, there's a huge gap between Saturna Island and Orcas Island, with only Waldron Island and Stuart Island protecting Sidney and the Victoria airport.  When the tsunami came down the strait, it was redirected by Orcas and the other American islands in the strait and drew a bead on the Saanich Peninsula.  To be honest, it ripped up the facing side of all of those islands and ran right over the lower sections of those it encountered."

Everyone was quiet at that point, trying to assimilate what he'd said, but he wasn't finished.

"Of course the damage wasn't limited to just the area around here.  On the mainland side it roared into Burrard Inlet, then hit Howe sound and Bowen Island, up the Sunshine Coast, all the way to Lund.  On the Vancouver Island side it did some damage to Cowichan Bay, Crofton, Chemainus, Ladysmith and Nanaimo, but it really ripped up the towns and cities north of there, all the way to Campbell River.  Courtney and Comox were practically destroyed because of their position and the repetitious reflected waves that crashed ashore there,"

Having told everyone about the massive damage, Don fell silent and after his speech about the earthquakes and the tsunami, it seemed no one else felt like talking either.  In fact, the dinner party broke up early and they all headed off to their beds, all of them leaving the table with sober looks on their faces.

Early the next day two more tents were dropped and packed, then Don, Fran, and Dave, along with most of their gear, left by helicopter.  Before they left though, Don took Karl aside and handed him a rather bulky portable phone.

"This is new to the navy and I'm not sure I understand it myself, but it works from all over, so it isn't like any other cell phone.  In fact it isn't a cellphone, it's a satellite phone and it works like a cellphone for most calls, but it also automatically connects to a message center when you place an emergency call.  You hold down the little green button, then speak into it and record your message, next you press the red button and it sends the message as a condensed signal to the satellite, which then forwards the message to the recipient.  Unlike a cell phone or radio message, the signal is very hard to intercept and almost impossible to decode unless you have a matching phone," Don was frowning slightly.  "Now I know it might seem as if we are closing the barn door after the horse has run off, but consider this to be a way to make an emergency contact.  So if you need help in a hurry, use that phone."

"I wish I'd had this a week or so ago, but do you really think I need it now?" Karl frowned, as he looked over the bulky phone.

"Unfortunately, some of us do,"  Don sighed.  "In fact Springfield insisted that you have it.  You see when they rescued that final Russian spook, they found a rather well made briefcase in the cave along with him.  Of course it was locked and made of titanium, so it took our technical guys a while to open it, but what they found inside was a huge surprise.  Inside that briefcase was a dossier on you, George, and all the others who normally live on the island, as well as maps, charts and fine scale satellite images of Gull Island and the surrounding area.  There were even three photos of the 'Skolka' travelling through the gorge.  It seems that this island was a target and they knew exactly where they were headed, probably with the idea of making this a base of operations."

"Wait a minute!  George and I would never have gone along with them being here, neither would Ely or any of the others," Karl snapped.

"Oh, we know that!" Don snorted.  "However, we are discussing members of the Russian Mafia, who are well known for their ruthless treatment of any opponents to their plans.  There were originally six of them who made it this far and they were carrying automatic weapons, while you had one lever action rifle, a .22, a tiny shotgun and an antique revolver.  They had studied the situation and knew they were up against a pair of disabled old men, a few women and a couple of kids, so they thought they had the situation under control.  They even had local people who were feeding them info and helping them out, for cripes sake!"

"Of course they ran afoul of the tides, currents, weather and local geography, all of which were adverse, then they tangled with you," Don grinned.  "Right at the moment we're letting the rumours about you run rampant back at the base and they're making you sound like a modern day Superman.  According to the latest rumour you had those guys packaged and waiting for us to haul away before we even got here, and that isn't really very far from the truth."

"Why are you doing that?  I'm not a hero or anything special."

"That's the whole point," Don laughed.  "They're chuckling at the Russian Mafia because an old partially disabled guy from the backwoods slapped around their toughest enforcers and their best strategist like they were boy scouts.  At the same time I'm getting a lot of accolades for trusting your word and using you as a resource.  So to make a long story short, that phone is protection in case there happens to be any comeback."

"Do you think there's any chance of that?"

"Not really, but it's better to be safe than sorry," Don said shortly, then decided to repeat the method of operating the phone to Ely before he, Fran and Dave hopped into the chopper

During the time that Karl had been involved with Don, Lyle and Raymonde had moved the remainder of the Navy gear to the lower camp.  Then once the others had left  they shifted their tent over near George's house in order to begin work on the repairs, but now they had Karl's help.  In fact they went right to work and had some of the holes in the ceiling of the upstairs bedrooms patched by that evening.  Karl went home, but not before suggesting to Lyle and Raymonde that they might be more comfortable bivouacking in George's house rather than sleeping in the tent.  When he left, the odd couple were still discussing the idea while they cooked their evening meal in Trudy's kitchen.

Karl didn't tell George and Trudy about his suggestion, but he did tell Ely about it after they were snuggling in bed.  She just giggled and called him a shit disturber before suggesting a much more pleasant way of spending their time than speculating about what George would think of Karl's idea.

Over the next few days, Karl noticed that Keri was suffering from mood swings and one night, Linda came over to see Ely about it.  Both women went back to talk to Keri.  For once, Ely didn't want to talk to Karl about anything that had been said or done.  Whatever had happened, Keri seemed to be less moody afterward, in fact everyone's mood seemed to improve.

It was five more days before the divers were finished surveying the bottom of the bay with Geiger counters, but they had also been doing more blasting.  So when Dr. Fran came out to see Keri again, the helicopter brought along a crew to load all the navy gear and operate the dive boat once it was out of the bay.  During the time that they hadn't been involved with blasting or diving, Sam and Dave had unshipped the derrick, making sure the boat was a lot more stable, but they still asked Karl to take it through the cut.  Karl tied his dinghy behind the dive boat and just before they entered the cut, Sam and Dave told him that they'd blasted a few of the other rocks that had been further along the cut as well as those at the slide.  In fact they thought that at extreme low tide there would probably be about two feet of water under the 'Skolka's hull in any portion of the cut.  As well as that they assured him that over time, as the tides washed back and forth that clearance would
improve even more.  Karl could feel the difference in the way the water acted as he travelled along against a slight incoming tide.  It was a lot less turbulent.  When he bid the divers goodbye in the little bay, he knew he would miss them, so he was a sober man as he arrived back at his dock.

When the helicopter came with Dr. Fran for another visit three weeks later, then Lyle and Raymonde left with her, it was even worse.  The day before they had helped George, Trudy, and Mary-Beth move back to their house, so to Karl it suddenly felt as if his home was half empty.

"You know, I didn't realize it until recently, but I don't think I'd make a very good hermit," he sighed as he snuggled at Ely's side a few nights later.

"Huh," she snorted.  "And I can't even accuse you of chasing after women like most guys.  Especially since you were working with the 'pouff boys' for the last while.  Say … you aren't getting the urge to become a switch hitter are you?"

"No, no way," Karl snorted with laughter.  "I'm just not wired for ac-dc.  Actually those two didn't flame out around me at all.  We were just three guys who happened to be working together.  I think they flame out around your dad far more, just to tease him."

"Of course they do.  And Dad overreacts too.  It's like a game," she grinned.  "Did you know that Dad told them that they could come back any time they feel like coming for a visit?"

"No, but I can match that, Fran dropped a hint the other day, asking what I'd think of having Springfield drop in on us for a while after he's cleared from rehab."

"So, what did you say?"

"In all honesty, I told her I'd have to ask you, but that as far as I was concerned he could drop in on us any time he wanted," Karl smiled at her.  "That doesn't bother you does it?"

"No, it sure doesn't," Ely laughed.  "I told her almost exactly the same thing, but she never mentioned that she had talked to you first.  Did she explain to you that she had to operate on his foot?  He now has an artificial joint in his ankle, and several of the bones in his foot have been fused, so he isn't quite as nimble as he was.  His recovery might take as long as a year, but even then he'll walk with a limp."

"Ouch!  That doesn't sound so good.  He's not exactly a patient sort of person."

"You're right, but I think having him here will be a good thing.  The two of you can keep each other entertained and it'll be another excuse for Fran to visit us," Ely winked.  "We can have David stay with Dad and Trudy, and let Springfield stay in David's room."

"And what happens if Fran wants to stay over?" Karl asked, then grinned.  "She's resigning her commission and getting out of the Navy, you know?"

"Yeah, she wants to treat regular people, but right now she's up to her ears in the recovery effort.  They've asked her to stay for now, at least an extra six months, perhaps as much as a year."

"How would that work, if she's no longer officially in the navy?"

"Oh, she said something about being hired on contract.  I don't understand how it would work, but she seemed to think it was a huge improvement."

"Well, that's certainly a change from what she said a few days ago.  Then she was talking about taking a short break after she got out of the navy, then she wanted to start a prenatal clinic or something along those lines."

"Yes, she did mention that, but she was also talking about setting up a floating clinic as a General Practitioner.  Hasn't she spoken to you about a boat?  She said she was going to ask you for advice about that."

"Hell, what advice can I give her, she's a lieutenant in the navy for cripes sake?"

"Karl, she's a doctor, not a normal run-of-the-mill sailor!  Sure she knows navy routine and regulations, but she's not exactly familiar with the normal marine activity.  Besides, I think she fell in love with the 'Skolka' and has this dream of owning a boat like her."

"You've got to be kidding!  I lucked out when I got that old fish boat and steam engine, you know that.  Finding something like that again would be unbelievably lucky, then repairing it and fixing it up for her would take ages."

"Oh, I don't think she's nuts about the idea of having a steamboat.  It's more the idea of having something she could use to go from island to island with ease.  I'm fairly certain she wants something large enough to use for a floating clinic, but small enough to be able to manoeuver into narrow straits and shallow harbours."

"Well, there are shallow draught boats with the bow and stern thrusters.  Remember, we looked at one of those one time when you were talking about getting a boat.  Would that be the sort of thing she'd want?"

"I think that's exactly the sort of thing she'd need, but if I remember correctly, we decided I shouldn't buy that boat because it was a fuel hog.  That might not be a good idea right now with fuel being in such tight supply."

"Well, there is that, but I imagine Fran wouldn't have much of a problem getting fuel, since she's a doctor and she'd be providing an essential service," he sighed.  "You know, I came to bed all relaxed and happy, ready to go to sleep, but now you've got me thinking about so many things that I'll be hours getting to sleep."

"Hmm, I can think of a cure for that," she snuggled against him and her hand slid slowly down his chest, heading south.  "What was that line that Linda used?  'I can be a good sleeping pill.' or something along those lines?  Besides, I'd like some insurance that Fran will be kept busy."

"Insurance to keep Fran busy?  What do you mean?"

"Well, she said that she expects when her clinic gets into operation she'll be heavily involved with prenatal work, since after a disaster folks seem to have more babies.  She plans to be prepared for it.  Which is good to know, since it seems that you just might be starting a little population explosion all your own."

"You mean Keri?"

"Well, yeah, but as well as that … Well, you know how regular my periods have always been?  I was really only late once before, which was when we found out that I was pregnant with David."

Karl just stared at her.  "But you said … just a week or so ago … you implied that … do you mean … I mean to say … are you expecting?"

"It's really too soon to be positive, but there is a chance," she giggled.  "However, I was thinking that tonight we might try to make certain Fran is kept busy.  I suppose you could say that I'd like to take out some insurance on our little investment.  What do you think?"

Since her hand had been teasing during the last while that they'd been speaking, Karl didn't answer verbally, simply because he was well past the point of rational thought.  After all, his body might not be in top shape, but right at the moment his libido was in excellent condition.

Now, since the villains have been vanquished and the dangers surpassed, it is time to go,    knowing we leave Karl with his family and friends to live their lives in peace and solitude.

So this is the end … at least for now.



