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“People sleep peacefully in their beds at night only because rough men stand ready to do violence on their behalf.
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Chapter 1

	D-DAY

	90 MILES OFF THE ALABAMA COAST

	GULF OF MEXICO

	 

	John Beck stood at the edge of the monster and looked out over the roiling Gulf. The gray sky melted into a battleship-colored ocean that made the horizon virtually impossible to find. Not far from him was a curtain of rain. It stretched wide and menaced his view as he looked toward the shore that dipped into the Gulf some ninety miles away. The curtain widened as it approached, as if invisible hands unfolded it from both sides. The forecast was right; this was the start of a nasty weather cycle.

	That was not the worst part.

	The truth of the storm was that his ticket home likely was canceled. The transport helicopter, the one that ferried the crews to and from their tours aboard the rig, would not fly in this weather. His three weeks offshore was about to be at least three weeks plus a day. Or two.

	Whatever it was, it was too long. Beck squinted against the wind and licked the salt from his lips. He forced himself to see her image in the opaque light. Millie. His girl. Almost sixteen, she was the spitting image of Beck. She had his brooding eyes, his fiery spark, and his fight.

	He smiled as the first of the heavy drops tapped a drumbeat on his helmet, thinking of her. Seeing her thwack a hemlock tree with a homemade slingshot or, better yet, kick the shin of a boy who got too thirsty.

	Millie was why he still worked the rig. She wanted to go to college. Unlike him, she had the potential for a white-collar job, one where she kept her hands clean. She could make real money someday. Whip smart, that girl. And the way she looked at him when she made him proud, there was nothing like it in the world. Nothing. It made all of this worth it. If only her momma still loved him the way Millie did.

	Lost in the moment, having drowned out the constant rattle and hum of the deep-water rig Charybdis, Beck jumped when a thick hand gripped his shoulder. His muscles tensed. He reflexively balled his hands into fists and spun to eye his bunkmate, Gabe Vazquez.

	“Sheesh, Gabe. You trying to give me a heart attack?”

	Gabe adjusted his hard hat. “Sorry, brother. Didn’t mean to scare you. But I wanted to let you know the chopper’s not coming today. Weather’s too rough. We’re stuck here for at least another twenty-four.”

	Beck frowned. Disappointment swelled in his gut. He shook his head. “I figured. I was hopeful though. This has been a long rotation.”

	Gabe motioned away from the edge of the helideck and toward the door to the living quarters. He took a step in that direction. “Why don’t you come inside, brother? The wind is killer up here. It’s going to rain hard. And speaking of heart attacks, lunch is almost ready. It’s mac and cheese with cornbread.”

	Beck turned back to the north again. A strong gust of wind cut through him. He tasted the brine in his throat and wiped the gloss from his eyes. It was a stinging, cold wind. Part of him hoped to see the chopper materialize from behind the curtain of rain despite all evidence to the contrary. When nothing happened, he spun back toward Gabe.

	“Mac and cheese sounds good,” he said. “I’d rather the Brunswick stew, but I’ll take any comfort food right now.”

	Gabe pushed open the door and held it for Beck to step across the threshold. The door closed behind them, and the hiss of constant Gulf wind gave way to the rig’s omnipresent vibration.

	“Hey,” Gabe said, “the good news is we get OT. I’m going to need it when I find a woman who can tolerate me.”

	“Wait until you and that tolerant woman have kids. That’s when life really gets expensive. That’s when you’ll need the overtime but don’t want it. You’d rather the time than the money.”

	“Speaking of kids, how’s Millie? She still breaking hearts?”

	“Every day. I’m supposed to drive to Tuscaloosa and pick her up from her momma’s when we get back. I’m going to have to cancel now. Postpone at least. I’ll call her after lunch.”

	“Shame Debbie took her to Tuscaloosa. That’s a nice haul from Mobile. You thought about moving?”

	“No,” Beck said. “I like to be on the coast if the company needs me. I’ll take the extra work when I can. If I’m up there, makes it tougher.”

	“Makes sense,” Gabe said. “Still a shame.”

	Beck plunked down the metal stairwell, his boots gripping the raised treads. Their voices echoed as they talked family and costs. Three flights later they emerged onto the floor that housed the kitchen, the gym, and the television room.

	The smell of overcooked pasta filled the space, as did a chorus of voices, which echoed off the solid surfaces. Others were already drowning their sorrows in the high-carb meal, which brought the need for a power nap.

	Beck waited for Gabe to pass him, and the two stepped into the mess hall. It was a cafeteria-style setup with the counter along one side of the large room. Long tables with bench seating filled the rest of it.

	A man nicknamed Goose, because of his long neck, put down a glass of sweet tea and jutted his chin at Beck. He licked his lips before he spoke. Nonetheless, his words dripped the sarcasm he obviously intended. “Hey, JB. You hear about the chopper? We’re stuck, dude. No going anywhere today. Guess you have to put off your date with your daughter. Too bad, dude.”

	Beck did not like being called “dude,” and he did not like Goose. He was a pot-stirrer. Maybe it was the long neck, but the man always stuck his nose into things that were none of his business. He was a cheat at cards, and he always gave away the endings of movies he’d previously seen. Goose took pleasure in making others miserable, and was oiler than the product they pulled from underneath the seabed.

	“I heard already,” Beck said. “Word is they were going to make you swim back, but you’re full of so much crap you’d sink to the bottom of the Gulf.” He kept moving without waiting for a response.

	The men at Goose’s table laughed at the verbal jab. Truth was, they didn’t like Goose either. However, on a deep-water rig, where quarters were close and the workday was long, most picked their battles.

	“You ain’t as funny as you think, JB,” Goose called. “And you’re as ugly as your pretty ex-wife thinks, too.”

	The laughter stopped. The room fell silent. Beck stood at the end of the food line and closed his eyes. He worked his jaw muscles and considered his options.

	“And that daughter of yours,” said Goose, pushing another button, “she’s almost legal, right? Another year or two? But what’s a few months between friends, right?”

	Gabe Vazquez put a hand on Beck’s flexed bicep. He stepped close and whispered, “Let it go, brother. He’s not worth it.”

	Beck twisted his neck until it popped. He wrapped his fingers around the empty food tray in his hands and tightened his grip until his knuckles blanched. The blood rushed to his head, and he fought the anger welling inside him. The demons surfaced and told him to ignore Gabe; they told him to put Goose in his place. The demons were powerful. They were old friends. He ignored them for now.

	He opened his eyes. His bunkmate wore a pleading expression across his tanned features. Beck breathed through pursed lips and flashed a smile. He spoke loud enough for the room to hear him. “You’re right, Gabe,” he said. “Goose is a ginzel who only got the job because his uncle daddy got it for him. He can’t dope his own stick without a diagram.”

	Beck held the tray with one hand while he pointed at the pan of mac and cheese on the other side of the glass. He smiled at the cook and asked for a helping. “Not too much, please.”

	The cook dipped a serving spoon into the orange-yellow pasta as he handled a plastic bowl. Before he scooped a serving, his eyes flashed over Beck’s shoulder, widened, and he stepped back.

	In the reflection, Beck caught a glimpse of movement behind him. Without turning around, he pivoted his hips in one direction as he swung the tray in the other. Its flat edge connected with Goose’s throat.

	The thin man grabbed at his neck as he coughed and wheezed. His eyes bugged, and his mouth fished for air.

	Beck took a single step toward Goose and again swung the tray. This time, it was a sweep upward, and the back side slapped Goose across the arm and the side of his face. It staggered him, and he stumbled into one of the tables. Giving him no quarter, Beck advanced.

	He stepped his boot across the top of Goose’s and pinned him there. Adrenaline surging through his body, Beck calmly leaned over and spoke his warning in a low, even tone.

	“You ever say anything about my family again, it’ll be the end of you. You got it? I will disappear you.”

	Goose whimpered and rolled his body away from Beck. He choked back something unintelligible.

	Beck shifted his weight onto the foot that held Goose down and repeated, “You got it?”

	Wincing, Goose grunted, “Yes, I got it.”

	Beck released the pressure and stepped back. Twirling the tray in his hands, he walked back to the end of the food line. The cook passed him the bowl of mac and cheese without offering anything more than the flicker of a smile at the corners of his mouth.

	“Thank you,” Beck said to the cook and moved along toward the front of the line, where he met another. “Cornbread, please?”

	The cook used a spatula to free a square of the sweet bread from the dish behind the counter and onto the corner of Beck’s plate. He winked at Beck and whispered, “He had it coming.”

	Beck nodded curtly, thanked him for the bread, and picked up a glass of tea. He whistled a tune from the band The Heavy, one that Millie had introduced him to when she insisted on playing her music in the truck. He could not name the song or remember most of the lyrics, but it stuck in his head.

	At the edge of his vision, two of Goose’s flock tended to him. Beck took a seat between Gabe and another crewmember nicknamed Radio. Neither of them looked up from their food when Beck dropped onto the bench.

	As he unrolled his utensils from a napkin, Beck noticed Goose approach. He ignored the red-faced instigator as much as possible while he took a swig of his tea. It was cavity sweet and tasted delicious.

	Goose planted his hands on the table opposite Beck, his body trembling with either rage or embarrassment, or both, and he spat a predictable warning. Beck crumbled the cornbread into the macaroni and cheese and stirred it into the sticky mixture.

	“I’m telling my cousin,” Goose said. “And when he finds out, you’re gone, JB. Gone. No way you do another tour on this rig. Or any rig off the coast of Alabama. I promise you that.”

	Beck took a spoonful of the mixture and shoveled it into his mouth, lifting his head to lock eyes with Goose. He chewed slowly, deliberately, with his mouth closed and a dispassionate expression on his face.

	“Do you hear me, John Beck? You’ve done it this time. I heard about you and your temper. People talk about your demons. They might as well drag you to Hell now, dude, ’cause you’re going to have no better place to be when my cousin finishes with you.”

	Beck let several seconds pass and waited for Goose to blink, then swallowed his mouthful. “That all?”

	Goose cocked his head back as if Beck had taken a swing at him. Then he laughed nervously. When nobody laughed with him, and nobody else spoke, Goose pounded his fists on the table and stormed from the mess hall. His two sidekicks followed him.

	When the door shut behind them, the room let out a collective exhale, and the others restarted their conversations.

	Gabe nudged Beck with an elbow. “That wasn’t smart, brother. You should’ve let it pass. He does have kinfolk who are high up in the company. They could let you go.”

	Beck dug the fork into the bowl. “They could, but they won’t. This rig is an elephant, but it’s old. It’s particular in the way it operates. You know that; they know that. They need all the experienced help they can get.”

	“Beck’s got a point,” Radio said, speaking for the first time. “The cost to train new crew alone doesn’t make getting rid of him worth it. It would be easier for them to move Goose somewhere else than it would be to fire Beck.”

	Beck took another mouthful, squirreled it into his cheek, and pointed the fork at Radio. “See? Even Radio here knows what’s what. And I guarantee you, his uncle daddy, or whoever he is, is well aware of the kind of trash Goose is. Plus, he had it coming. That guy is always picking a fight. I’m just the first to take him up on the offer. I mean, technically, what I did was self-defense.”

	“That’s true,” Radio said. “And really, who’s going to admit they got the tar kicked out of them with a lunch tray?”

	The three of them laughed. Gabe finished his tea and wiped his mouth with a napkin. He gestured at both men with his empty glass. “You both make good points, but never underestimate the strength of blood. Especially in the South.”

	“You’re preaching to the choir, Gabe,” said Beck.

	Radio nodded. “That you are.”

	Gabe shook his head and smirked. “You know something, Radio?”

	“What’s that?”

	“Beck here could lie and you’d swear to it.”

	Radio frowned. “Not true.”

	Gabe’s expression tightened, the humor gone. “It is true. What’s also true is that Goose did time. He’s a bad dude.”

	Beck stopped chewing. “A lot of us have done time, Gabe. What’s that supposed to mean?”

	Gabe swallowed. He shook his head and waved his hands as if he could erase what he’d said. “I didn’t mean that, John. What I meant was—”

	“It doesn’t matter,” Beck said. “What’s done is done.”

	Gabe leaned forward. “That’s what I’m saying, though. It’s not done. The guy holds grudges. He’ll come for you, one way or the other.”

	Beck finished the mac and cheese and cornbread concoction and cleaned his place. He cleared Radio’s and Gabe’s trays too. They asked him to play cards and watch a movie. The two of them always wanted to watch movies and play cards. They were addicted to both. He declined like he normally did.

	“I’ve got to cancel a date with my daughter.”

	




Chapter 2

	D-DAY

	90 MILES OFF THE ALABAMA COAST

	GULF OF MEXICO

	 

	Beck’s sleeping quarters were more of a closet than a bedroom, but it sufficed. All he ever did in this room was sleep, dress, and use the laptop he shared with Gabe Vazquez.

	He was on his twin bed, feet hanging over the edge of the mattress as he leaned against the wall. The connection was slow but passable for a video chat.

	His daughter’s avatar smiled back at him from the center of the display while he waited for her to answer his call. Beck was about to hang up when she did. Her hair was wet, and she had dark circles of mascara under her dark eyes. But her smile was as bright as ever.

	“Hey, Dad. Sorry. I just got out of the shower.”

	“No problem, Millie. It’s good to see you. But you’ve got a couple of black eyes. You fighting again?”

	She giggled. It was a little girl’s giggle, the kind that bubbled with unmitigated joy, and Beck laughed. As well as he knew his daughter, she was still an enigma. One moment she appeared on the verge of womanhood. The next, her behavior or mannerisms convinced him she remained his pigtailed preschooler.

	She worked a towel across her hair and tousled it with her fingers, and he noted her lime green fingernails needed repainting. She dropped the towel out of frame and picked up the electric pink Buck knife he’d given her as a Valentine’s Day present. She picked under her nail with the blade.

	“What’s so funny, Dad?”

	“You.”

	Millie flipped the knife around and twirled it with skill he did not know she possessed. She loved that knife.

	“Why me?” she asked.

	He tapped the volume button on the keyboard. “You make me laugh, kiddo. That’s all.”

	Millie’s eyes flitted from the screen, and her brow furrowed. “Why are you calling? Shouldn’t you be on the chopper?”

	He sighed and frowned, unable to hide his disappointment. “Yeah, I should be.”

	“But you’re not.” It was both question and statement. She sounded like her mother.

	“Nope. Weather’s rolling in, and the chopper can’t fly. I’m stuck here.”

	“For how long?”

	“A day or two. It just depends. I’m sorry, kiddo. I really wanted to see that movie.”

	She pursed her lips. “Oh, I see. It’s about the movie and not seeing your favorite person in the world?”

	Beck shook his head. “Of course not. I—”

	“Dad, I’m kidding. I—”

	Millie’s face froze in an awkward mid-sentence pose. Static scratched the speakers, the image shifted colors, and the signal died. The video chat screen was black with a message in its center.

	 

	YOUR CALL HAS ENDED.

	DO YOU WANT TO CALL AGAIN?

	 

	Beck slid his finger across the touchpad at the bottom of the laptop’s keyboard, moving the directional icon on the screen over the word YES. He tapped the touchpad’s key, and the application reinitiated the call. It rang several times before the attempt timed out. The app asked him if he wanted to try again. He did, with the same result.

	Beck tried calling six more times. No call went through. Frustrated, he opened the email application and entered his credentials. His account opened, and he typed out a new message.

	 

	Hey kiddo,

	I tried calling you back after we got disconnected, but couldn’t get through. Sorry about that and about canceling our date tonight. Double feature when I do get back? I’ll call you as soon as I land. Hoping it’s tomorrow. Hang in there, and say hi to your mom for me.

	Love you, Millie. Can’t wait to see you.

	Dad

	 

	He double-checked for spelling errors, made two corrections, and sent the email. He then opened a new message. His fingers hovered over the keyboard as he considered what to type and what not to type. The latter was more difficult than the former. Those demons were horrible at discretion, and they often led Beck to say things he later regretted. He deleted and retyped the message four times before the words satisfied him.

	 

	Hi Debbie,

	Wanted to let you know I’m stuck on the rig. Bad weather. I’ve already talked with Millie, though the connection got cut and I haven’t been able to finish the conversation. She seems okay with it. I think I might be more disappointed than she is. I told her I’ll call when I land in Mobile. Hopefully it’s tomorrow, but I can’t be sure. If I get a chance to video chat again before I leave, I will. If not, please make sure you let her know my plans. I emailed her, but you tend to check your messages more than she does, unless they’re on Snapchat. No need to reply. Just wanted to make sure I covered my bases.

	Take care,

	John

	 

	Beck checked the spelling, made four corrections, and sent the email. Only then did he exhale. He had not been aware he was holding his breath. Debbie did that to him. She always had. In good times and bad, she stole his breath.

	He checked his email for any unread messages, found none he cared to open, and closed the laptop. At the moment he slapped it shut, he found Gabe in the doorway of their room. Red bloomed at his cheeks, and beads of sweat glistened on his heavy brow, matting his hair at his temples. He leaned on the doorjamb and spoke as if he had run a marathon.

	“Hey, brother,” he said, “you gotta see this. It’s the weirdest thing. It’s like something outta one of my books.”

	“What books?”

	“The post-apocalyptic ones. You know, the ones I read on my tablet.”

	“What is it?”

	“The comms. Radio said he’s never seen anything like it.”

	Beck stood and tossed the laptop onto the foot of the mattress. “I thought you were watching a movie and playing cards,” he said, following Gabe into the narrow hallway. “Why is he in the comms center?”

	Gabe used the wall to balance himself as they wound their way through the maze of corridors, which led them up onto the platform and toward the communications center in the control tower on the opposite side of the rig. Sweat rolled down his cheeks and soaked his shirt.

	“He got an alert. More like an order to report to comms. I went with him since I had nothing better to do. When we got there, everything was…”

	Beck glanced at Gabe over his shoulder as he climbed a set of stairs. “Was what?”

	Gabe shook his head and huffed out an exhausted breath. “You gotta see it. It’s hard to explain, brother.”

	“Now you have me worried,” Beck said. “The video chat with Millie crapped out. I thought it was on her end. Especially since my emails went through. But maybe not. The bad signal could be us.”

	“It’s something all right,” Gabe said before Beck opened a door to the deck.

	Cold wind slapped his face as he stepped outside. The temperature had dropped ten degrees since he’d dipped inside for lunch. An angry rain came at him at a sharp angle, blown diagonally by the wind, and peppered his face like tiny needles. It reminded him of a hurricane coming ashore, and he realized then Gabe was not sweating, he was drenched from the rain.

	Beck braced himself against the wind and walked with his arm over his head to shield his eyes from the stinging rain. His boots gripped the slick surface of the wet deck as he hustled toward the closest door. Gabe slid inside right behind him and yanked the door closed.

	“Whew,” Gabe said. “That was worse than the first time.”

	They walked side by side along a corridor that led to an elevator. Beck ran his hands through his hair and shook the rain from his fingers. “I’ll admit, if it were me and I were you, I wouldn’t have come to find me. No need to be out in that weather if you don’t have to be.”

	Gabe shot him a confused glance. “I don’t know exactly what you’re trying to say, brother, but you’re welcome.”

	Beck pushed the call button for the elevator. The doors opened, and they stepped inside.

	“Thank you,” Beck said. “I appreciate it. I guess I’m saying you’re a better man than me, Gabe.”

	Gabe smiled. “I wouldn’t go that far. I’d like to think you’d do the same for me.”

	Beck laughed as the doors opened. “I just told you I wouldn’t do the same for you, brother.”

	Gabe shrugged and led him the short distance to a door marked COMMUNICATIONS. It was a modern space in sharp contrast to the aging industrial environs across much of the Charybdis. High-definition flat-panel monitors formed a video wall along one end of the room. They hung above a curved desk, which resembled the command controls of a spaceship. Two high-backed chairs, like those computer gamers used, faced the monitors. Badges on the displays indicated offshore or onshore connections. The offshore connections were subdivided between surface and subsurface images.

	Beck was in the room for a blink when he saw the problem. “What the—”

	One of the gamer chairs spun and revealed Radio. Deep wrinkles creased his forehead. “Beck,” he said, “what’re you doing in here?”

	Beck exchanged glances with Gabe. Radio’s worried glare danced between the two of them.

	“I brought him,” Gabe said. “We’ll stay out of the way.”

	Radio narrowed his eyes and turned back to the monitor wall. It was obvious there was little for him to do.

	The offshore displays appeared fine. Visuals from cameras installed at key mechanical areas on the rig were crystal clear. Blurrier, but discernible video from the ocean’s floor and below gave operators a real-time view of the casings, the mud-line cellar, and the blowout preventer. Alongside the images were colored status readouts.

	The other half of the displays was black. The displays were on, but were blank. Yet the outgoing communication signal was strong.

	“What’s going on?” Beck whispered to Gabe.

	“Everything on shore is dead,” Gabe whispered back. “Nothing works. No comms, no signal. It’s like something killed the communication with a snap.”

	From his seat, Radio worked to figure out the issue. “We’re flying blind here. I’ve never seen anything like this. You got anything, Ed?”

	Ed was the other comms operator. He shook his head, gesticulating wildly with his hands as he explained. “Nothing. I got nothing. It’s the damndest thing. I was here. Normal comms. Even joked with Nancy at control about the weather. She complained about the overtime for the crews stuck aboard. Then mid-sentence, she freezes, and the sound goes to static. Then Nancy’s gone. I look up, and everything’s gone. I—”

	The door behind Beck swung open. “All right,” Hugh Castor, the rig manager, boomed. “All nonessential out of here. Now. That goes for you, Beck and Vazquez.”

	“Okay, boss,” Gabe said. “We were wondering what’s going on? All of—”

	Castor held up a meaty hand. The man was six and a half feet tall, tanned like leather, and as bald as a cue ball. A thick, wiry mustache bristled underneath his wide nose and hid his upper lip. “I’m well aware of the issue, Vazquez. What I want is answers. What I need is for you and your roomie to get out. I’m sure you have somewhere else to be.”

	Beck headed to the door and led Vazquez to the elevator. Neither spoke as the car descended. Beck’s mind raced, his thoughts centered on Millie. If all the communications on shore were out, what did that mean? Was she okay?

	When the elevator doors slid open, the pair marched down the short corridor and back into the cold. The rain came down in thick sheets. The cold, heavy drops slapped against Beck’s face. These were bigger than the stinging pellets from minutes earlier.

	He was halfway to the living quarters when a roar cut through the drumbeat of rain. Beck shielded his eyes and squinted toward the sky. A trio of military jets emerged from the wall of gunmetal clouds, streaked across the sky, and banked toward land. A moment later, another trio followed the same pattern.

	The military housed six installations in Alabama. The Air Force had a base in Montgomery. The Army had posts in Dale, Bynum, Anniston, and Madison. Madison housed the Redstone arsenal, and the Coast Guard operated an aviation training center out of Mobile. All of them ran exercises year-round, but Beck never recalled seeing the types of aircraft flying formations anywhere close to Charybdis.

	Blinded by rain, he knuckled water from his eyes as a third formation thundered overhead. This one charted a different path. They looped farther out into the Gulf before heading east. As they did, Beck was certain he saw two of them launch missiles. The contrails streaked like rocket exhaust. He blinked against the rain, not trusting his eyes.

	Once they were inside the living quarters, both men stood and stared at each other. Beck wondered if he wore the same dumfounded expression as Gabe.

	“You saw that, right?” Gabe asked. “I didn’t imagine those jets, did I?”

	“No. I saw them, too.”

	“Look, I’m no expert, okay? But my brother is in the Air Force. He’s a boom operator. You know? He refuels planes in midair, right? And I think the first two groups were ours. They looked like F-35 Lightnings. He’s sent me pictures of them in flight. So I’m pretty sure about it.”

	“That third group was different,” said Beck. “They didn’t look like ours.”

	Gabe swallowed. He ran his hand through his drenched hair. Neither of them had worn their helmets on the ill-advised run to the comms center.

	“They were Chinese. Or Korean. I think they both fly Chengdu J-20s. Those things are fast. They’re bigger, wider wing span, and the J-20s can travel Mach 2. That last grouping was definitely bigger and faster than the first two.”

	“I saw them launch something,” Beck said. “Two of them launched missiles. Did you see it?”

	Gabe hesitated. He looked at his boots before he lifted his head and nodded. “I saw it. I was hoping you didn’t and it was just my imagination.”

	“Same thing,” Beck said.

	“What do we do?”

	Beck had no answer. “Good question. I’m not sure there’s much we can do right now. My guess is the boss will have an all-hands meeting soon and—”

	The overhead speakers interrupted with a tone. As if on cue, Hugh Castor’s voice resonated like a low brass instrument in the narrow hallway.

	“I want everyone in the mess hall. Five minutes. All call for off-duty personnel. That’s an all call. Mess hall. Five minutes.”

	The tone sounded again. The message was over.

	“I guess that answered that question,” said Gabe.

	Beck opened the door to head toward the mess hall. “I doubt he knows much more than we do at this point.”

	“True, but he’ll give us some direction. Beats standing around with our thumbs up our—”

	“Hey, guys. Wait up.”

	Soaked with rain, his hair hanging in his face, Radio hurried to catch up with them. He removed his fogged eyeglasses and blinked. “Can you believe this? I’ve never seen anything like it. I mean, we’ve had outages before or comms issues. But everything on shore? All at once? It’s the weirdest thing.”

	“Why aren’t you still up there?” Gabe asked. “Don’t they need you?”

	Radio’s boots squished as he walked. He tugged at his groin and adjusted the crotch of his soaked cotton overalls.

	“Nah. I’m off duty like you, remember? Sheesh, these new shorts are riding up like the bejesus. I’m going to chafe something awful.”

	“Did you figure out anything?” Beck asked. “Who’s responsible? Like the Chinese?”

	Gabe shot him a glance, eyebrows pinched.

	Radio’s voice pitched up an octave. “Chinese? Why the Chinese? Nobody said anything about the Chinese. They called me up there ’cause they thought they were doing something wrong. I checked everything. There’s nothing to do. The land comms are fried. Not on our end, on theirs. Castor told me to head to the mess; then he made the all call. What’s with the Chinese?”

	“Gabe and I saw some fighter jets scramble overhead. We think at least three of them were Chinese.”

	Radio laughed. It was a nervous chuckle. “What do you mean fighter jets?”

	They reached the mess hall before either man answered Radio’s question. They heard the commotion before they saw the packed hall. Half of the one hundred twenty-six people aboard the rig were crammed into the space. Men crowded the benches, some sat on the long tables, others stood against the walls. All engaged in conversations. None but Goose and his two goons looked up at Beck when he entered. Beck smiled and waved at Goose, who offered an expressionless response before turning away and muttering something to his gaggle.

	Radio tugged on Beck’s overalls at his shoulder. “Hey, what did you mean by fighter jets? That’s got me worried. I didn’t hear anything about fighter jets. Or the Chinese.”

	The trio found an open spot in a corner close to the cafeteria counter. Beck leaned against the wall, folded his arms across his chest, crossed his ankles, and surveyed the room. It was awash in blue, the color of the flame-resistant uniforms the rig workers wore on duty. The overhead fluorescents caught the reflective stripes on their arms, shoulders, and ankles. A monochromatic version of the company’s modern logo stretched across the back, and a matching patch adorned the breast opposite a name tag.

	Gathered en masse, the workers were virtually indistinguishable from one another. But Beck recognized all of them and knew their names save two of the newbies. He thought about how they all should be on shore or prepping for their end of tour. Instead, the weather had them stuck here, helpless to do anything about whatever had happened on shore.

	His mind drifted to Millie again. He imagined her without a working phone. He wasn’t certain if cell phones were down. Just because video communication was down did not mean everything was fried. Still, if her phone was essentially bricked, she must be going insane. Kids her age were tethered to those devices. They were a lifeline, both figuratively and literally. His gut churned at the thought of not being able to contact her.

	“What did you mean, Beck?” Radio pressed, interrupting his thoughts.

	Beck exhaled. “Mean about what?”

	Radio huffed, exasperated. His glasses made his eyes look bigger, almost childlike. “The fighter jets,” he said. “You said there were fighter jets.”

	“I didn’t mean anything. We saw jets. They—”

	“You saw them too?” a floor hand named Rigby interrupted. “Those mothers were zooming. And they were loud.”

	Rigby was young, probably not even twenty-one yet. He was a redhead with clusters of freckles that made him look like a middle-schooler. He was short and thin with a wisp of strawberry blond hair on his chin. As a floor hand, his job was to operate the drill floor equipment and handle tools on the rig floor.

	Wide-eyed, Radio stared at Rigby. “You saw them too?”

	Rigby nodded. “I saw them. There were a bunch of them. They were loud. I’m surprised you didn’t hear them. They were hard to miss.”

	Radio’s expression tightened. He scanned the room, but his vision was elsewhere, searching his mind for answers. Beck couldn’t tell if the concern was because of what the jets might mean or that Radio had missed them.

	The volume of myriad conversations softened, and Beck’s attention caught movement at the door to the mess hall. The mountainous Hugh Castor stood in the frame, almost filling it. His hard hat appeared too small for his head. His angular jaw looked cut from steel, and the man’s icy stare was reason enough to follow his lead. The rest of it was icing.

	“All right,” he said. “Quiet down. I want everybody’s eyes on me. Right here.”

	Castor forked his index and middle fingers into a V. He pointed them at the assembled and then at his own eyes. He repeated the motion three times before taking a step into the room. His overalls were rolled above his elbows and revealed colorful, faded ink on his muscular forearms, which likely had the same circumference as Radio’s neck.

	“You know me,” Castor said, “I tell it like it is. We have a rule. No BS in and no BS out. Am I right?”

	A murmur of agreement swelled and died. Castor licked his teeth. He removed his hard hat and set it on the table closest to him. Men parted like the Red Sea to give him room.

	He rubbed a hand across his dome and appeared to consider his next words carefully. His chest puffed as he inhaled.

	“All right,” he said, “I’m going to put it out there. You guys are going to have questions, no doubt. But it is what it is.”

	Castor was stalling. It was not like him. Whatever he was about to say gave him definite pause. Beck watched the muscles around his eyes twitch. The deep lines at their edges creased, as did the crevices that separated his nose from his ruddy cheeks. He looked at the floor when he spoke again.

	“We’re in a world of hurt, gentlemen. It’s as simple and as complicated as that. A world of hurt.” He looked up from the floor and balled his fists at his sides. “We have no comms with HQ. None at all. It’s like they vanished. Even backups aren’t working. We’ve even tried emergency channels on the ham. Nothing but static.”

	Castor sucked in another breath. The room was silent, everyone’s attention squarely focused on their boss.

	Beck had a feeling the worst news was yet to come. He was right.

	“We did hear some chatter, though,” said Castor. “We don’t know who it was because we caught it mid-transmission, but from what we can tell, we’ve been attacked.”

	Radio blurted out a question. “We, as in the rig?”

	Under normal circumstances, Castor would have chastised Radio for asking a question out of turn. He would have reminded Radio about protocol and manners and probably given him a KP shift during his downtime. Not now. Instead, he swallowed hard, and his expression hardened.

	“We, as in the United States.”

	The room exploded with competing shouts, questions, and exclamations. Men pounded their fists on the tables. Some buried their heads in their hands. Beck watched all of this without a visible reaction, but his stomach churned. A wave of nausea swept through him, and his knees weakened. Whatever the attack happened to be, Millie was in the middle of it. She had to be. Otherwise, the video chat would not have ended as it did. A surge of adrenaline flooded his body, mixed with the nausea, and bile crept up his throat. He suppressed it and swallowed, wincing at the acid in his gut.

	He half-listened to the others as they debated the meaning of their boss’s revelation. His focus was on his daughter and getting back to her, whatever the cost. He pictured her, afraid as the world burned around her. Where would she go? What would she do to be safe? Would she do the things he’d taught her, or would those skills evaporate in the ether of sudden trauma?

	Castor’s booming voice brought him back to the present. It took the boss three tries to quiet the room. His hands raised above his head, face red, veins bulging, he barked for their attention. “That’s enough! Let me finish!”

	The room quieted again. An unease hung in the air. It weighed on Beck as if the burden were his alone.

	“They’re saying they hit our grid,” Castor said. “We’re told the power’s out everywhere, east coast to west.”

	“Who is they?” Rigby asked.

	“Nobody’s sure.”

	Someone else raised their hand and lobbed a question. “What kind of attack?”

	Castor shrugged his massive shoulders. “The kind that knocked out power everywhere.”

	“Even Texas?” asked one man. “Texas is on its own grid.”

	Castor raked his mustache with his fingers. “Even Texas. The people we heard on the chatter were in Texas. They reported a total outage in Houston, and the people they were talking with were in Baton Rouge.”

	“That’s not everywhere,” said another man. “That’s not east to west. You can’t know what’s going on in California or Florida or New York.”

	Others voiced their agreement. The volume amplified until Castor silenced them again.

	“Believe me or not,” he said, “I could not care less about the truth of the issues on shore. Doesn’t matter. What matters to me is making sure all of us are safe on this rig until we evacuate.”

	Castor held up his hands in a preemptive effort to silence the inevitable discussion about the newest revelation. “We have enough supplies to last us seventy-two hours. But if the issues are as bad as we think, tomorrow’s delivery won’t come. And then we have forty-eight hours to shut down and head out.”

	That was the reality. Bottom line. Without the next supply ship delivery, things aboard Charybdis would deteriorate fast. Beck studied the faces of the men crowded into the mess hall, and it was evident that life aboard the rig was already sinking. He wasn’t willing to wait for that to happen.

	




Chapter 3

	D-DAY

	90 MILES OFF THE ALABAMA COAST

	GULF OF MEXICO

	 

	Radio adjusted the frequency on the Yaesu handheld dual band transceiver. He punched in a series of numbers. He wore an earpiece plugged into the device, so the others could not hear whether he hit pay dirt.

	Beck, Rigby, and Gabe sat on Radio’s bed while he stood near the room’s lone window. It was a small square with opaque glass that served to let in hazy light on sunny days and a dim gray in poor weather.

	Beck noticed the light was dim and gray. Raindrops hit and rolled down the glass. The weather had not improved. He wondered what would happen if it remained like this for another seventy-two hours. Would they evacuate in rough seas? He would. Regardless.

	“Can you hear them?” Gabe asked. “What are they saying?”

	Gathering in Radio’s room had been his idea after reminding them all that he had a handheld transceiver he kept in his pack. It was for emergencies, and he’d forgotten he had it with him until Castor had mentioned gaining intelligence from intercepting onshore transmissions. He hadn’t had enough information to satisfy Beck’s curiosity, and Beck hoped Radio might be able to fill in the gaps.

	“I’ve got an extra ticket,” Radio said. “That means I can transmit and receive on all channels. Ed, the comms guy on duty, has a general ticket. He can send and receive on most but not all channels. We might be able to check out some traffic he couldn’t. That’s what I’m trying to find.”

	He pressed another series of keys. A smile broadened across his face, and he unplugged the earpiece. They eavesdropped mid-conversation on at least two participants who identified themselves via their amateur radio handles. They used codes Beck didn’t understand for some of their exchanges, but he understood enough of the back-and-forth to get the gist.

	The first voice crackled with static. “Nukes? Did they drop nukes? Do we need to worry about fallout?”

	“No reports of mushroom clouds or large explosions,” came the response. “No fallout. Just the missiles and then transformers blowing.”

	Gabe shifted his weight on the bed. “Can you ask a question? I mean, can you join the conversation?”

	Radio nodded. “I’ll have to wait for a pause and then identify myself, but sure. What’s your question?”

	“I have a thousand of them, but if I had to start with one, who attacked us and how?”

	“We know how,” said Beck. “Those jets.”

	Gabe frowned. “Maybe I’m in denial, but we can’t be sure those jets did anything. It could be that we didn’t see what we thought we saw.”

	“Agree to disagree.” Beck looked around at the others. “We all saw it. Chinese jets launched missiles.”

	“So what question are we asking?” Radio asked.

	Beck jutted his chin at Gabe. “Ask who attacked us and how. Even if we think we know the answer, more information is better than none. If anyone has an answer.”

	“Okay,” Radio said. “I’m going to join the conversation as soon as there’s an opening. You guys stand by, okay? No talking for a minute.”

	They nodded their agreement. Radio waited for a break, then pressed the key on the side of the transceiver and announced his call sign.

	“Kilo Alpha Four Victor X-Ray Zulu.”

	After a brief pause, one of the voices responded, “We have a breaking station. Hello, Kilo Alpha Four Victor X-Ray Zulu. Go ahead. Where are you?”

	“Kilo Alpha Four Victor X-Ray Zulu joining. Thank you. I am offshore. Can you provide any information on the attack? Was there an attack? And if so, who was it?”

	Radio let go of the key. The response was immediate.

	“We can confirm attacks.”

	When they did not provide additional information, Radio tried again. “Where were the attacks? And who did it?”

	The other voice answered, “We have reports from California, Nevada, Texas, Florida, Georgia, Michigan, Illinois, Washington, DC, and Pennsylvania.”

	“Who was it?” Radio pressed.

	A third voice joined the conversation and answered, “Either Chinese or North Koreans. Maybe Russians in Chinese jets. They were the stealth fighters. Launched EMP-loaded missiles.”

	“EMP?” Rigby echoed.

	Radio held up a finger and keyed the mic. “Thank you. How are you transmitting?”

	“Good question,” one of them said. “My car’s dead, my computer won’t work, but this ham works. Go figure.”

	“I’m in a bunker,” said another. “Underground. Built-in Faraday cage.”

	The first voice interjected, “You said you were offshore, Kilo Alpha Four Victor X-Ray Zulu? Where offshore?”

	“On a rig in the Gulf.”

	“A rig? Shallow or deep water?”

	“Deep water,” Radio transmitted. “I’m aboard the Charybdis. Leased by Interllayar Energy.”

	“And you have power?”

	“Yes,” Radio said. “No issues yet.”

	“You’re lucky, Kilo Alpha Four Victor X-Ray Zulu,” another operator said.

	Radio looked up from the radio and studied the others in the room. His brow wrinkled with concern, and he pulled back his shoulders before he keyed the mic. “Why?”

	“We heard they hit a lot of infrastructure. Refineries in Port Arthur, Texas. Storage inland. Pipeline controls. We even heard one guy in Pennsylvania report they hit the hydrofracturing facilities up there. They want to cripple us. Consider yourself lucky if they didn’t hit you.”

	“Thanks for the intel,” Radio said. “I’ll stay on this channel and listen for updates.”

	The others bid Radio goodbye in proper ham parlance. He set the radio on his desk and faced the others. “You think they’re finished?”

	Beck answered the question with another question. “Who’s finished with what?”

	“The Chinese, or whoever, with the attack.”

	“Who knows?” Beck shrugged. “Probably not. If they’re really trying to cripple us, they’re not finished. Even if they’re not launching nukes, those EMPs will send us back to the stone age.”

	“What’s an EMP?” asked Rigby. “How does it knock out power? And for how long?”

	Beck eyed Rigby with suspicion. How could he not know what an EMP was or what it did? The others wore equally dubious expressions.

	Rigby’s cheeks flushed. He lifted his shoulders to his ears. “What?”

	Beck decided not to make the kid feel worse than he likely already did. No need to dwell on his ignorance. Instead, he answered the question as a parent would a child with an earnest interest in learning something new.

	“An EMP is an electromagnetic pulse. It’s essentially a burst of energy that fries electronics or anything that plugs into the grid.”

	Rigby’s expression brightened with understanding. “Like a power surge?”

	“Exactly,” Beck said. “But it’s potentially world-changing. Whatever it kills, it kills for good. There’s no fixing it.”

	“And they’re inside missiles?”

	“Apparently,” Beck said. “They can occur naturally, too. The sun can send what’s called a coronal mass ejection, which acts like an EMP and interferes with electronics or radio waves. If it’s big enough, it can kill power to large areas.”

	Gabe snapped his fingers. “I read a book about that once. A novel about an astronaut stuck on the space station when a CME hits Earth. He has to figure out how to get back home while his family deals with a new powerless reality.”

	Beck thought about his own circumstances. They were not all that different from Gabe’s book. He might as well be trapped in space given his current location. And his family, his daughter and ex, were no doubt dealing with a sudden reality shift. He had to get to them sooner rather than later.

	“The government’s been warning about EMPs for more than a decade,” said Beck. “They’ve issued reports, executive orders, and I even remember presidential candidates talking about it during a debate.”

	Gabe nodded. “They’re very popular among post-apocalyptic fiction fans.”

	“What’s popular?” Rigby asked. “EMPs?”

	Gabe’s eyes widened as if he’d hooked something on his line. “Yes, EMPs. You know, there are all sorts of reasons for the apocalypse. You’ve got plagues, wars, zombies, floods, asteroids, that sort of thing. Then there are the EMP stories. Nobody has power; everybody has to struggle to survive. If you go to one of the online booksellers, you’ll see it. Post-apocalyptic novels are a whole subgenre, and the readers are loyal. I have to admit, I like them.”

	“Who likes reading about the apocalypse?” Rigby asked.

	“Everybody,” said Gabe. “To varying degrees. The end of the Bible is an apocalypse. And if people don’t read about the end of the world as they know it, they’ll watch movies about it. Netflix is filled with dystopian movies and series.”

	“We’re getting off track,” Beck cut in. “We can talk fiction later. Let’s focus on reality and take stock of what we know. The grids are down in at least part of the country, and we have every reason to believe that’s the case in Mobile. If that’s true, we definitely aren’t seeing a chopper tomorrow.”

	Radio held up a hand. “Or a supply ship.”

	Beck nodded. “That’s not to mention the weather. It’s getting worse out there. No telling when it will end.”

	“I could check the weather station,” Radio offered. “I know the guy on shift pretty well. He’ll share the forecast, show me the radar.”

	Light flashed outside the window, and a loud hissing sound grew in volume.

	“Appreciate that, Radio,” Beck said, “but I’m not sure it helps much. Not yet. I don’t think the boss would let us evacuate in this weather unless it was—”

	A percussive boom cut Beck short. The room shook and went black. The transceiver in Radio’s hand, which had offered a background of soft static, fell silent.

	“What happened?” Rigby asked. “What just happened?”

	The stress in his voice was obvious even in the dark. Beck’s pulse quickened, and a surge of fear-spiked adrenaline kicked through his system. For Beck, it was calming. Like a hyperactive kid taking amphetamines to even out, emergencies slowed the world around Beck. He used the energy to focus and act.

	“Stay calm,” he told the others. “Don’t panic.”

	“Don’t panic?” Rigby’s voice was high-pitched. “People only say that when you’re supposed to panic.”

	Outside, above the beat of the rain and the wash of the angry Gulf against the rig, the heavy whoosh of military jets soared overhead. It was an unmistakable sound, and for an instant, Beck was sure he smelled the intoxicating odor of jet fuel. His rational mind told him it was psychosomatic.

	“They hit us,” Gabe said. “They dropped an EMP on us.”

	“On us?” Rigby repeated. “On us? What does that mean? Are we going to blow up?”

	“Stay calm,” Beck said evenly. “We’re not going to blow up. But yes, it certainly seems like they hit us with an EMP.”

	“Could be the storm,” Radio suggested hopefully. “Right, Beck? It could be the storm?”

	The UPS, an uninterruptible power supply, should have kicked on to bridge the gap between full power and the generator backups. They wouldn’t light up the cabin, but red emergency lights should be glowing through the open doorway into the hall. The UPS prioritized necessary systems, including evacuation lights.

	No UPS, no generators. The backups were loud and rumbled like tank engines. The rig vibrated under their power. Beck sensed no vibration. No rattle, no hum, no tank engines. No emergency power.

	“I don’t think so,” he said. “If it was the storm, the backups would kick in. They’re not working.”

	“So what do we do?” Rigby’s voice came from a different part of the room.

	“Stay where we are for a minute,” Beck said. “We stay calm; we make a plan. Remember, it’s dark in here.”

	Even the diffused gray light from the window was virtually gone. The clouds outside had darkened. The storm was fully upon them, and what was left of the day shifted to night.

	“It’s not safe to move around right now,” Beck said. “Everyone else might panic, and we’d have a lot of guys running around in the dark. We should stay here for a few, lower our heart rates, then head to the deck and see what’s what. No muster alarm yet. No evacuation.”

	Beck’s eyes adjusted to the darkness. Shapes in front of him took form. He could make out Gabe and Rigby in front of him. Rigby stood on a bunk. To his right, Radio was at the window. He held the dead radio against the glass.

	“Everybody with me?” Beck asked.

	Gabe answered first. “I’m with you.”

	“Me too,” said Radio.

	Hesitant complicity pricked Rigby’s voice. “I’m with you.”

	Beck’s mind raced. He thought of the immediate dangers of a powerless rig. The Charybdis had fail-safes on board. If the facility went dark and the generators failed, the system bottled up and blew down the drilling pressure. Pneumatic actuators, designed to collapse under loss of power, forced the valves closed and into safe positions. That took time, but it virtually eliminated the possibility of a pressure explosion.

	Rain thwacked the window. Possibilities raced through his mind. He settled on the best course of action.

	“Let’s get to our muster stations. All of us are in the same area. I remember that from the drill. I bet others are headed to theirs.”

	“Good idea,” Gabe agreed, the first to respond again. “Do we go now?”

	Beck stood. “Good a time as any. Gabe, you go first. I’ll go last.”

	The others shuffled past him. They moved into the hallway and turned left. Beck put a hand on the thick frame and stepped into the hall. The darkness disoriented him. Even though he knew this rig like the back of his hand, not seeing his surroundings shifted his depth perception.

	He was two steps into the hallway when a hand on his shoulder gripped tight and tugged him backward; then another hand was over his mouth. Thick, calloused fingers scratched against his face, and he struggled.

	The hand on his shoulder slid across his chest and grabbed him under his armpit. The attacker pulled Beck’s back tight against his chest; then something hard and solid slammed him in his gut beneath his rib cage.

	It forced all of the air from his lungs and his vision blurred. Two more quick jabs to his stomach and he was limp in the attacker’s arms.

	Beck’s chest burned, and his futile gasps for air only induced more panic. Stars sparked in his vision, and he was vaguely aware of his primary attacker pulling him. His boot heels dragged on the floor. And then he was in another dark room on the verge of unconsciousness. The attacker dropped him, and the thud of a door closing behind him helped him focus on his surroundings.

	Saliva pooled in his mouth, and a string of it stuck to his chin. His vision returned, and he sucked in a ragged breath. Beck was on his side, on the floor of another room. Men hovered over him, the scent of rubber-soled boots thick in his nostrils.

	Beck coughed. “What the—”

	A hard kick to his ribs silenced him after a grunt, and he grabbed his side. He bit his tongue and winced. It was evident who these punks were without them saying a word. He gasped and tasted blood in his mouth. He swallowed it and focused on his breathing.

	Goose’s voice broke through the darkness. “You think you’re better than me?”

	Beck got to his knees, the terrazzo floor cold under his palms. Another kick to his side knocked him to the floor.

	“I’ll answer for you,” Goose said. “You’re not better than me. I know about you. What you did.”

	Pain throbbed in his side. Beck stayed on the floor. How many men were in the room? Two? Three? He couldn’t take all of them.

	“You act all high and mighty, with your perfect little family. I mean, not so perfect, right? Your old lady left you? She figured out what you’re about?”

	Anger welled and supplanted the pain. Beck balled his hands into fists and gritted his teeth. His jaw flexed. Blood pooled in his mouth.

	Chuckles from the gallery, two distinct snickers. Three men—Goose and two others.

	“See, we were waiting. Looking for the perfect time to make things right. Then it happened—” Goose snapped his fingers “—like that. The power goes out, and I think ‘this could work’. I figured we’d wait until we were on deck, you know? Then we see people leave Radio’s room, and you’re in the back. So we take a chance. Boom. It’s like this was meant to be.”

	More chortles. The men were behind him, close to the door. Except for Goose, who was right in front of him. It was dark except for the occasional lightning flash outside. The storm was worse, the strobes of light closer together. Or was the pain clouding his vision, his perception?

	…Three. Four. Five. Thunder rolled above them.

	Beck’s vision adjusted to the dark, and he gained a better sense of exactly where the men were. This bunk room was exactly like his own. All the rooms were identical except for the managers’, who had singles.

	He placed the beds, the desk, the door. It was a small space, made more claustrophobic by the number of people in the room. Beck had a plan.

	“This was spur of the moment,” Goose crowed. “So I’m thinking through this out loud. I was going to toss you overboard up top. Now, we’ll take care of you right here.”

	Another flash of lightning.

	One. Two. Three. Thunder cracked.

	“They’ll miss me,” Beck stalled. “Once they muster, if I’m not there—”

	Another kick. This one missed his ribs but landed on his hip. It hit bone and forced another pained grunt.

	Goose leaned down. His face was close, his stale breath hot on Beck’s face. It was a combination of cheese and Nicorette. Beck fought the urge to gag as Goose snarled.

	Focus. Focus.

	“It don’t matter when they miss you if you’re already dead. What are they going to do? Stop an evac for a dead man? Nope.”

	Lightning strobed.

	One. Two. Thunder cracked. Loud.

	Spittle flew from Goose’s mouth as he spoke. “We’ll be long gone by the time they figure out what happened to you. Maybe we’ll make our way to Tuscaloosa and visit that pretty daughter of yours.”

	Beck’s muscles tensed. He resisted the temptation to act. His moment would come. Soon.

	Goose placed his hands against his knees and stood from his crouch. He motioned to his grunts to help him. They moved close. Hands grabbed at him. The hairs on Beck’s neck tingled. He resisted and braced for another kick to the gut as lightning flashed.

	This is it.

	A violent peal of thunder boomed almost instantly. It was deafening, bone-shaking, and a distraction enough that Beck had the opening he needed.

	From his fetal position, he jabbed an elbow up and into the nose of one of Goose’s henchmen. Cartilage popped under the force and dropped the man to his knees.

	Beck then drove his foot into the other henchman’s knee. The snap kick drove the knee unnaturally backward, and ligaments popped. A shriek pierced the air, then devolved into a wail.

	Lightning flashed and revealed the pale shock on Goose’s face. He stepped back before the shock compressed into aggression, and he lunged forward with balled fists.

	Goose was not fast enough.

	Beck was on his back. He reached over his head and grabbed the legs of a desk chair. As Goose tried to stomp downward, Beck flung the chair forward, and it hit Goose in the chest, stunning him long enough for Beck to drive his heel into Goose’s groin. It connected, and Beck extended his leg up until pelvic bone stopped him. Goose let out an inhuman grunt and doubled over on the floor next to Beck.

	Another dose of lightning and thunder revealed Goose’s agonized expression. He was on his side, his hands tucked between his legs. Beck got to one knee and punched Goose in the side of the head. The sickening thud repeated with the second and third punch.

	Beck’s damp knuckles hurt, and he reached back for another shot at Goose’s battered face. The demons urged him to finish the job. They cheered inside the dark recesses of his mind.

	“Beck!”

	The shout from the hallway stopped him before he pistoned another punch. His hand pulsed; adrenaline surged. His breaths were heavy, sweat stinging his eyes.

	“Beck!”

	Gabe stood in the open doorway. “You okay?”

	Beck flexed his hand and shook the pain from it. He used Goose’s limp body for leverage to stand. He wobbled, light-headed, but Gabe caught him.

	“Sheesh, brother,” said Gabe. “What the hell?”

	Only now did the groans and whimpers from Goose’s henchman filter into his consciousness. Beck shook his head and blinked perspiration from his blurred vision. “They ambushed me. Dragged me here. Thought they might kill me.”

	“You might have killed him,” Gabe said, looking at Goose. “C’mon, let’s get you out of here.”

	Goose was not dead. His snotty rasps punctured the fetid air of the bunk room. Radio and Rigby stood in the hall. Rigby shut the door, and they worked their way back toward the deck.

	Each step jabbed shards of pain into Beck’s side. He winced, but forged ahead.

	“I turned around, and you were gone,” Radio said. “I mean vanished. We called out for you. Started looking room by room. Crazy.”

	Beck’s head throbbed. The taste of blood overwhelmed his senses. He stopped moving and shrugged free of his friends’ grasps. He leaned against the wall and tried to steady the world around him. Each successive breath was easier than the one before, but still it hurt. He cursed and spat a gob of blood-infused saliva onto the floor.

	Gabe put a hand on his shoulder. “I don’t mean to say I told you so. But I told you so. Goose is one mean son of a—”

	The muster alarm sounded.

	It was the backup signal, a hand-crank alarm that sounded like an old air-raid siren. Its unmistakable sound modulated pitches in a way that made it impossible to hear it without envisioning someone at its side, muscling the crank to elicit the alarm.

	Without speaking, they restarted their advance to the deck. Beck shrugged off any help and let this new wave of adrenaline and anxiety dull the pain. They climbed the steps. Rigby swung open the door, and the wind caught it. It slapped open with a percussive smack, and the driving rain stuttered their progress before they recovered and emerged onto the deck.

	The drenching storm immediately soaked their jumpsuits. The stinging mix of rain and seawater blinded Beck momentarily until he turned his head and shielded his eyes.

	Lightning forked across the sky and lit the dense cluster of storm clouds moving fast across the Gulf sky. Almost simultaneously, thunder boomed. The bass resonated through Beck’s body as he worked to move against the wind to his muster location. In the flash of light, others ambled across the deck. Ants fleeing a flooded mound. None seemed to move with purpose. The combination of howling wind and relentless pounding rain almost drowned out the siren’s wail. It warbled as if half submerged in the roiling ocean beneath them.

	His friends clung close to him, and they battled the storm to find their muster station near the rows of lifeboats perched at the edge of the rig. One of the managers stood with one hand holding a hard hat on his head, the other on a large plastic orange briefcase. Inside the case was the electronic emergency muster system.

	The system displayed the number of people on the rig, the number present at their rally points, and the number absent. It gave updates on each of the six lifeboats and whether anyone not at a rally station might be accounted for at another primary location on board the rig.

	A duplicate display was at each of the rally points, and a large flat-panel monitor carried the same information inside the control room. At least, they were supposed to have the information.

	Before the manager opened the molded plastic case, Beck knew the computer was dead. Even if it had somehow survived the EMP, its communications would not work.

	The wind howled. It swirled across the deck, and several times Beck braced himself against its force. He’d often spend time on the deck at night, but now, in total darkness, the place on which he’d spent half of the last decade was alien, like another planet.

	Only the dim beams of functioning flashlights gave a sense that he was still on Earth. Flashlights. Somehow they’d survived the electromagnetic pulse. He should have grabbed his from the desk drawer in his room. It might have served as a weapon, too. Though given the ambush, the weight of the Maglite in the wrong hands could have resulted in a different outcome. It was probably good he’d left it in its place.

	The rally captain, a man named Abercrombie, fumbled with the emergency system until he slammed the orange lid shut with a curse not loud enough to hear over the storm. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and then swiped at his eyes with his knuckles. Abercrombie appeared as lost as a man could be. Until recently, they’d used a card system to make sure everyone was present. When a crewmember showed up at the rally point, he or she would flip their card. It was an easy way to determine who was there and who was not. But technology had won the day, and the card system had gone away. It would have been helpful now.

	Beck counted heads. If they followed procedure, not enough people were here to launch a lifeboat. They might evacuate anyway. If there was no way to tell who was here and was not, what was there to stop the rally captains from escaping as soon as they could? They might not be in danger from explosions, but the cold would get to them sooner than later. And the storm was not doing them any favors. The darkness accelerated the tension and the panic among the people he’d known to work effortlessly under difficult circumstances. This was different, and they all knew it. Beck tensed and flexed his sore jaw. He rubbed his wounded tongue along the inside of his cheek, leaned into the wind to steady himself, and knuckled away the stinging rain from his eyes. It was a futile exercise. The rain was too hard and the wind too strong.

	The siren stopped, its silence only amplifying the sounds of the wind and rain as the storm battered the rig, and of the men trying to save themselves. Through the rain, others gathered at their rally points, and some slipped Day-Glo yellow life vests over their heads.

	At that moment, as if seeing the same thing, Abercrombie instructed his group to don their vests, handing them out from a container on deck. He did it almost absently, rote memory guiding his actions as if he had done this countless times before. In reality, they had all done this countless times before. Regular drills reminded the crew aboard the Charybdis what to do in the event of an emergency. Sometimes the drills were serious, the men following orders as if playacting real disaster. Other times they half paid attention, the same way passengers on an airplane don’t give the time of day to a flight attendant issuing instructions about seatbelts, life vests, and emergency exits.

	The life vests were thin and pliable. Uninflated until use, they were equipped with emergency flashing lights to aid visibility. The lights activated when they came in contact with water. Beck took his vest and thanked Abercrombie, though he doubted the man could hear him over the percussive storm. The wind was strong, at least tropical storm strength, and it kept Beck off balance as he watched Abercrombie perform his duties. Years before, Beck had been a rally captain, so he understood the machinations and the responsibility. He didn’t want the responsibility. Not officially. After the divorce, he didn’t want much of anything other than a paycheck, healthcare, and time to make things right with his fractured family.

	When Abercrombie finished doling out the vests, he put his hands on his hips and shouted above the din and chaos swirling around the Charybdis.

	“We are going to launch the lifeboats!” Abercrombie cupped his hands around his mouth to amplify his voice. “I’m going to need help because the electronics aren’t working. We have to launch them manually.”

	Beck remembered the lifeboats were affixed to the deck on davits. To release a boat, a crewmember pulled a pin and used an electronic winch to lower the lifeboat to the water. They had a manual backup, but that required someone to stay on the deck to lower the boat by hand. Normally, they could launch the boat from inside the capsule. That was not possible without electricity. Beck stepped forward. A jab of pain shot through his chest. He hitched but did his best to disguise his injuries.

	“I got it,” Beck said. “I can do this. You and the others can get in the boat.”

	Apparently overhearing his friend, Gabe put a hand on Beck’s shoulder. He blinked against the rain. “Brother, you shouldn’t do this. You’re hurt. You should be in the lifeboat. Let me do it.”

	Beck shook his head. “Gabe, you and I both know I’m stronger than you even when I’m hurt. Let me do this. I owe you guys for coming to help me.”

	Gabe smiled. “We didn’t help you. You already took care of those mothers before we got there. And you’re not stronger than me. Unless, of course, you’re talking about your will. You’re the most stubborn person I’ve ever seen.”

	“How are you going to get off the rig?” asked Radio. “If we’re in the lifeboat and you’re up here, what are you going to do?”

	Abercrombie opened his mouth to speak but hesitated. His eyes darted around, lashes dripping rain, appearing to search his mind for some alternative evacuation. His eyes widened with epiphany and then narrowed. The inspiration was gone. “I got nothing.”

	Beck wiped water from his eyes and raised his hand. “I remember there being some sort of manual. There’s got to be another way to get these boats into the water.”

	Abercrombie shook his head, his conscience taking control of the situation. “Somebody has to stay behind. I’m the rally captain. It’s my job. I appreciate the heroics, Beck, but it’s my duty.”

	“How are the others doing it?” Rigby asked. “It’s not like all six of the rally captains are staying aboard. Are you?”

	Abercrombie shrugged. “You know, for all the training we do, we never talked about it. But that’s a good idea. Stay here for a minute, I’ll go talk to Castor. He’s bound to have a plan.”

	“I’m coming with you,” Beck said.

	Abercrombie shrugged and squinted against the rain. “Suit yourself.”
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	Hugh Castor wore the strain on his face. Deep furrows creased his brow. One hand was wrapped around a support beam while the other swiped rain from his eyes.

	“I’ll be honest with you,” he said. “We didn’t plan for this contingency. The rig has a fail-safe for its fail-safe. But an electromagnetic pulse or whatever the hell happened was not part of the equation.”

	“So what do we do?” Abercrombie asked.

	He and Beck joined three other rally captains they’d recruited on their trek across the deck. The five of them huddled around Castor, who eyed each of them with the wariness of a messenger dreading the delivery of bad news.

	“Look,” he said, “this is not easy for any of us. I know what I have to do.” Castor paused and licked rain from his lips. A nod signaled he had confirmed the path forward without any more discussion. “I’ve got to stay here. We cannot leave the rig unattended. I’ll be fine. I’ll keep myself and maybe one of my direct reports on site. We can make sure everybody else evacuates. Once the weather clears, I’ll figure out what to do next. But first things first. Is everyone on deck? Do we have a good idea that all crew are accounted for and at their muster stations?”

	One of the rally captains shook his head. “I can’t say for sure, boss, but I do know three of my guys aren’t up top.”

	Beck could guess their names. Castor could not.

	“Who are they?”

	“Goose, Shipley, and Martin. I mean, there might be a couple of others, but I don’t think so.”

	Castor surveyed the other rally captains. “Anyone else?”

	“I’ve got everybody,” Abercrombie said. The others offered the same assessment.

	“Do we know where they are?”

	The rally captains shook their heads.

	Beck blew out a breath, spraying rain from his lips. “I do. I can find them, but I’ll need help getting them up top.”

	Castor raised an eyebrow.

	Beck ran his hand through his hair and flicked away the moisture from his hand. Another sigh. “They’re in a bunk room. One of them, Martin, I think, probably can’t walk on his own. Shipley’s nose is broken. Maybe his nuts too.”

	“And Goose?” Castor asked.

	The heat from the stares of the rally captains was no comfort in the cold, stinging rain and wind. Beck folded his arms across his chest. “He might be conscious by now, but he’s in bad shape. I kicked his ass after he and the others jumped me in the hallway.”

	Castor stiffened. He pulled back his shoulders, working his jaw with the anger of a man about to explode. “I don’t have time for this petty schoolyard crap,” he hissed through his teeth. “I know what happened in the mess hall, Beck. And we’ll deal with this when we have time. Right now, I need you to take Abercrombie and go get them.”

	Abercrombie protested, “Why me?”

	Castor glared at Abercrombie. “Because I told you to do it. Take Hawkins with you, too. He’s their rally captain.”

	Hawkins shot Beck a nasty glare, but without complaint, the three of them trekked back across the deck toward the living quarters.

	When they reached the entrance, Beck let the others go first. Inside and out of the rain, they shook themselves like dogs. Hawkins stuck a finger in Beck’s chest. He was shorter than Beck by six inches but had a barrel chest and carried himself like an NFL linebacker.

	“I don’t like having to clean up your mess. You’re a hothead, Beck. Always have been. You act before you think, and it drags other people down with you.”

	Hawkins was not wrong. Beck could not argue, nor would he apologize.

	Sometimes a man’s actions put him in bad situations. Sometimes bad situations put a man into action. It was a chicken-and-egg thing, and no matter how much self-reflection Beck endured in the semiconscious hours before sleep or during the long hours he spent on the road between Mobile and Tuscaloosa, he could not reconcile which came first. Had his circumstances made him who he was? Or did who he was create those circumstances?

	Regardless, Beck never shirked responsibility. He took ownership of his faults. It was not because he was introspective or enlightened. Rather, they were too obvious to deny.

	Beck placated Hawkins. “I hear you.”

	No apology though. That would never happen.

	Abercrombie carried a flashlight and shone it on Hawkins, who grunted and marched along the hallway like he was headed into battle. His thick, rounded shoulders swung with purpose.

	“C’mon,” he called over his shoulder. “You know where they are, Beck. Lead the way.”

	Beck hurried his pace. He didn’t want to be here any more than Hawkins or Abercrombie. None had a choice. He pushed past Hawkins and led them toward the room he remembered the thugs dragging him inside less than an hour earlier.

	The fan of light from the flashlight helped, and Beck found the room. The door was open. He stepped inside, his long shadow cast on the floor in front of him. Hawkins stayed in the hall while Abercrombie peered over his shoulder. He swept the room with the light.

	“Are you sure this is it?” Hawkins asked. “I don’t see anyone.”

	At first, Beck wasn’t certain. But there was evidence of the fight. Blood on the floor, the damaged desk chair, the smell of body odor and blood. But neither Goose nor his companions were there. It reminded Beck of slasher films where the villain appeared dead but had vanished when the protagonist returned to the scene with backup.

	“I’m sure,” Beck said. “Maybe they weren’t hurt as bad as I thought. They could be up top now.”

	Hawkins groaned. “Great. Waste of time.”

	He and Abercrombie left Beck in the room alone. They started back up the hallway toward the exit to the rig’s deck and the waiting storm.

	Beck stood in the dark, dumfounded. The nation was under attack, the grid was down, his daughter and ex-wife were unprotected, he was stuck on a rig ninety miles offshore in the middle of a storm, and he was dealing with a personal beef.

	He laughed at the absurdity of it. Any one of those things would be enough with which to cope on any given day. He had all of them at once.

	He joined the others in the hall, hustling to catch up before they reached the stairwell, and braced himself to slip into the storm again. His wet clothes stuck to him. His boots, wet and rubbing against his soaked socks, rubbed blisters onto his heels. His chest hurt, his head throbbed, his ribs ached. Each deep breath still hitched when he inhaled.

	The two rally captains ducked into the rain, and a shot of briny wind cut across Beck’s face as he stepped outside. They hurried ahead of him, and he slowed to catch his breath. In the distance, beams of light cut across the rain and revealed lifeboats lowering toward the water. Already, two of the six boats were deploying.

	He shielded his eyes from the rain and spotted his group. Abercrombie headed straight for them. Hawkins separated from him and marched toward his own group. Neither looked back at Beck.

	Beck was so focused on them, he did not see the dark figure barreling toward him from his left. It hit him with such force, he was knocked to the deck. His shoulder slammed into the hard surface, and his head bounced. He cried out as an explosion of pain radiated from his ribs. Stars burst into his field of vision, and he gagged, trying to catch his stolen breath.

	Dazed, he rolled onto his back. Thick pellets of wind-driven rain blinded him. Like needles, they pricked his eyes and nose and mouth. Beck tried opening his eyes but could not. Had he lost consciousness? If so, for how long?

	He tried to move. His body protested, slow to respond to the command. Cold numbed his fingers, and his ears burned.

	“You messed up for the last time, Beck.”

	The voice was to his left. Or was it his right? Was it everywhere?

	Two hands, or four, grabbed him and dragged him across the deck. The scrape of his boots against the rough deck surface vibrated in his calves. He tried to resist, tried to call out for help.

	Then he was in the air, heels over head. The deck spun. The water lifted to meet him. Beck was overboard.
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	The lifejacket inflated instantly, the emergency beacon flashing at his shoulder. Beck rode the angry waves and fought the surge of water that threatened to sink him despite the flotation device.

	The icy water shocked his system, stunning him. Like an electric jolt, it forced him to gather his wits. Saltwater stung his nose and the back of his throat. He spat a mouthful back into the Gulf and leaned back to look up toward the towering rig.

	The cold water softened the pain from his injuries. That was good for the moment, but soon enough, hypothermia would be the real threat.

	He called out for help. The storm swallowed his cry.

	Beck guessed he was twenty yards from the rig and drifting farther away. Distance was tough to measure in the dark. Perspective was skewed. It was miraculous he hadn’t slammed into anything on the way down that would have knocked him unconscious. Even more incredible was that he’d survived the fall and didn’t break every bone in his body when he’d hit the water.

	Teeth chattering, he treaded water and rode the onslaught of storm-fed waves. He was aware enough of his surroundings now to keep himself from drowning, but the threat of freezing was real.

	He bobbed in the water, trying to keep the flashing light above the surface. But the farther he drifted, the less likely it was that anybody would see it.

	He started paddling against the surge. His legs churned, his arms working under the water to propel him forward, or at least keep him from drifting farther away from the rig. Yet the Charybdis did not get closer. It grew smaller. Beck was only aware of this when the entirety of the massive structure came into his view.

	Images of his daughter cycled through his mind. At first, they forged a new determination. He had to get to Millie. If he died out here, they would never find his body. She would grow up thinking her father abandoned her. That could not happen. He would not let that happen.

	Already, his absence had scarred her young life. Wrong place, wrong time. Months behind bars. It didn’t matter how young she’d been at the time or how hard he’d worked to make things right, that wound ran deep.

	The cold air made breathing difficult. Short, thin inhalations hurt. His mind drifted even as he tried to focus.

	The admonition from his long dead mother rang in his ears as if she were in the water next to him. It echoed and drowned out the rush of water and rain and wind.

	“If you’re not doing what you’re not supposed to be doing, what’s not supposed to happen won’t happen.”

	She had told him that as a rebellious teenager, as a strong-willed college student, and again before his probable cause hearing. Through pursed lips and a taut expression that oozed judgment, she’d shaken her head and told him what a disappointment he’d turned out to be.

	Beck shook the thoughts, his mother’s voice, from his head and blinked past the haze in his vision. He fought the urge to give up, but couldn’t shake the maternal reprimand.

	“This is your fault, Beck. Your fault. If you’re not doing what you’re not supposed to be doing, what’s not supposed to happen won’t happen.”

	Another voice joined his mother’s reprimand. Gabe’s rebuke harmonized. Then his ex-wife added to the chorus. All three voices told him this was his fault. If he’d let Goose off the hook in the mess hall, he would be aboard a lifeboat right now. He would be on his way home.

	Instead, exhaustion flooded his body. His jaw ached from his chattering teeth, but he could no longer feel his lips, his fingers, the toes inside his socks and boots. The constant churn of his treading motion slowed.

	The voices hummed in his head. They were right. This was his fault. He had never learned his lesson. Incarceration, divorce, separation from his child—none of it had been enough to stop him from being his own worst enemy.

	Confusion threatened to consume him, and he swallowed a mouthful of seawater and choked it back. He coughed and spoke aloud. At least, he thought he was talking. Maybe it was in his head. Either way, it was loud enough to silence his mother and the others who’d piled on. Beck vowed that if he survived, he would learn his lesson. He’d control the demons, the quick temper, and he would commit his life to helping others. Patience was a virtue, he told his God, he would employ if only he could earn a second chance.

	Beck was not much for religion. Never had been. Spiritual, sure; religious, no. But at the brink of death, to whom else could he turn?

	The cold left his body, and a strange, comforting sense of warmth emanated from his chest. His pulse slowed, as did his breathing. He swallowed another mouthful of the Gulf. His nose stung from the brine. His trembling body was almost still as the storm raged around him.

	Was it real? Was it a mirage? Another blinking light in the water. Two of them. No. Three. They were getting closer. Bigger. The lights came toward him.

	He blinked and tried to focus through the rain. There it was, a lifeboat coming straight for him. Somehow, against the odds, they must have seen him, and they were on their way to save him.

	With renewed purpose, he pitched himself forward and tried moving to the approaching vessel. As he got closer, he realized they weren’t coming toward him but rather drifting in the same direction, and if he didn’t close the distance, they wouldn’t reach him in time.

	Beck had experienced pain before, both physical and emotional. But this was a trial, a true test of his will. With raspy, stinging breaths, he managed enough strength to keep himself in the path of the lifeboat.

	Like him, the boat pitched on the waves. Its bow bounced up and down. Its lights appeared and vanished and, more than once, Beck was certain he’d lost sight of them. But he hung on to a thread of consciousness and churned through the water with limbs he could not feel.

	“I’m here. Help.”

	The cry likely did nothing other than fill his mouth with foam and spray. The rain, steady and persistent, made it difficult to keep track of the lifeboat. It shifted and moved almost unnaturally on the water. Then Beck realized it wasn’t one lifeboat. It was two. And three. And four.

	Like airplanes at altitude lined up for approach against a dark, milky sky, the parade of lifeboats blinked toward him. None were on their way to rescue him. They merely rode the current, as did he.

	Beck cursed. He waved his arms, fighting the urge to panic, to give up and give in. When the last of his energy perched on the edge, a small voice floated through the dark.

	“Beck? Beck, where are you? Is that you? Beck, can you hear us?”

	Beck spat water from his mouth and moved his arms to try to lift his torso above the roiling Gulf. His lungs burned as he sucked in just enough air to call out one last time. “I see you. I’m here. I see you.”

	An immediate response. The voice grew louder.

	“Hang on, brother. Hang on. We’re coming for you.”

	It was Gabe. Somehow his friend had found him. Somehow.

	It might have been minutes or only seconds. Time spun, unraveled in the confusion of the rescue. Strong hands hauled him into the dry lifeboat. Beck could not focus, could not keep his eyes open. His unfeeling body started to shiver uncontrollably, and it hurt everywhere. Voices spoke with urgency, but he couldn’t discern who or how many. Beck silently prayed. More than a prayer, he gave thanks. He was alive and among friends.

	When the shivering stopped and he regained his wits, Beck sat up. His eyes adjusted to the dim glow inside the lifeboat’s protected cabin. He leaned against the wall. His ribs hurt, but they were not broken, only bruised.

	“Thank you,” he said. “You guys saved my life. How did you find me?”

	Gabe smiled. His teeth shone in the dark. Though difficult to see, Beck was sure the grin was forced. “We didn’t see you at first. Hell, we thought you were a goner. Someone said there was a man overboard, but we didn’t know who it was. There was nothing we could do about it at the time. I figured when you didn’t come back to the rally station, it had to be you.”

	“We figured Goose was the one who did it,” said Radio. “His face was all busted. But he got into another lifeboat.”

	Nobody spoke for a moment, and in that quiet, Beck remembered the lifeboat was drifting. No motor. They rode the current without any control over their direction. Beck sensed the concern among the others. He counted the others in the lifeboat. Gabe, Radio, Abercrombie, Rigby, and four others. There should have been more people aboard. The lifeboats could handle at least a dozen, if not twice that in an emergency.

	Beck licked his lips. They were rough, dehydrated from his time in the water. “Where are the others? Why is it just the nine of us?”

	“My call,” said Abercrombie. “Castor was at our station. He was ready to pull the pin. I told him to do it. I figured the others would find a way onto the other boats.”

	That was when it hit Beck. He backed up against the wall and narrowed his gaze on Abercrombie. “You knew I wasn’t with you. You and Hawkins went ahead of me. You didn’t think it was weird when I didn’t show up? Especially when you knew there was a man overboard?”

	Despite the exhaustion in his body, Beck’s muscles tensed. If he wasn’t drained from surviving the Gulf, he’d have pounced on the rally captain and tossed him out.

	Abercrombie raised his hands in front of his face and shook his head. “I know. I know. It was wrong. Your guys already laid into me. But honest, I wasn’t thinking about it. I just wanted off the rig.”

	“We had it out,” Gabe said, confirming Abercrombie’s assertion. “Believe me, brother, he’s sorry.”

	Beck swallowed against the dry knot in his throat. What was there to say? Had he learned nothing? He silenced the demons’ chatter at the back of his brain and nodded. “It’s fine, Abercrombie. You did what you thought was best. Bottom line is I’m here. It’s all good.”

	Surprise brightened Abercrombie’s face. A smile flickered at the corners of his droll mouth. “Thanks.”

	“Now what do we do?” Beck ran a hand through his hair. “We’re just floating, right? We’ve got no power?”

	Several of the men shook their heads, grumbling about their predicament.

	“So we ride out the storm and then see what’s what?” Beck asked. “We have supplies, right?”

	Abercrombie motioned to containers strapped to one wall of the lifeboat. “Three days of food and water. Actually, more than that since we’re not full. Maybe four days.”

	“Then we have four days to figure out what to do,” Beck said. “Then we draw straws to see who we eat first.”

	Gabe laughed. So did Radio. The others eyed one another, but didn’t laugh. Beck figured they didn’t know whether he was kidding, and he decided to let them keep guessing.

	




Chapter 6

	D-DAY +2

	GULF OF MEXICO

	 

	The lifeboat smelled like an abandoned Alabama truck stop bathroom in July. It didn’t help to open the hatch. That only seemed to make the stench somehow worse, more pungent.

	The storm had passed. Waves lapped at the sides of the boat, but the surface was calm. Beck stood in the opening and braced himself to breathe in fresh air. While that effort was futile, the clear skies and bright sun relieved him momentarily of the oppressive claustrophobia inside the lifeboat. They were near the end of their second full day on the water. He guessed they only had a couple of hours until nightfall.

	Despite all the boats launching within minutes of each other, none appeared within sight now. The nine of them inside the lifeboat were alone, and he had no idea how far they were from shore. They’d seen large vessels several times in the past forty-eight hours, but never flagged them down. Twice, Beck had fired a flare into the night sky with no response.

	Over the past two days, he’d noted they were drifting southeast. More east than south. Enough time and maybe they would hit the Florida Keys. Or Cuba. The Keys wouldn’t be bad. You didn’t need electricity to toast a sunset with Rum Runner. He and Debbie had done that on their honeymoon. They’d rented scooters and drove the island from bar to bar. He willed the images from his mind and refocused. He recalled a map he’d seen online with its flashing red arrows. They roughly displayed the directions of the world’s ocean currents. He thought the Gulf flow was roughly clockwise, but he might be remembering it wrong. There was too much else crowding his memories to be sure.

	Gabe joined Beck at the opening. “What’re you thinking?”

	“I’m thinking everything smells like crap and body odor.”

	“True. A lot of the body odor is probably me, though.”

	“Agreed.”

	The men laughed. Beck’s ribs pinged, but didn’t hurt as they had the night of the EMP attacks. As stressful as floating in the Gulf without direction had become, the time had allowed him to heal. Small victories.

	They’d come to call the day of the attack Detonation Day. D-Day for short. Radio made sure to let them know that in military speak, D-Day actually just meant “Day” Day. Just like H-Hour meant “Hour” Hour. He said the first D-Day was not on June 6, 1944, in Normandy, France. It was likely in World War I. And that in the annals of military action, there were multiple D-Days.

	The rest of the men had stared without expression at Radio as he gave his history lesson. When he was done, Beck had thanked him for the context.

	“It’s easier if we calculate time from the attack,” he’d said. “So today is D-Day plus one.”

	The others liked that. They’d adopted it. Each time they woke after restless nights inside the cabin, someone made a point of stating the date.

	This was D-Day plus two.

	“We’re good on food, right?”

	Beck asked the question without turning his attention from the Gulf. The water was deep blue with shafts of golden light reflecting off the surface. The humid air was thick, and the breeze was light.

	“Yeah,” Gabe said. “Plenty, actually. Probably enough for another three days. The rationing is working. That was a good idea.”

	“I know some of the guys didn’t agree. But better safe than sorry.”

	Beck moved to one side so Gabe could edge closer to the opening and let the sun hit his face.

	Gabe sucked in a deep breath of air. “It doesn’t matter, does it?”

	“What?”

	“The air. It stinks no matter what. When we do get rescued, they may toss us overboard for our stench.”

	“Well, you at least.”

	“I’m surprised we haven’t hitched a ride yet,” Gabe said. “This has gotta be the busiest part of the Gulf.”

	Beck stared out to sea. “You’d think. But remember, half the traffic is gone. Everything outbound is probably stuck in port. It’s only the inbound stuff still making its way, and some of that is likely diverted, you know?”

	Gabe inhaled another lungful of air. His nose wrinkled, and he blew out the breath through his mouth. “Good point. I… Hey…do you see that?”

	Gabe pointed toward the horizon. Beck followed his hand and searched the water. At first nothing, but then it was there. A glimmer. A bright reflection flickered like a mirror bouncing light. He narrowed his gaze and saw the outline of a large vessel. It was a few miles away, but not as far as the others they’d tried to hail. The ship was red, with white lettering on its side.

	“Is that a tanker?” Beck asked.

	“I think so. Or a cargo ship. Either way, it’s another shot. How many flares do we have left?”

	“One.”

	Gabe frowned. “What do you think?”

	“We vote on it. I’m not making the decision on my own.”

	The men ducked inside. They woke up the sleeping and got the attention of the others.

	“All right,” Beck said, “there’s a ship out there. We need to talk about it.”

	Several moved from their seats to the hatch. They crowded the opening, pointing and shouting.

	Abercrombie sat on his molded plastic seat. His swollen eyes blinked above the dark circles that ringed them. “What’s there to talk about?” he asked in a thin, weary voice.

	Beck held up a finger. “We have one flare left. One. That’s it.”

	The men filtered back from the opening and found their seats.

	“It’s a cargo ship,” one of them said.

	Another disagreed. “It’s a tanker. No containers. If it’s inbound, it would have containers stacked on the deck. It doesn’t.”

	“Does it matter?” asked a third. “Either way it could save us.”

	“Fellas,” Beck interrupted, “we need to vote. We have one flare left. Do we use it before nightfall and hope someone on that ship sees it?”

	Abercrombie leaned back and rubbed the scruff on his chin. His stubble was blotchy, like some parts of his face were allergic to hair. He puffed his cheeks and exhaled. “I don’t think we have a choice. We shot the other flares at night. Didn’t make a difference. We might as well give it a shot. Not sure how much longer we’ll last out here.”

	“We’ve got another three days of food,” said Radio. “If we cut the rations in half, we could last even longer. We’re bound—”

	“That’s not what I mean,” Abercrombie cut in. “Look around. Have you tried to take a breath? It’s depressing in here. Every one of us is going to lose it if we don’t get out of here soon.”

	“We’re stronger than that,” Gabe said.

	Abercrombie blinked. He licked his chapped lips. Desperation clouded his features. “Are we? Are we that strong?”

	“Let’s focus,” Beck interjected. They could debate their mental health later. “Yes or no? Show of hands?”

	It was unanimous. Fire the flare.

	“It won’t be dark for another couple of hours,” one man said, his hand raised above his head. “If we wait that long, the ship will be gone.”

	Radio reached into the case, removed the flare gun, and handed it to Beck. “It’s loaded. I put the last cartridge in it after you tried last night.”

	Beck took the gun. He scanned the others for their final approval and moved to the hatch. Two men stepped aside to give him room.

	The sun was lower now. Some low clouds drifted across the sky and cast shadows on the water. Beck faced the ship, which was a tanker. It was close enough for him to recognize the unmistakable cast of the ship, long and slender from its midsection to its bow, where a bulb protruded at the water. The bulb reduced drag and increased range and stability.

	A command tower featured the bridge three stories above the deck at the shift’s aft. Its yellow radar mast extended higher into the air. The body was red, its tower white except for thin bands of red and blue paint.

	Beck grabbed the opening with one hand and extended the other into the air at a forty-five-degree angle. He looked away, cocked the gun, and fired. It cracked a small-caliber pistol shot, the sound echoing in the heavy air, and kicked in his hand.

	A bright pink light glowed almost four hundred feet into the air. It hung for a moment before it caught the wind and drifted slowly toward the Gulf. The bright light diminished after a few seconds. Beck stood at the hatch, watching, his arm still raised.

	Nothing at first. No sign from the distant ship that they’d seen the flare. But he’d positioned as best he could, choosing the lower arc to best catch the ship crew’s attention. A minute later, when the ship offered no indication of having seen their call for help, he dipped his chin to his chest and frowned. He should have waited for dark. Another ship would come. They’d blown their chance at hailing it.

	He turned to slide back into the cabin, when a loud blast erupted from the ship’s horn. It was a low sound reminiscent of a tuba or one of the many Christopher Nolan films that Gabe and Radio had forced him to watch.

	Beck looked up. The others stood from their seats, hope spreading across their wide-eyed expectant faces. Even Abercrombie’s expression shifted from hopeless to expectant.

	Radio joined Beck at the hatch. “Was that for us?”

	“I’m not sure. I think so.”

	Radio pulled a small mirror from his pocket. “Let me try to confirm it.”

	Beck backed away and gave Radio room at the hatch opening. With the mirror in his hand, he tilted his wrist back and forth in a pattern. A moment later, a light blinked on the ship’s command tower.

	Radio flicked his wrist again, signaling the ship with another message. “They see us! They’re coming for us! We’re saved!”

	The men cheered. Radio beamed. Beck put his hand on his friend’s shoulder and squeezed. Then he fought the urge to gag. The movement of the men inside the capsule intensified the stench. It was a good thing they were on their way to a rescue. Abercrombie had been on point when he’d questioned how much longer they’d survive at sea.

	




Chapter 7

	D-DAY +2

	GULF OF MEXICO

	 

	The Celsius Manila was a one-hundred-and-forty-seven-meter-long oil tanker. Flagged to the Marshall Islands, it carried a crew of twenty-five between ports of call in Brazil and the Gulf Coast. It was on its way from the Port of Itaqui in the Brazilian city of São Luís to Lake Charles, Louisiana.

	Beck sat in the tanker’s mess, nursing a cup of bitter coffee. The ship’s captain, a man with a wizened face etched from years at sea, was across from him. He rubbed his bald scalp with his palms. His dark skin was ashy on his elbows and at the parallel creases across his forehead. His name was Cabral. He spoke English with a thick Portuguese accent.

	“I wish I had better news,” Cabral said.

	The captain had confirmed much of what Beck suspected. No communication from the US mainland. The likely culprit was an electromagnetic pulse, or pulses. The blackout was too widespread to be from a single detonation. They still had power on the ship, and their satellite internet worked. Cabral had done some research and read that China denied responsibility for the attack. North Korea was silent. Russia publicly denounced it. Iran celebrated it.

	The world markets tanked. The NYSE and Nasdaq were offline and not trading. Euronext, London, and Japan Exchanges were down twenty percent. International banks shuttered overnight.

	“I guess the good news is that any debt you had is gone as well,” said Cabral. “Depending on where you have accounts, it is all disappeared. Savings, credit, debt—all of it. Whoever flipped the switch in America might as well have done it to the whole world.”

	What Cabral could not confirm was how long the power would be out. He had no real news about the United States government or military. All he could say was that news from inside America was almost impossible to find. Everything he’d read was from South America and Europe. He talked with his hands. Beck noticed most of the captain’s left index finger was missing.

	“What about Canada?” Beck asked. “Anything from there?”

	“Only that people are streaming across the border, and the Canadian authorities are closing it. They cannot take more refugees.”

	Beck bristled. “Refugees? It’s only been, what, two days?”

	Cabral lifted his hands. “That is what the news is calling them. Not my words.”

	Refugees. American refugees. That was an entirely new dynamic to what Beck had naively hoped was a temporary crisis. People were fleeing because they knew something, or thought they knew something, about the long-term instability of the United States.

	He thought back to the days after the Capitol riots and how fractured the nation had felt at the time. Half of the country was convinced the outgoing president had stoked enough division to incite the deadly siege and should never hold office again. The other half was certain the new president would revoke the second amendment and turn the country into a socialist state. Beck hadn’t thought the country could’ve sunk lower than those weeks in January 2021. He was wrong.

	Beck lifted the mug with both hands and sipped. The coffee was almost cold, and the heavy doses of sugar did little to make it more palatable.

	Noticing his expression, Cabral chuckled. “It is an acquired taste. But it will, what is the saying? Put hair on your chest?”

	Beck toasted the captain. “That it will.”

	“Tell me, John Beck, what will you do when we get to port?”

	Beck set the mug on the table and ran his thumb along the edge of the white porcelain. “Tell me, Captain Cabral, why you’re still headed to port in the United States if there’s no power and you can’t offload your payload?”

	Cabral lifted an eyebrow. “We want to see for ourselves. I cannot trust what I read from other places. And my superiors want us to keep going. So we go.”

	“What about your crew?”

	A bright smile creased Cabral’s face and made his dark eyes disappear. Beck wondered if the wrinkles and lines were from the sea or from his good humor.

	“My crew does what I say. I am the captain. They know this.”

	Beck rolled his eyes. “Okay, I get it. But seriously, are they okay heading there?”

	Cabral put his hands flat on the table and tapped his fingers. The nub of his index finger bobbed in the air, not touching anything.

	“We are all frightened, John Beck. We should be. We do not know what we will find when we arrive. We lightened half our load and fueled up in Tobago. If there is nothing to find in Louisiana, we will turn around. By then, our superiors may have another destination for us.”

	“You’re okay with dropping us off in Mobile?”

	“We said we would,” Cabral said, “and we want to be good hosts. If people like you did not find the oil, we would have none to transport.”

	“We don’t technically find the oil. Somebody else does that. We just—”

	Cabral laughed from his ample belly, and his whole body shook. He waved his hands. “I am kidding you, John Beck.”

	He pushed back from the table and motioned to the others, where much of his crew and all of Beck’s were eating. They dipped spoons into bowls and slurped what looked like a heavy stew.

	“Can I offer you some feijoada? Everyone is eating. You have had none.”

	“No, thank you. I’m not hungry.”

	He was hungry. His stomach growled at the sight of the others eating.

	The captain stood and slapped his own belly. “I am hungry. I will probably have two servings. Are you sure you will not eat? You would think my mother made it.”

	“What’s in it?”

	“Black beans and pork. Beef as well. Very filling. It will make you sleep.”

	Beck reconsidered. He stood and followed the captain to a serving station, where Cabral handed him a ceramic bowl and ladled out a healthy serving from a large cast-iron pot.

	“Dinner is the most important meal of the day,” the captain said. “To me, it is like sex.”

	“How’s that?”

	“The only time I am not thinking about dinner is when I am actually eating dinner.” Cabral laughed again and handed Beck a spoon. “Go ahead to the table. I will join you.”

	Beck carried his steaming bowl back to the table. Smelling the stew made him glad he’d changed his mind about dinner. Its aroma was intoxicating.

	Gabe pulled up a chair at his table before the captain returned. He looked at Beck expectantly. “Hey, brother. What’s the scoop? What did he say?”

	Beck unrolled a cloth napkin and tucked it into his overalls. As he did this, he caught a whiff of his own body odor and regretted not having insisted on a shower first. However, Cabral had wanted them to eat before they did anything else. In light of the new information about Cabral’s love for dinner, he imagined the directive was more about his own needs than it was for the nine Charybdis survivors. Beggars couldn’t be choosers. At least they shouldn’t be.

	“It’s a lot,” Beck said. “I’ll tell you and the other guys tonight. That cool?”

	Cabral returned to the table with a bowl of stew in each hand, so Gabe nodded and dragged his chair back to his table.

	When Cabral had invited them aboard, he’d asked for a leader. The other men had agreed without discussion that Beck was the man, so Cabral treated him as the captain of another vessel, elevating Beck above the other eight men.

	Beck waited for the captain to spoon his first mouthful before he took a bite of his own. The stew was hot and burned his tongue and the roof of his mouth. He grabbed his mug and finished the last of the cold, bitter coffee.

	Cabral laughed again. “It is hot, yes?”

	“Yes.”

	Beck waited for the stew to cool and rubbed the tip of his singed tongue across his tender palate. Cabral appeared unfazed and finished a bowl before Beck took his second bite.

	The stew was excellent. Its mix of flavors and textures lived up to the aroma, and Beck was glad he hadn’t declined to eat, though he did wonder if the beans might wreak havoc on his system later. But that was for then and not now. Beck lived in the moment. He imagined that would become the way of things for most people in the wake of the attack.

	He sopped the remnants with a piece of bread, thanked his host, then asked, “You think I might be able to see that computer of yours?”

	Cabral dabbed at the corners of his mouth with a napkin and nodded. “What is mine is yours. From one captain to another. It is in my cabin. After you shower, find me on the bridge. I will take you there.”

	With dinner over, the Charybdis crew had their showers. Their hosts offered them clean clothes and toiletries. They also gave them five rooms to share among the nine men. Beck had his own bunk. He declined and gave it to Radio, the one who’d made sure they communicated with the Celsius Manila. Radio demurred but accepted.

	Beck shared a bunk room with Gabe. As they made their cots, Beck apologized for dinner. “I don’t know what the protocol is, but I don’t want to do anything to piss them off.”

	Gabe sank onto the bunk and leaned against the tiny cabin’s metal wall. This room made their berth aboard the Charybdis feel like a presidential suite. “I get it, brother. No worries. From what I could overhear of your conversation, we’ve got enough to worry about.”

	“How much did you hear?”

	“All of it, I think. You believe him?”

	Beck sat on the edge of his bunk and looked at Gabe. “No reason not to. What does he have to gain? He’s letting me use his computer. I figured it’s best to get as much information as I can before we hit land.”

	“They’re dropping us off in Mobile?”

	“That’s what he said.”

	“We’re pretty lucky.”

	“Lucky how?”

	“That we’re actually going to make it back to land. It didn’t seem that way for a bit.”

	“Castor made a mistake by evacuating when he did. Should have waited for the storm to clear. Who knows how many other lifeboats got lucky.”

	Gabe considered this. “True.”

	Beck stood and offered Gabe his hand. “Hey, no hard feelings, right?”

	“About what?”

	“The captain thing. It’s not my choice. I’m just playing along for the good of all of us.”

	Gabe stood and shook Beck’s hand. “No need to apologize to me. I get it. Abercrombie is a bit butt hurt, though. Good move giving your room to Radio. He earned it.”

	Beck smiled. “It wasn’t an apology.”

	They laughed. Beck patted his friend on the back and promised he’d return with good information. Any information at all beyond what they knew would be good.

	




Chapter 8
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	The internet connection was slow. Each search took an eternity. Beck sat at the cramped desk with his fingers hovering over the coffee-stained keyboard.

	Behind him, on his bunk, Cabral hummed an unfamiliar tune. The captain thumbed through a motorcycle catalog while Beck pecked for news.

	He tried the familiar US news sites. All of them populated errors, with messages that the servers were down. Even his local news, channel ten, the one he sometimes watched on Sunday nights to learn the weather forecast, was offline.

	After a dozen failed attempts, he took Cabral’s suggestion and typed in a search for the word “attack”. It was brilliant in its simplicity, and Beck should have tried that first. It would have saved him time. But like so many things in his life, Beck chose the hard path, even with something as simple as a keyword.

	After the cursor icon stopped spinning, the display loaded with a list of articles about the “unprovoked” attack on the United States. He scrolled the headlines and picked one.

	The article was from a Canadian broadcasting company. In bold, the headline read “United States is Dark. American Civilization In Peril”. Beneath the headline was a video box. He clicked the play button in the center, and an advertisement played without sound.

	“The volume is on the upper left of the keyboard,” said Cabral.

	Beck glanced at him over his shoulder. “Thank you.”

	Cabral motioned to the computer with his magazine. “I have not watched that one. Turn it up.”

	With the volume louder, the advertisement ended, and the news report began. Sitting in a bright, modern studio was the anchor named Clem Roy, wearing a dark suit. His black hair was trim, as was his mustache. While Roy appeared dissociated from the chaos happening south of his border, his voice conveyed the dire circumstances as he reported the newest information. Beck checked the time stamp on the article. It was twenty minutes old.

	“In an exclusive interview, CSIS Director David Vigneault reveals the United States government is incommunicado. Top levels of the Canadian executive branch have attempted overtures to both the United States president and to its parliamentary leaders in Congress. None have responded. Here is what Director Vigneault told us via Zoom a few minutes ago.”

	The image changed to a split screen of the anchor and a gray-haired man with an affable, full face. He wore a jacket and tie, but the tie was unknotted at the collar.

	“Although I am not at liberty to discuss some of the classified information our intelligence service has gathered in these recent hours,” said Vigneault, “we can confirm a lack of communication between our government and that of the American people. We can also report other friendly, allied governments report similar difficulties.”

	Roy sat forward at the anchor desk, his expression earnest. “When was the last time anyone from the Canadian government had communication with America?”

	Vigneault swallowed. His left eye twitched. “Before the attack.”

	“How long before the attack?”

	“That information is classified.”

	“Who was responsible for the attack?”

	“We are working with other intelligence services to determine the method and responsible party. I cannot offer your viewers more than that, Clem. I’m sorry.”

	“We’ve seen firsthand reports that the border crossing stations with the United States are closing to inbound travelers. Can you confirm this?”

	Vigneault nodded. “I can. In consultation with our office and that of the prime minister, the Canadian Border Services Agency determined the best course of action for our citizens is to temporarily stop the northward flow of non-Canadian citizens from the United States.”

	“How temporary?”

	“For an indeterminate amount of time, Clem. That is, until we believe it’s safe and beneficial to allow migration into Canada. At this point, given the cataclysmic financial instability, the concern regarding goods and services, and the civil unrest already beginning to manifest in America, it is what’s best for our people.”

	The interview ended, and the video box dissolved to Clem Roy centered in the image. He looked down at the desk and then addressed the camera.

	“Director Vigneault mentioned goods and services. That is an important component that should concern all Canadians. Even though we were not the target of these attacks, which our sources confirm was some sort of electromagnetic pulse that shut down the power grid across the vast majority of the United States, Canada will suffer, I’m sorry to say. We have a graphic to share with you.”

	The screen dissolved to an infographic that displayed simplified trade data between the two nations. The numbers were staggering.

	“The United States and Canada trade two billion dollars per day worth of goods. That’s more than seven hundred and fifty billion per year. Plastics alone are an enormous import, not to mention refined fuels, machinery, and automobiles. As goes America, so goes the world, I’m afraid.”

	The video stopped, and a new one loaded. Beck clicked out of it and went back to the search results. Some of the articles relayed conspiracy theories. Russia Today wrote “The American blackout is a false flag designed to put the rest of the world off guard.” A translated Iranian television report declared the attack was the work of Allah, and America was finally paying for its sins. Chinese state media reported the West was overplaying the damage to its infrastructure in an attempt to escape repayment of one point four trillion dollars of debt.

	Beck searched for what he thought would be a more reliable site and found one from Ireland. He clicked on the link, and a new video populated under the headline “America, The Uncivilized”.

	“Have you seen this one?” he asked Cabral.

	The captain glanced up from his magazine and squinted. Beck pivoted the computer screen so Cabral could better see.

	“I do not think so,” he said. “What does it say?”

	Beck hit play, and the video started without an advertisement. An older woman with short blonde hair and high cheekbones blinked into the camera. She spoke with a thick Irish accent, but the subtitles at the bottom of the video helped Beck understand her.

	“We have new video from the American border with Mexico. This appears to be recorded with a mobile phone in the Mexican city of Nuevo Laredo, looking north across the Rio Grande River toward Texas.”

	She paused, and the cell phone video played. It was recorded vertically, so there were black bands on either side of the jerky, grainy scene. Although it was narrated in Spanish and Beck didn’t understand what was being said, the video spoke for itself.

	Dozens, if not hundreds, stormed a bridge that connected the United States with Mexico. A locator graphic at the top right read Gateway to the Americas International Bridge.

	At first glance, it appeared as if people were leaving Mexico and trying to get into the United States. Videos like this were common. Yet the more he watched, the more he realized it was the other way around. Mexican authorities were trying in vain to stop the onslaught of migrants crossing the border. While most were on the bridge, some waded through the narrow stretch of the river and climbed up the embankment on the other side. Some didn’t make it.

	Gunshots cracked, and the video jerked. The image shifted as the narrator’s voice lifted an octave, the already fast cadence accelerating. Muzzle flashes from the Mexican side of the river sparked, and people dropped into the water, one after another. At least a dozen dropped from the semiautomatic fire. Screams, shouts, and repeated shots did nothing to dissuade the men, women, and children heading south of the border. The narrator recording the video sobbed. The video ended, and the news anchor returned, the grim expression on her face deeper.

	“What you saw was the Mexican Army opening fire on Americans trying to cross the border from Texas into Mexico. Mexican immigration authorities are unarmed. Unlike America, their border is not protected by armed police, so the Mexican president sent both regular troops and their national guard to stop the influx of refugees. Here he is earlier today from the National Palace in Mexico City. His address is in Spanish. We have dubbed it with our own translator.”

	The video shifted to a scene from inside the National Palace. Sitting in a large chair adorned with a golden eagle atop its back, the president rested his elbows on the head of a long conference table. Behind him were ornate, polished oak doors. The Mexican flag was to his left, screen right. It was in stark contrast to the violence at his border seven hundred miles north.

	“Good evening, my fellow citizens,” the Mexican president said. “I speak to you tonight as your humble servant and as a man who believes in the strengths and traditions of our great country. My job as your president is to protect you and keep you safe from the atrocities of the world.”

	The translator’s voice was louder than the president’s, but the translation was slow, as if happening in real time. Beck turned up the volume another notch.

	“For many years, we have had a symbiotic relationship with the United States. Like the river that joins our two nations, they are at times flowing with us and at times raging against us. While we do not always agree, we rely on one another, and it is with great difficulty that I take multiple forceful actions today. These actions are not meant to hurt our neighbor and friend, they are meant to protect the Mexican people.”

	The president folded his hands in front of himself. His eyes moved back and forth as he read from his script. He paused and cleared his throat.

	“I have, by presidential decree, ordered our borders with the United States closed. I do this in agreement with our trade partners and friends to the north, Canada. We cannot accept the unfiltered immigration of Americans into our lands at such a tenuous time. We must first think of our own people.”

	Beck stared. This was surreal. He listened to the rest of the Mexican president’s address as if hearing it in a dream, or watching it in some poorly produced docudrama. He now regretted eating the stew.

	“In closing our borders, I have ordered the deployment of thirty-five thousand of our brave soldiers to protect our sovereign land. They have my authority to do whatever they deem necessary to keep out the unwanted transgressors who try to emigrate from their wounded country without respect for our laws and customs. While my hope is that this deployment is temporary, I am determined to make an example of those who do not heed this warning.”

	As the president spoke and the translator spun Spanish into English, Beck’s mind replayed the words.

	I am determined to make an example of those who do not heed this warning.

	How could Americans even hear the warning? They had no power. No televisions or radios. They had no way of knowing the borders were closed until they arrived. And by then, they’d be desperate to cross. They’d do whatever it took to save their families regardless of the danger.

	“And finally,” the Mexican president declared, his hands now balled into tight fists, “I am ending our century-long agreement with the United States to send water across the border. We will keep this precious resource for our people. As the world’s already fragile economies reach a breaking point, we Mexicans must put our own needs first.”

	The video ended, and the Irish anchor returned to the screen. She twiddled a pen between her middle and index finger and glanced at the desk before eyeing the camera lens.

	“Some key points to take away from that address by the Mexican president. He is taking a hard line with Americans trying to escape what we now believe are increasingly dire circumstances. While we have no direct knowledge of civil unrest, British Intelligence indicates satellite imagery reveals American military troop deployments in major cities and long queues of people at public markets. One source indicated on background that ‘civility is alive but quickly losing its pulse’. Here in the UK, there are long queues as well. Certain items are already in low supply as concern begins to swell over the global economy. And you heard there, the Mexican president is concerned about access to water.”

	The video stopped, and Beck clicked away from the link. Was there any good news? Did any reports offer him hope?

	“We may be better at sea,” Cabral said. “By the time we port in Brazil, the whole world might be on fire.”

	Beck opened his mouth to respond, but closed it again. Instead, he spun the scroll wheel atop the mouse and searched for information absent the dire predictions. He settled for a report from Australia with the headline “Who Flipped The Switch In America?”

	Cabral stood. He put the magazine on the desk next to Beck and pointed at the screen. “I have watched this one.”

	“What’s it say?”

	Cabral put a hand on Beck’s shoulder. “It is from yesterday. They have video that shows the types of aircraft used in the attack, and statements from world leaders talking about what happened. There is one interesting part. Halfway through. You should watch that. Scroll ahead.”

	Beck moved the cursor to the time bar on the video and scrubbed it forward until Cabral told him to stop.

	“Hit play,” Cabral said. “You should see this.”

	Beck clicked the icon, and the video started. A man with an Australian accent spoke, but on the screen was what looked like a satellite image taken from Earth’s orbit.

	“This is video taken aboard the International Space Station,” the voice explained. “It’s from a camera affixed outside the cupola. This is a pass the night before the attack on America.”

	The image on the screen was one Beck had seen countless times before. A screensaver on his Apple TV at home played these images on a loop. The western hemisphere came into view. Along the horizon, the green wisps of an aurora against the planet’s atmosphere danced, and the bright lights on the North American continent twinkled like stars on the surface. They clustered around major cities. Beck recognized Houston and New Orleans, Atlanta, and Miami as the ISS made its rotation across the spinning globe.

	“Now is the same view a night ago, the first night after the attack,” said the narrator. “It confirms what we feared. America is without power.”

	The view was similar to the first one. The aurora danced, and the ISS moved on its path some two hundred and fifty-four miles above Earth. But instead of seeing the web of twinkling yellow lights dotting the United States, the planet was black. Canada and Mexico twinkled. Toronto, Montreal, Vancouver, Calgary, Mexico City, Tijuana, Guadalajara—all of them shone with the lights from their dense populations. Not the United States. It appeared as if the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans had conspired to swallow it whole.

	Beck’s pulse quickened as he took in the scope of it. Somewhere in the black, his daughter, Millie, and her mom were alone.

	“How soon before we’re in port?” he asked, his eyes affixed to the screen.

	Cabral squeezed his shoulder. “Tomorrow, my friend. We will have you home tomorrow.”

	




Chapter 9
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	GULF OF MEXICO

	 

	The Port of Mobile was the only deep-water port in Alabama. It was a trek from the Gulf into Mobile Bay and toward the river. Vessels of varying sizes occupied half of the berths. It was late in the day, and Beck stood on the deck, anxious to port and get onto dry land.

	The other eight men from the Charybdis stood with him and were discussing their plans. Beck only half paid attention. His path was concrete. Nothing anyone said would change that.

	Abercrombie had his hands on his hips. “I’m headed east to Mississippi if I can do it. I got family there, outside Biloxi.”

	Two others agreed to travel with him. They had friends or family somewhere in Mississippi and figured it was best if they went in a group.

	“Safety in numbers,” Abercrombie said, and the others agreed.

	Another group planned to head east to Florida and the panhandle. They were younger guys without anything to keep them in Alabama. Figuring they no longer had jobs, they wanted to fend for themselves in a warm place with good beaches and better fishing.

	While Beck privately doubted they understood the gravity of the circumstances awaiting them when they returned ashore, he didn’t have any use for them, so he figured it was better not to burst their collective bubble or talk them out of a plan that gave them hope.

	That left Beck with Radio, Gabe, and Rigby. The four separated themselves from the other two traveling parties.

	“It’s the four of us, then,” said Gabe.

	Beck studied them. “Four of us? You guys are coming with me? You know I’m not staying in Mobile. I’m making a beeline for Tuscaloosa. Soon as we hit dirt, I’m on my way.”

	Gabe stepped back. “Of course we’re coming with you. You already proved you can’t survive without us.”

	“You too?” Beck asked Radio.

	Radio nodded. “No doubt. You gave me my own room. The least I can do is follow you on your quest. Plus, if I remember, your wife, Debbie—”

	“Ex-wife.”

	“Sorry,” Radio said. “Your ex-wife, Debbie, makes the best chicken and dumplings I’ve ever had. I remember that party a few years back. Still can taste it.”

	“I’m not sure she’ll be making any dinner for us.”

	Radio smirked. “I was kidding.”

	Beck smiled. “Gotcha.”

	Rigby stared at his feet. He didn’t look up when he spoke. “I don’t think I’m coming.”

	Gabe looked at him questioningly. “How come? Where else you got to be?”

	He lifted his head but avoided eye contact. “I’m staying on the ship.”

	Gabe laughed. “Staying on the ship? Brother, you sure about that?”

	“I’m sure. I asked the captain. He said they could use the help. No pay, just free passage to Brazil.”

	“You speak Portuguese?” Radio asked.

	“I’ll learn.”

	Beck offered a hand to Rigby. “Don’t worry about it. You have to do what’s best for you. This is going to be a long haul. If you find a place in Brazil and can make it work, more power to you. Come to think of it, I’m surprised more of our crew isn’t doing the same thing. It’s pretty smart, actually.”

	Rigby’s expression brightened. He looked at Beck and took his hand, shaking it with a firm grip. “Thanks, JB. That means a lot.”

	The conversation devolved into small talk, and Beck moved away from the others. He excused himself and stood against the edge of the port-side guardrail not far from the derrick mast.

	The port bore no evidence of the chaos that likely lay beyond. Other than the lack of activity, he might not have known anything was wrong. The Celsius Manila motored north along the waterway, drawing from the forty-five-foot depth, and Beck leaned over the rail to look at the water.

	It wasn’t blue here. It was muddy brown and gray. The air smelled of marine fuel and the sweet-sour odor of petrochemicals. He’d arrived at this port countless times, but only once aboard a ship. The chopper couldn’t fly because of fog, and a supply vessel had offered to take back whoever didn’t want the overtime. Beck had volunteered.

	He remembered that last trip, traveling these same waters under vastly different circumstances. Then his arrival had brought joyful anticipation. He was home. He’d see his family, sleep late, drink coffee in bed alongside his wife. He’d pick Millie up from school and help her with homework. What was it? Five years? Six? Five. It was five. The low brush and willowy grass slid past. A lazy wake peeled away from the hull at the tanker’s underside.

	Five years was a lifetime.

	This trip toward land now was absent of joy. Anxiety supplanted anticipation. He tried to place the swirl of emotions roiling in his chest.

	Relief, yes. Worry, definitely. Determination, assuredly.

	However, those weren’t emotions, they were states of being. Beck could not define his emotions. Or he would not. This moment and those to come demanded his focus. Nothing less. Dispassionate focus.

	His thoughts raced as the wake bubbled and foamed, rolling away toward the banks of the bay. A pair of brown pelicans drew his attention skyward. The birds were not graceful, but they glided effortlessly along the swamp grass that populated the banks. One dove and then another. One rose with something in its beak. The other lifted into the sky without a catch. It circled back and dove again.

	Behind the pelicans, the sun sank. It was beautiful, with fiery reds, bright oranges, and soft yellow diffused into the blue Alabama sky. The birds swooped across the face of it, their figures shadowed by the bright light.

	The world moved on. Nature persisted. The water and the sun and the birds. All did as they had always done. Ebb and flow. Rise and set. Fly amongst the clouds and dive into the sea.

	In these things, Beck considered his own problems infinitesimal. He would find a way to reach his daughter and her mother in Tuscaloosa. He would keep them safe, and they would find a way to survive this new world.

	They had to. He had to. There was no other choice.

	Gabe interrupted his thoughts with a pat on his back. “Hey, brother, what’re you thinking about? What’s going on in that brain of yours?”

	How did he answer that question without sounding crazy? “Nothing. Watching the birds. Getting a few last minutes of peace and quiet before we enter the Thunderdome.”

	“Thunderdome?” Gabe laughed. “Is John Beck making a movie reference? I’ll be fit to be tied. Never thought I’d hear that. I mean, granted, it’s a lame reference to a movie more than forty years old, but you gotta start somewhere, right?”

	Beck wrapped his hands around the guardrail, letting the rough coats of paint rub against his palms. He pulled himself against the rail and extended his arms straight, moving forward and back as if doing vertical push-ups.

	“Really,” Gabe prodded, “what’re you thinking about, brother? You worried about those videos you saw on the computer? If I’m being honest, I am. It’s like we’re about to land in the Wild West, you know?”

	Beck nodded. “I’m worried, yes. But I won’t let that stop me from doing what needs to be done.” He glanced over at Gabe. “I’m glad I’ve got you with me, brother. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

	Cabral joined them at the guardrail. “You heard I am keeping one of your men?”

	Beck glanced at Cabral and then at the bridge in the control tower. “Shouldn’t you be captaining the ship, Captain?”

	Cabral laughed. His belly shook. “That is why I have a first mate. He does the hard work. Normally, we would have a pilot helping us navigate, but we have been here so many times, my first mate can handle it alone.”

	“I heard about Rigby,” Beck said. “Although he’s not one of my men, I get your point. I’m happy for him if it’s what he wants. He’s good people. You’ll like him.”

	Cabral grinned. “Good to hear.”

	He leaned on the rail and looked over the edge, fidgeting and shifting his weight from side to side. It was obvious he had something else to say.

	“What is it?” Beck asked.

	Cabral arched a brow. “What is what?”

	“Don’t be coy, Captain. You have something else to tell me.”

	“It may be nothing.”

	Beck’s chest tightened. “What?”

	“This morning we had radio contact with another ship. A container vessel that arrived here yesterday. We heard chatter and reached out. We have seen them in port before. Houston, I think. Perhaps Bayport.”

	“And?”

	Gabe stepped away from the guardrail and folded his arms across his chest. It was a defensive posture that indicated he too sensed Cabral was talking around something important.

	The captain rubbed his head with both hands and thumbed the nub against his scalp. “They picked up two boats full of your comrades. They came from the Charybdis like you. He said another ship, a chemical tanker, picked up three boats. They arrived yesterday as well.”

	“We were the last to get picked up?” asked Gabe.

	Cabral dipped his hands into his pockets and lifted his shoulders to his ears. “It seems like it is. I am glad we spotted you. We were farther out from shore than the others. You drifted deeper into the Gulf than the others.”

	Beck’s pulse thumped. A buzz rang in his ears. The anticipation bloomed sweat at his temples. “With all due respect, Captain, what’s your point?”

	Cabral’s nostrils flared as he took in a deep breath. “There was a man on the ship. He had a silly name, I cannot remember. But the crew there overheard him talk about killing someone on the Charybdis.”

	“Goose.”

	Recognition sparked in Cabral’s eyes, and he snapped his fingers. “That is it. Goose. Silly name.”

	“What else did he say?”

	“He said that he killed a man by throwing him overboard. I remember you telling me what happened to you. The man said he knew where you lived, and that killing you was only the beginning.”

	“Beginning of what?” Gabe asked.

	Cabral shook his head. “They did not know. They overheard this, the crew on the other ship, and they thought I should know. They also told the other ship in case any of the men from the Charybdis there needed to hear it. But I know this is information for you alone.”

	Beck’s jaw tensed, and anger welled. “Thank you,” he said through clenched teeth. “I appreciate it.”

	Cabral bowed his head and backed away. “We will be in port in a few minutes.”

	Beck again wrapped his fingers around the guardrail and searched the horizon. Somewhere inland, Goose and his men were already on the move.

	“What’d you think Goose is gonna do?” Gabe asked. “I mean, what can he do? Does he really know where you live?”

	“I don’t know what he knows, but if he’s willing to kill me over a beef, he’s probably capable of anything.”

	Beck didn’t want to verbalize what he really thought. He was afraid that if he spoke it, if he put the idea into the universe, it would happen.

	He closed his eyes, thought about Millie, and prayed for the second time in a week.

	




Chapter 10

	D-DAY +3

	MOBILE, ALABAMA

	 

	Mobile was no longer Mobile. Although the skyline, what there was of it, looked the same as it had three weeks earlier, a pall hung over the city. Its vibrancy was gone.

	Beck had the same sensation when he’d stared at his mother’s open casket. It was her body. Same hair, familiar frock, glossy but understated nude pumps, her silver cross necklace at her neck. But it wasn’t her. Beck’s mother was long gone and looking down on him from above. The body was a husk that’d trapped her soul until the cancer set it free.

	Mobile was the same. A husk, no soul.

	What struck him most was the silence. No whoosh of traffic, no honking horns, no bustle on the city’s rain-soaked streets. Even Dauphin Street was absent life. Awnings flapped in the thin coastal breeze with a southern malaise uncommon in this part of town.

	They stood at the corner of Dauphin and Joachim.

	“It doesn’t seem like home, does it?” Gabe asked. “Something’s off.”

	Radio chuckled. “Yeah, the power.”

	“You’re hilarious,” Gabe said. “Have I told you you’re hilarious?”

	“Sheesh,” said Radio, “I was just trying to lighten the mood.”

	“Stop trying. There’s no making this better.”

	“First stop is my house,” Beck said. “We need to stock up. Are you sure you guys want to come along? It’s not going to be easy.”

	Radio raised his hand, an eager but weary expression on his round face. “I’m with you, Beck. I’ve got nowhere else to be.”

	“Me too,” said Gabe. “Can we run by my place, too? I’ve got stuff we’ll need.”

	They walked north, the three of them side by side on the dark street. From behind the thin, fast-moving clouds, the waxing moon shone on them and reflected off the remnant puddles that pocked the old street. Downtown needed a facelift it was unlikely to get now.

	“What do you have at your place that Beck doesn’t have?” Radio asked.

	He walked between the two larger men, taking two steps for every one of theirs. Beck wondered if the small guy would be much help without working radios or if he would slow them down. As soon as the thought crept into his mind, he pushed it out. Radio was a good guy. The world had been in short supply of truly good people before the attack, and Beck imagined that number would now dwindle fast. He’d heard before that troubled times didn’t forge character, they revealed it. Was it from a movie or a book? Probably a movie. Beck didn’t read books like his bunkmate, Gabe.

	“I’ve got a go bag, high-energy food bars, water pouches, all sorts of stuff we might need on the trip to Tuscaloosa,” Gabe answered. “I doubt we’re going to find many open drive-thrus.”

	Radio kept pace and almost skipped as they turned a corner. “Oh, that’s right. You’re a prepper.”

	Gabe frowned. The moon cast a long shadow on his face that exaggerated the expression. “I don’t really like that term. Plus, I wouldn’t say I’m all that well prepared. Most of what I have is for hurricane season. Enough to get me through a few days without power, not weeks or months.”

	“Sorry,” Radio apologized. “I didn’t mean anything by it. That’s what I hear them called. You know, preppers. The people ready for the end of the world.”

	Gabe held up his index finger. “End of the world as we know it. There’s a difference between a long-term power outage and an asteroid blowing up the Earth.”

	Beck listened to the two debate the finer points of preparedness as he led the men toward his home on Concepcion Street. It wasn’t actually his home, it was a month-to-month rental. Two bedroom, two bath for thirteen-fifty a month, yard service included. Though “yard service” was a joke given that the postage-stamp lot was mostly dirt and weeds. The rental agency called it a bungalow. That was generous. While it might have been a bungalow fifty years earlier, now it was four exterior walls with little insulation, windows that leaked when it rained, and a roof fifteen years past its expiration date.

	Thirteen-fifty was steep, but it was the price for Beck’s unwillingness to sign a long-term lease. He’d paid the rate for two years, and in that time could have saved thousands of dollars. Yet there was something about committing to the place for any longer than thirty days at a time that made him want to puke. In his gut, and in his dreams, he imagined this place was temporary and soon enough he and his ex, Debbie, would get back together. They could be a family again.

	Of course, Beck shared none of this with his two traveling partners as they reached the front porch, and he punched in the combination to the electronic lock on the front door. Nothing happened. He tried again, same result. Then it hit him. It was dead. Even though batteries powered the lock, which came with an expensive monthly security subscription, the EMP had fried it.

	“Are we going to have to break in?” Radio asked.

	Beck shook his head. “Hang on. I got it.”

	He dropped to a knee, pulled back a cracked porch board, and reached into the gap up to his elbow. He groped around for a moment until he found the hidden key. He replaced the board and fished the key from its rubber-band-encased plastic baggie. Seconds later, Beck pushed open the door and motioned for the others to enter first. As they did, he scanned the dark street. No lights in any windows, not even candlelight. He wondered if any of his neighbors, whom he barely recognized, let alone knew, were still home. It didn’t look like it. Then again, it was midnight.

	Gabe gestured to the door as Beck closed it behind himself. “That’s pretty fancy.”

	“What?”

	“The lock. All electronic and stuff. I’ve been thinking about getting one. I guess there’s no point now.”

	Beck stuffed the key into his pocket. The edge was sharp and nicked his finger. He winced, yanked his hand free, and sucked on the cut. Blood warmed his tongue, reminding him of the aftertaste from testing a nine-volt battery.

	“You okay?” Radio asked.

	Beck shook his hand in the air. “Yeah. Fine. It’s funny how the little things hurt the most.”

	“That’s deep, brother,” Gabe said. “I had no idea you were a philosopher.”

	Beck chuckled, working his way through the cramped living room. He ran his hand along the back of the cracked and peeling bonded-leather sofa that more often than not served as his bed. The others followed him into the galley kitchen, where Beck opened a pair of drawers, clanging flatware.

	He glanced at the refrigerator and the notes from Millie he’d stuck there. He liked seeing them every time he went to get something to eat. The messages, as silly as they were, made him feel less alone.

	“I’m not,” he answered Gabe. “I read that on Twitter. Or Facebook. Can’t remember.”

	“I’m going to miss Twitter,” Radio said wistfully. “I got most of my news there.”

	“I won’t,” Gabe said. “But Tinder? That I’ll miss.”

	Beck felt around in the open drawers and pulled out a series of knives. He laid them on the tile countertop and referenced them with a wave of his hand. It was an exaggerated movement reminiscent of a game show model. “Take whatever you want. I’ve got some packs you can put them in so you don’t cut yourself.”

	Radio plucked a paring knife from the counter and held it up. A shaft of moonlight glinted off the blade through the window above the sink. “I’ll take this one,” he said. “Easy to conceal.”

	Gabe declined. “I’ve got knives at home.”

	Beck shrugged. “Suit yourself. I’m going into the bedroom to grab some things. If you guys want to go through the pantry and pull out the nonperishable stuff, that would be great. I’ve got a manual can opener too, in one of these drawers.”

	“I can’t really see anything,” Radio said. “You have candles?”

	Beck did have candles, but they were for birthdays, and they dripped wax more than they offered light. Then he remembered something. “I can do you one better. Hold on.”

	He wound his way to the laundry closet adjacent to the kitchen, swung open the louvered doors, and reached onto a wooden shelf that ran the length of the closet above the washer and dryer. He pulled down a shoebox and set it on the dryer. Inside the box, he found a medium-sized Maglite. He pressed the power button. It clicked. No light.

	He uncapped the flashlight and found it empty, then dug around the shoebox and found an unopened box of batteries. He thumbed open the box and dumped three D cells into the Maglite’s shaft. Another click, and a bright beam of light filled the closet.

	“Here you go.” Beck handed Radio the flashlight. “That should do it. There are kitchen garbage bags under the sink. Two ply. They should hold the canned and boxed food. Remember the peanut butter. I have an unopened jar.”

	The men rummaged through the pantry shelves while Beck went to his bedroom. It wasn’t much of a bedroom. It was a room in which his queen-sized bed took up most of the space. He’d rarely slept there, as was evident by the stacks of folded laundry that covered half of it.

	The room, like the house, was tidy but not clean. There was a difference between the two, as his ex-wife had often reminded him. He could not count the number of times they’d had disagreements over the subtleties of words and their meanings.

	He thought about her as he avoided looking at the photograph he kept on a cluttered but organized bedside table. It was the three of them on the deck of the USS Alabama. The sun shone on their faces, and they were smiling. The water behind them was as blue as the skies above.

	Beck remembered that day in microdetail. It was one of the last he recalled when they were happy. At least, that was what he told himself; the cracks were there long before the Earth caved in on itself.

	On his knees, he reached under the bed and pulled out a large, molded plastic case. He lifted it to the bed and dropped it on the mattress, toppling over a stack of undershirts.

	Inside the case was a Mossberg pump-action shotgun. All black, it was light and packed a punch. In the case next to the long gun was a box of twelve-gauge shells and a box of twelve-gauge slugs. Both might come in handy. He’d bought the slugs for target practice at the range but had yet to use them. He rubbed his shoulder, thinking of the first time he’d fired the weapon years earlier. The Maverick 88 was a standard, inexpensive weapon he’d purchased for home security. It held six rounds, which the salesman told him he’d never have to use if an intruder heard the loud ratchet of the pump-action loader that wrapped the underside of the barrel.

	“That’s what you call a deterrent,” the salesman had said as he hitched his starched black pants. He’d accentuated the first syllable with a long e—de-terrent. “Of course, if the bad guy doesn’t take the hint, he’s the one in for a bad day.”

	His name was Leo, according to the temporary name tag pinned to his polo shirt. The name was scrawled in black marker like a five-year-old had transcribed it from crayon. Leo might not be much for penmanship, but he’d known the Mossberg like the back of his hand.

	He showed Beck how to load the weapon with dummy rounds, assemble and disassemble the barrel, and how to hold the stock against his shoulder so he didn’t hurt himself when pulling the trigger.

	When Beck had handed over his cash and his license for the background check, he’d held his breath.

	Leo was all smiles until he’d read the name on the identification. His color drained, and the geniality left his voice. “You’re John Beck, huh? Sorry, but I gotta talk to my manager. Hang on.”

	Without another word, Leo had dipped into a back room separated from the sales counter by a pair of royal blue curtains. Beck strained to see him through the narrow space between the drapes but could not.

	A woman next to him at the counter had sidestepped away from him and returned the gun she’d been eyeing. Feeling the burn of her stare, Beck turned around and stared back. She quickly whirled around and left. He was accustomed to the reaction. It was common among people who learned who he was but didn’t know him personally.

	Several minutes later, the salesman had returned with a man John presumed was the manager. Wearing identical black cargo pants, the manager’s polo shirt bore the name of the store on one breast and his name embroidered on the other.

	“I’m Steve Kremer, the day manager.” He’d offered his hand. His firm grip was the right strength, not the weak shake of a man disinterested nor overpowering enough to indicate insecurity. A flatline smile accompanied the introduction. “I apologize for this, but Leo here was just doing his job. We have to make sure we’re aboveboard. No shortcuts, no favors.”

	Beck leveled his gaze at Steve. “That’s the reason I chose your store. That and the sale.”

	Kremer’s smile broadened. “Go ahead and fill out the paperwork. Be honest. We’ll run it through NICS. Nothing comes back, we’ll keep your cash and give you the Mossberg. Don’t pass it, and we’ll hand you back the money.”

	“Fair enough.”

	Kremer handed him a computer tablet preloaded with an electronic version of the NICS background check form. Beck clicked through the answers and handed back the tablet when he was finished.

	“Be a minute.” Kremer disappeared into the back, the Mossberg in his left hand.

	Leo stood at the counter, his palms flat on the glass case, his index fingers tapping out the beat to an indecipherable tune. Like the woman who’d left without buying the gun, Leo no longer made eye contact with Beck, only trite small talk.

	“How about the Tide? Think they’ll put it to LSU? The Tigers have a great defense, and ’Bama’s running game ain’t what it was. No Najee Harris this year.”

	Beck had kept his gaze on Leo. “Or Shaun Alexander, Mark Ingram, Derrick Henry.”

	Leo’s face flushed. His eyes targeted the handguns in the display case. “Good point. Good point.”

	“I like the Gators,” Beck said. “Offense is clicking; defense is stingy. They put it to Tennessee and Georgia.”

	The salesman adjusted his name tag and chuckled. “Better watch what you say. That’s damn near blasphemy, Mr. Beck.”

	“Wouldn’t be the worst thing someone’s accused me of doing.”

	Only then did Leo’s eyes flit to meet Beck’s. The man swallowed hard, measuring the depth of the pile into which he’d stepped. Beck let him off the hook.

	“I’m kidding.”

	Leo’s shoulders sagged, and he let out a laugh that almost sounded like it might morph into a cry. “Sure, Mr. Beck. I figured you were.”

	Steve Kremer parted the curtains and emerged from the back room. He no longer held the display Mossberg. Instead, he carried a box containing a new one. “All good. Like I said before, I apologize for the inconvenience. Leo was doing his job. We’re happy to have your business, Mr. Beck.”

	He set the box on the counter and again offered his hand. Beck took it, and they closed the deal.

	“Leo will finish the transaction, get you your license, and help you with ammo if you need it. We just got in a new shipment, so you might want to grab some while we have it. It’s hard for us to keep anything in stock. Especially nine-millimeter. Even target rounds are tough to find.”

	Beck lifted an eyebrow. “You have nine-millimeter?”

	Kremer’s features clouded with suspicion. “You need nine-millimeter?”

	The question was loaded. Kremer knew Beck didn’t own a gun. At least, the federal background check had not revealed one registered to him.

	“My wife has one,” he explained. “Glock 19.”

	The manager studied him. The muscles tensed in his neck, flexed at his temples. Then his features had relaxed. “Good weapon. Reliable. Solid. We can hook you up.”

	Now, years later, Beck held the Glock in his hand. The textured grip was worn. He pressed the magazine release, checked it was full, and shoved it back into the grip. He pulled back on the slide and chambered a round.

	The weapon’s serial number was scratched off the metal insert on the bottom of the frame ahead of the trigger guard. Only the U at the start of the series was visible. He wasn’t sure why the man who’d sold him the gun hadn’t filed off the U, but it’d never bothered him enough to fix it. It was not the sort of weapon he’d take to the range or ever show except to someone he intended to kill.

	Beck put the gun on the bed next to the shotgun and unzipped his overalls. He undressed and slid into a pair of comfortable jeans and a long-sleeved black waffle T-shirt. From his closet he found a belt and attached a small leather holster, which he wore at the small of his back. The holster was large enough to cover the trigger and prevent an accidental discharge. He pulled the shirt over the weapon and then shrugged on a thin barn jacket. A cool breeze brushed his face, and he caught the scent of dead, damp leaves in the yard.

	A window was broken.

	He wasn’t sure at first. But as he neared the window in the back corner of the room, which was at the rear of the house, glass shards crunched underneath his feet.

	He put his hands on the wooden sill and stuck his head through the opening, careful not to cut himself on the jagged edges jutting from the frame. The damp breeze carried with it the scent of wet earth. Stagnant puddles reflected moonlight. He rubbed his thumb on the sill and felt the scrape of dirt. Beck ducked back into the room and ran his hand across the sill. Dried mud caked the wood. He rubbed his thumb and forefinger together, and dirt crumbled between them. Beck narrowed his gaze and searched his room. Nothing obvious was missing.

	He scanned the floor and found boot prints. How had he missed them?

	He crouched into a squat. His ribs barked, and he winced but still reached for the caked dirt on the floor. Definite prints, more than one set. On his knees, he followed the dirt to a dresser across from his bed. Only one thing was missing. A framed photograph of Millie and his ex-wife, Debbie. It was a recent picture, and Beck had begged his wife to give him a copy.

	She’d hesitated, thought it was weird he would want a photograph with the two of them since she wasn’t his wife anymore. Beck had insisted. She’d told him he was only hurting himself, dreaming of winning her back, reminding him it would never happen. Never. And if he was good with that, if he could repeat that fact back to her and mean it, he could have the photograph. He’d steeled himself, looked her square in the face, and lied to her. She’d given him the picture.

	That it was missing and so much else was untouched confirmed a fear that had niggled at the back of his mind the instant he’d discovered the broken window. Actually, the uneasy sensation had sparked on the deck of the Celsius Manila when Cabral had mentioned Goose. Now fear coursed through him. Rationalization floated along its current.

	Even if he knew what she looked like, he wouldn’t find her. Would he? He didn’t know where she lived. He could not—

	Then it hit him.

	If Goose was smart enough to learn where Beck lived and break in to his house, he was resourceful enough to find out where Millie was.

	Beck rushed to the kitchen. He pushed past his friends, ignored their questions, and looked at the refrigerator. His heart sank. A knot formed in his throat. It was gone. The magnetic clip that’d held Millie and her mom’s address in Tuscaloosa was gone. Beck pounded the heel of his fist onto the refrigerator. He cursed.

	“He’s on his way,” he said. “He’s on his way to get Millie.”

	“Who?” Gabe asked.

	“Goose.”

	“What?”

	Gabe and Radio wore shocked expressions. They either didn’t believe him or refused to accept the truth.

	“He broke in,” Beck said. “A window in my bedroom. All he took was a picture of Millie. And he took her address. It was on the fridge. Right here. On the fridge. Now it’s gone.”

	He pounded the icebox again and screamed his frustration. Gabe put a hand on his back. Beck shrugged it off and stepped back. “We need to go. I’ll finish getting my stuff. You finish in here. We’ll grab whatever you’ve got at your place and hit the road. We have to beat him to Millie. Otherwise, I might never see her again.”

	Ten minutes later he had a duffel and two backpacks full of clothes, toiletries, and a framed photograph. It was of Millie, alone, at the beach and smiling into the camera. While the photo was a luxury, he needed it every bit as much as the Glock and the Mossberg.

	He brought them into the living room and dropped them onto the coffee table. Radio and Gabe were on the sofa, stuffed garbage bags at their feet. He stood in front of them, moonlight casting a bluish light on his friends, and put his hands on his hips.

	“What now?” Gabe asked. “My house?”

	“Let’s consolidate this stuff, figure out how to carry it. Then your house. That work?”

	The three worked together to choose what they needed most. It was another hour before they were back outside. Beck stood on his front porch and considered what to do with the key in his pocket.

	Would he ever come back? His gut tightened, and he considered his options. He weighed his odds like he did at the card tables in Biloxi, but did not focus on the truth that he frequently miscalculated and walked away with less cash in his pocket than when he had arrived.

	“Hold on,” he said. “I’ll meet y’all in the driveway.”

	He unshouldered the pack he carried and drew the key from his pocket. With a heavy tug, he pulled loose the board and put the key back in its place, wrapped in a plastic baggie with a rubber band.

	The house was not his, and Beck did not consider it home. But it was the only place he had. And it was better to take the chance he would come back and have a way into the house than chuck it and leave himself homeless. Even if he could have climbed through the broken window, the idea of leaving the key gave him an odd sort of comfort.

	Once he’d pounded the board back into position with his boot heel, Beck joined the others in his short, root-ravaged driveway and led them into the street. They walked silent and in the dark for several minutes before Gabe spoke.

	“Hey, John? I’m following you here, but I thought we were going to my house.”

	Beck slowed and tucked his thumbs under the pack straps. “We are. Don’t you live north of here?”

	“We’re headed west.”

	Beck stopped. He frowned and pressed his lips thin. “My bad. Why don’t you lead? My mind’s in a thousand places.”

	“Mine too,” Radio said. “I keep thinking about all the possibilities.”

	Gabe took the lead. At the next corner, they turned right onto a tree-lined street. Patches under the boughs and near the curbs were still wet. The center of the street was drier, evident even in the dark. They marched together past houses and parallel-parked cars. If it weren’t for the total lack of artificial light, the world might have seemed okay. Might being the operative word.

	Headed north, they picked up their pace. Gabe announced they were fifteen minutes from his house if they could keep moving. Radio didn’t protest, but he grunted and worked to adjust the heavy pack on his shoulders. Beck got him talking to take his mind off the awkward discomfort.

	“You said you were thinking about the possibilities, Radio. Like what?”

	Radio’s face brightened. “I’m making a spreadsheet in my mind. I’ve got a list of the things we know, the things we don’t know, the things we know we don’t know, and there’re the things we don’t know that we don’t know.”

	Gabe laughed but kept up his ambitious pace. “I’ve heard that somewhere before.”

	“It’s a good way to categorize the information,” said Radio, “or lack of it.”

	A dog barked. A chain-link fence rattled against its weight. The dog was not visible, but the baritone in its bark gave the impression it was a big animal. Its growling snarl drew the attention of other backyard dogs, who howled in chorus.

	The men kept walking and ignored the symphony, though Beck tensed, tightening his hands gripping the shotgun. This was a new reality in which armed strangers might not find easy passage, even in a residential neighborhood. People had to be on edge and bordering on desperate.

	It reminded him of what he had expected to happen when the novel coronavirus, later named Covid-19, had shown up in the United States. All sorts of doomsayers were predicting it was the end of the world as they knew it, and though Draconian lockdown measures were put in place, it never panned out the way the doomies had thought.

	Toilet paper and hand sanitizer disappeared in the early days of the Covid-19 pandemic. Not because there was a shortage of them, but because people panicked and hoarded them. Then the supply chain couldn’t handle the rush on products they didn’t foresee being in record-high demand. Disinfecting wipes were next. Then bottled water. The shortages were behavior induced. Fear begot panic begot desperation.

	Beck remembered wanting the pandemic to end, though not so much because of the number of lives it damaged or destroyed or the economic burden. Hell, it’d tanked oil prices in the early days with the help of the Russians and Saudis and nearly cost him his job. But really, he’d wanted it to end so people would stop sounding so stupid about the collective grief everyone felt to varying degrees. Beck never suffered fools, and the zeitgeist did not interest him.

	Would that happen again? Probably not. What had kept so many people marginally sane during the Covid lockdowns was social media, the connections they could maintain through Zoom or FaceTime.

	Now, without those distractions, things would get bad fast.

	Once the barking subsided into the distance and no new animals greeted them with hostility, Beck relaxed, if only a little. “Radio, explain your spreadsheet,” he prodded as he scanned their surroundings. It would take his mind off Goose.

	“We know the power’s out. That’s at the top of the list. We know there’s no phone service, businesses are closed, nobody’s on the streets, and there’s no traffic.”

	“All good observations,” Gabe said. “What don’t we know?”

	“We don’t know why the power is out,” Radio replied. “We think it’s out because of an attack from a foreign nation. China or Korea or whatever. But we don’t know that for certain. We also don’t know how long it’ll be out. Another five minutes? An hour? A week? We don’t know these things.”

	“It is strange, right?” said Gabe. “The quiet? It’s the exact opposite of a hurricane. After a storm, once it rolls through, there’s that momentary quiet before it gets loud again. Chainsaws, power line crews, food trucks, contractors, people ripping the stuff out of their homes and piling it up on the curbs. Noises like that.”

	The curbs were barren. Aside from the occasional stray ball or a trash can neglected after a pickup, the neighborhood appeared normal. This was unlike anything Beck had ever experienced. His chest tightened at the thought this was the “new normal”.

	That was a phrase that did not so much apply to the aftermath of tropical cyclones. Instead, it was what newscasters and everyone else had used to describe life during and after Covid-19. The new normal was as overused as the phrase as well as can be expected.

	Beck realized his mind was on a tangent, one weird thought begetting another, and he tried to refocus on Radio’s recitation of his mental spreadsheet. They were a block from Gabe’s house when he’d finished.

	“I’ll keep tweaking it in my head as we go along. Hopefully, the list of things we don’t know gets shorter.”

	Gabe stopped in front of a two-story apartment house. Like everything else they’d passed on the way there, it was dark. No lights inside. He pointed at the structure. “Okay, I’ll go inside and grab some of my stuff. It’s probably better if you two stay out here. I don’t know how the other tenants will react to seeing strangers right now, and I know old man Shamus always answers the door with that thing in his hand.”

	Gabe motioned to the shotgun in Beck’s hands. Then he pointed at the driveway. At the end of it was a carport.

	“Plus, that’ll give you time to load up my truck. Keys are on top of the back passenger’s side tire.”

	“Truck?” Beck said. “That won’t work. Might as well be a donkey cart without a mule.”

	Gabe grinned. “Two things. One, they aren’t the same thing, donkeys and mules. Mules are only half donkey.”

	Beck frowned. “What’s the other thing?”

	“The truck might work. It’s a 1978 Chevy C/K Diesel. Should be EMP proof, if that’s what knocked out the power like everybody says.”

	Beck was dumfounded. He eyed the light-colored tarp underneath the carport, which revealed the vague shape of a pickup truck. Heat warmed his cheeks. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

	Gabe shrugged. “I figured I’d tell you when we got here. No need to get your hopes up until it was time to crank the engine and see it if turned over.”

	“I’m surprised you didn’t tell us,” Radio said. “We might have been able to bring even more from Beck’s place.”

	“Probably not,” Gabe said sharply. “You struggled with what little we gave you to carry. Plus, I have supplies inside my place. We’ll be fine.”

	Without waiting for a response, Gabe dropped his gear to the ground and turned for his apartment house. His march to the front door betrayed his frustration.

	“He should have told us,” Radio said. “You were right.”

	Beck started toward the carport and shook his head. “I don’t know about that. He has a point. Why get us excited over nothing? And you probably should stop piling on every time I say something. I think it’s getting to him.”

	While he was making excuses for Gabe, the truth was, Beck wanted to punch him. But those were the demons whispering in his ear, telling him to be angry. Beck didn’t want to listen to the demons. He needed Gabe. Right now, only two people in the world were helping him. Gabe was one of them. Radio was the other.

	He silenced the demons and reminded himself to placate both men. They had to work together. Get along. Have each other’s backs. Life was going to get exponentially more complicated with each passing day. This was a known known as far as Beck was concerned. And every bit of goodwill was important.

	“So be nice,” he added.

	“Do I do that?” asked Radio.

	“You do.”

	They pulled the fitted tarp from the truck and revealed a red and white pickup truck in far from mint condition. It was as much rust as it was paint. But if it started, who cared what it looked like? Having a truck could cut their trip to Tuscaloosa exponentially. It could save his family. One of the unknowns Radio had failed to list in his mental spreadsheet was the bubbling danger Millie and Debbie might face or have already encountered.

	A nagging dread tugged at Beck. It was an unease that clouded every action and thought. Until he was certain his daughter and his ex-wife were safe and in his care, he couldn’t fully focus on anything else.

	The keys to the truck were on the back passenger tire, exactly where Gabe had told Beck to find them. There were two keys, door and ignition, attached to a miniature pocketknife keychain.

	He unlocked the driver’s side door of the truck and climbed inside. The dome light illuminated, and through the condensation on the passenger’s window, Radio grinned. If the electronics were still good, maybe the old truck would start. The cabin was musty, the faint odor of mildew permeating everything.

	Beck sniffed, his nose instantly snotified from the mold. He reached across the vinyl bench seat and cranked the door handle to the right. It unlocked the door, and Radio climbed inside.

	Radio rubbed his hands together as if trying to spark a fire and blew onto them. “You going to try to start it or wait for Gabe?”

	Beck rubbed the pocketknife with his thumb. “We can wait. Let’s load up the bed first. By the way, you know you’re sitting in the middle when and if we pull out of here, right? That’s one of your known knowns. If it isn’t, it should be.”

	The joy evaporated from Radio’s face. “Why’s that?”

	“You’re the smallest.”

	Radio eyed the middle of the bench to his left and sighed. He climbed from the truck and picked up a pack. Beck figured he’d get no fight from Radio.

	They were loading the last of the packs into the bed when Gabe reappeared with more gear. The moonlight gave only a circumstantial shape to the collection of packs, bags, and boxes piled onto the driveway, but it was evident Gabe was prepared for the apocalypse.

	“Did you try to start it?” he asked.

	“I waited for you.”

	Gabe grunted, and they loaded the rest of the gear into the truck bed. A dog barked in the distance, its lone snarl echoing in the damp air.

	Beck walked around to the driver’s side while Gabe climbed behind the wheel. It was a large molded plastic wheel with an automatic gear lever on the right side of the steering column. Beneath that was the ignition. Beck handed Gabe the keys.

	“Here goes nothing,” he said and cranked the engine.

	He pumped the brakes and then the accelerator. The engine started immediately, no hesitation. Its 327-cubic-inch V8 engine grumbled and sounded extraordinarily loud in the otherwise silent neighborhood. A wide, satisfied grin spread across Gabe’s face, and he offered Beck a fist bump.

	“This is incredible,” Beck said above the idling engine. “You just saved a couple of days on the road.”

	“Hop in, brother,” Gabe said. “Let’s go.”

	Beck backed away from the truck and shut the door. With renewed purpose, he jogged around the back of the truck to the open passenger’s door. Radio was already inside. He sat in the center seat with his hands folded in his lap.

	Beck hopped in and closed the door behind him. “I’ll hang next to the door to give you as much room as possible.”

	Beck opened his window with the manual hand crank and rested his arm on the sill. He thumped his palm with excitement. In hours, with any luck, they’d be at Millie’s front door.

	Gabe put the truck in gear and touched the gas pedal. The truck lurched, and a belt squealed before the gear caught, and he pulled from the driveway onto the street. They turned left and rolled past the apartment house, spotting the figure of an older man standing on the front stoop. He wore a robe cinched at his waist and carried a shotgun on his shoulder. The man offered a salute and pulled back his shoulders at attention.

	Beck offered him a return salute, though he was sure his own did not meet the military standard. He craned his neck to watch the man until trees obscured the view.

	“That was old man Shamus,” said Gabe. “I woke him up when I went inside. He greeted me at my apartment door. I almost punched him in the face. He snuck up on me.”

	“Why did he salute us?” asked Beck.

	“I told him we were going to find your daughter. He thought the cause was noble, wished us well. I gave him my key and told him to help himself to whatever he wanted.”

	“That’s why he saluted?”

	“He’s a retired Marine. Real sense of duty about him, even if he’s losing his mind a little.”

	Beck checked the sideview mirror and caught the last shadowed glimpse of the man. He smiled to himself at his grace. And then another thought swept through his mind, and he stopped smiling. Gabe said the man was losing his mind. Depending on how long the circumstances lasted, how soon would it be before everyone lost their minds and those with grace would vanish into the ether, snuffed out like the electricity he feared would never come back?

	




Chapter 11

	D-DAY +3

	SOUTH OF CREOLA, ALABAMA

	 

	Although they did not expect a roadblock, that was what they found more than an hour into their journey.

	The drive was not enjoyable. It was like managing an obstacle course through immovable objects. Countless cars were dead along the highway, but it was light-years better on the highway than on the back roads. They tried both and stuck with Interstate 65.

	A drive that should take fifteen minutes took five times as long. Radio joked twice that walking might’ve been a faster alternative. Neither Beck nor Gabe had laughed, either time.

	The roadblock was south of Creola, Alabama, a town of fewer than two thousand people and known as the Gateway to the Mobile River Delta. At this moment, it was a gateway to more delays en route to Tuscaloosa.

	Interstate 65 veered northeast into Georgia at the junction where Highway 43 headed straight north to Highway 20 near Eutaw, Alabama, southwest of Tuscaloosa. They wanted off of 65 at 43, but the Alabama National Guard was not quick to give them a green light.

	The serpentine arrangement of concrete barricades made avoidance impossible. Gabe slowed the truck and stopped in front of a soldier in digital camouflage fatigues. He held up a hand until Gabe stopped, and then returned it to the barrel of his M4 rifle. A second soldier approached and motioned for Gabe to roll down his window. He aimed a flashlight at them one at a time and put one gloved hand on the sill, peering across the bench seat. His eyes settled on each of the three men for a moment before he locked on Gabe.

	“Good evening, sir,” he said in a slow Alabama drawl. “I’m Corporal Beaulieu with the Alabama Army National Guard headquartered out of Montgomery. We are here under the direction of Governor Dixon to maintain the peace and order of our great state.”

	Corporal Beaulieu was fresh-faced despite the dark swells under his eyes and the peppered stubble that looked like someone had flicked it across his cheeks and jawline. He had the thin build of a young man who had yet to fill out, but the steely-eyed confidence of someone much older and experienced.

	Gabe kept his hands on the wheel. “We understand, Corporal, and we appreciate your service, especially right now.”

	Corporal Beaulieu was unmoved. “I need to ask some questions before I let you pass. If you’re uncomfortable answering my questions, you’re free to turn around and head back in the other direction. I assure you, however, there are other checkpoints headed north, and you will not avoid them.”

	Gabe shot a glance at Beck, who nodded.

	“Go ahead,” Gabe said. “Ask away.”

	“Where are you coming from?”

	“Mobile.”

	“You live there?”

	“Yes. All three of us, but not together.”

	“Where are you going?”

	“Tuscaloosa.”

	“To get my daughter,” Beck spoke up. “She’s there with my ex. I want to make sure they’re okay.”

	Beaulieu paid attention to each answer. It appeared he was more interested in how they responded to the questions than what they actually said. “Whose vehicle is this?”

	Gabe lifted a hand from the wheel and raised it. “Mine.”

	“Can I see some proof?”

	“Sure. Insurance is in the glove box.”

	“Do you have any weapons in the glove box?”

	“No.”

	Beaulieu motioned to the box, and Beck opened it. There was not much inside, an owner’s manual, a receipt for tires, and the insurance information. Beck handed it to Radio, who reached across and gave it to the corporal.

	Beaulieu studied the insurance card with the help of the flashlight. “Have some identification, Mr. Vazquez?”

	Gabe handed Beaulieu his driver’s license. The corporal held them both in one hand and compared them before he handed them back over.

	Radio spoke for the first time. “What’s with the barricades?”

	“And you are?”

	“Asking.”

	The tone was surprising. And while Beck appreciated Radio’s chutzpah, he also thought the timing bad. He bumped his leg against Radio’s.

	Beaulieu shined the flashlight into Radio’s eyes, and he shielded his vision from it. Through his squint, he told the corporal his name and asked him to please lower the light.

	“We have the responsibility to maintain the safety and security of our state and her citizens. We are always ready, always there.”

	“What does that mean?” Radio asked. “I mean, what’s going on? Are we at war with someone? When’s the power coming back on? You stop us on the way to help my friend’s daughter without cause. We’re citizens just like you. Would you like it if someone stopped you on the way to your loved ones and then treated you like a criminal?”

	“I’m doing my job.”

	“Look,” Radio pressed, “we were on a rig offshore. Barely made it back to land. It’s been a hell of a few days. Now we’re trying to get to family whom we haven’t seen in weeks. Cut us a break, Corporal. Tell us what’s really going on.”

	Beaulieu seemed to consider this. His glare softened almost imperceptibly, and the hint of his youth returned. He stiffened again and pulled back his shoulders. “I’m not at liberty to discuss that. I’m going to let you pass, but I’ll warn you of three things.”

	The corporal paused. He aimed his light at each of them and then tapped it off. Stepping back from the sill, he put both gloved hands on the truck’s frame above the open window. He leaned in and lowered his voice, his pretense gone. “My daddy was a roughneck, and so was his daddy before him. So I get it, fellas. Cut me a break too, okay? I don’t want to be here. I want to be with my girl. But I got called up. This was supposed to be extra money for college. That’s it, okay?”

	Beaulieu looked like he might cry. His eyes glistened in the glow of the dashboard light as he gave them what little information he could. As he did this, he pointed beyond the barricade, explaining, “I want them to think I’m giving you instructions. That’s why I’m pointing right now. Be careful, okay? There are more barricades. They’ll let you through if you seem legit, but don’t talk back. It won’t be long before they start quarantines. I heard talk of lockdowns and martial law. Problem is, nobody can communicate. Comms and power are down everywhere.”

	“Everywhere?” Gabe repeated.

	Beaulieu’s return gaze was a laser beam. “Everywhere. And it’s not coming back online anytime soon.”

	“Why not?”

	“Can’t get into it. What I can say is, once you get where you’re going, hole up. Hunker down. The war’s just starting.”

	Beaulieu leaned back and slapped the top of the truck. Then he waved them through the serpentine queue, and Gabe navigated it just above idle speed. When they were clear of the barricade, the twin Humvees, and a half dozen other soldiers guarding the checkpoint, Gabe let out a huge sigh and a nervous laugh.

	“I’m not sure whether to be grateful or horrified,” he said. “That was heavy.”

	Beck thumped Radio on his shoulder. “And since when are you that guy?”

	Radio shrugged with embarrassed pride, a smile twitching at the corners of his mouth.

	“Yeah,” said Gabe, “that came from nowhere. Never pegged you for anti-authority.”

	“I don’t know where it came from,” Radio admitted. “It just came out.”

	“Well, it worked,” Gabe said. “Even if things got weird.”

	They laughed, the first time they’d done that since before the attack. Beck tried to peg when he’d last found something funny enough to relax and smile. Two days? Three? A week? Time ran together, as did his mix of emotions. Radio shook him from his momentary reverie.

	“Why do you think he told us what he did, though? It’s not like my sarcasm forced it from him.”

	“I think it was telling him we work offshore,” Beck replied. “The kid’s young. Corporal, right? You touched a nerve.”

	Gabe chuckled. “Still weird. Like that moment in a movie where the main characters run into some rando and that person just happens to have the valuable information they need at that very moment. And when you watch it, you think, that’s totally unrealistic, that would never happen.”

	“Well, it happened,” said Radio, “and all of this seems like something out of an action movie. Am I right? The jet planes, the drama of getting ashore? I just wonder when we meet the antagonist.”

	Gabe nodded. He lifted a hand from the wheel and pointed at Radio in agreement. “You mean the bad guy who’s headed on a collision course with us? At the same time we’re on our path, he’s on his? He builds his army or whatever, and we’re forced to face off at the end in some epic battle?”

	“And the bad guy makes some grand gesture before he dies in a blaze of glory,” Radio added. “Or he disappears with the promise of returning for the sequel.”

	Beck shook his head. “Both of you watch too many movies. This isn’t Hollywood, it’s real life, and it’s not like he told us much anyway.”

	Gabe raised an eyebrow. “You don’t think?”

	Radio echoed Gabe. “Yeah, you don’t think?”

	Beck almost did a double take. Radio siding with Gabe was a twist.

	“What did he tell us?” Beck said. “He said we would run into more roadblocks and that the power won’t be coming back on anytime soon. Neither of those are huge surprises.”

	Gabe pressed the gas, and the truck accelerated. He weaved past a stalled station wagon and eased into the right lane. They were making good time at thirty miles per hour. Outside, the thick clusters of trees hugged the road on both sides. The moon slid behind thickening clouds. The truck’s headlamps only provided a thin fan of light on the road in front of them.

	“He also said the war was coming and to hunker down,” said Gabe. “He said martial law is coming along with mandatory quarantines. I don’t think he was making it up.”

	Beck had heard the same predictions, the same cautions, from Beaulieu. The wide-eyed fright in the young soldier’s eyes and the lament in his voice from the realization that his life, the one with the business degree and his best girl, was not going to happen. None of that made it true. None of that made it a known known. Beck empathized with the kid and the grief of unrealized expectations. That was one of his own demons.

	Beck cranked up his window. The wind was too much for the conversation. He shifted in his seat to face both of his traveling partners and braced himself against the door and the dash. His next point was important.

	“Corporal Beaulieu believed what he was telling us. I agree, he wasn’t lying. At least, I don’t think he was. But he’s a corporal in the Alabama Army National Guard, he’s not the chairman of the Joint Chiefs. As well-meaning as he might be, it doesn’t mean he’s right.”

	“Better safe than sorry though, brother,” Gabe said. “If we prepare for the worst, we can hope for the best. I don’t think it works the other way around.”

	Gabe was right, and Beck knew it, even if admitting it meant the danger for his daughter might be greater than he’d feared. If a low-ranking, part-time soldier thought the world had gone to hell and things would only devolve from here, why wouldn’t average Joe and Jane Alabama think the same thing? And if they thought it, wouldn’t they act on that desperation, that fear?

	The truth was, and this was a known known, if people believed the end of the world as they knew it was upon them, they would behave as if it were, regardless of the reality. Human nature was primal. It was Darwinian. Eat or be eaten.

	John Beck had seen that firsthand when he’d spent months in different colored jumpsuits. Behind bars, every waking moment of every day was about survival. It was about preparing mentally and physically for the worst possible outcome, which, inside the confines of a jail, could be waiting around every corner. He pushed the memories from his mind and decided discretion was the better part of valor.

	“You’re right,” he said. “It doesn’t matter whether Beaulieu is right or not. What matters is perception. That’s the reality.”

	“So what does it mean for us?” Radio asked. “What do we do once we get to Tuscaloosa?”

	As if on cue, on the side of the highway, the dim headlamps illuminated a mileage marker on the thin shoulder of the road: Tuscaloosa 166 miles. Birmingham 206. At this rate, it would take them at least six hours to get to Millie. A knot formed in Beck’s throat. His pulse quickened, and a thin sheen of sweat dampened his temples. He wiped away the perspiration with his palms and sighed.

	“We can figure that out when we get there,” Beck said. “The key is getting there. How are we on gas?”

	“Diesel?” Gabe said. “Good. Plus, there’re two five-gallon cans in the back. The truck gets about eleven miles per gallon. Twenty gallons. We were full when we left.”

	“So just enough to get there and then you’ll have to steal from your reserves if we go anywhere else?”

	“Not that bad,” Gabe said. “We’re only going thirty to thirty-five miles per hour, and it’s highway driving, even if I have to swerve to avoid abandoned cars and trucks. We’re fine. Plus, chances are we can siphon from dead trucks if we need to do it down the road. It’s not like anybody else is going to need it.”

	Beck absently rubbed the scar on his bicep and considered their fortune. That Gabe’s truck worked after the EMP was incredible. He smiled thinking about it, though it was short-lived.

	“Hold on,” Gabe said and pressed hard on the brakes.

	Beck braced himself against the dash, but knocked the side of his head on the window. The momentum tossed Radio from his seat, and he hit the dash in front of him with his shoulder. It turned on the AM receiver, and a rush of static filled the cabin.

	Gabe flicked his high beams and pressed harder on the brakes before he managed a complete stop. He put the truck into park. The engine idled, the bench seat rumbled, and the trio stared at the road ahead. Another barricade blocked their path. This one did not appear to be run by the Alabama Army National Guard.

	Radio pushed himself back onto his seat and looked out through the windshield at the road ahead and the armed men standing there with weapons drawn. “I don’t like the look of this,” he said.

	Beck sat forward and pulled up the back of his shirt. “Neither do I.”

	




Chapter 12

	D-DAY +3

	HIGHWAY 43 NORTH, MOUNT VERNON, ALABAMA

	 

	“Get out of the truck.”

	This was not the first time someone had held a gun at John Beck’s head. He was not a fan. That it was a scrawny meth addict issuing the order with a shaky hand made it all the more annoying.

	Gabe was already out of the driver’s seat, as was Radio. Both were on their knees on the highway, hands tucked behind their heads.

	In front of them was the blockade. A three-car pileup spread out across much of the two-lane highway. These thugs had used it to their advantage. With no sign of workable transportation, Beck assumed they must have walked there or lived nearby. They wanted the truck and everything in it.

	Though his traveling companions complied immediately under the threats of bullets in their heads, Beck did not. He gauged they would be slow to pull the trigger and guessed from the way they held their weapons, they were not experienced beyond occasional hunts or target practice. It was in their eyes, in their demeanor. The danger they posed was in their desperation, not in their skill or willingness to kill. The steel-eyed determination of deadly men was unmistakable and unforgettable. It was a glare absent conscience or fear of consequence. None of these three wore that expression, which was evident even in the dark.

	Beck was in the truck’s passenger seat, door shut, window open.

	The scab-pocked meth head spat as he repeated the command with a thick drawl that only somewhat resembled English. Despite growing up in Alabama, Beck had never acquired the backwoods version of a Southern drawl. His was more refined. Of course, refinement was relative. Nobody he knew was ever part of the cotillion crowd. They were another part of society altogether, with their own rules and their own way of speaking.

	To be fair, Meth Head didn’t really affect a drawl. A thick twang plucked his words. “I said to get out of the truck now. Otherwise, I blow your head off.”

	Beck scanned his surroundings. Three men were visible. One of them had his weapon drawn on Gabe and Radio. One stood directly in front of the truck, which Gabe had left idling.

	He smiled at Meth Head. “Two things,” he said. “First is, that pistol you’re holding won’t blow my head off. You might kill me if you can hold it still enough to get off a shot. You might not.”

	Meth Head’s eyes skittered. “I’ll kill you. I won’t think twice.”

	Beck debated antagonizing the man further but decided against it. He was either high, which was bad, or the shakes were from withdrawal, which was worse.

	“I bet you won’t. That other thing is the truck. Should I cut the ignition? I mean, if I keep it running, it’s just wasting gas. I could easily slip it into reverse and get out of here, leaving all of you stuck no better off than you were.”

	He guessed his friends couldn’t hear over the engine given the distance. If they had, at least Radio would have reacted to the suggestion he’d abandon them.

	Meth Head heard him. The question appeared to puzzle him. His eyes darted as if following a mosquito, and his cracked, pale lips pinched into a pucker. He kept the weapon trained at Beck but called over to one of the others.

	“Hey, Biggun,” he said to the larger of the two men, “this one here asked if he should turn off the engine. Says if he don’t, he could drive off. Plus, it wastes gas.”

	Biggun stood almost directly in front of the truck and wore camouflage pants, a black T-shirt, and a maroon-colored ball cap with a fishhook on the frayed brim. He held a shotgun at his waist and swept the barrel toward Beck as he spoke, his eyes blinking against the headlamps. That he carried the gun at his waist told Beck the man had fired the weapon before and it’d been too much for him. He couldn’t handle the kick of a twelve or twenty gauge and knew better than to risk pounding it off his shoulder.

	Beck suppressed a smile. His instincts were right.

	The gears in Biggun’s brain turned underneath the ball cap. It was obvious by the shifting expression on his face. “You need to get out of that truck right now. We can worry about the gas.”

	Beck shrugged. “Your call. I’ll get out, but your friend here needs to back up a step so I can open the door.”

	Meth Head looked at Biggun for approval. Biggun nodded. Meth Head started to take a step back.

	As soon as he did, Beck swung open the door with force. It slammed into Meth Head, knocking him off balance. Meth Head’s shaky finger squeezed the trigger, and an errant shot cracked through the air as he lost his footing and fell.

	Biggun ducked reflexively, giving Beck enough time to slide into the driver’s seat and slide the truck into drive. Not fully in the driver’s seat or with both hands on the wheel, he punched the accelerator as Biggun stood and took aim. He disappeared under the front of the Chevy, and it jerked when it ran over him. The shotgun flew from his hands and bounced off the asphalt highway unfired.

	The third man, who might have been a boy, panicked. Frozen with surprise, Gabe launched to his feet and tackled the kid. He landed on top of him, and the kid lost his grip on his weapon. It clattered to the ground, and Radio hustled to pick it up.

	Beck hit the brakes and immediately shoved the truck into reverse. He punched the gas, and again, the truck lurched when it rolled over Biggun a second time. Convinced he was dead, or at least maimed and unconscious, Beck shut off the truck and exited the driver’s side. He marched with purpose around the front of the Chevy, his nine-millimeter drawn and leveled.

	Meth Head was on the ground, flat on his back. He groaned and his tongue lolled. His eyes were half open. The gun, somehow, was still in his hand.

	Beck put his boot on Meth Head’s wrist and applied pressure. The druggie’s eyes shot open, and he wailed. The cry muted to a simper, and Beck reached down to remove the gun.

	He released his boot and stood over the pathetic desperado and aimed both guns at the man’s face. Tears rolled from Meth Head’s eyes. His teeth chattered, and he muttered what sounded like both an apology and a plea.

	In that moment, Beck had a choice. He could listen to the demons and end this thug with impunity. It was justified, after all. The guy and his backwoods friends had tried to steal from him. They’d threatened his life and, in so doing, the lives of his daughter and ex-wife.

	His fingers rested on the triggers, their embedded safeties, and Beck took a deep breath. He braced himself and exhaled to steady his aim.

	Then his humanity prevailed. Beck lowered his nine-millimeter and slid it into the leather holster at his waist. He flipped the other pistol in his hand, swung the butt against the side of Meth Head’s jaw, and knocked the addict unconscious.

	He stood and stepped over the man’s limp body as he released the magazine from the pistol’s grip. It was empty.

	“Thought it felt light,” he muttered and cleared and pulled the slide. It was empty too. The chamber was clear.

	He walked into the fan of light from the headlamps and offered the weapon to Radio. His friend hesitated but took it.

	“Only had the one round in the chamber,” he said. “You’ll need ammo. I’ve got some in the truck bed.”

	“You think I need this?”

	Beck laughed and motioned to the carnage around them. “What do you think?”

	From the far side of the road, on the driver’s side of the truck, Gabe called over to them hoarsely. He was breathless from the struggle with the kid on the ground.

	“What do we do with him?”

	Beck shrugged. “Is he alive?”

	Gabe frowned and looked over at the kid. He was on his back, like Meth Head, one hand curled at his chest like someone with a muscular disorder. “He’s breathing.”

	“Leave him,” Beck said. “We owe them nothing.”

	Gabe’s frown deepened. He stepped to the edge of the fan of light. His face was pale and shiny with sweat. “That’s harsh. I mean, leaving him in the middle of the road? He looks like he’s fifteen or sixteen. No older than that. I doubt this was his plan. He was probably doing what those other two losers told him to do.”

	Gabe had a point. To a point. Everybody had tough choices to make now. Nothing was easy. Sure, adults might coerce children into violence, but that didn’t make them innocent. The kid, however old he was, had still pointed a gun at Gabe and Radio. He could have pulled the trigger and killed them.

	“Move him to the side of the road, then,” Beck said. “Leave him a bottle of water. That’s up to you. But understand, Gabe, this might’ve been our first violent encounter, but I can guarantee you, it won’t be our last. It’ll only get worse the longer we go without power.”

	Gabe motioned for Radio to help him, and the two men carried the kid’s limp body off the highway and onto the narrow gravel shoulder. Gabe set a can of black beans and a bottle of water beside him.

	When they climbed back into the cab, Gabe offered Beck a weak smile. “I don’t like those beans. They make me shart.”

	That eased the tension, and the trio laughed. Gabe eased the truck off the mangled remains of no-longer-Biggun and idled forward. He carefully drove around the wreckage, steering the passenger’s side off the highway and onto a steep embankment. With all four tires back on the asphalt, he accelerated, and they left the scene behind them.

	They’d left Meth Head on the road. None of them had wanted to touch his filthy, skeletal body, although they took all three weapons. Two handguns and the shotgun. The extra handguns were in the cab with them, loaded with Beck’s extra ammunition. The shotgun was in the bed, unloaded, tucked against a sidewall.

	They were less than four days into this apocalypse and already people were desperate. Chances were, they’d been desperate before the EMP killed the power and sank their world into darkness and chaos. It would get worse before it got better. If it got better. That was certain.
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	As they rolled past the Dollar General on the east side of Highway 43, Beck suggested they turn on the radio. It was AM only, but there was a chance they might catch some news and gain some intelligence that could better inform Radio’s mental spreadsheet.

	Gabe took a hand from the wheel and turned the dial. Static blasted into the cabin, and he worked the tuner to find a working station. He spun it until a voice broke through the ambient crackle. All three men in the cab angled their heads to hear the voice. Beck rolled up his window.

	“…looting. Police can’t handle it. They’re getting overrun. I’m staying locked up. Got my guns and my dogs. Nobody’s getting mine.”

	There was a pause, and Gabe reached for the dial. Radio held up a hand to stop him. “Hold on. Wait a second.”

	A moment later, a second voice broke through the intermittent static. “We heard they’re going to come take our guns. Martial law. Army’s going door to door. That’s what we heard.”

	Another pause. More static.

	“Is this a radio station?” Gabe asked. “It sounds more like ham.”

	“You’re right,” Radio said. “AM frequencies can carry shortwave, so we could be getting a conversation between two or more hams.”

	“Where are they?” Gabe asked.

	“Who knows?” said Radio. “I doubt they’re much farther than a hundred miles from here, though.”

	The first voice spoke again. “Nobody’s taking my guns, I can tell you that. I don’t care who they are. You heard about the White House?”

	The truck rumbled along the middle of the highway, the center line disappearing beneath the hood as they moved. The trees thinned along the sides of the road. Expansive fields extended into the darkness. The radio crackled.

	“I heard,” the second voice said. “But I think it’s rumors. It’s been three days. Ain’t no way the government’s fallen. Ain’t no way.”

	To the right, the first hints of sunrise colored the edges of the horizon. The long night was ebbing into day. The fourth day.

	“I didn’t say the government fell,” said the first voice. “I heard the president’s in hiding. That they left the White House and they’re somewhere else, running the country from a bunker.”

	Four days weighed like a lifetime. Beck’s neck ached. His shoulders carried the tension of constant stress, his joints stiffened from the action and the long hours in the car. He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes.

	“They got a bunker in the White House,” said the second voice. “They could be there. Or Camp David.”

	Sunrise was symbolic. Beck had always thought that. It was the promise of a new day. It carried in its light the hope of what might happen in the hours to come. On the horizon, the black of night blended with the purples and oranges of dawn.

	“I’m hearing all sorts of chatter,” said the first voice. “Lots of rumor. Lots of stuff I can’t verify. But when I keep hearing the same thing over and over, I’m going to act like it’s true.”

	There was no promise in this new day. That was the tension in his shoulders and the strain in his lower back. The heavy weight of dread soured the beauty of the sunrise. Nausea and unease roiled in Beck’s gut. Today would bring them to Tuscaloosa, but something told him it would not reunite him with his daughter.

	“I’ve heard enough,” he said and reached for the radio.

	Radio stopped him. “Hold on. We might get something. Remember, it was your idea to listen to the radio. Give it a minute.”

	On cue, the second voice spoke. “Have you heard about Bama, then? About the problems they got on campus?”

	Radio shot Beck a look that said, See? I told you so.

	Beck ignored him and focused on the dim glow from the radio’s face. His daughter and his ex-wife lived two blocks from campus.

	“I heard things ain’t good,” the first voice said. “College students can’t go five minutes without their phones. Imagine that place without power for four days? They’re going nuts, I heard. Mobs of ’em broke into the dining halls to take food. Police can’t do anything to stop it because they can’t communicate. All sorts of break-ins at the bars and restaurants near campus.”

	“I heard that too,” said the second voice. “But I heard it ain’t all students. It’s townsfolk who’re panicked ’cause it’s been four days without power. Ain’t nobody prepared. What’s that sayin’ they got? We’re only nine meals away from anarchy?”

	“Same goes for Birmingham,” said the first. “Downtown’s a mess. Damn near riots tonight, or last night I mean. It’s almost sunup. Hell, I gotta go. Need to feed the chickens and check on the goats.”

	They waited for more information, but when the second ham operator signed off, Radio clicked off the transmission. Silence filled the cabin. Gabe had both hands on the wheel, his eyes straight ahead on the road.

	He slowed to weave around an abandoned Honda Civic with its driver’s side door left open, and then eased back into the center of the highway. Beck sank into his seat. The journey, as long as it had been, was just beginning.
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	Beck didn’t want to stop. They were close, and the thought of Goose beating him to his daughter made his stomach churn. But they needed fuel.

	Gabe held the gas can with both hands and tipped it toward the tank. “Chances are he’s walking to Tuscaloosa. Don’t worry about something you can’t control right now.”

	Beck glared at him. “Don’t worry?”

	“That’s not what I mean, brother. Save your energy for when we get there. If we do see him, you’ll need it, right?”

	“Right.”

	Beck walked away from the truck. He had to take a leak. His boots clopped on the asphalt as he crossed the empty highway. Frogs croaked, cicadas chirped, and the scent of wet pine was heavy in the air.

	Standing on the shoulder of the highway, he started playing the what-if game. It was unhealthy. Nonproductive. He couldn’t help himself.

	What if he had never started drinking again? What if he hadn’t lied to Debbie about where he was going and what he was doing? What if he’d never gone to the bar? Started a fight? What if a man hadn’t died? What if the people in the bar had told the truth? What if he hadn’t given a local television reporter an interview that made things worse? What if he hadn’t destroyed the trust between himself and his wife?

	It was not the criminal charges or the time apart that had ended their marriage, nor the television interview in which he’d admitted to meeting another woman at that bar. Nothing had happened with the woman. Beck had even forgotten her name.

	What was her name?

	It was irrelevant. She was irrelevant. He told himself that for the thousandth time, never once truly believing it.

	Debbie had left him because of all of it. Because she’d trusted him to tell the truth. Better or worse. Richer or poorer. Sickness or health.

	“If I can’t trust you,” she’d said through tears and spit, “there’s nothing else to argue about, Johnny.”

	Johnny. She was the only person who had ever called him Johnny. She was the only one he’d let call him that.

	She’d told him she was leaving him during her first visit to the county jail. He’d watched her through the plexiglass, mascara staining her cheeks. Debbie would not look him in the eye during that visit. She’d come twice more, both of those visits with her attorney.

	Beck had put three names on his visitation card. Millie had never visited; Debbie would not allow it.

	Debbie had hired the attorney after the ill-advised television interview. Although they couldn’t really afford the lawyer, Beck’s insistence that he was innocent had nudged her to hire him on credit.

	“I’m doing this for Millie,” she said, “not for you.”

	He’d spent months in a cell regretting every decision he’d made that night. The worst part of it was that he couldn’t understand why he’d done it. Why had he taken the woman’s number? Why had he called her? Why did he meet her at the bar? And why, when someone argued with him over a drink, did he engage?

	Sure, he hadn’t been the one to throw the deadly punch. But the accusation had cost him months away from his wife and child. If there’d been a chance to repair the damage, to earn back the trust he’d frittered away, it evaporated while he lived in a cramped cell with checkerboard concrete walls and a seatless toilet. Mandated lockdowns twice a day, collect phone calls, and the privilege of television time in his jail wedge were the only things to which he looked forward.

	If his lawyer hadn’t found the cell phone video exonerating him, he might still be there. Or worse, he’d be in Holman with real killers. Sometimes, he wondered if that was where he should be.

	Debbie didn’t leave him right away when he got out, but the looks and the stares from others in town didn’t help the already doomed marriage. She filed for divorce, got a job in Tuscaloosa as a legal secretary, and took Millie with her.

	What if she could trust him now? If he got to her and protected her from the dangers sure to come, might she reconsider?

	The what-if game was pointless. It did nothing to change the past, and likely did nothing to change his future. And even if he had stayed home that night, tucked Millie into bed, and curled up on the couch to watch Friends reruns with Debbie, their marriage would still have failed.

	His betrayal was not confined to that one night. That night had been the final straw.

	Beck had been unhappy. Not with Debbie, nor with Millie, but with himself.

	His life was not what he’d planned on it becoming, and letting go of expectations was a hard thing for a man bent on dwelling on the what-ifs to do. In truth, the couple never had a chance. Not when Debbie got pregnant, not when he insisted they marry and give their unborn child a proper home, not when he took a job offshore to get better health insurance and pay the mounting bills, and not when he told her he could quit cold turkey.

	But he loved her more than anyone in his life. Debbie made him want to be a better man. It was around her when he felt good about himself. Sometimes. She could only do so much to keep the demons at bay.

	He stood on the edge of the highway, his business finished, and zipped up. He trudged back to the truck and remembered the thing Debbie had told him when they’d stood awkwardly next to one another on Government Street outside the district courthouse. Tears had streaked her cheeks when she’d spoken.

	“The thing is,” she’d said, her voice cracking, “I’ll always love you, Johnny. I just can’t trust you. And I never will until you trust yourself.”

	“Until?”

	She’d laughed and wiped her eyes with a handkerchief he’d handed her in court. “You say that like there’s hope, Johnny. We just got divorced.”

	“I’ll never stop hoping. You know I didn’t cheat on you. You know nothing happened. Nothing ever has. I’ve only ever loved you.”

	“But you thought about it. And you lied. And you drank when you said you wouldn’t. You still don’t get it, Johnny. You’re your own worst enemy.”

	The knot in his throat hurt. He’d choked back his own tears. Debbie walked away and got into an Uber. She did not look back.

	You’re your own worst enemy.

	What if he wasn’t?
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	Tuscaloosa was a war zone. At least it looked like what Beck thought a war zone looked like. He’d never served in the military, but he’d seen news reports and had friends who’d done combat tours. He had a good idea what a place under siege looked like. He never considered, however, what it sounded like, what it smelled like, how it felt wrong in his bones.

	They’d left Highway 43 before they got to town. Heeding the unverified warnings from the radio, they took back roads into Tuscaloosa and figured it was a faster route with the added benefit of avoiding any roadblocks, whether legitimate or otherwise.

	The distinct, acrid scent of smoke filtered through the Chevy’s vents into the cabin, even when they had the windows closed. Things were burning. A dark yellow haze hung low in the sky.

	“This is unreal,” Radio said. “It’s only been a few days. How does this happen? Never in a million years would I guess things would devolve so fast.”

	Gabe chuckled. He lifted a hand from the steering wheel and gestured to nothing in particular. “Devolve. That’s a ten-cent word. You should go on Jeopardy.”

	Radio scowled. Irritation spread across his face. “I’m not kidding. Don’t you smell that? This is ridiculous. We went through a pandemic not that long ago, and this didn’t happen. I mean, that pandemic lasted for more than a year, and things didn’t burn.”

	Gabe chuckled again. This time it was sardonic and almost condescending. “Seriously? Things did burn. Whether it was the US Capitol building or Target down the street or the Miracle Mile in Chicago. Things burned. Either figuratively or literally.”

	Now, Radio laughed. Sarcasm dripped from his voice. “Figuratively. Now that’s a ten-cent word.”

	“You know what I mean,” said Gabe. “The country was a tinderbox. A slow burn, right?”

	“But it didn’t explode overnight like this. This is like something out of an action movie or a dime-store novel where they have to get to the action fast so they don’t bore the audience. I’m not understanding it.”

	“Dime store,” Gabe cracked. “That’s the third ten-cent reference in less than minute.”

	Radio didn’t respond.

	Gabe sighed. “Look, brother, what I’m saying is that with the pandemic, nobody understood how long it would take for things to get back to normal. Heck, a lot of people didn’t even believe it was real for the first couple of months. So other than toilet paper, there was no reason to panic.”

	Radio wasn’t convinced. “Your point?”

	“My point is people know somebody attacked us with bombs. Or they believe that’s what happened. All the power is out, the Army set up roadblocks, right? No social media, no television, no connections to anyone. And this feels different. It feels permanent. The idea that people would work fast to get theirs, to make sure they had enough for themselves to survive the short term, is totally believable.”

	Beck only half paid attention to the bickering. It was fruitless and unnecessary. It didn’t matter how realistic the devolution of order was or was not, the reality was what lay before them. A war zone.

	His focus was on getting to his daughter and avoiding the pitfalls between him and her. The ham chatter on the radio suggested the environment around the campus was untenable, but that was exactly where they had to go to get to Millie. He directed Gabe onto side streets through neighborhoods as they navigated their way toward campus. The odor of smoke was stronger the closer they got.

	Radio put his hand to his nose and winced. “What is burning?”

	“Our futures,” Gabe quipped.

	Neither Beck nor Radio laughed, and Gabe shook his head. “Tough crowd. Just trying to lighten the mood.”

	As they neared campus, throngs crowded the streets. Windows down, the low cacophony of the mob’s chatter filled the air. The main mass was two streets over along a main thoroughfare, but strays littered the side roads.

	It was like a post-championship celebration. Alabama won the national title in football almost every year, and invariably, even in 2020 during the pandemic, thousands rallied along University Boulevard. This was like that, but without the euphoria.

	They rolled past a pair of young men. They wore matching neck gaiters over their noses and mouths and carried armfuls of groceries. Radio guessed aloud they had not paid for them.

	Another couple carried a five-gallon water jug in their arms. They too wore masks.

	From his window, Beck asked them, “What’s burning?”

	The two exchanged glances but kept walking. One of them tilted his head toward University Boulevard. “Gallettes.”

	“Thanks,” said Beck. Gallettes was a popular bar and hangout for UA students. He couldn’t count the number of Yellowhammers he’d imbibed over the years from yellow plastic cups.

	“How much farther?” Gabe asked.

	“Two blocks. Turn left, then a right. She’s on Seventh. One-story white house with a porch.”

	Gabe accelerated and followed Beck’s instructions. On Seventh, he slowed and found the house on the left. A two-bedroom house not dissimilar from Beck’s, the 1920 bungalow was almost two thousand square feet. Plenty of room for Debbie and Millie.

	Though the neighborhood was mostly college students, it was close to the law office where Debbie worked, and the rent was affordable. Beck paid half of it.

	He was out of the truck before Gabe pulled to a full stop at the curb. Debbie’s car was in the driveway. Not a surprise. It was a newish Nissan Rogue, so no chance it’d survived the EMP.

	Beck bounded up the driveway to the muddy porch and knocked on the door. The bell didn’t work. He’d been meaning to get her one of those Ring video doorbells, but kept forgetting to order it online and send it to her. The point was moot now.

	When nobody answered, Beck knocked again. He didn’t have a key. Debbie had declined when he’d asked.

	“Hello?” he asked. “Deb? Millie?”

	No answer. He tried the door. It was locked.

	He cupped his hands around his eyes and pressed them to the sidelight. The house was dark gray with ambient window light. The hallway and front parlor were empty. The part of the house in which the girls lived was not visible. The kitchen and dining room, along with both bedrooms and the single bath, were at the back of the house, forked off the main entry hallway.

	“You want us to come with you?” Gabe called from the truck.

	Beck held up a finger. “Not yet.”

	He glanced at the neighbors’ next door. Someone peeked through white sheer curtains, then closed them and backed away from the window.

	The window. The mud.

	The porch was muddy with boot prints. The same distinctive pattern he’d found at his home the day before.

	Adrenaline exploded in his system. Shot from a cannon. Beck hurried around to the side of the house. Rounding the corner toward the back, he slid in the muddy yard and almost fell. His boots skidded, and he used a hand to keep his footing. By the time he regained his balance, he was in the back of the house, standing at the broken bathroom window.

	No. No. No. No. No. This can’t be happening.

	His heart pounded, and he cursed. Then he found the back door off the kitchen. It was unlocked. Muddy boot prints decorated the rear stoop, facing away from the house.

	Beck flung open the door. “Millie? Deb?”

	His eyes adjusted to the dim light inside the house. He stood in the doorway, pulse pounding in his ears, and listened.

	It was silent.

	On the floor, dirty boot prints went in countless directions. He stepped into the kitchen. Almost breathless, he advanced. The linoleum floor was slick. He looked down and saw blood. It leached from behind the center island. His stomach lurched.

	The island was actually a mobile butcher block Beck had built for Deb during their first year of marriage. Like everything else, she got it in the divorce.

	He whispered, “Deb?”

	Muscles tensed, he took a step around the island. A man lay facedown on the floor, the hilt of a kitchen knife protruding from beneath his neck at his shoulders.

	Beck eyed the knife block on the island. Two knives were missing. He reached to his waist and pulled his pistol, something he should have done before he burst into the house.

	He kicked the dead man’s shoulder with his boot and rolled him onto his side. Beck’s throat tightened when he recognized the man. It was Martin, one of Goose’s men.

	His grip flexed on the pistol, and he stood up. Rage flared in his gut. “Deb!”

	Beck’s shout was so loud, so full of grit, he startled himself before he leveled the pistol and marched from the kitchen and into the main hall. He swept his surroundings and, seeing nothing, ducked into the hall that led to the bedrooms and lone bath. He kicked in the door to Millie’s room first. It flew inward, and the jamb cracked at the impact.

	“Millie!”

	Her unmade bed was a tangle of sheets and stuffed animals. Her computer was off. Dust danced in the shafts of light filtering through the grimy windows.

	Beck stepped into the room, searching for any signs of his daughter. With one hand, he flung open the accordion closet door. Muted dresses and shirts hung on pink plastic hangers. Pairs of boots and shoes lined the floor.

	Finding nothing, he exited her room and carefully emerged into the hall. The floor creaked under his weight. The bathroom was next. His hand hovered at the door handle. Inside, a noise. Footsteps? Weight in the tub?

	Beck tensed and paused. He called out again, “Millie? Deb?”

	The door exploded into jagged shards of wood, and Beck dove to the floor. Another gun blast drilled the wall behind him. A third shot shattered the window in Millie’s room.

	He was on his back, gun in his hand. He slid his finger to the trigger and used his feet to slide himself back against the wall next to the bathroom. No sooner had he braced himself than a large figure darted through the opening and into the hallway.

	Eyes up, the man did not see Beck, who gripped the weapon with both hands and pulled the trigger. The bullet destroyed the man’s knee, and he dropped to the floor in a heap next to Beck. The intruder’s gun skittered across the floor out of his reach as he grabbed at the pulp where his joint used to be.

	In a split second, Beck was on him. He wrapped one hand around the man’s throat and pressed the Glock’s barrel to the man’s cheek. It sizzled, and the man cried out in pain from the smoking barrel.

	It was Shipley.

	“Where’s Goose?” Beck growled.

	Shipley’s eyes bulged from the pressure around his throat. He couldn’t breathe, let alone speak.

	Beck cursed and, with the butt of the gun, struck Shipley in the head. The punk went limp. Beck was about to hit him again when a soft cry came from Debbie’s bedroom.

	“Debbie?”

	A whisper in reply. Almost inaudible. Was he hearing things?

	He picked up Shipley’s gun and scrambled to his feet. Debbie’s door was cracked, and he edged to the opening. He leveled the pistol again and used his left hand to push open the solid wood door. It squeaked on its hinges, and Beck swept the room. He worked to control his breathing. In through his nose, out through his mouth. In. Out. In. Out.

	Another unmade bed. But this one did not look as if someone had slept in it. The comforter was on the floor. Pillows were askew on tucked sheets.

	“Help.”

	The raspy plea came from somewhere in the room. He stepped to the other side of the bed.

	“Help.”

	Beck spun and saw the closet. The door was open. Familiar clothes hung on the rack.

	“Deb? Is that you?”

	“Johnny…”

	It was Deb. Somewhere. Where?

	He scoured the room. Every corner. He left and checked the bathroom. Empty.

	“Debbie!” he shouted. “Where are you?”

	Back in the bedroom, he stood still and listened. If she was here and breathing, he would find her. Seconds later, a wheeze. From under the bed.

	He dropped to his knees and let go of the gun. Debbie was there. On her stomach, face to one side.

	Beck cursed. His body trembled, and he lay flat to pull her from underneath the bed frame. He moved her, dragging her by the wrists and then underarms, and she groaned.

	Debbie was conscious. Breathing, though barely.

	He sat upright and pulled her onto his lap. Blood oozed from her gut and stained her soft blue cotton nightshirt a deep red.

	Debbie was pallid, her lips gray. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes, which fluttered in an effort to focus. She looked up at him, and the faintest hint of a smile flickered at the corners of her mouth. She opened her mouth to speak but coughed.

	Beck cradled her in his lap, holding her hand and stroking the side of her face.

	“Don’t try to talk,” he said. “Save your strength.”

	His chest shuddered. Tears rolled down his cheeks. He tasted the salt.

	“Johnny,” she whispered, her voice like a soft breeze, “you’re alive. They said you were dead.”

	Beck sniffed. “Who? Who said I was dead?”

	“The man,” she said. “The man who came—”

	Another cough. This time it was bloody.

	Beck took his sleeve and gently wiped her cheeks. She closed her eyes and opened them again, darting around before she found him.

	“They took her,” Debbie said. “I shouldn’t have let them in. It’s my fault. I fought, Joh—”

	Another cough. She winced. Groaned. Her grip on his hand weakened. Debbie was cold. Too cold.

	Beck wanted to call for help. None would come. He wanted to scream, punch holes through the walls. Instead, he bit into the side of his cheek.

	“Johnny, I’m sorry. I’m so—”

	“Shhh. Don’t talk. It’s okay.”

	“Promise me… Promise me…”

	“Anything, Deb. Anything.”

	Her breathing was labored. She tried clearing her throat. When she spoke, her words were thick like syrup. “Promise me you’ll find our girl. Take care of Millie. Please.”

	He tightened his grip on her hand, ran his thumb along her cheek. “I promise. If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll bring her back to you, and…Deb?… Debbie…look at me.”

	Her eyes fluttered and rolled back. Her body convulsed and shuddered. One last, lingering breath. She went limp and her head lolled.

	Beck cried out. He cursed and questioned and blamed and wailed.

	When he was spent, he looked up and through the blur of tears. Gabe stood in the doorway, his head bowed.

	“She’s gone,” he said. “Goose. He killed my wife, took my daughter.”

	Gabe lifted his head. “Brother, I don’t know what to say.”

	Beck closed Debbie’s eyes and stroked her forehead. “Don’t say anything. Help me with Shipley. He killed Debbie.”

	“Radio too.”

	Beck blinked and shook his head. No way he’d heard that right. “What?”

	“Right between his eyes. One shot. Didn’t make a sound. Just dropped dead.”

	Beck was on his feet. He crossed the room. “You were outside. How?”

	In the hallway, Gabe pointed to the broken window. “We heard the gunshot and were coming inside. Radio moved toward the window. Next thing I know, he’s down.”

	Rage boiled. Beck grabbed his hair and tugged. He clenched his jaw and suppressed another scream, turned, and launched a kick into Shipley’s lower back. His body jerked, but he was still unconscious.

	“Help me with him,” Beck growled. “We need answers.”
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	It was the vodka that woke him up. Beck poured it onto the open wound in Shipley’s disintegrated knee, soaking the T-shirt tourniquet and the shredded remnants of his pants.

	The wide-eyed terror as Shipley regained consciousness and soaked in his surroundings made Beck grin. He stood over his captive, and the smile drained into a glower.

	“Where is she?” Beck demanded.

	Shipley only grimaced and grunted.

	Beck held up a knife and angled it so the remnant daylight glinted off the stainless blade. He leaned in close to the chair onto which he and Gabe had restrained Shipley.

	“Where is my daughter?”

	Shipley opened his eyes and tried to focus. “I don’t know.”

	Although Beck had promised Gabe he would not physically torture the man responsible for killing his wife and helping make his daughter disappear, the demons that chattered in his ear wanted to break it.

	He crouched in front of Shipley and drew him to his gaze at eye level. “Tell me everything. Now.”

	Gabe stood behind Shipley. He put his hands on the injured man’s sagging shoulders. “C’mon, brother,” he urged. “Make it easy on yourself.”

	Shipley bit his lower lip. Tears glazed his eyes. Perspiration soaked his collar. He was probably on the verge of shock. His shallow breaths were quick and uneven. When he spoke, he cursed at them.

	Beck touched the point of the knife to the remains of Shipley’s knee. Arching his back, the man strained the binds at his wrists, his eyes wide.

	Beck never touched him. “We don’t have time. Tell me where Goose took my daughter. If you do, I’ll make it quick. If you don’t, it’ll take a while.”

	Shipley started to pass out. Beck slapped him across the face. He blinked and focused. His expression drooped into something that looked like resignation. This would not end well for him.

	Gabe squeezed his shoulders. “C’mon, brother. You killed his wife. You owe him something.”

	Shipley shook his head. “I didn’t kill her. Goose did that. I didn’t kill her. I swear.”

	“I don’t believe you.”

	“Really,” Shipley said. “I didn’t kill her. We weren’t supposed to kill either of them. That wasn’t the plan.”

	Beck turned over the knife in his hand. “What was the plan?”

	“We were going to have some fun, that’s all. But it went bad.”

	“Tell me what happened.”

	“We knocked on the door. The old lady let us in because we said we had information about you.”

	“Then what?”

	Shipley’s words slurred. “I don’t know. She got suspicious or something. Went to the kitchen. Next thing I know, Martin’s on the floor and the old lady’s running at us. Things went nuts. Goose fired at her and the girl. I hid in the bathroom. That’s the truth. I didn’t see anything after that.”

	Beck believed him, but it wasn’t enough. “What did you hear?”

	“I don’t know, man. I told you what happened.”

	Shipley was gray. He’d lost a lot of blood. Despite the tourniquet fashioned from a towel, he was in bad shape.

	“What. Did. You. Hear?”

	Shipley shook his head. “He went into the bedroom. Took the girl. I heard her screaming. She was fighting him. But he left. Without me. Drove off. Took her…”

	His voice trailed off as his consciousness waned. Beck slapped him again.

	“Where? Where did he take her?”

	“North. That’s all I know, okay? His family’s got land up north.”

	“Alabama?”

	“Memphis.”

	“Where?”

	Shipley passed out again. He was unresponsive to Beck’s prodding.

	“Is he alive?” Gabe asked.

	Beck felt for a pulse. It was there. Barely.

	Gabe stepped from behind the chair. “What do we do?”

	Beck stood. He walked to the butcher block island and stabbed the knife into the wood.

	“We go find my daughter.”

	“Where do we start?”

	“Memphis.”

	“What about Shipley?”

	“Leave him.”

	“How about Radio and Debbie? What you want to do with them?”

	“We can pull them around back. Lay them under the big magnolia by the fence. Say a prayer. Hit the road.”

	“Hit the road?”

	“We don’t have time to bury them. I need to find my daughter. You heard Shipley. Goose has a car. Or a truck. Or something. He’s got a head start. We need to catch up.”

	An hour later, they were on the road and headed northwest out of Tuscaloosa on the Memphis-Birmingham Expressway. Gabe drove. Beck stared out the window and rode in silence.

	They were four days into a dystopian existence. Already, he’d almost died twice. One friend was gone, killed for no reason. His death was on Beck. So was Debbie’s.

	If he had kept the demons at bay and ignored Goose in the mess hall, none of this would have happened. He thought of Debbie, and two things she’d told him played over in his mind.

	Two things. One drove a knife into his chest. The other drove him.

	You’re your own worst enemy.

	Debbie was right. It was recognition, and admonition, and prescient warning. And because he was what she proclaimed him to be, his dreams of a reconciliation with his wife were over, as was her life. She’d died in his arms.

	And that was when she’d whispered the second thing that replayed in his mind over and again.

	Promise me you’ll find our girl.

	Tired of watching the scrub speed by the open window, he leaned his head back and closed his eyes. Static scratched the radio speakers as Gabe scrolled the frequencies.

	Beck decided then and there, no matter what it took, no matter how long, no matter the odds, he would find his daughter. And along the way, he would spend his remaining days fixing what he’d broken. Rather than being his own enemy, he would help others in need.

	He would redeem himself. In his wife’s name. In the name of his friend Radio. In honor of Millie, for whom he would scour the edges of the Earth.

	Uncivilized or not, Beck would find a way.

	




Chapter 17

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 3 MONTHS, 1 DAY

	TEXAS-NEW MEXICO BORDER

	 

	Beck traced his finger along a worn map of what had once been the United States. He had it folded in half on a concrete picnic table at a dilapidated highway rest stop. Gabe leaned on the table across from him.

	“It’s been four years, Beck. How long are you going to keep looking for Millie? When are we going to find a safe spot to settle down?”

	Beck eyed Gabe without lifting his head. “How many times are we going to have this conversation? You’re not chained to me. If you’re tired of looking, head in your own direction.”

	“That’s not what I mean, brother. I’m with you. But—”

	“But what?”

	Gabe motioned to the map. “How many dead ends? How many false leads? How many times are we going to crisscross what’s left of this country, looking for her?”

	“As many times as it takes. We have a good lead right now. That lady in Amarillo said she saw a woman that looked like she could be Millie. Said she was heading west. Albuquerque or Santa Fe. That’s where we’re heading.”

	“The man before that said he saw her in Amarillo. And Fort Worth and Shreveport and Little Rock. There was the debacle in St. Louis. Remember? The shoot-out because of a bad lead? That was worse than the gunfight in Little Rock, and I thought nothing could be worse than Little Rock. I feel like the only thing we haven’t faced is cannibals. It’s endless.”

	“Cannibals don’t exist. It’s a rumor.”

	“It’s a rumor we keep hearing.”

	“Okay, but if people had run-ins with cannibals, I don’t think they’d be around to tell us they had a run in with cannibals.”

	Gabe shrugged. “Fair enough. But you get my point. We chase a lot of bad leads. We meet a lot of bad people. Like Little Rock. Like St. Louis.”

	“It wasn’t a bad lead. It was just…” He searched for the right turn of phrase, the semantics. “It was just a bad situation.”

	“We killed a man in front of his wife. For what?”

	“He was a bad dude, Gabe. He was a thief and a murderer and—”

	Gabe waved him off. “That’s beside the point.”

	“It’s all the point. Are you saying you’ve given up on finding Millie or Goose? That it’s pointless?”

	Gabe’s expression changed from exasperation to pity. Beck hated that look, the one that told him he was naïve.

	“That’s not what I mean. She’s out there, brother. I feel it.”

	“Then what are you saying?”

	“I want some semblance of a life. I want to wake up in the same place day after day, next to a woman who loves me. I want community.”

	This was a lot to process. Even if Beck had sensed it coming, which he had, he wasn’t ready for his best and only true friend to leave the mission before its conclusion. He dropped his gaze to the map and tapped his finger along a frayed crease. Gabe sighed, nodded, and took a swig of water from his bottle.

	“We’re supposed to meet our contact in a bar not far from Albuquerque. Three days’ walk from here. He needs help, and he has information. These are all breadcrumbs, Gabe. One of these days we’ll find her. We will.”

	It was a warm day. The sun bore down on them from a deep blue sky. High clouds drifted in thin sheers. The dry air was hot on Beck’s neck.

	He sat back on the concrete bench and folded the map, taking care with the worn paper, and tucked it into an interior vest pocket.

	A blackbird chirped at them from a dying spruce. It flapped its wings for attention.

	Beck smiled. “I got nothing for you.”

	Gabe lifted an eyebrow. “What?”

	Beck pointed a trigger finger at the bird. “I was talking to the bird. It’s hovering, waiting for us to drop crumbs. I told him I got nothing for him.”

	Gabe studied the tree for a moment and knocked back another swig of water. He offered it to Beck, who declined.

	“I don’t mean anything by asking,” Gabe said. “I just feel like it’s my duty to check, to keep you grounded in your expectations.”

	Beck laughed at this. It was, however, humorless. “Grounded. I like that, Gabe. As if chasing one dead end after another, as if thinking every night about what might’ve happened to Millie, as if the violence we’ve experienced these past four years isn’t enough to keep me grounded.”

	“That’s not what I meant.”

	Beck reached for the bottle. He took a healthy sip and licked his lips. It was so dry in this part of the country.

	Both men had valid points. For more than four years, they had searched for Millie and Goose. They’d started in Memphis and moved east across the Smokey Mountains, south to the Florida Keys, and back north again.

	Each city left them empty-handed and bloodied. Sometimes the blood was theirs; sometimes it was someone else’s. They helped more people than they buried, and that was saying something. Yet they never got close to finding Millie. Once, they’d thought they had a bead on Goose, but it was false. Like much of what remained after D-Day, it was a mirage.

	Like Beck, virtually everyone still alive had no real answers about the attack that had sent the United States into the nineteenth century and the rest of the world into the deepest global depression in recorded history. Most thought it was the Chinese. Others believed it was a multinational effort amongst America’s enemies. Still more bought into the conspiracy that the United States government was behind the grid attack and that some secret cabal was living in high-tech bunkers, waiting for the rest of humanity to kill itself.

	Rumors and hearsay were currency every bit as much as cash, and cash was like gold, even if it wasn’t backed by it. For reasons neither Beck nor Gabe understood, the US dollar still held value. Beck surmised it was because most of society had been cashless on D-Day, preferring to use apps to pay for goods and services. What was left of the cash and currency in circulation was as good as anything else with which to barter.

	Transportation was hard to find. What remained of the military still had supplies of stabilized diesel; the rest of the continent did not. Canada and Mexico went mostly dark two years after the United States. No attacks, just lack of available energy. Without the US producing natural gas, the world’s supply shrank. And while the infrastructure worked in most of the world long after D-Day, there was not enough energy to power it.

	Some had horses, though they were expensive to feed. Bicycles were options for those who could scrounge together working gears and tires that could hold air.

	The only form of mass transportation was coal-powered trains. The schedules were not reliable, and they could be dangerous. Predators traveled the rails, looking for easy marks. Beck and Gabe avoided the trains whenever possible. Working their way from town to town, they saw enough violence in the post-apocalyptic world, eking out an existence as they helped the locals on their way to the next spot on Beck’s map.

	What remained of quasi-civilized society was agrarian. Micro-farms popped up almost everywhere, and farmers born from necessity grew whatever the land would bear. Most traded their harvests for food or items they needed and could not provide for themselves.

	Regional markets bustled with survivors desperate to exchange hen’s eggs for goat’s milk or beeswax candles for pork. The markets were also dangerous. It was where people with the best intentions met those with the worst. Beck found it best to avoid crowds wherever possible.

	It was incredible how quickly society dissolved into anarchy, order into chaos. People had panicked only forty-eight hours after D-Day. Desperation quickly followed. Survival instincts kicked in after that. Or they did not.

	Beck and Gabe had countless conversations in the early days about the speed with which people abandoned civility in favor of Darwinian behavior. They convinced each other it was the lack of communication that did it. Humans were pack animals. Isolate them and they’d bite.

	During the pandemic of 2020, humanity had remained connected. Even if they could not see each other in person, attend movies or concerts, go to bars and restaurants, they could Zoom or FaceTime. They had social media and streaming video services. They had distractions to keep their minds from the fear of the unknown.

	Not this time. Not after D-Day. No phones, no television, no Twitter or TikTok, no lights, air conditioning, or online shopping.

	All of it amplified the collective concern. People took stock of what they did not have, and their feral instincts, their primal demand for self-preservation, won the day.

	As they’d learned in their travels, a stranger might as easily slit a throat as offer shelter or food. It was often the ones eager to offer help, in fact, who were the most dangerous.

	Once the truck broke down for the fourth time, and they were forced to travel on foot, Beck and Gabe took the paths less traveled. They watched each other’s backs and frequently slept in shifts. Only when a collective asked their help did they take charity. And it wasn’t really charity, it was quid pro quo.

	Now they were on their way to New Mexico. Albuquerque or Santa Fe. Probably both. This was a fool’s errand four years into it, but Beck had promised Debbie he would find their daughter. He would search for her until the day he died. Gabe’s rational truths or not, he wouldn’t stop.

	Beck sometimes wondered if they would stop even once he learned what had happened to his daughter. Once her whereabouts, alive or dead, was a known known. He doubted they would quit. He and Gabe had a reputation now. And like other rumors that ran the rails and traveled the back roads from one part of the continent to the other, their exploits were legend.

	People in need sought them out. They found them in the least likely of places and paid them to purge their towns or hamlets of evildoers. It was a never-ending quest. A byproduct of his search for Millie and his vow to settle up for the deaths of Debbie and Radio, Beck needed the challenge. He needed a way in which to exorcise his demons.

	And so, as they sat at the concrete picnic table, debating their future and teasing a blackbird, both men understood the conversation about settling down and quitting was idle chatter. At least it was for Beck. More and more, Gabe seemed less interested in their Lone Ranger act and more interested in a good night’s sleep and a day without bloodshed.

	Beck put his elbows on the table and folded his arms. “You know, if you’re tired of this, you can stop. You owe me nothing, Gabe. You’ve done more than enough.”

	Gabe’s brow furrowed. He shifted his weight and shook his head. “I don’t stay with you because I owe you anything. I stay with you because we have a purpose. Not many people in this world can say that anymore.”

	“Then why do you talk about settling down somewhere?”

	Gabe sucked in a deep breath of the dry, high desert air and exhaled. The furrows in his brow lessened. “I’m tired. It’s as simple as that. Four years, brother. That’s a lot of walking. Sometimes I feel like Forrest Gump when he decided to take up running. Never stopping, never taking a breath. Just one foot after the other, over and over again.”

	“I never saw Forrest Gump.”

	Surprise stretched Gabe’s features. “Really? How’s that possible? Everybody’s seen that movie. You know, ‘Mama always said life is like a box—’”

	“I know the saying. I’ve just never seen the movie.”

	“I’ll have to tell you about it when we hit the road here in a bit. It’s a classic.”

	“So I’ve heard.”

	The bird chirped, and another blackbird swooped across the sky. It fluttered its wings and landed on a branch across from the first. The new bird was larger, its call more urgent and aggressive.

	Gabe shrugged. “I guess what I’m saying is that the longer we do this, the more I think about not doing it. About finding another purpose.”

	Beck’s initial defensive posture softened. His friend made sense. If he was honest with himself, there were moments he imagined a life in which he had no quest, in which he had made no such promise to Debbie, in which he did not dream of exacting revenge on the man who’d set the wheels in motion.

	“How many people have we helped since D-Day?”

	Gabe’s question surprised him. More shocking perhaps was it was the first time either of them had posed the question. Not once in four years had they tabulated their deeds.

	“Before Memphis or after?” Beck asked.

	“After. How many people, you think?”

	“More than we’ve killed.”

	“That’s a given.”

	Beck pulled his water bottle from his pack, uncapped it, and took a drink. The water was warm, but still quenched his thirst. He took a second sip, squirreled it in his puffed cheeks, and offered the bottle to Gabe, who declined.

	Beck held the water in his mouth and swished his tongue around. After he swallowed, he said, “We’ve killed more than two hundred. I mean, I’ve killed more than two hundred. Two hundred six, if I’m counting.”

	“If you’re counting.”

	“Two hundred six.”

	The number hung in the dry air between them. Gabe said nothing until it evaporated.

	“One hundred twenty-nine.”

	Beck sat up straight and pulled back his shoulders. “One twenty-nine?”

	“Yep.”

	“Killed or saved?”

	Gabe chuckled. “Depends on how you look at it…”

	It was an existential proposition. Could they argue the men they’d killed were also souls they’d saved? They had delivered them from this hellscape. That much was true.

	“We’ve saved five times those numbers,” Beck said. “Easy. You add two oh six and one twenty-nine, you get three thirty-five, right?”

	Gabe nodded. “Right.”

	“I figure we’ve helped at least fifteen hundred. Probably more than that. But you’ve gotta figure that for every person we killed, we made the world a little better for five others. Directly or indirectly.”

	Rationalization was a good coping mechanism. It softened the hard edges of guilt that stabbed at his psyche.

	Gabe rubbed his chin and scratched the thick scruff on his neck. It was more gray than black now and looked somewhat mangy. “Directly or indirectly,” he said. “You’re probably right. But I’m thinking that correlation is a known unknown. No way we can quantify what impact we’ve had. Good or bad.”

	“Correlation and quantify. That’s two ten-cent words. You’ve been reading your dictionary again?”

	Gabe smirked. He patted his jacket and touched the bulge in the breast pocket. “Every day.”

	Each time they passed a library, Gabe insisted on spending time inside. Most of the classics were gone from the shelves. Like big-box stores, groceries, and shopping malls, things of value had disappeared within weeks of D-Day. Food, tools, weapons—all of it looted.

	All that remained were the items nobody wanted. Lawnmowers, electric grills, picture frames, wrapping paper, and electronics lasted longer than clothing, fishing poles, and camping supplies.

	From the libraries, thieves took the popular books and puzzles first, leaving obscure tomes from unknown authors. And for some reason neither Gabe nor Beck could figure out, the reference sections remained relatively untouched.

	Other than books about survival techniques, first aid, gardening, and homeopathic medicine, everything else stayed on the shelves. Dictionaries, thesauruses, and grammar handbooks commonly remained.

	Gabe took a pocket dictionary from a library in Paducah, Kentucky, and a thesaurus from one in Latrobe, Pennsylvania. He’d lost the thesaurus along the way, but kept the dictionary above his heart inside his jacket.

	Beck ran his hand through his hair. “What letter are you on?”

	“I stopped doing that. I randomly pick a section and read it, try to memorize a few of the words. I use them; then they become part of my vocabulary.”

	“I envy you.”

	Gabe’s eyes widened with surprise. “Why?”

	Beck hesitated, not realizing he’d said it aloud. “You’re…you’re working to improve yourself. Every day. Despite everything else, you want to be better.”

	Gabe narrowed his eyes and sat up. He dipped his hands into his jacket pockets. His eyes drifted to the tree and the birds. Still focused on the tree, he said, “We have to do that, don’t we? If we can’t look to tomorrow and think it’ll be better than today, what’s the point?”

	“Is there a point?”

	Gabe shrugged and gazed at Beck. “There’s where I’m going with this whole conversation, brother. I wonder at what point in this quest of yours, of ours, there’s no point anymore. I think what I’m trying to say so unartfully is that I’m tired. I’m exhausted. Four years, Beck. Four years.”

	It made sense. All of it. Beck was not only envious of Gabe’s initiative, of his daily self-improvement efforts. He envied his friend’s introspection and his ability to define what he needed. In those things, Beck was a fledgling work in progress.

	He met Gabe’s stare. “I understand. You’re a good friend. The best. Loyal to a fault. I think of all the things I’ve dragged you through. How about one more go-around? Then we go our own way. You settle down wherever you want. I don’t want to drag you down with me.”

	Gabe pulled his hands from his pockets and extended his right to Beck. They shook. “Deal, brother. And let’s be honest. The truth is, you don’t need me. You’ve grown into quite the relentless killer. A one-man army.”

	Beck wasn’t sure how to feel about his friend’s assessment. The man who knew him better than any in the forsaken world called him a killer, a one-man army.

	How should he feel about that? It was a compliment, wasn’t it? Or was it? Was it a judgment? It didn’t matter.

	They had one last mission together, and then it would be Beck. And his demons.

	




Chapter 18

	D-DAY +4 YEARS, 3 MONTHS, 3 DAYS

	EASTERN NEW MEXICO

	 

	Beck stood over the corpse of the man he’d killed seconds earlier and stared into his dead, vacant eyes. He swallowed the guilt that threatened to consume him every time he took another life, and rationalized his actions.

	“It was you or me, brother,” he said aloud. “You or me.”

	He sucked in a breath. The night sky was cloudless, and the full moon cast bright pale light across the open farmland. The air was cold. Cloudless nights did that in the fall, and it was almost as if he could feel the day’s heat leaving the dry earth.

	Maybe it was the dead man’s soul.

	Beck crouched beside him and fished through his pockets. There were a lot of pockets. Pants, shirt, coat pockets. None contained anything of value except for a crushed pack of cigarettes. Beck hadn’t smoked a cigarette in months.

	He drew the package to his nose and inhaled. The aroma was intoxicating. But he wasn’t about to start the habit again. Not now. These would be good to trade for something useful. Something that wouldn’t leave him jonesing when he ran out.

	Despite the pockets’ lack of booty, the weapon on the man’s belt was something Beck could use. A Damascus steel hunting knife, serrated on one edge and hair-splitting sharp on the other. He took the knife and its leather sheath.

	He stood and looked at the three other bodies in the field. Two men and a woman. All of them lay facedown in the short weed-infested grass of the field. Then he turned to Gabe.

	“You okay?”

	“I’m good, brother.”

	“You’re not hurt?”

	“No.”

	Beck scratched his chin. “You were out like a light. Good thing I stayed awake.”

	“Like I had to worry about you falling asleep.”

	John Beck rarely slept, not since the power went out and the world dove headfirst into all nine levels of Hell. He never talked about it with Gabe, but apparently his compatriot knew about his insomnia.

	Beck laughed. “True.”

	“What happened?” Gabe asked. “Where’d they come from?”

	“They snuck up, clearly not aware I don’t sleep.”

	“This was like that time outside Baton Rouge,” said Gabe. “Remember? We were off I-10, near the old campus? Couple of dudes thought they had us dead to rights. Only thing dead was them.”

	“I remember that one.”

	How could he forget? That one had been especially brutal. He couldn’t reach his gun in time, nor his knife. Beck had used his bare hands to strangle two men at the same time. In truth, he’d crushed their windpipes. Then they’d asphyxiated. It was over before Gabe had gotten to his feet.

	Like the time in Baton Rouge, Beck had had his eyes closed. He had been on his side and lying beside the dying embers of the thin fire. The would-be thieves had made life-ending miscalculations they would not live to regret.

	Treachery. Fraud. Violence. Heresy. They were as common as the cold on a cloudless night. That was the way of things now. It kept him awake at night, as did the aversion to reliving the same nightmare that haunted his infrequent dreams. Somehow he functioned on next to no sleep and a will to survive. It was almost superhuman. And it was why Beck was in such demand. Gabe was a bonus.

	Beck rolled the woman onto her back. Her mouth was open as if she wanted to tell him something. What was her secret? Why was she with these men?

	He imagined, despite her current appearance and the hole between her eyes, she might have been pretty once. In a different world, she could have been a prom queen or at least on the homecoming court. She was the right age. Eighteen? No more than twenty. She’d be about Millie’s age.

	What might have been if the power hadn’t gone out? If the world hadn’t turned on itself?

	“I really am sorry, sister,” Beck said. “I didn’t have a choice. I hope you understand that. My life is my life. It’s a lot more valuable to me than yours. And if you’re going to try to take what’s mine, I’m going to do what I gotta do. Please believe me, it wasn’t personal.”

	“I don’t think she can hear you,” said Gabe.

	Beck frowned. “It wasn’t for her. It was for me. Help me with her, would you?”

	Although the woman carried nothing of value, her socks were in good shape, with no holes. Beck took them from her feet, careful not to catch the fabric on her jagged nails.

	On the other bodies they found a paper map, two books of matches, and a working compass. The last was the best of the treats. A functional compass was hard to find.

	When they finished with the bodies, they stuffed the finds into their packs. They still had ten miles to go to the rendezvous with their next contact. Might as well start now.

	Beck looked up at the moon. His breath puffed in front of his face and evaporated into the dry, cool air. Was life any better on Earth than it might be on the moon? Both were devoid of humanity; both were cold; both spun around in space with no purpose.

	John Beck shook the thoughts from his mind. Being a nihilist served nobody any good. At least Beck had a purpose. He was a defender of the weak, a protector of the righteous, and a killer of those who sought to bring harm to others. While it might not rise to the nobility of a man bent on self-improvement like Gabe, it was something.

	He stepped over the bodies to which he’d laid waste, checked that his gun was tucked at his hip, and started his march toward the makeshift bar. They had miles to go before they slept.

	




Chapter 19

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 3 MONTHS, 4 DAYS

	EASTERN NEW MEXICO

	 

	Beck sat alone at the table. He was in the corner, his back to the wall. His eyes scanned the few others in the ramshackle barn that passed for a waypoint between outposts and camps.

	He nursed the first shot of whiskey he’d had in months. It had cost him, too. What was left of the liquor was expensive, but Beck needed a drink, and he had the money.

	This was the closest place to the last outpost in which he and Gabe had spent time. On their way out of the settlement, sore but energized from another job finished, a man raking dirt had pointed him in this direction. He’d said the last he checked, the place still had whiskey, but that’d been a month ago, and he couldn’t promise there would be any left. Regardless, this was where they needed to be. It was the next breadcrumb in the never-ending quest.

	The ramshackle barn sat at an angle and looked as if a stiff winter breeze might knock it over. The boards that served as walls were warped and cracked. They reminded Beck of most of the people left in the world he traveled. Barely standing, damaged, and running out of time.

	The place had no door, and the barn floor was compacted dirt. It smelled of wet hay, even though he didn’t see a blade of it anywhere in the place. Eight mismatched plastic card tables were spread across the breadth of the barn’s interior. Metal chairs, the kinds from church meeting rooms or AA meetings in the basements of community centers, were in various states of disrepair. The only light came from a kerosene lantern on one of the tables and shafts of dusty gray light that stole its way into the space between the cracks and holes in the barn’s walls.

	Gabe waited outside at the entrance. Should anything seem off or go bad, he was ready to take action. They’d learned from experience, it was better to split up on a meet. It gave them an advantage over strangers.

	None of those in the place paid Beck any mind when he walked in. He counted six. Four were definitely men, the other four might have been women. He couldn’t tell, nor did he take the time to figure it out. He noted their positions in the room, whether they appeared armed or not, the color of the dirt on their boots, and then focused on the liquor.

	There were two bottles when he’d eased up to the folding table that passed for a bar. One was full, the other on its dregs. The barkeep, a scruffy man with a scratchy voice, told Beck he was down to the last of it. Once it was gone, he’d close up shop. Beck couldn’t care less if this was the barn’s last day of service. This was likely the one and only time he’d frequent the place. In the years since D-Day, he couldn’t think of a single place they’d visited twice except for possibly a coffee bar turned boardinghouse in the east. His memory wasn’t good enough to remember exactly.

	The barkeep had poured him the shot and wished him well, cautioning him not to drink it in one swig. Beck toasted him and found the corner seat. He never sat with his back to the door or whatever passed for an entrance. Never. Not once.

	He leaned back in his chair and decided at least two of the other people in the bar were women. They had small feet. They’d tried to hide their delicate features under tangles of hair that hung like curtains from their low-slung Stetsons or Bowlers. They were smart women; they endeavored to hide their femininity. If they did not, someone bigger and stronger might exploit them or take advantage of them. Beck did care about this. He didn’t take kindly to people who used positions of power to prey upon the weaker. It was the last remnant of his humanity from before D-Day. Everything else about him was chilled from the cold stone left in the aftermath of that day.

	His shot glass was half empty. The lingering taste of the whiskey was sweet in his mouth and burned his lips. Although he couldn’t place the flavor, it was something familiar. As he downed the last of it and licked the rim of the shot glass, a man approached him, hat in hand.

	“Are you Mr. John Beck?”

	Beck set the glass on the table and rested his hand at his hip. He sank into his chair and eyed the man with wary eyes. “Who’s asking?”

	“A lot of people,” the man said. “Could I join you? I’ll buy you another round.”

	Beck didn’t want another drink. The first had already dulled his senses. That was never a good thing in a world where every second could be his last.

	“Open your coat,” he said.

	The man obliged and pulled back the drape of his long coat. It revealed frayed suspenders on pants cinched tight with twine where a belt should have been and a ragged T-shirt stained with dirt, blood, or both. The suspenders and twine were overkill. But the man had no weapons.

	Beck motioned for the man to take a seat. “I don’t need a drink. I’m about to leave. What do you want?” He stole a glance at the entrance and offered Gabe an almost imperceptible nod. Gabe moved inside the bar and stood watch.

	This was not an atypical meeting for John Beck. Word seemed to travel like a latent shadow. They almost never left one part of the country without someone from nearby approaching him on bended knee. People always needed him, always asked for his help. They always offered gobs of what passed for currency and rarely paid up. If they had information about his daughter, that was payment enough.

	The last job was an exception. They’d been paid with both intelligence and cash. That was what afforded him the whiskey. It tasted like corn. Corn mash! That was the flavor. How long had it been since he’d tasted corn? Beck licked his teeth and waited for the man to make his pitch.

	“I live in a village not far from here,” he said. “It’s a two-day hike.”

	Beck made no comment. The quiet moments in a conversation often revealed more than the talk.

	The man folded his hands on the table. He ran his right thumb back and forth across his left index finger. His knee bounced. His hat was upside down on the table between them. The rounded crown made it lean on one edge of its brim.

	“Why are you nervous?”

	The man sat back, stilled his knee, but kept his hands where Beck could see them. Someone must have coached him on the proper etiquette of meeting with a man like John Beck.

	“We’re in a bind, mister,” the man said. “There are these marauders. They live in the hills around the camp. They keep coming every couple of weeks. They take our food, kill our men, take our women and children.”

	Beck raised an eyebrow. “You own your women?”

	The man’s face contorted with confusion, as if Beck had suddenly started speaking Chinese. He stuttered until Beck let him off the hook.

	“You said they’re your women. You own them?”

	The man shook his head. He sat forward and leaned on his elbows. With his hands clasped, he looked as if he might pray. “No, friend,” he said. “You got me all wrong. That’s not what I meant at all. No, sir. I just meant they’re the village’s women. Our women. Like we’re their men. You know? We’re not like that. We are peaceful and try to keep to ourselves. But these marauders won’t leave us be. They’re led by the one-eared man. He’s the one who runs them. He’s the worst of them all.”

	“One-eared man? That sounds like something straight outta fiction.”

	“It’s not fiction. It’s true. He’s got one ear. The other side of his head is scarred up. And he’s the most evil, soulless man we’ve ever seen. He shoots and kills in cold blood. No reason, no warning. Just shoots people dead in the middle of the road.”

	“Just sounds funny.”

	The nervous man frowned. His eyes darted everywhere, looking for a place to land but finding none.

	Beck smirked. There was something satisfying about watching him squirm.

	“Calm down, Buford,” he said. “I’m only messing with you. I’ve heard about your people and figured it was only a matter of time before you found me.”

	The man’s face twisted again. It was his tell. “How do you know my name?”

	Beck’s smirk widened into a smile. He didn’t smile much anymore, and it was awkward, like it didn’t belong on his face. He eyed the man’s hat. “It’s written inside your hat. Buford Marks.”

	Buford’s face reddened. He swallowed and picked up the hat to set it on his head. Once he adjusted it, he placed his hands back on the table.

	“You’re the folks who keep moving,” said Beck. “Pushed from one spot to another ’cause you won’t fight. Am I right? You used to be in Memphis?”

	Buford nodded. “Four years ago now. Left there not long after D-Day.”

	“So I’ve heard.”

	Buford flexed his hands. He sucked in a short breath through his nose. “It makes no difference what the rest of the world thinks is okay nowadays,” he said. “We just don’t want to engage that way. D-Day didn’t change who we are.”

	“You were Quakers, right?”

	“We still are,” he said. “At least, we try to be.”

	“You don’t exactly act like a Quaker. That is to say, you don’t speak like one. I thought y’all used first and last names only. No titles. You’ve called me mister at least twice now. Plus you took off your hat in deference to me. Quakers don’t do that either.”

	The man’s eyes jittered as he searched Beck for answers he could not find. “Are you a Friend? I cannot imagine—”

	“No,” Beck said. “I knew some back east. Had a friend go to Earlham in Indiana. I’m acquainted with the religion just enough to be dangerous.”

	Buford’s eyes widened, and he nodded. The tension eased from his face. “We’ve adapted, as others have. To survive. I took off my hat and held it with both hands so you would see I didn’t have a weapon. Plus, it itches. Anyhow, we do what we can to keep most of our customs alive, though we have reformed.”

	“I guess D-Day didn’t change as much for you as it did for others, right? I mean, you don’t miss electricity.”

	Buford nodded. “True enough. It did not change the day to day. When everyone else lost their minds because the power didn’t come back, we stayed calm. We know the ways of our ancestors.”

	“It didn’t change the day to day, but it changed the long term, didn’t it?”

	Another nod. “It did. Once people got desperate and figured out we were well supplied, they came for us. We had to move and move again. To be honest, Mr. Beck, we are tired of moving and running out of room. We cannot go too much farther west. The winters will be too harsh, the terrain too rugged. We’re stuck where we are. That’s why we need your help.”

	Tired of running. That sounded familiar. Beck glanced over at Gabe and motioned for him to join the table.

	“You understand that by hiring me and my friend, you’re violent by proxy. You’re foregoing pacifism. I will commit heinous acts on your behalf. I embody what you’ve spent a lifetime abhorring.”

	“We know this. We accept this. Like I said, we’ve had to make compromises to survive. And we pray the Lord understands our concessions. Remember, there is the light of God in all of us. In every person, we find goodness and truth.”

	“Even in those who take your women.”

	Buford’s expression fell flat. “We need your help.”

	Beck considered the proposition. They needed a savior. Not the kind to whom they prayed, but the kind to whom they would give good money for protection. They needed and wanted an exterminator. Someone who could rid them of the parasites who made their lives unbearable.

	D-Day, the day the power went out for good, hit people in different ways. Some it made stronger; some it made weaker. It changed everybody, though. For Beck, the change was remarkable and would have been obvious to anyone who knew him before D-Day if they saw him now. They wouldn’t see him now. Most everyone who knew him was dead. Probably. He couldn’t be sure. However, it was likely. America had one-tenth of the population it had boasted on D-Day, and those were optimistic estimates thrown around as fact in bars and by campfires. He ignored these statistics when thinking about Millie. She was the exception. She was alive. Somewhere.

	Gabe reached the table and sat in the chair next to Beck. Buford’s eyes darted between them; then he asked, “Is this Gabriel?”

	“Call me Gabe. Gabriel was an angel. I’m far from it.”

	“You’d be our angel if you and Mr. John Beck agree to help us.”

	Buford’s knee bounced again, rattling the uneven table. He raked his hands through the unkempt beard framing his jawline and chin with wiry tendrils of black and gray.

	Beck nudged Gabe with his shoulder. “What do you think?”

	“I wasn’t here for most of it. I’ll trust your judgment.”

	“What do you make of our friend Buford here?”

	“He’s a Quaker.”

	“That he is.”

	Buford tried a smile. “I am.”

	“Up to you, brother. This is your mission. It’s your call.”

	Beck drew in a long breath. “Okay. Draw me a map. We’ll be there in two days.”

	A smile flickered at the corners of Buford’s droll mouth. He suppressed it and shook his head. “You haven’t asked about payment. Don’t you want to know about payment? And you haven’t asked about how many marauders there are in the hills. Don’t you want to know about how many of them we think there are?”

	Beck shrugged. “Payment doesn’t matter unless I do the job. And how many there are doesn’t matter until they’re all dead.”

	Buford laughed. It was a nervous laugh that told Beck the Quaker didn’t know whether to believe him or not.

	Beck leaned forward and lowered his voice. He kept his gaze squarely on Buford. “I’m not joking. Two things I don’t joke about—money and killing people. Everything else in this godforsaken world might have a chance at being funny, but not money and dead people. Those two are always serious things.”

	Buford frowned. “It’s not, you know.”

	“That’s what I just said.”

	“No,” Buford said, all hint of humor gone, “not the money or the killing people.”

	“What, then?”

	“God has not forsaken us.”

	Beck disagreed. The things he’d seen since D-Day and the things he’d done were proof of it. Yet it was not worth arguing the point with a believer.

	“Fair enough,” he said. “One thing, though.”

	“What?”

	Beck reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded piece of glossy paper. Reverently, he opened it, placed it on the table, and slid it to Buford.

	The Quaker picked up the photograph and held it with both hands as if it were a priceless artifact. His eyes studied the image. He looked up, the photo still in his hands. “Who is she?”

	“My daughter. Have you seen her?”

	Buford lowered his head and looked at the picture again, studying it as if he were trying to memorize every detail. “I’ve seen this girl,” he said. “First years ago, and then not that long ago.”

	Beck sat up straight. “What do you mean?”

	Gabe mirrored his intensity and leaned forward on the table. It tipped toward him on its uneven legs.

	“I believe I remember seeing her in Memphis. Don’t hold me to that. But she is familiar.”

	“What about not that long ago? When was that? Where was it? Was anybody with her?”

	The questions flew without breaths between them. Beck’s heart pounded in his chest. Perspiration beaded on the back of his neck and at his temples. This was a real lead. More than a breadcrumb.

	Buford hunched his shoulders, and his brows pitched into a V. He shook his head. “I can’t say with certainty. She is older now. Taller. Her cheeks…” Buford absently touched his own face. His focus softened. The Quaker was looking at Beck but did not see him, lost in a vision of the recent past.

	“What?” Beck pressed. “What about her cheeks?”

	“She wasn’t a girl anymore. Not like in the photograph. There was something; I don’t know exactly how to put it.”

	Beck’s tone hardened. “Then put it inexactly.”

	Buford blinked. “She… I don’t know. I can’t be sure it was her. Maybe others in the village could be sure. I’m certain others saw the same woman. They could tell you.”

	Beck opened his mouth to say something. He wanted to shake loose whatever it was Buford was hiding. And there was something. He sensed it. Gabe did too. He nudged Beck. A signal to lay off. There would be time for this. They had a job to do first. One last job together.

	“Go on then,” Beck said. “We’ll meet you in two days.”

	“I want to come with you.”

	“Better if you didn’t,” Beck said. “Go back and tell your village we’re on the way. Tell them to expect us day after next.”

	Buford reached across the table and offered his hand. “Day after next. Thank you, Gabe. Thank you, Mr. John Beck.”

	Gabe shook his hand first; then Beck took it. Buford’s hand was thick with calluses.

	“One other thing,” Beck said to his newest client.

	“Yes?”

	“Call me Beck.”

	“Beck it is.”

	




Chapter 20

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 3 MONTHS, 6 DAYS

	NEAR ALBUQUERQUE, NEW MEXICO

	 

	Beck eyed the man standing guard. “We’re here about a job.”

	“We ain’t got no jobs, mister. You’re in the wrong place.”

	“Are we?”

	“Yep.”

	The guard stiffened. He raised his rifle, as if the movement was intended as a threat. Beck imagined the rifle was empty. Most were. Ammunition was hard to find. Especially for rifles. Especially for Quakers.

	The guard was no older than the prom queen he’d killed a couple of nights earlier. Probably younger. His eyes betrayed his fear, as did the almost imperceptible tremor in his trigger finger. The kid was bluffing, hoping that a puffed-out chest and a Remington might frighten away the strangers. No point in playing games. This was business. The sooner they got started, the better.

	“I’m John Beck. This is my partner, Gabe. Your people are expecting us, brother. If I were you, I wouldn’t want to be the one who turned away the men who’re here to save your village.”

	The guard’s eyes widened. His cheeks flushed, and steam puffed in short bursts from his nostrils. It was colder now than the previous night.

	Beck’s joints stiffened as he stood still. His patience wore thin. “You going to let us pass?”

	“How do I know you’re John Beck? You could be anybody saying you’re John Beck. For all I know, you’re a scout for the marauders.”

	“How old are you?”

	“Fifteen.”

	Beck blinked. “Fifteen?”

	It was getting harder to tell. The farther they got from D-Day, the more hardened everybody appeared. It made him reconsider how old the prom queen was. Had he killed a child?

	“Look,” he said, “Buford came to see me at the bar up the road two days ago. He met with Gabe and me. Buford wears a hat like yours. He said y’all been working your way west. Started in Memphis, and now you’re here. Marauders make life tough. Gabe and I are here to make it less so.”

	The kid’s eyes narrowed. He remained silent, still dubious.

	“Why don’t you go get Buford?” Beck suggested. “Tell him we’re here. We won’t move.”

	Confusion washed over the kid’s face. “If I take you to the village, it could be a trap. If I leave you here, you could follow me, and it could be a trap. Lose-lose situation.”

	Beck sighed. This was getting old. He shrugged. “Okay. Have it your way.”

	Before the kid knew what hit him, Beck grabbed the barrel of the rifle and yanked it hard. The kid stumbled forward, lost his grip, and fell face-first into the dirt.

	Gabe chuckled. Beck handed him the rifle and offered a hand to the kid.

	“Now you don’t have a choice. Win-win situation. Let’s go.”

	The kid rolled over and sat in the dirt. Pride hurt more than his body, he hesitated, cursed, and took Beck’s hand. Once on his feet, he brushed himself off and led the two visitors into the village.

	“What’s your name, kid?” Beck asked.

	“Lucas.”

	“All right, Lucas. Like I said before, I’m John Beck, and this is Gabe Vazquez. We’re here to help save your home. Tell me a little about your village.”

	Lucas eyed the shotgun and frowned. “It’s the largest settlement for twenty-five miles in any direction. Fifty people live and work here. All of us are Friends.”

	“You mean Quakers?” Gabe asked.

	“Yeah.”

	“So fifty people?” Beck asked.

	“Now,” Lucas said. “A year ago, there were a hundred. But those marauders keep coming. Can I ask you a question?”

	“Sure.”

	“What’s it like out there?”

	“Out where?”

	“Anywhere but here.”

	“I thought you’d traveled across the country?” Beck said. “From place to place until you settled here?”

	“We did. But everywhere we go, it seems like the same place.”

	Gabe snorted. “Really? Memphis is nothing like this place.”

	They walked south along the narrow asphalt highway. Weeds decorated the cracked edges and peeked through the fissures in the thoroughfare. They and the sparse clusters of trees were the only splashes of green amongst endless shades of brown.

	Lucas shrugged. “It’s not so much the places as the people. You know what I mean?”

	Beck’s reply was as much a statement as a question. “The people.”

	“I was eleven on D-Day. I actually grew up near Pittsburgh, but we were on vacation when the power went out. We found some Friends and stayed in Memphis. My dad thought it was too dangerous to go back home.”

	“I never knew there were a lot of Quakers in Tennessee,” said Gabe.

	“There aren’t a lot, I don’t think. But we’ve been there since the eighteen hundreds. They’ve had a meeting house in Memphis since the 1950s. At least, that’s what my dad said. Anyhow, I just wondered what it’s like meeting other people. Is it exciting? Or is everybody bad like the marauders?”

	His eyes drifted to their right. A low range of brown and green mountains lifted from the undulating land of the Quaker village ahead of them. “Those are the Manzano Mountains,” Lucas said. “That’s where the marauders hide. We think they live near Capilla Peak. It’s just a guess though; we don’t go up there.”

	“People are people,” Beck said simply. “Some are bad; most are still good. At least, I like to think that.”

	Gabe grinned. “He’s an optimist.”

	“What are you?” Lucas asked.

	“A humorist.”

	Lucas did not laugh.

	To the left was a road marker indicating the name of the village, or at least what the village used to be called.

	Beck said it aloud. “Torreon.”

	Lucas glanced at Beck. “That’s what the village was called before D-Day, when the Navajo lived here.”

	“Navajo?”

	“Native American tribe.”

	Beck chuckled. “I know what the Navajo are. I didn’t know they lived here. Where did they go?”

	Lucas kicked a rock on the asphalt in front of him and shook his head. “We don’t know. The town was abandoned when we got here. I wish they’d stayed. Would have been nice to meet other people.”

	“What do you call it?” Gabe asked.

	“Call what?”

	“The town?”

	“We don’t have a name for it. Some of the elders thought it would be disrespectful to the Navajo if we renamed their town. We just call it home.”

	Beck studied the landscape. Juniper and spruce fir dotted the edges of the highway. The road itself was cracked asphalt. The edges of the highway crumbled into the dirt and low evergreen brush. He referenced the surroundings with a sweep of his hand. “They have you guard the place all on your own?”

	Lucas offered a weak smile. “No. I get the north side on 55. We have another guard on A011 heading east, A008 looking south, and two guards looking west. They’re on A011W and A009. We rotate. I don’t much like the two western spots. They make me nervous. That’s where the marauders come from. They’ve killed six lookouts.”

	“What do you mean by A009 and A011?” Gabe asked.

	“That’s the name of the roads,” Lucas said. “We didn’t name them, that’s what the signs say.”

	“Where are we headed?” asked Beck.

	“The church. It’s at the center of the village. Best place to meet. I’ll take you there and then go get Buford and the other elders.”

	“I thought Quakers called their churches meeting houses or something like that,” said Beck.

	“We use it as a meeting house,” Lucas replied, “but it’s actually a church. We don’t want to disrespect the people who were here before us. We call it the church.”

	The rest of the walk was silent except for the crunch of boots on dirt. Calling the former town of Torreon a village was generous. What was likely once a successful farming community was now a windswept collection of clapboard houses and trailer homes. Four-foot-high fence posts, unhewn and cragged, dotted property lines and connected yards of bail wire that served as fencing. It felt like so many of the settlements through which they’d passed. More of an outpost than anything else. These days, however, any place with shallow roots was a village. It sounded better. Less rustic, more inviting. Maybe too inviting. That was why the marauders kept coming.

	They turned west off the main highway onto a narrower, asphalt road. The road was short and curved into what looked like a dead end. In the distance, the mountains loomed. Low clouds hung over the jagged peaks. The Manzanos had the sharp angles of a newer formation, stretching like a scar from north to south. The Sandias were to the north, and on the other side of the narrow range was Albuquerque.

	“Here we are.”

	Lucas pointed to a one-room building with a cross at the top of a modest steeple. It was a Catholic church with a small statue of the Virgin Mary carved into a stone near the sanctuary entrance. Adjacent to the church, large wrought-iron gates opened to the Torreon Catholic Cemetery.

	“Catholic?” Gabe asked.

	“It was here when we got here,” Lucas said. “Like I said, we did not change it. The house of the Lord is the house of the Lord. We all pray to the same God.”

	They stepped into the church. The modest sanctuary featured oak pews and a narrow altar. Along the back wall, a large painting depicted the stations of the cross.

	Lucas motioned to the pew at the back of the room. “Wait here.”

	Beck handed him the rifle. “Take this. No need for the others to know we took it from you.”

	Lucas hesitated but took the weapon. He bowed his head. “Thank you. I’ll be right back.”

	The boy paused at the door. He turned, his face holding an odd expression that was somewhere between contrition and confusion. “I apologize,” he said.

	Beck tilted his head to one side. “For what?”

	“Treating you the way I did. I should have known you were here to help. Anyone trying to hurt us wouldn’t have asked questions.”

	“It’s fine. No harm, no foul.”

	“It’s just…I’m not great with people outside of our own. The world is a pretty small place around here. Around everywhere we go.”

	Beck offered the kid a smile and a nod. What was there to say? Lucas was a typical teenager; sick of the familiar and anxious for something new. Like Millie, who at sixteen had been at that point where she simultaneously knew everything and nothing, who’d begged for freedom without real responsibility. Despite Lucas’s sullen demeanor, Beck liked him.

	Lucas returned the nod and left them alone in the church. It smelled like candle smoke and burning wax. Gabe hefted his pack from his shoulders and plopped it onto the pew beside him. He rubbed his chin and breathed deeply. “What do you think, brother?”

	Beck stood between the pews. “About what? The town? The kid? The church?”

	“All of it.”

	“The town is like most of the places we’ve been. I like the view. I’m guessing you get all the seasons here, even if it’s dry. Maybe some snow in the mountains during the winter. I’m not crazy about the number of access roads in and out. That’s a problem strategically.”

	“And the kid?”

	“I like him.”

	“Really? Why? You took that gun from him like he was a baby with a lollipop.”

	“I like that he didn’t just take our word for it when we said who we were, and when I took the gun from him, he knew he was beat. I saw him play out the options in his mind. He did the smart thing. No cowboy stuff.”

	“I thought you liked cowboy stuff.”

	Their voices echoed in the empty sanctuary. The pitched ceilings and solid surfaces probably made for nice hymnals.

	“It depends,” said Beck. “If it means unpredictable, I don’t like it. You know that.”

	“True.”

	“As for the church, it’s nice. Odd juxtaposition, though. Navajo town, Catholic church.”

	“Juxtaposition. There’s a ten-cent word.”

	The door swung open, and shafts of daylight obscured the faces of the people at the entrance. Once they stepped inside, they took off their hats. Three men stood beside one another, Lucas behind them. A familiar man stood in the middle.

	Buford Marks nodded his greeting. “Hello again, Beck, Gabe.”

	Gabe stood and stepped into the aisle with Beck. Both men said hello.

	Buford motioned to the others. “This is Peter, and this is Fred. They are the ones who sent me to find you and bring you back here.”

	Peter was the taller of the two. Like Buford, he wore a lion’s mane on his face—beard, no mustache. Peter appeared younger than Buford, but bore the pains of a man in charge of a community. Stress lines creased his forehead and the space between his mouth and cheeks. Combined with the salt-and-pepper beard, they gave the impression of a permanent scowl.

	Fred was a little more than five feet tall, with broad shoulders and an ample gut that stretched taut his shirt fabric. His neck was invisible beneath his squat, rectangular, bald head. Unlike the other two men, he did not have any facial hair. Round eyeglasses perched on the end of a bulbous nose. Suspenders held up his pants, and his thick fingers looked like Vienna sausages. In all respects, he looked like one of Santa’s elves.

	Both Peter and Fred stepped forward.

	“Thank you for being here,” Peter said. “I am—we—are grateful. We have heard wonderful things about you.”

	Fred smirked. “I’m not sure I would say wonderful is the appropriate word. You’re killers, right? You employ violence to achieve your goals.”

	Beck and Gabe exchanged glances. Gabe deferred.

	“Well, Fred, we’re here to achieve your goals. Can we do that without violence?”

	Fred’s face flushed. He pulled back his broad shoulders and sucked in a deep breath. The scowl deepened.

	Peter took a step forward with his hands raised. “We want you to do whatever it takes to keep our people safe. It is up to you how best to make that happen. We called you here because our ways are…”

	“Insufficient,” Buford said.

	Peter nodded agreement.

	Fred stewed. His jaw worked; his eyes darkened. “I am not in favor of your presence here,” he said. “I’ll make that clear. The others voted to bring you to our village. I remain unconvinced and pray that somehow light and goodness prevail. Bloodshed for any cause is unjust.”

	“Force may subdue, but love gains,” Gabe interjected. “And he that forgives first wins the laurel.”

	Fred blinked. His head twitched with surprise. He opened his mouth and closed it.

	“William Penn,” said Gabe. “He agreed with you. I agree with you. And I promise my friend Beck agrees with you.” He stepped from between the pews and put an arm around Beck’s shoulder. A broad smile brightened his face as he expounded, “We don’t like violence. Who likes violence? Nobody sane, that’s for sure. But we are survivors, and we are willing to do the things others won’t in order to survive. Think of us as the guys who clean the sewers.”

	Fred chortled. “Sewers?”

	“Yes,” Gabe said. “Sewers. Think about it. Somebody has to clean them; otherwise all the crap builds up and clogs the system. If you don’t clean them, a small blockage becomes a big problem that can render the entire network useless.”

	Gabe took two steps forward and closed the distance. He folded his arms across his chest and shrugged. “Most people don’t have the stomach to dip themselves into the sewer. Maybe they dabble here and there, use a plunger, maybe pour some lye into the works. But they don’t want to get their hands dirty up to their elbows, wade in the muck up to their necks. We do. We’re willing because we see the value in it. We take one for the team, the good of the whole.”

	Fred aimed a disapproving glare at Beck and Gabe, spun on his heel, and marched from the church. The door slammed when he swung it closed behind him.

	Peter’s face flushed. He tried a smile. “Don’t mind him. The good Lord graced him with obstinance.”

	“Blessing and a curse,” said Beck.

	They faced each other in silence for several awkward moments. When it was too much for Peter, he clasped his hands together in front of him and said, “Let’s show you the lay of the land. No time like the present.”

	Beck and Gabe heaved their packs onto their backs and followed the others out into the daylight. The scent of dirt and juniper hit Beck when he stepped onto the asphalt.

	They turned right and then took a road that curved south. Peter kept his hands in front of him. His long gait reminded Beck of a newborn giraffe. Unsure of each step, unsteady of his balance, his movements were measured.

	He strode alongside Beck and Gabe while Buford and Lucas walked behind them.

	“This is Cibola Road,” Peter said. “It takes us back to our main street, which is Highway 55. Our people live in two clusters of houses. We’ll let you choose where you stay. What you think is best.”

	“Tell us about the one-eared man,” Beck said. “What’s he about?”

	Peter’s face lost its color. He swallowed, and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “He’s their leader. The worst of the marauders. The others do what he says. If it weren’t for him, I don’t think they’d be so vicious. You might not be here if it weren’t for him.”

	“Anything else about him? Other than violence and the missing ear?”

	Peter shook his head. “Isn’t that enough?”

	Beck took the hint. “That’s enough. Tell us more about the housing situation.”

	Peter put one hand to his chest, and they reached the end of the road. It turned north and south at the intersection. He looked over at Beck as he led them north. “Personally, I’d like to see you stay in the Boomer. That’s the cluster northwest of the church. But if you’d rather stay in the Coaster, we can arrange that.”

	Gabe stretched his neck to peer across Beck and address Peter. “What are the Boomer and the Coaster?”

	Peter pointed up ahead as they trekked north on Highway 55. “Up here is a trio of roads. They run parallel to one another and lead east away from the village. The one in the middle is Coaster Road. We call the cluster the Coaster.”

	Gabe snickered. “The Coaster Cluster. There are a lot of different meanings you could take from that moniker.”

	Beck lifted an eyebrow. “Moniker?”

	Gabe grinned. “Word of the day.”

	The Quakers ignored the aside, stopping at the first of the three eastbound streets.

	Peter motioned to it with his head. “That’s A010. Coaster’s next. Then A011. This is Coaster.”

	Buford pivoted and drew their attention north and west. “Up that way is Boomer, Torrez, and Morris Streets. Boomer turns into A011W, which leads into the mountains toward the Fourth of July Trailhead. Between Torrez and Morris is an old car junkyard. There must be at least a dozen or more.”

	“Are we heading up there?” Beck asked.

	“Later,” Peter answered. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We want to show you the paths the marauders usually take to attack us.”

	Peter turned south and took them past Cibola to a dead end. A narrow asphalt road led due west. He led them in that direction.

	Beck plucked his water bottle from his pack and squeezed warm water into his mouth. He let it sit there, absorbing the moisture, until he swallowed it in two gulps.

	“This is A008,” Peter said. “It leads into the mountains toward Capilla Peak and Osha Peak. There’s a campground at Capilla. It’s about fifteen miles from here, and we think that’s where they stay.”

	The slow but constant incline strained the muscles in Beck’s legs. He took another drink of water and used one hand to stuff the bottle back into the pouch on the side of his pack.

	They reached another intersection. This one curved north, then west.

	“This place is a bit of a maze,” Beck said. “A lot of roads heading in odd directions. There’s no grid, which makes it tougher to defend.”

	Peter ignored the observation. “That’s A009. It’s the other most common path the marauders take.”

	“Can’t you just choke them here at this intersection?” Gabe posed. “Put your defenses here, and you can pick them off.”

	Peter shook his head and gestured up A009. “There’s a dirt road that forks off A009 and then splits again. The split takes you to the Boomer or back onto 55.”

	The men stood still in the road. Beck slowly turned in a circle. The surroundings were somewhat inhospitable. Dry, hot, uneven terrain. And the village did not have the high ground. This would be tougher than most of the jobs they’d worked. Most, but not all.

	Gabe seemed to read Beck’s mind. “Reminds me of that town in North Carolina. Black Mountain, was it? The town in a valley between the highway and the high ground?”

	Beck remembered the idyllic town nestled amongst pines. More than the way it appeared, the town’s scent was what had stuck in his memory. It’d smelled like Christmas. The two weeks they’d worked there, he kept thinking of Millie and Christmas mornings. Her reindeer-pattern onesies; her wide-eyed excitement; the nest of tangled hair atop her little head; hot coffee in a mug that declared him the world’s best husband; Debbie on his lap while they watched Millie tear through the wrapped boxes with feral abandon…

	“Beck?” Gabe asked. “You there, brother?”

	Beck blinked. He nodded. “Just thinking about the best way to approach this. We need to see all the roads in and out of town. You guys do barn raisings?”

	Peter’s brow furrowed, and he frowned. “No, we don’t. That’s the Amish. We’re Quaker.”

	“What’s the difference?” asked Gabe.

	“As different as Catholics and Baptists,” Buford said. “Not at all the same things.”

	Beck dipped his head. “Sorry if I offended you.”

	Peter cleared his throat. “None taken.”

	“Then you aren’t handy with tools?”

	“I didn’t say that. I merely said we don’t raise barns.”

	Beck’s mind churned, spinning with possibilities. The seeds of a plan germinated. “That’s good. Show us the roads. Then we have something to show you. Your whole village.”

	Peter cocked his head to one side. “What’s that?”

	“It’s half the reason we’re here. My daughter. I help you with your problem; you help me with mine.”

	Peter eyed him but shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

	“You have kids, Peter?”

	“I do. Three daughters, one son.”

	Lucas spoke for the first time since they’d left the church. “I’m the one son.”

	The resemblance was obvious now. Lucas was lean like his father. They both wore determined resolve on their faces, their eyes and shapes of their mouths almost identical.

	Beck smiled at the kid and addressed the father. “Then you’ll understand. Now, let’s see those roads.”
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	The sun was low in the sky and hung above the edges of the Manzano Mountains to the west. A red-orange hue made the cragged peaks glow. It was beautiful. Yet somewhere in that range was the enemy. Another obstacle between Beck and Millie.

	Beck surveyed the dusky face of the mountains and then looked at the piece of paper in his hand. He’d drawn a rough sketch of the village and made notes about the advantages and disadvantages the terrain afforded them.

	He and Gabe spent two hours in their temporary home, coming up with the initial plan. They’d decided to forego both the accommodations in the Boomer and in the Coaster. Neither served their purposes. Instead, they bunked in the post office next to the church. The floor was hard, but their sleeping bags were good enough.

	The post office was halfway between all the possible attack routes. It put them in a much better position to react if something went down. Beck had asked to sleep in the church. Peter had denied the request.

	Beck now stood in the cemetery. It was flat and grassy. The most comfortable meeting place, Buford had assured them, and everyone from the village could attend. Even the small children could play inside the fenced grounds without their parents worrying about their safety.

	He looked up from the map at the dour faces staring back at him. Gabe stood next to Beck, his hands stuffed into his pockets.

	Fred spoke to the assembled about their expectations. “You all know I am not in favor of these men,” he said. “I do not like bringing violence into our village. We are not about that. We are peaceful. We—”

	“We need help.”

	The voice came from somewhere among those gathered on the lawn. A woman’s voice, somehow soft and strong at the same time. Her words shot through the dry dusk air like a bullet. Fred backed up a step as if the missive had struck him in the chest. His mouth opened and closed.

	The woman stood and spoke again. This time, her voice boomed like cannon fire. “My husband. My children. They’re dead because of men who have no regard for life or its value. I want retribution. And if we’re honest with ourselves, if we truly seek the Inward Teacher’s guidance during silent worship, we hear the Spirit tell us to find our own paths. My path leads to justice.”

	Gabe whispered to Beck, “I like her.”

	The woman pointed toward the setting sun. “I choose to make them pay. To follow the Babylonian code of King Hammurabi. If a man blinds the eye of another man, then they shall blind his eye. If he breaks the bones of another man, then they shall break his bones.”

	“This is not the Quaker way,” Fred argued. “We are peaceful. We believe—”

	The woman’s body tensed. “Our beliefs are individual,” she cut in. “This is at the core of the Quaker way. We all know this, and we all worship in silence because our journey is paved by our own internal rules.”

	Some nodded, while others chattered amongst themselves.

	Fred’s face flushed again. He put one hand on his ample belly and raised the other. “Friends!” he implored. “Friends, please listen. I do not want to abandon who we are so that we may survive. Is survival, at any cost, survival at all?”

	The din of chatter rose again; discussions grew heated. Fred tried to silence them but could not.

	The woman stood, hands at her sides. Defiance colored her features. She stared directly at Beck. He locked eyes with her for more than a minute. Neither blinked. Beck smiled. He liked this woman too.

	“Excuse me,” he said, raising his hand for attention. “Excuse me. My name is John Beck, and my friend here is Gabe Vazquez. We are here to help. Let us do the violence it takes to keep you peaceful. We can satisfy all of your concerns. For those of you who seek vengeance, we will grant it. For those who abhor bloodshed, look the other way. Disapprove. We will defy you in order to protect you. Your conscience is clear.”

	He had their attention. The woman sat down, cross-legged, back straight. She still had not blinked.

	“We are here as an exchange of goodwill,” Beck went on. “We help you, and you help me.” From his pocket, he withdrew Millie’s photograph and held it above his head. “This is my daughter. I believe some of you may have seen her. Either in Memphis, where you came from, or along the way. I’m looking for her with the same desperation with which you seek peace in your village. She’s older now, but imagine this sixteen-year-old as a twenty-year-old.”

	He gave the photograph to Gabe. Gabe handed it to Fred and told him to pass it around.

	“After we adjourn, if you’ve seen her, please come tell me. Even if you only think you might recognize her, please come tell me.”

	Fred handed the photograph to an older man sitting in what amounted to the first row. The man glanced at it and passed it along. Beck studied their expressions as, one by one, they passed the photograph without consideration. He steeled himself and took a step forward. His hands were in front of him, imploring patience.

	“I have a plan. While some of you might not like it, I assure you, it is the best course of action.”

	The photograph was in the second row. Fred glanced at Beck, his thick eyebrows pinched. “What’s the plan?” he asked. “And why won’t we like it?”

	“Gabe and I, and a few of you who would like to go with us, will hike to the Capilla Peak. We’ll agitate the marauders and force them to attack the village.”

	For a moment, the assembled sat in stunned silence; then they erupted in an unintelligible rage of which Beck thought Quakers incapable. He tried several times to quiet them, to get them to hear him out. Finally Fred, of all people, silenced them and urged Beck to explain.

	“How does this help us?” Fred asked. “That’s like setting fire to our homes and then asking why they burn.”

	Peter, who until this point had remained silent, added his thoughts. “You were right that some of us might not like your plan, Mr. Beck. I am one of them. Buford told us you would be the right men for the job. I agreed with him when we surveyed the town today. But now…I cannot say you are the right choice.”

	Buford stood next to Peter, chin down. Like a scolded child, his worn expression betrayed his sadness and disappointment.

	In the crowd, the picture passed from one to the next. None took the time to study it. Beck raised his hands, a burst of anger spiking his tone. It hushed the chorus of naysayers.

	“You invited us here,” he barked. “You asked for our help. You sought us, not the other way around. If you’d rather, it’s no skin off our backs, we’ll leave. Someone else will want us and will help me find my daughter.”

	His pulse quickened. It pounded at his temples. A vein bulged in his neck, and he jabbed a finger at the mountains now shrouded in darkness. The daylight was in its final moments. “They’ll come for you again. They’ll keep coming. What you do about it is up to you. We’ll give you the night to think on it.”

	Beck motioned to Gabe, who returned to the crowd to fetch the photograph. He handed it to Beck, and the two of them started for the cemetery gate. It was hard to see now as the twilight faded into black.

	They were through the gate before a voice called to them. It was breathless.

	“Wait, Mr. Beck.”

	Beck stopped. It was the woman who’d demanded justice. She stood at the gate, her hands wrapped around the bars like a prisoner confined to a cell.

	Gabe led Beck back to the gate. The woman licked her lips as she caught her breath.

	“What do you want?” Gabe asked. “Other than revenge?”

	Her fingers tightened on the bars, and she pressed her face to the iron. “I want justice. There is a difference.”

	Beck stepped up next to Gabe. “What’s your name?”

	“Annaliese.”

	“What do you want, Annaliese?”

	“I have two things to say. Both will be a surprise to you.”

	“You’d be surprised at the things that don’t surprise us,” said Gabe. “What’s the first thing?”

	“I want to help.”

	“Help with what?”

	“Your plan. They’ll come to their senses. What you’re suggesting makes perfect sense. We cannot keep waiting for them to come here. It’s from The Art of War. Attack the enemy where he is unprepared, appear where you are not expected, then you draw them into a trap. They’ll be so angry, they won’t think clearly. They’ll attack without a true plan. That’s when we stop them once and for all.”

	“I knew I liked you.” Gabe grinned. “You’re a reader like me.”

	Her features softened. “You read?”

	“Every day.”

	Annaliese smiled. “Reading is the one thing that keeps me from going crazy. Especially after my family…” Her voice choked, and she backed away from the fence.

	Beck stepped closer and wrapped his own hands around the cold iron. “What was the second thing?”

	Annaliese’s expression hardened again. She stared at Beck for a long moment. “I’ve seen your daughter. I recognize her. And I might know where she is.”
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	The dream was always the same. The location changed, as did some of the circumstances, but the gist was similar enough that it served its purpose as a recurring nightmare.

	Beck was alone, in a forest or a desert or on the edge of a rocky cliff. Enemies surrounded him, all of them armed to the teeth. He was empty-handed. The enemies, faceless men, attacked with lightning speed. His movements were painfully slow.

	He could not run from them. His feet would not propel him fast enough to avoid their jabs or cuts or bites. His own punches and kicks carried little force and did no damage to his adversaries.

	Adversaries. Really, they were the dreamscape manifestation of one man. Goose.

	While none looked or sounded like Goose, Beck’s subconscious carried the understanding the nemesis was indeed him.

	As he fended off the endless attacks from the multiple versions of Goose, Millie was out of reach. Danger threatened her—an animal, a storm, something unseen in the dark. It did not matter what it was, she needed his help, and Beck could not provide it. Goose stood between them.

	Occasionally, Debbie made a cameo. She belittled him for his impotence and blamed him for everything bad in the world. Never once did she come to his aid or Millie’s. She was somewhere in the nebulous distance, an angry distraction from the futile task at hand.

	Although Beck never died in the dream, he never succeeded in beating back the Geese or saving his daughter. It was an endless loop. Exhausting. Debilitating. Demoralizing. Above all else, it kept Beck from real sleep.

	He didn’t want to dream. Ever. And on the rare occasion when his body demanded restorative sleep, it got little. The nightmare tore through his psyche and forced opened the wounds that represented his failings as a father and husband.

	His own selfishness and inability to abate the demons had put them in danger. Debbie was dead. Millie was missing.

	What if… What if…

	He’d traveled the continent, helping strangers repent, hoping it would help sand away the grit of his own guilt while making the powerless world a better place for others. If he did enough, he held out the belief that his reward would be a reunification with his daughter. Or at least, he would learn what had become of her. Or he would find Goose and avenge the violence exacted upon him and his family. Karma had to work that way, didn’t it?

	Beck might not have dreamed, probably wouldn’t have slept, had it not been for Annaliese and her admission through the bars of the cemetery gate. What she’d told him had set his mind racing. He’d drifted to sleep thinking about the brief conversation, and it led him straight into the nightmare.

	He woke with a start. His heart raced, and the sensation that his world was off-kilter hung with him until he recognized his surroundings and got his wits about him.

	From the floor, he stared up at the mineral wool and fiberglass ceiling tiles inside the post office. Sweating and overheated, he unzipped the sleeping bag and kicked his legs out from underneath the down-filled polyester. It was not enough, and he peeled back the top half of the bag. The rush of cool air sent a chill through his body. He knuckled the corners of his eyes, blinked into the darkness, and replayed the conversation at the gate.

	“I’ve seen your daughter. I recognize her. And I might know where she is.”

	Beck had studied her. Among other skills survivors acquired through experience, he read expressions well. A liar was a liar no matter the circumstance; desperation exposed it. Annaliese was not a liar. Still, he’d waited for her to add onto the revelation.

	Her eyes had darted to Gabe, then back to Beck, searching for the right thing to say, grasping for the key to unlock Beck’s wall.

	She pursed her lips. “She’s older now.”

	Beck shook his head. “Try again.”

	“What I mean to say is, she looks older. Her hair is shorter. It’s cropped almost like a boy’s.” Annaliese waved her hand around her face as if applying invisible makeup. “Her skin is different too, ruddier. She’s been in the sun a lot, not as fresh-faced as she is in the picture you passed around.”

	“Then how do you know it’s her?”

	“The eyes. They’re unmistakable. Dark. Full of demons. Like…” Annaliese paused. She looked down and to the right.

	Beck bristled. He knew what the next words would be without her saying it. But he wanted her to say it. “Like what?”

	“Like yours. She has your eyes. Both of you are wounded. You carry a lot on your shoulders, in your gut. You’ve killed people. Am I right?”

	Beck didn’t reply.

	Annaliese looked up again, her expression brightening with recognition. “I’m right, aren’t I? You carry around something too heavy to bear. That’s why you’re here helping us. It’s why you have helped others, isn’t it? You taketh and giveth.”

	“We’re not talking about me,” Beck said. “We’re talking about—”

	“I’m like you,” Annaliese interrupted. “Well, not exactly. But I also carry a burden too heavy to bear. That’s why I want revenge. That’s why I want to come with you. I won’t rest until I’ve somehow balanced the cosmic scales.”

	“We’re not talking about you either. We’re discussing my daughter. Where did you see her? When?”

	“I saw her in Memphis, not long after D-Day. Thousands of us were in a shelter at the Pyramid. Bass Pro Shops had underground generators that somehow survived the EMP attack.”

	Beck nodded. “I’ve heard the stories. It’s a bazaar now, right?”

	“Then you already know your daughter was there?”

	“Haven’t been able to prove it, but dozens over the years remember seeing her there.”

	“She was alone.”

	This was new. Or it was complete crap. Of all the accounts he’d wrangled from the Pyramid in the earliest days of the post-D-Day world, none had revealed Millie was by herself. And there was no evidence of her working at or hanging around the bazaar inside the massive space.

	“Alone?”

	Annaliese nodded. “I saw her twice. Once in a food line, the other in the women’s bathroom. She was alone.”

	“And you know it was her?”

	“Positive.”

	“How?”

	“I told you, the eyes. You don’t forget eyes like that.”

	Beck was hooked. Adrenaline spiked his blood. He wanted to run and find Millie. Pick her up, hold her, spin her around. He wanted to tell her how much he missed her, how much he loved her, how sorry he was, and how long he’d searched for her. All of this raced through his mind in instantaneous flashes. Thunder and lightning.

	“You saw her again? Recently?”

	Annaliese equivocated. “A year ago. Missouri. I think it was St. Louis.”

	Beck’s stomach flipped. His excitement drained as if someone had pulled a plug in a bathtub.

	“A year?”

	He’d been in Missouri a year ago. Or was it longer? He killed a man there, or more than one. None of it mattered. This information was old, stale like the taste in his mouth after a night of bourbon.

	Perhaps seeing his disappointed expression and having lost her chance at redemption, Annaliese couched the revelation. Gripping the bars, she’d moved in closer to him until their faces were inches apart. Her hot breath smelled like lemons.

	Lemons? Where had she found lemons?

	“Maybe it was less than a year,” she said. “But I think she’s still there. If not, people will know where she went. She—”

	“People have told me they knew her whereabouts.” Beck’s jaw flexed, and he spoke through clenched teeth. “Too many times to count. When I press them, they tell me they’re not quite as sure as they were seconds earlier. You’re like all the rest, Annaliese.”

	He let go of the bars but held her gaze. Without saying another word, he turned and walked away.

	“It’s not like that,” she called after him. “I’m telling you I believe she’s there. She was alive.”

	Gabe followed him silently. They walked away and left Annaliese at the gate. With each step, the anger ballooned in Beck’s chest. His breaths shortened, and his muscles tensed. By the time they’d stepped into the post office, he’d been ready to explode.

	Beck was not upset with Annaliese. Okay. He was upset with Annaliese, he had to admit to himself. But that wasn’t what angered him. What made him mad was having gone there, for having allowed her to string him along. He knew better. Too many people had done this before. A quid pro quo in which there was no quo. He gave something and got nothing. Or very little, if anything.

	What amplified his frustration was that Gabe’s indelicate abandonment of him was warranted. They were jousting at windmills, seeking the Holy Grail, hunting for El Dorado. Their quest, his quest, was foolish.

	Among the estimated one point five billion people left four years after D-Day, the chances that his daughter was alive and that someone he met had, in turn, met her were too small to calculate.

	Sure, the numbers of living people were guesses. There could be more people on Earth. But that wasn’t what he’d heard from town to town, village to village, outpost to outpost. That percentage was the same everywhere. Only one in five who’d lived on D-Day still roamed the Earth.

	Beck was an optimist. As a child, he’d believed he would escape the abusive tyranny of his mother. He would learn a trade and earn a respectable living, find the perfect woman with whom to build a life, start a family. When falsely accused of murder, he’d had faith the system would find him innocent. And ultimately, when he’d lost nearly everything for which he’d worked so hard to earn, he’d been sure he could win it back.

	He’d been right about everything up until that last point. He had not gotten Debbie back. The power had died, and his demons had come back to haunt him.

	Still, Beck had remained hopeful. He could make things right. He could rescue his daughter, reunite, take care of her. He could start the simple, solitary life of which Gabe often spoke. No wandering, no killing, no revenge. No survival for survival’s sake. It was all there for the taking if he worked hard enough. If he kept moving.

	Yet as he lay there in the dim purple light of dawn, the sunlight filtering in through the grimy windows, Beck’s throat tightened. His chest grew heavy, and tears blurred his vision.

	There was no happy ending. He would not find his daughter. He was damned to walk the Earth like Cartaphilus.

	Tears pooled in his eyes and rolled down his cheeks. He wept silently, biting the inside of his cheek to squelch any sound. Beck didn’t want to wake Gabe, nor did he want his friend to see him weep.

	A knock at the door startled him. He sucked back the emotion and swallowed it past the sore knot in his throat. Gabe shot up, sitting dazed in his sleeping bag. His hair wild, his eyes unfocused, he appeared disoriented until a second knock banged at the door.

	Beck stood. “I’ll get it. I’m awake.”

	Gabe grumbled and retreated into his bag. He rolled onto his side.

	A third knock, more urgent, struck as Beck reached the door. He pulled it open, and a rush of cool air greeted him. So did the last two people on Earth he wanted to see first thing in the morning.

	Their features were backlit by the purple and orange sunrise, but he recognized them. Fred and Annaliese. They stood at the threshold, their expressions expectant and demanding entrance into the post office.

	Beck stepped aside and gestured for them to enter with an exaggerated sweeping motion. When they moved past him, he reached to close the door, but a hand stopped him. Peter was there with his son, Lucas. Behind them, Buford. He carried his hat in both of his hands. His eyes jittered with nerves.

	“Well,” Beck said, “the gang’s all here. And it’s what? Barely six in the morning?”

	Fred snickered. “You told us to give you an answer in the morning. It’s morning.”

	“Good point. Hey, Gabe. You want to get up? We have company.”

	Gabe grumbled again. He was not a morning person. He’d rather stay up until dawn than go to bed at sundown. Regardless, he shed the mummy-shaped sleeping bag and joined the living.

	When none of the visitors spoke, Beck cleared his throat of the remnant phlegm still there from his emotional realization. “I remember we left it that you’d let me know whether you want us here or not,” he said. “We’re good either way. Whatever you want.”

	The guests all looked at each other as if in a standoff. Finally, Annaliese spoke.

	“Since none of the men want to ante up,” she said. “I’ll do it. First of all, we’re sorry. All of us. We all owe you a collective apology. Both of you, Mr. Beck and Mr. Vazquez.”

	“Call me Gabe.”

	He smiled at her. She blushed but kept talking. “You came here because we asked you to, and we want you to help us, whatever it takes. The attacks on our village have to stop. This is home for us. We won’t give it away, and we won’t leave.”

	Annaliese’s tone grew more strident as she spoke. She was in her element, finding her groove. She was a strong woman. “We have traveled too much and come too far to give in to these heathens. And I, for one, refuse to leave the place where my family is buried. So have at it. Do your worst. Or your best. Whatever it takes.”

	She pressed her lips into a flat smile, gave a confident, self-satisfied nod, and looked at Fred. When he didn’t speak, she narrowed her gaze and scowled at him. That did the trick.

	Fred cleared his throat and lifted his chin. “I apologize. You are here to help. We graciously accept. John and Gabe—”

	“You can call me Mr. Vazquez.”

	Fred blinked. “Mr. Beck and Mr. Vazquez, we ask for your help in saving our village.”

	“We are blessed to have you here,” Peter said. “We wish we could provide better accommodations and that our community was more welcoming last night. We are sorry for our inhospitable greeting, and we ask for your help. We desperately need it.”

	Buford put his hat on his head and stroked his beard. A smile warmed his face. “I know you two are the men for the job, and I—we—are thankful for your generosity. We will do what we can to repay you. Once this menace is gone, you will always have a home here if you want it. If not, we will do our best to guide you toward your daughter, Mr. Beck.”

	Lucas spoke up. “Please, sirs, help us figure out how to get rid of the marauders once and for all.”

	Beck and Gabe exchanged knowing looks. They smiled.

	“We can do that,” Beck said. “We can help you get rid of them.”

	Gabe agreed. “Once and for all.”

	




Chapter 23

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 3 MONTHS, 6 DAYS

	TORREON, NEW MEXICO

	 

	Lucas leaned against a headstone, his ankles crossed and his arms folded across his narrow chest. His body tensed when Beck put a hand on his shoulder. The boy would not look him in the eyes.

	“It’s for your own good and for the good of the village, Lucas. They need you here more than we’re going to need you up there. You’re a guard. You know this village like the back of your hand. This is where you can do the most good.”

	Lucas sniffed, worked a gob of saliva and snot into his mouth, and spat. He still did not look at Beck. This temper tantrum was an affirmation of Beck’s decision to keep him in the village when he, Gabe, Buford, and Annaliese ascended the mountains to attack the marauders.

	Peter was the first to try to convince Lucas the plan was best. He and Fred would lead the defense once the marauders retaliated. Their job was to organize the villagers, set the traps, and insure this was their last fight. Peter conveyed to his son how important it was that he stay and help. If he were to someday be an important voice, this was a chance to prove it to the others.

	The kid did not buy it.

	Beck tried again. “Look, kid. You want a chance to someday see the world?”

	Lucas narrowed his eyes.

	“I mean, the world. Other people, non-Quakers.”

	Peter started to speak until Beck raised a hand to silence him.

	“This is your chance, Lucas,” Beck said. “For real. You show what you can do here, and the village is saved, your people are saved. Then your future’s wide open. Anything could happen. But if we fail, if the marauders see they’re unstoppable here, you’re trapped. You’re a…” Beck snapped his fingers and pointed at Gabe. “What are those wandering people called?”

	“Nomads? Bedouins? Travelers?”

	“Nomads. Thanks. You’ll be a nomad for the rest of your life, Lucas. You might go from place to place, but as you told us before, it’ll always be within the limited scope of what you’ve always known.”

	Lucas squared his shoulders. He uncrossed his ankles and unfolded his arms. His eyes drifted toward a vision of what could be, of places and experiences that seemed like fantasies.

	Beck sensed an opening. “We need strong, smart young men like you to take care of the others here. Taking you with us into the mountains would be the easy thing to do. However, it wouldn’t be the smart thing.” He let it rest. Gave the argument time to settle, to tilt the scale.

	After a moment, Lucas refocused on the moment. “All right,” he said. “I’ll do it. I’ll stay here and help my dad.”

	Beck patted his shoulder. “Great. Now go help Fred with some of the preparations.”

	Lucas exchanged a glance with his father, stuffed his hands into his pockets, and left to join a group gathered in another section of the cemetery where Fred held court, explaining how the villagers would protect their homes when the time came.

	Peter watched his son leave and stepped closer to Beck. Something close to anger reddened his face. A vein bulged along the side of the thin man’s neck. He spoke in a measured tone, but it carried heat. “I don’t like you putting ideas into my son’s head. He’s all I’ve got left, and I’m not interested in seeing him go anywhere I’m not.”

	Beck waited a beat to make sure Peter had nothing more to add. He inhaled through his nose and slowly let the breath go. “Look, no offense, Peter, but we’ve got more important issues than your family. But I’ll say this. I didn’t put any ideas in your son’s head. They were already there. And I would’ve promised him a hot shower and a year’s worth of Netflix if I thought it would get him on board with what we’re doing. Remember, you’re his father. I’m just a short-timer from out of town who’s here to commit acts of violence. You’ll be here, with your boy, long after I’m gone.”

	The intensity of Peter’s glare waned. “I still don’t like it. That boy has delusions of grandeur, of high adventure in exotic places. He doesn’t understand there are no exotic places out there anymore. And the only adventure he’d find is the kind that would get him killed.”

	“I understand,” Beck said. “Believe me. More than most, I get your concerns. Remember, I’ve got a daughter out there somewhere. At least, I hope I still do.”

	Peter’s brow furrowed. A sadness glossed his eyes. “You’re right. We both have a lot to lose if this doesn’t work. Are you sure you want me to stay here too? I could help you. We could stop the marauders before they ever get here if we take enough people.”

	Gabe glanced at Peter. “Like father, like son. The apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree, does it, Peter?”

	Peter looked past Gabe at Lucas. Watched him for a moment. A thin smile graced his long, thin features. “I thought you were supposed to be funny,” he said, and left to join Fred’s dissertation.

	When he was out of earshot, Beck nudged his friend. “He got you there.”

	“I wasn’t trying to be funny. I was dead serious. Those two are one and the same. The way they walk, their morosity. Their—”

	“Morosity?”

	“It’s a synonym for gloomy.”

	“I know what it means. I’ve just never heard anyone use it in a sentence.”

	Gabe patted his chest. “You clearly hang around the wrong types of people.”

	“People who aren’t morose?”

	“Touché.”

	“Sheesh. Now you’re speaking French? You’re right. You need to settle down. Find a fair maiden. Open a café—”

	Gabe cleared his throat and motioned with his head. Annaliese and Buford approached. Both carried packs on their backs. Neither was armed.

	Beck muttered, “Speaking of fair maidens.” He glanced at Gabe, whose face was flushed.

	Gabe tipped an invisible cap to Annaliese and offered the awkward smile of someone who didn’t know what to do with their teeth. It was obvious Gabe was avoiding facing Beck.

	“Hello, Gabe,” Annaliese said. “Mr. Beck.”

	“Annaliese,” Beck said, “I see you’re loaded for bear.”

	She tucked her thumbs under the pack straps. “These are animals we’re dealing with, Mr. Beck. Best to be prepared.”

	“I’m carrying as much as I can,” Buford said.

	Beck motioned to Buford’s pack. It threatened to topple the man. “You packed extra socks?” he asked. “That might be the most important thing you carry next to water.”

	Buford nodded. “Three pair, the thick kind. They’re all I’ve got left that don’t have holes in the heels and between the toes.”

	“Let’s go, then,” Beck said. “You lead the way. When we get closer, I’ll take point.”

	Annaliese’s brow arched. “Now? This minute?”

	“Yep. Better to get a head start. If we plan on hitting them before sunup when they’re most vulnerable, we should get going.”

	Annaliese’s mouth turned downward as if she’d never considered the possibility of leaving immediately. She looked over her shoulder at the others. When she turned back, she was somewhere else. Her face carried the familiar reverie of apocalyptic survivors. The farther removed they were from D-Day, Beck recognized the expression on more faces. It was something that carried with it the realization that their lives were changed, and nothing would ever be what it was. The irrevocability of the moment hit different people at different times. But once it took hold, it rooted. Beck wondered how long it had grown inside Annaliese. He also wondered if it was something more than that. There was something dark about her, something more than her penchant for revenge.

	“Annaliese, this is good,” said Gabe, trying to soften the blow. “It’s about fifteen miles to Capilla Peak. If we hike at a good clip, it’ll take us five hours, putting us there around midnight. It allows us time to get familiar with our surroundings and rest before we strike.”

	“I guess that makes sense,” she said.

	Beck looked at her, curious. “When did you think we would leave?”

	Annaliese shook her head. “I never thought about it. I was preoccupied.”

	Gabe edged closer to her; his voice softened with genuine interest. “With what?”

	She opened her mouth and closed it again. “Nothing. Just…nothing.”

	“I’m all ears if you want to talk on the way up the mountain,” Gabe said. “We’ve got five hours.” He grinned. It was sheepish.

	She mirrored his awkward flirtation. “Thank you. That’s very sweet.”

	Buford was dumbstruck. He stared at the two of them with a contorted expression on his face and tipped the hat back on his head. “Should we go?” he asked.

	Beck gestured toward the gate, and Buford led them out. They passed underneath the wrought-iron arch and onto Church Road. He did not look back at the villagers as they took the shortcut to A008 through Cibola. Beck worried he might turn to salt if he did.

	The villagers understood their jobs. They had a lot of work to do in the next sixteen hours. That was how long Beck and Gabe figured it would take for them to ascend the mountain, do their work, and come back. Five hours up, six hours at the peak, five to come back down.

	That assumed everything went to plan. Of course, nothing ever went to plan, but giving the villagers a deadline was a good idea. Better they be ready too early than too late.

	They turned on A008, and Beck pointed at the rust-dappled sign hanging crookedly on its post. “What’s with the A designation on the roads? A008, A011, A010?”

	Buford wiped his brow with a dingy white cloth. “They’re all county roads,” he huffed. “The state roads all start with NM.”

	“For New Mexico,” Gabe said.

	Beck snorted. “Did you look that up in the dictionary?”

	Gabe laughed. “You woke up on the wrong side of the bed today.”

	“Bed? When’s the last time either one of us slept in a bed?”

	“Good point.”

	They headed west into the setting sun. The dry air had already cooled around them. This was a time of year when the days might be hot and nights close to freezing. At least that was what Fred had told them. Was Fred trustworthy? Were any of these people? Sure, they were Quakers, which gave them some innate moral superiority. But could he and Gabe trust them?

	They marched along A008. The incline tugged at the backs of his legs, and his strides lengthened.

	Beck’s initial inclination was distrust, which was why he’d stationed Gabe outside the ramshackle barn that passed as some waypoint cantina near the border. But that was how he’d lived his post-D-Day life. Trust nobody except for Gabe.

	He studied both Quakers as they trudged ahead of him. Annaliese was of singular purpose. An hour into the hike she maintained her pace, an occasional swig of water or a hitch in her step. But she was machinelike, driven. Annaliese was hiding something. Her motive, her past. Something.

	Buford was her opposite. He wore everything on his face, in his hyperbolic expressions. Straight out of central casting, Buford was the well-intentioned greenhorn. Kind and affable but unsure of himself, he might surprise with a feat of heroism or unwittingly cause an ally’s death. Asset or liability?

	As they climbed, the sun’s descent behind the ridge above them hastened. They entered the trailhead and began the trek in earnest up the path toward the Osha Peak. It was west of Capilla and the only straight shot up the mountain. They’d have to navigate the terrain along a more treacherous path east to the campground.

	Beck stopped them before they took a turn around a cragged pine. He put a hand against the rough bark to brace himself and shrugged off his pack. He leaned his Maverick 88 against the trunk. “We’re going to need these,” he said, reaching into his pack. “I haven’t climbed here before, obviously, but our experience tells us from other hikes it’s too easy to sprain or break an ankle on paths like these. One wrong move and you’re facedown in the dirt. Or worse, you hit your head on a rock and lobotomize yourself.”

	He handed a flashlight each to Buford and Annaliese. They thanked him.

	“Crank it like so.” He demonstrated. “Turn the handle, and the dynamo winds up. It gives you power for a little bit. The longer and faster you crank it, the longer the light lasts.”

	“I had one of these when I was a boy,” said Buford. “My brother and I both did. We used to have competitions.”

	Annaliese flipped out the crank handle and spun it. Testing it. “Competitions?”

	Buford spun the handle until the dynamo whirred and the flashlight’s beam was bright enough to make a difference in the last bits of gray daylight. A wide grin spread across his face. “Yes. We would spin it as fast and as hard as we could to see who could make their light last longer. You’d have thought it was an Olympic sport.” He laughed until a wistful smile replaced the happy grin. Buford sighed and let the light dim.

	“What?” Annaliese asked. She pulled a valve from the side of her pack and sucked on it. Her pack contained a bladder. It was an efficient way to carry a lot of water, but it ate up space in the pack.

	Beck used the moment to sip from his water bottle. He hadn’t realized he was thirsty until Annaliese drank. Gabe pulled his bottle out, too. Buford did not.

	“My brother.” Buford shrugged. “I haven’t thought of him in such a long time.”

	“I didn’t know you had any siblings,” Annaliese said. “What happened?”

	Buford let out a long sigh, the kind of exhale that demanded attention. “He was my twin. Twenty-nine minutes younger than me. But he was my protector. Bigger. Stronger. Smarter, even.”

	Annaliese seemed not to pick up on Buford using the past tense to describe his twin. She pulled the valve from her mouth and swallowed. “What is his name?”

	“Kenneth.”

	“Where is he?”

	“He died not long after D-Day. We were in line at a grocery store. A man…” Buford inhaled sharply.

	Annaliese did not let his obvious emotion dissuade her line of questioning. If anything, it appeared to amplify her interest. She cranked her light and aimed the bluish LED beam at Buford’s chest so it lit the bottom half of his face. His chin quivered. “A man did what?” she pressed.

	“The man pushed in front of Kenneth in the line. My brother protested. He was not rude about it, but he asked the man to respect those who followed the rules and waited their turn. The man yelled at Kenneth, then shoved him.”

	A sustained breeze rustled the thin canopy overhead. It swirled between them and blew downhill toward the village below. Buford’s shoulders shuddered. Was it the cold or the memory?

	“I stepped between them,” Buford said. “I had my back to Kenneth. The man was much taller, stronger. I remember his grip on my shoulder. It hurt. I stayed calm and asked him to please obey the rules, said we didn’t want trouble. I even offered to take some of what he had in his hands and purchase it for him if he would go back to the end of the line.”

	“You were going to buy that guy’s stuff for him?” Gabe asked. “That’s unreal. I would’ve shoved the stuff up his—”

	“Let him finish,” Beck cut in.

	Annaliese offered Buford her water. She held out the valve. He declined.

	“He told me I was a freak. Made fun of my beard, my clothes. I told him I would pray for him, which only made him angrier. He punched me in the chest, and I fell to the floor.” Buford lifted his hand to his chest as if recalling the blow. His cheeks puffed. When he exhaled, his breath misted the air in front of his face.

	It was suddenly colder. The breeze must have been the leading edge of a front. Beck zipped his jacket, tugged on his sleeves, and pulled up his collar.

	Buford lowered his hat on his head. “I didn’t see what happened to Kenneth. I was on the floor, gasping for breath. I thought I might die, even though I only had the wind knocked out of me. Have you ever had the wind knocked out of you?”

	His eyes scanned the others from underneath the wide brim of his hat, seeking affirmation.

	“I have,” Gabe said. “When I played football in high school. Tight end. Used to run patterns up the middle when I wasn’t blocking. That made me a target for linebackers, who drove their shoulders into me. Nothing like getting the wind knocked outta you. It’s like the world stops spinning.”

	Beck knew the feeling. Sudden, painful, frightening. More than once he’d been on the business end of a punch or kick that’d sent him reeling. He locked eyes with Buford and tried to give the man some comfort. “It’s awful,” he said. “When it happens to you, you’re helpless. There’s nothing you can to do help yourself, let alone anyone else.”

	Buford shook his head. “Next thing I knew, Kenneth was on the floor next to me. His eyes were open. He was staring at me, like we used to do when we were little boys. Lying in our beds facing each other like that. But it was different. His head was twisted at an odd angle, and he wasn’t moving. Then I saw the blood in his nose. Even before I could breathe again, I could tell he was dead. Just like that. Gone.”

	Annaliese reached out and put her hand on Buford’s shoulder. He flinched. She pulled back. “What happened to him? What did the man do? Was he arrested?”

	Another gust of wind raced through them. It fluttered Buford’s cap as the light from Annaliese’s flashlight dimmed. She cranked it again. The sound of it brought Buford back to the moment.

	“Broken neck. Never found out exactly how it happened that fast. The man ran from the store. Nobody stopped him. That was the surprising thing to me. He’d killed my brother and hurt me, and nobody did anything about it. There was no one who came to help. The killer got away. Police were so preoccupied with other things they didn’t look for him. Who cared? Just another Quaker, nobody special. Not to them.” His features hardened, and he stared at Beck. “That’s why I came to find you, to ask for your help. I’d heard about you, Mr. Beck. Your quest to find your daughter, to seek vengeance on those who took her and, in so doing, help others along the way. A penance, they say, for the death of your wife.”

	“Ex-wife.”

	“Ex-wife,” Buford said. “Legend has it you are ruthless when you have to be, merciful when possible. You are a man on a mission. Nothing stops you. When you see wrongs, you right them, and you don’t let the killers walk away. So when Annaliese here suggested we go find you, I was all for it.”

	“Wait,” said Beck. “It was Annaliese’s idea? I thought it was yours.”

	“It was my idea to meet you at that bar. The village thought I might be the best person to send because I’m…well…I’m me.”

	“Why not send Annaliese?” Beck asked.

	Annaliese stuck out a hip. “I’m standing right here.”

	“Okay,” Beck said. “Why not you?”

	“I’m a woman,” she said. “They wouldn’t send a woman.”

	“They?” Beck asked. “Don’t you mean we?”

	Annaliese stiffened.

	“She’s new to the village,” Buford answered for her.

	“New?”

	“Well,” Buford said, “not that new. She’s been with us a year. Came alone.”

	Gabe held up a hand. “I thought the marauders killed your husband and son?”

	“They did,” Annaliese said. “Right before we got to the village. Attacked us on the highway and killed them. I barely escaped with my life. The village took me in, as they would any Friend.”

	“Really, we would take in anybody,” Buford said. “The good Lord has His hand on all people’s shoulders. Sometimes, He guides us to where we need to be without us knowing why. Sometimes He reveals it; sometimes He doesn’t.”

	Annaliese offered a grateful smile to Buford. “Thank you.” The moment was uncomfortable. What else was there to say? Things did not add up. Better to get on with it than stand in the cold for an interrogation.

	Annaliese sighed. “Sometimes I do feel guilty.”

	Beck raised an eyebrow. He blew out a breath, and a puff of steam swirled between them. “How so?”

	“The attacks. Some people blame them on me.”

	Buford chuckled. “They don’t know what they’re talking about. You should never listen to them.”

	“I know. It’s just…”

	Beck pressed. “What?”

	Annaliese looked up, tears glistening in her eyes. “They think I’m responsible. That if I hadn’t come to their village, the marauders and the one-eared man never would have targeted them.”

	“It’s absurd, of course,” Buford scoffed. “We all know you were the victim. You couldn’t know they’d set up in the mountains and keep coming for us. This is the doing of the one-eared man. Nothing more, nothing less.”

	Buford moved closer to her and put a fatherly arm around her. She thanked him for his kindness.

	He looked over at Beck. “It’s just a couple of them. Loud voices. The contrarians. You can guess who they are.”

	Gabe nodded. “Fred?”

	“He’s one of them,” said Buford. “Never been a fan of outsiders, no matter what. You saw that firsthand. He’s a suspicious sort. And the one-eared man took his wife. So there’s that on top of everything else.”

	Beck didn’t like Fred, but maybe the guy was onto something. And who could blame a man whose wife was kidnapped? Was Buford the problem here? Was it Annaliese? He thought back to the night before and the disagreement in the cemetery, Fred and Annaliese on opposite ends of the philosophical spectrum.

	Buford was the one who’d come to find them. It had been his idea to bring in outsiders and employ violence. What was his endgame?

	In the years since D-Day, even before that, Beck keenly learned firsthand the role manipulation played in the world. Everything, every day, was a manipulation. A child wanting something from a parent or vice versa was an emotional manipulation. Same went for spouses or exes, employers and employees. That was not to say there weren’t benevolent, selfless acts. Beck saw those, too. But more often than not, people played the angles. Most of the time, they were not aware of it. It was how they functioned. Self-preservation, fulfillment of needs or wants, et cetera. Nothing complex about it. It was why people sought out Beck and Gabe. They wanted something; he wanted something. They used each other to their own ends. That was normal, especially in a world where so little had value yet everything was priceless. In those arrangements, those quid pro quo agreements, the manipulator understood exactly what he was doing and why he was doing it, as did the person being manipulated. It was a free exchange with a mutual benefit at the end. At least that was the general idea. Not here, though. This smelled different. It felt different in his gut, in his bones, on the hairs at the nape of his neck.

	As they stood underneath the chilled canopy of the ascending trail, Beck’s demons whispered in his ear. And this time, he was sure they were right.

	Something was off. These people, this village, were playing him and Gabe. They were in deep now, and Beck was not quite sure exactly what the play was. His mind worked the possibilities. He took one conclusion to the next and then backtracked. Why did this feel so wrong?

	He could stop now and go back. Without regret, Beck had the right to turn around and tell the villagers they were on their own. He owed them nothing. They had offered nothing. He doubted the veracity of what little information they’d offered regarding Millie.

	Veracity.

	The word tumbled in his head. It was the kind of word Gabe would use.

	He sniffed and cleared his throat. The demons wanted him to play this out to find where it led.

	“C’mon,” Beck said. “Let’s get moving. The longer we stand here, the stiffer our muscles will get.”

	They re-shouldered their packs, cranked their lights, and resumed their ascent, silently weaving the path in the dark. The blueish-white fans of light led them up the mountain, over exposed roots, away from rocks and stumps.

	The temperature dropped. Beck worked his fingers, flexing them in and out. He alternated holding his flashlight in his left and then right hand to keep the blood flowing. His gloves were at the bottom of his pack, and they wouldn’t be good to wear if he had to use the Mossberg or the Glock.

	A bird fluttered overhead, perhaps startled by their trudge up the steep path toward the Osha Peak. Buford’s breathing was labored, and Beck found himself shortening his stride so as not to step on Buford’s heels. The Quaker kept moving, if a little slower than before. Had his soliloquy drawn too much energy?

	Buford’s story was about more than his brother. It was not a random story. It was too calculated to be random. Beck ran the conversation through his mind as they climbed the mountain. It was a lot to absorb. Sure, his legend was nothing new. People told him about it all the time. He was Paul Bunyan and Jesse James rolled into one. He and Gabe were Robin Hood and Little John or Bonnie and Clyde, depending on who told the story. Had it been the Wild West, writers would have featured them in circulars and novellas.

	Everyone, or almost everyone, knew their story. Two men on the hunt for a kidnapper, a missing daughter, and a wrong to right. It was good and bad.

	The good was that it often gave them purpose and potential leads in finding Goose and Millie. The bad was that it often led to charlatans misleading them about information regarding Goose and Millie. They would dangle it like a hare in front of a greyhound. Only after the job was done did they learn the hare was a figment of someone’s imagination.

	It was not a shock that Buford seemed to know a version of his past, of his purpose in life after D-Day. It was off-putting, however, that he admitted the connection between his brother’s death and his idea to employ Gabe and him.

	He’d killed my brother and hurt me and nobody did anything about it. You don’t let the killers walk away.

	Was that what this was? Was Buford’s pained story about his brother an admission that the villagers had no real information about his daughter? Did Annaliese lie about seeing her so Beck would dig deep into his bag of tricks and save their village? Were these mistruths and the motivations behind them the reason that Fred was so opposed to their presence? Did he know it was all a ruse?

	Did it matter? They were halfway up the mountain now, no turning back. The demons whispered to him and coaxed his ascent. Did Gabe get the same sense, or had his affinity for the widow Annaliese blinded him to the possible reality of their situation?

	Too many questions.

	Beck hated asking himself so many unanswered questions. That always tended to tempt the demons, who always had their opinions. At the moment, he listened.

	It’s too late to turn back. If someone is lying, you must find out who. Make them pay. Nobody gets away with lying to John Beck. Nobody.

	He slowed his pace and eased next to Gabe.

	“Go ahead, you two,” he called ahead to Buford and Annaliese. “We need to strategize a little. We’ll catch up.”

	Annaliese spun one hundred eighty degrees and shone her light at Beck. She was not as careful to avoid his eyes. He lifted his arm to shield himself. “Whatever you have to say, you can say to us, too.”

	Buford stopped, turned around, and put his hands on his knees. The hat tipped back on his head. His beard glistened with sweat in the ambient beam from Beck’s flashlight. Plumes of mist puffed from his open mouth and streamed from his nostrils. “What is it?” he huffed.

	Gabe furrowed his brow. “What’s up, brother? Something wrong? You can tell me in front of them.”

	Beck stepped back, a subconscious move to protect himself. In this moment, he was alone. Now was not the time. “Nothing big,” he said. “And nothing I can’t tell you. I’m not trying to be secretive, I’m trying not to bore you.”

	Annaliese kept the beam aimed at Beck’s chin. The more Gabe liked her, the less Beck did. Something about her was wrong. “It takes a lot to bore me,” she said. “Go ahead and tell us.”

	She swept her light to Gabe and then to Buford. They stood in silence for a moment.

	“Okay,” Beck said. “It’s getting cold. It might be freezing up there. I wanted to remind Gabe we cannot set a fire to warm ourselves. We’ll have to tough it out.”

	“Why no fire?” Buford asked.

	“It could alert the marauders to our presence,” Gabe explained. “They might see the flames or smell the smoke. They’ll know we’re there.”

	Buford’s face wrinkled with confusion. A bead of sweat dripped into his eye, and he squinted. “How will they know it’s us?”

	“Not us per se,” Beck said. “But they’ll know somebody is nearby. It’ll give away the surprise. Then we’re at a real disadvantage. How many of them did you say there were?”

	“Two dozen?” Buford said. “That sound right, Annaliese?”

	She hesitated. “Sure. It sounds right.”

	“It’s four of us,” Beck said. “The only chance we have of surviving our ‘poke the bear’ effort is to surprise them and then get out.”

	The others nodded their agreement. Annaliese’s gaze lingered on him. She did not buy the excuse. Neither did Gabe. He shot a glance that told Beck he knew his friend was holding back.

	Beck pretended not to notice either look. He pushed forward. He and his demons would have their answers soon enough. One way or another.

	




Chapter 24

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 3 MONTHS, 7 DAYS

	OSHA PEAK, MANZANO MOUNTAINS, NEW MEXICO

	 

	“I see him.”

	They crouched under the cover of a rock at the edge of the clearing. One hundred feet from them, a campfire crackled. Its wood popped against the cold air and sent sparks spiraling into the tendrils of gray smoke lifting toward the sky.

	The man was on his back against a log or rock. He had his arms folded across his chest, a rifle tucked underneath. A hat dipped low over his face hid his features.

	Beck scanned the campsite. In the throb of firelight, long shadows spread from the tall trees at the clearing’s edge, and the undulating heat moved in waves above the flames.

	“Is he alone?” he whispered.

	“I don’t think so,” Annaliese whispered back. “They usually have three scouts.”

	“How do you know that?”

	She scowled. In the ambient light, the shadows danced on her face, making her appear older. She didn’t like his doubt. That much was obvious.

	Intolerance barbed her response, hissed through clenched teeth. “We’ve seen it. Three scouts come first, then the rest of them. It’s how they do things.”

	Buford added, “She’s right. It’s how they work.”

	“So where are the other two?” Gabe asked. “If they have three scouts, then—”

	The hit to the back of Beck’s head jarred his vision. Everything shifted and blurred as he toppled to one side. A second blow glanced his shoulder.

	He struggled to maintain consciousness as the world spun. Around him, grunts and shouts. He sensed the grappling of bodies. Something hard smacked against a rock. Bone? Skull?

	People spoke around him, but the words were muddled. He was underwater, trying to understand the conversations of people on the surface. Darkness shrouded his vision. His body was flat against the earth, the scent of dirt and pine filling his nostrils.

	He sucked in a cold breath of air and rolled onto his back. Sheer force of will pushed the adrenaline through his body and shoved aside the pain at the back of his head.

	As he shifted, he pulled his Glock from his waistband and managed to pull the slide. His finger found the trigger, but he couldn’t aim. Beck was on his back, elbows in the dirt, haziness fogging his surroundings.

	Next to him, two people fought. Was it three? He closed his eyes and opened them. All of this, from the first hit to this moment, happened in seconds. Fractions of seconds.

	Beck blinked and focused. Gabe was on the ground, his legs kicking from underneath a much larger man whose mitts were wrapped around Gabe’s throat.

	No hesitation now. Aim. Squeeze. Fire.

	The crack was loud. It ripped like a peal of thunder through the cold air. The big man hitched and let go of Gabe’s throat. He faced Beck, and confusion pinched his face. He put a hand to his neck as if checking for a mosquito bite and toppled like a felled tree. Another stranger was already on the ground next to him, unconscious or dead. Beck started toward the second man when Buford called for help. Keeping his finger on the trigger, Beck swept his surroundings. Buford called again, his voice coming from the other side of the rock.

	Beck got to his knees and edged to the rock. With his back pressed into the rough, worn stone, he whispered to Gabe, “You okay?”

	Gabe was on one knee, head down. He looked like a superhero after landing from some fantastic jump or fall. When he lifted his head, Beck saw one eye was swollen shut, and his nose was bent to one side, bleeding into his mouth.

	“I’m fine,” Gabe said. It was not very convincing.

	“Good. Check on the losers. Make sure they won’t be a problem.”

	Gabe gestured to the bodies. “They’re both done. I took out the first one before you got the second. Thanks, brother. I owe you.”

	“We’re even.”

	Buford called out again. Then another voice cut short his plea. It was deeper, and gravel raked across each drawn-out word. “C’mon out. I got something you need to see.”

	Gabe joined Beck at the rock. At the same time, they peeked above the jagged top of the formation, their weapons leveled. Gabe rested the barrel of Beck’s Mossberg on the uneven surface while Beck held the Glock with both hands.

	Buford stood in the middle of the clearing with his hands raised above his head. The orange firelight flickered across his body and cast shadows onto the dead earth beneath his feet. Beck followed Buford’s gaze to the scout who’d been taking a siesta moments earlier.

	He stood behind Annaliese, his body pressed into hers. A knife at her throat glinted in the firelight.

	The man’s hat was on the ground near the fire. Without it, he looked younger. Wild strands of yellow hair wound around his ears and flared at his neck. It draped across one side of his long face. Buford blocked any hope of a clean shot from Beck.

	Gabe steadied the Mossberg. It was too far a distance for the shotgun to do real damage. He took aim regardless. “You okay, Annaliese?” Anger hardened his flat tone.

	The punk with the knife spoke for her. “How you think she’s doin’? I’m gonna guess not too good right about now.”

	“Let her go,” said Gabe.

	“Or what?”

	“Or you’re living the last fifteen seconds of your life, brother.”

	The marauder chuckled. “You might kill me, but not before I put another breathing hole across this woman’s neck. And then you gotta deal with the rest of my people, brother. They heard the gunshots. They’ll come running. You’ll be the one living the last—”

	Beck applied even pressure to the Glock’s trigger. The report cracked through the air, and the bullet tore a straight path toward the marauder. The shot split the space between Buford’s raised arm and his ear and hit the target’s wrist an inch from Annaliese’s neck. The man yowled and dropped the knife.

	Buford hit the ground on all fours. Gabe leaped to his feet and charged with the shotgun at his waist. Already primed, he shouted, “Move!” at Annaliese as he stalked the wounded prey.

	She was too quick. As the man bent over and grabbed at his wrist, she twirled and kicked him in the chest, knocking him off his feet and onto his back. She raised her knee and drove her boot heel into his groin.

	His yowl bubbled into something feral before he curled into a ball and rolled onto one side. She kicked him again and stepped back when Gabe reached her.

	Beck moved along the edge of the clearing, his weapon drawn, scanning their surroundings. The woods around them were silent for now. No sign of life or approaching threats. He swiveled toward Buford and lowered the weapon.

	“You okay, Buford?”

	Buford nodded. He looked green despite the orange light cast from the fire.

	“Any of these guys the one-eared man?”

	Buford shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

	“Take this. Watch the woods.”

	Beck shoved the handgun into Buford’s chest, who put his hands around it like a child catching a football. Then Beck marched past him.

	“Don’t,” Annaliese said. “No need to kill him.”

	Gabe’s expression was incredulous. “He’d have killed you. If we leave him alive, he’s another threat we gotta fight later. Better to end it now.”

	He pressed the shotgun to the unconscious man’s chest and puckered the shirt with the barrel. The marauder didn’t move.

	Annaliese shook her head. “No. We could tie him up, leave him here. You don’t have to murder him.”

	“I thought you wanted revenge?” said Beck. “Revenge is putting an end to him here and now. What happened to—how did you put it? The Babylonian code of King Hammurabi?”

	“Killing him is not revenge,” she said. “It’s murder. Plain and simple.”

	Beck shook his head. “There’s an intersection. You know what a Venn diagram is, Annaliese?”

	She pressed her lips into a firm line. “What?”

	“It’s a bunch of circles. They intersect at certain points, like the Olympic rings. You remember those?”

	Annaliese nodded, her eyes flitting to the unconscious man.

	Beck held his hands in front of him, lacing his fingers together. He locked eyes with her, holding her gaze. “Where the rings cross over each other, there’s an intersection. A commonality. Murder is one ring; revenge is another. The two aren’t mutually exclusive. They intersect.”

	“I could shoot him in the knee,” Gabe offered. “Or both. Then he wouldn’t be a problem.”

	“Either way,” said Beck said, “we need to get on with it. We cannot stay here. Whether you pull the trigger now or not, that last gunshot is going to bring the cavalry. We need to be ready.”

	Gabe eyed Annaliese and jutted his chin at the man on the ground. “Up to you. Knee or chest?”

	“Those two choices are mutually exclusive,” said Beck.

	Annaliese bristled. She sucked in a deep breath and let it out. Vapor streamed from her nostrils. “Knee.”

	“Which one?”

	The man on the ground flinched. His eyes flickered, and he reached for his waist. His hand found the grip of a small blue handgun. He was quick.

	Gabe was quicker. He pushed the barrel deeper into the marauder’s chest and pulled the trigger.

	




Chapter 25

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 3 MONTHS, 7 DAYS

	EAST OF OSHA PEAK, MANZANO MOUNTAINS, NEW MEXICO

	 

	Beck cupped his hands over his mouth and blew hot air into his palms. It was after three in the morning, and thin whips of clouds drifted in front of the pale-yellow moon. The skies were otherwise clear, and outside the hazy ring of moonlight, countless stars twinkled and brought with them light thousands or millions of years old.

	He always liked looking at the stars on a clear night. They made him think of his own past and the things he’d done as that spark of light traveled from an ancient star toward Earth.

	It also helped him put his own long travels into perspective. That lonely speck of light had shot across the nothingness of space for close to an eon. His life post-D-Day was shorter than the snap of a finger in the light’s journey.

	Images of Millie transposed themselves over the dark sky. These were no longer the distinct images of his past. They were vague now and filled in with guesses from his evaporating memory. Time did that. It softened the edges and erased the finer details of things: faces, voices, conversations.

	Of course, he had the photograph of her. A frozen image of what Millie had looked like for a single moment years ago. He’d memorized it. And he could describe it to the number of visible eyelashes or faint smile lines that framed her mouth and underscored her cheeks.

	But he no longer remembered her voice. Even her laugh was a guess at this point. And even if he could remember, they likely were different now. Her voice deeper, her laugh sanded by the rough edges of a post-apocalyptic life.

	When he thought about these things, the demons flushed his face with heat, pounded at his chest from the inside, and wrung his gut into knots. Some politicians somewhere, some warmongers hungry for power or dominance or money, had altered his daughter’s life permanently. They had altered or ended everybody’s lives. It pained him that the light from these stars above was a window in what could have been.

	“Hey, brother, you looking at the stars again?” Gabe crouched and lowered his voice. “You see anything good? Or has that light got the demons working overtime?”

	Gabe knew him too well. He would miss his loyal friend. No doubt.

	Beck looked past him to where Buford and Annaliese appeared asleep at the trunk of a thick pine. How could they sleep? Sure, the hike and the brief reconnaissance they’d accomplished at Osha Peak had been exhausting. But it was too cold to sleep. Maybe they were awake and faking it.

	Beck put a finger up to his lips. Gabe sank onto his backside and crossed his legs in front of him. He leaned in close, the steam of his breath clouding Beck’s face when he whispered, “I look at the stars too.”

	“Yeah? What do you think about?”

	Gabe glanced up at the sky. “What my life might’ve been if it hadn’t been for the Chinese.”

	“We don’t know it was the Chinese. Nobody ever proved that, as far as I know.”

	“Whatever. Chinese, North Koreans, Russians—does it matter?”

	“No.”

	“I think about the wife I could’ve had. The kids. The house and playset in the yard out back. Sometimes I can smell the charcoal on the grill and feel the sweaty bottle of Keystone in my hand.”

	“Keystone? You’re dreaming of your best life and you’re drinking Keystone?”

	Gabe shrugged. “It’s a realistic dream. You know I’d never spring for an import.”

	“True. What’s she like?”

	“My wife? She’s pretty. Not beautiful. No beautiful woman would have me. But pretty. Girl next door. Kind, understanding, patient… Puts up with me. That’s the most important part. When I see her, she’s got short dark hair, perfect skin. Maybe some freckles.” He waved his fingers across his nose as if to illustrate. He smiled.

	“What’s on the grill?” Beck asked.

	“What’s not? Burgers for me. The kids don’t like burgers, so it’s hot dogs for them. Wife is a vegan. So she’s got one of them fake burgers that tastes like soybeans.”

	“Soybeans have taste?”

	“Exactly.”

	“What else?”

	“Corn, wrapped in foil and seasoned. Some skewered vegetables. Maybe a couple of chicken breasts. For good measure, you know?”

	“What about baked potatoes?”

	Gabe licked his lips. “Oh yeah. Gotta have the baked potatoes. On the grill. Maybe some fries in the oven for the kids.”

	“Boys or girls?”

	“One of each. Girl older than the boy. Which is good, ’cause Veronica wanted a girl first. She came from a family of girls and—”

	“Veronica?”

	“That’s my wife’s name. That’s the name I gave her. It’s stupid, I know. But it helps with the fantasy, you know?”

	“It’s not stupid. How long you had this fantasy?”

	“Four years.”

	Beck’s brow knitted. “Really? You never said anything before.”

	Gabe shrugged. “It’s no big deal.”

	“Sure it is,” Beck said. “You have a wife and kids in some alternate reality, and you don’t tell me about it for four years?”

	“Alternate reality? That’s funny. It’s like these books I read once. They were about a bunch of apocalyptic events. Same people kept going through different disasters. Turns out, it wasn’t really the same people. It was alternate versions of themselves in different realities. Like a multiverse.”

	“You think there’s an alternate version of us somewhere? Like a real version? One where I’m still married and Millie isn’t…wherever she is? Where we’re all happy and you and, what was her name?”

	“Veronica.”

	“Where you and Veronica have a good life, food on the grill, and a cheap beer in your hand?”

	A smile tugged at the corners of Gabe’s mouth. “I’d like to think so.”

	Beck turned from Gabe and looked at the stars again. “Me too.”

	They were quiet for a short moment. Then Gabe nudged Beck on the arm. “What did you want to tell me back there?”

	Beck blew on his hands again and rubbed them together. He tucked them under his arms and nodded toward the sleeping Quakers. “I don’t trust them.”

	Gabe tilted his head. “Either of them?”

	“No. Something’s off. I’m not sure what it is. But my gut’s telling me—”

	“You never trust anybody, brother.”

	“That’s not true.”

	Gabe smiled. “What alternate reality are you living in? Of course it’s true. When’s the last time you trusted someone other than me? Every time we do a job, you doubt our employers, always thinking they have a hidden motive, they’re always out to get us or trick us, and they lie. That’s your take, always.”

	“Okay, fine. Whatever. That’s neither here nor there. I don’t trust Annaliese.”

	“I don’t think she trusts us either, brother. Not after I killed the dude at the clearing. I thought she might stab me with her angry eyes.”

	“Those weren’t angry eyes,” Beck said, “those were tears. She cried because you killed that man. I wonder who he was to her.”

	“C’mon now, you’re being paranoid. I killed a man right in front of her, no warning. Scared the living daylights out of her. Did you see how high she jumped?”

	“Not as high as Buford.”

	“Buford crapped his pants.”

	“Is that what I smelled?”

	The two men suppressed their laughs. Gabe reached out and put a thick hand on Beck’s shoulder. “You worry too much, brother.”

	“You don’t worry enough.”

	“Maybe not. But I don’t read anything into her reaction. She’s a Quaker; she didn’t want him dead. No biggie. And her reaction was normal, right?”

	“Are you asking, or was that rhetorical?”

	Gabe hesitated. “Rhetorical. You remember that time in Oklahoma City?”

	“The ambush?”

	“Yeah, that one.”

	“I remember it.”

	“You thought for sure the man who hired us was going to stab us in the back. Remember? You were one hundred percent convinced he’d hired us only to rob us and kill us.”

	Memories flooded Beck’s mind. The man was named Booker. He was a good man, maybe the most honest of all those who’d hired him and Gabe over the past four years. He wanted help protecting his farm, and he’d given them legitimate information about Goose. That information had led them west to southern Colorado and south to Amarillo. They hadn’t found Goose or Millie, but they’d been close. They’d missed Goose outside a town called Pritchett by two days, Amarillo by three. In both places, he’d had girls with him. In neither place could anyone identify Millie.

	Despite Beck’s misgivings, Booker was not the thief or killer Beck had thought he might be. And the man had given his life, without hesitation, to save Beck.

	“Go find your daughter,” the man said as the last breaths rattled from his lungs. “Find her and hold her close. Then kill that sumbitch Goose. I never liked the look of that man.”

	The trail was since cold. So was Booker, buried underneath a scrub oak at the corner of his two-bedroom ranch. Beck didn’t like these memories; the entrails of death dragged behind him like a network of highways across what used to be the United States.

	His attention again focused on the moment and pushed Booker from his mind. Gabe checked over his shoulder at the others and inched closer. He lowered his voice again.

	“You were wrong about him. He was on the up and up. He died in that ambush. Remember? He saved you from a bullet.”

	Beck dipped his chin and stared at his boots. “I remember.”

	“I appreciate you not trusting the world. There ain’t much to trust. But in all the years you and I have done this, the people who hire us never betray us. They may lie to us, but that’s only ’cause they need help. They’re desperate, that’s all. That don’t make them bad people. That don’t make them out to get us.”

	Gabe made finger quotes around the last four words of the sentence. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and shook his head.

	“You’ve got to figure out a way to trust people, brother. It ain’t going to be much longer and I won’t be here to ride shotgun, talking sense into you.”

	It’s not paranoia if they’re really after you, Beck wanted to say, but did not. What was the point? Gabe was probably right.

	It was one thing for a woman, or a man for that matter, to say he wanted revenge. It was another thing entirely to exact it. Those two things could be mutually exclusive, couldn’t they?

	“I’m gonna miss you.” Beck eased back to look again at the stars. “You’re right about things more than I’d like to admit.”

	Gabe mirrored him and lay back as well. “Yes, I am, brother. Yes, I am.”

	A thin whisp of clouds drifted across the sky above them. Beck’s thoughts returned to Millie, to Debbie, to Goose, to all the things he’d done in his life to bring about this moment.

	Beck was a strong believer that people projected their own insecurities onto others. Court-ordered therapy during his incarceration had taught him that. It was why he was so quick-tempered. His buttons were at the surface; people easily found them and poked at them. Every time they poked, he lashed out like a fenced-in dog. Snapping, snarling, biting. He gave them what they wanted, so he was his own self-fulfilling prophecy.

	It was the same with his lack of trust. He didn’t trust himself, so how could he possibly trust others? Didn’t everyone have demons? Wasn’t everyone left on this endless dust bowl shouldered with the voices of the damned?

	Beck wanted a drink in the worst way. Bourbon, neat. He wanted to hold it in his mouth, let it soak his tongue and the insides of his cheeks. Lying on the ground, his focus vaguely on the twinkling stars, he tasted the sweet burn. He tucked his lips between his teeth and imagined the tingle from the honey liquid. That taste was a product of aging. It was a sip of what-had-been.

	His memories, the stars, the bourbon—all were visits with the past. All stirred the questions of what-might-have-been and what-once-was.

	In so many ways, Beck was no better than the man he had been four years earlier. No better than the one in the bar the night someone died. No better than the prisoner leaning on cold bars and rubbing his thumbs against the rough layers of painted metal.

	But he was different. More contemplative, more reflective. He wanted to be a better man. He wanted to rise above the mire of the post-apocalyptic world. Although he was not always successful, the intent was there. The extreme violence of his existence was but one part of him.

	“You think we’re ready?” Gabe asked.

	Beck closed his eyes. Their preparation flipped through his mind like pages of a book. “We’re about to find out.”

	




Chapter 26

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 3 MONTHS, 7 DAYS

	EAST OF OSHA PEAK, MANZANO MOUNTAINS, NEW MEXICO

	 

	Beck crouched. His heels were heavy in the dirt. A curtain of tall weeds shrouded him from the ragged path that led circuitously from Osha Peak to Capilla Peak. The crisp air was more cold than cool as the sky hinted at sunrise. Pink and purple hues colored thickening clouds that looked like mountains, cotton-candy mirrors of the Manzanos.

	He was planted on a flat spot below the path’s grade. He held the Mossberg in both hands. Condensation beaded on the metal like dew. The Glock was tucked in his back.

	At first, he thought he mistook the approaching footsteps as wind through the canopy above him, until he heard the voice. It was groggy and yawn-filled. A man talking to himself.

	Beck heard the crunch of hard dirt under feet, a sigh, then the sound of a fly unzipping.

	That was the signal.

	He rose to his feet and leveled the shotgun at the man taking a leak five feet from him. A quick rack of the Mossberg drew the man’s attention. Before he could speak, zip up, or draw the rifle from over his shoulder, Gabe appeared on the other side of the path and put his gun to the man’s temple.

	“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Beck hissed. “You’re going to tell us how many friends you have. You’re going to use your fingers to count the numbers. You say a word or make a noise or piss on my foot, we’ll end you. Understand?”

	The man nodded. Wide-eyed and trembling, he understood.

	From the woods behind Gabe, Buford and Annaliese stepped onto the path. They stayed several feet from the marauder. Annaliese kept her head down. The marauder appeared confused, his features drawn tight as he awaited the next instruction.

	“How many are you?” Beck asked.

	The man’s face flushed. He held onto his loose pants with one hand. With the other, he flashed a series of numbers.

	“Use both hands.”

	He hesitated and tugged on his pants. When he opened his mouth to protest, Beck shook his head.

	“Don’t say a word, friend. And don’t worry about the pants. There ain’t nothin’ you got none of us haven’t seen before.”

	Another pause. Then he let go of his pants and held up all ten fingers. His eyes flitted amongst the four strangers. Then he held up another ten. And five more.

	“Twenty-five?” Beck asked.

	The marauder hesitated. He looked at Buford and Annaliese as if they held the answer. Then he nodded.

	“They all here? What about the one-eared man?”

	The man’s eyebrows knit together with confusion. Then he pointed along the path west and held up three fingers.

	“Three scouts at Osha Peak?”

	Another nod.

	“Yeah,” Gabe said. “They’re not there. They’re dead.”

	The man’s eyes narrowed. He searched the strangers’ faces as if he might be able to determine whether they were lying. Then his jaw tightened. Defiance set in his expression, and the marauder’s youth became apparent. His face was speckled with a beard that bordered on mange, and his lips were cracked, on the verge of bleeding. His forehead bore no wrinkles, and his eyes still shone with the sparkle of someone who still had hope.

	It amazed Beck how the post-D-Day world had shifted the idea of what young looked like. It wasn’t obvious anymore. Aside from small children, anyone of average adult height always appeared to be an adult at first glance. It wasn’t until Beck studied them could he figure out people’s approximate age, and even then he was wrong half the time. Sometimes voices gave it away. Something high-pitched, absent bass or resonance, might tell him a man was actually a boy. A woman’s sweet, lyrical cadence could reveal she was a girl. Was Millie like that? Had the apocalypse, or Goose, stolen her youthful exuberance? Was she a woman far beyond her years now? Wizened and cynically dour?

	This man, this boy, in front of him still carried crumbs of his childhood. His eyes glossed with tears. What Beck initially mistook as defiance was actually the marauder trying to steel himself against emotion.

	The boy jerked away from him, so sudden and unexpected he freed himself from Gabe and stabbed a finger at the air. His pained expression shifted to anger. “You,” he snarled. “You said this was foolproof. You said none of us would get hurt.”

	This confused Beck. He’d never seen this kid. He’d never—

	The boy was pointing at Annaliese. As his finger jabbed, she backed away. One step, two, then three. With his other hand, the boy drew a pistol from nowhere. Where had he hidden it?

	He aimed the weapon at Gabe while directing his ire at the woman. “You told us we could take out these pieces of—”

	Gabe lifted his aim to the boy’s forehead. “Hold up, brother. What are you talking about?”

	Beck checked the path that opened to the campsite. No movement. No one was coming yet. “Keep it down,” he said. “We don’t want to—”

	The kid swiveled his glare to Beck. “There’s nobody there. Everyone’s gone. They’re on their way to the village.”

	“What is happening?” Buford asked, speaking for the first time. “Annaliese?”

	They stood in a loose circle now. The kid was between Beck and Gabe; Buford and Annaliese stood opposite. And she was armed with a small blue handgun, which she had aimed at Beck.

	“Annaliese?” Buford repeated. “What are you doing?”

	The woman was transformed, and the revenge of which she’d spoken in the village dripped like venom as she spoke. Her mouth curled down; her eyes narrowed to slits. All hints of beauty dissolved into rage. “You sniveling, little rat,” she said to the boy. “You were supposed to play along. That was the plan. Give our people more time. Remember?”

	Gabe kept his aim on the kid. Beck had his on Annaliese. This was a standoff.

	“You weren’t even supposed to get this far,” he said. “You were supposed to kill them at Osha. You get the man who killed your husband, and the village has no protection? Remember that?”

	It was surreal. Like the denouement of the suspense thrillers Gabe and Radio used to watch ad nauseum on the rig, the bizarre scene played out in front of Beck as if he were not a part of it. A spectator rather than a player.

	“Annaliese?” Buford said again, but this time pain drizzled the question. “What is he saying?”

	She rolled her eyes and huffed. The gun stayed on Beck. The morning cold turned her breath to vapor. It streamed from her nose and puffed from her mouth. “You’re such a sap, Buford. I played you like a fiddle.”

	Buford stuttered, “I… I—”

	“You didn’t know who Beck was until I told you. I’m the one who suggested you go find them. I’m the one who told you they could stop the marauders from terrorizing your village. But not because I wanted them to save you.”

	Recognition smoothed Buford’s features, realization dawning. “You tricked us. You’re one of them. You’re a marauder.”

	“We’re not marauders,” the kid said. “We’re a family. We take care of each other, same as you. We’re just not as weak as you people in the village. We take what we need. The one you call the ‘one-eared man’ is brilliant. He’s a survivor who’s kept us alive.”

	Beck wanted the conversation focused on the moment. “He didn’t keep your husband alive, Annaliese,” he pointed out.

	Her face contorted with primal rage. She spat at him.

	“This was some elaborate plan to kill us? Why not put a bullet in us back in the village when we first showed up?”

	“They don’t have weapons in the village.” Annaliese sneered. “They’re peaceful idiots.”

	“I don’t understand this.” Buford shook his head. “We took you in after your husband died, made you one of our own. Why would you do this?”

	“You’re thick, Buford.” She said his name as if it tasted foul on her lips. “I used you. I needed a trap; you were the bait.”

	It sank in, and Buford shrank. He dropped his head, and his eyes dipped to the ground in front of him, his mouth pressed shut. Dejection cloaked his posture.

	Annaliese chortled and returned her attention to the kid. “And you’re a moron. If you’d just stayed quiet—”

	“You got my brother killed,” the kid snapped. “And my cousin. You said—”

	“It is what it is.” Annaliese shrugged. “Things happen. These two are better than I thought they were. They live up to the legend. The one-eared man said they’d be tough to kill.”

	“How does he know us?”

	“Everybody knows you,” she said. “We knew who you were before we met you the first time. When you killed the love of my life.”

	“Where did I kill your husband?” he asked.

	Annaliese paused. A wicked grin flashed and disappeared. “It was Missouri. Outside St. Louis. You remember?”

	“You told us marauders killed your husband,” said Gabe.

	“I never said that. I said men like the evildoers our impotent Quaker friends call the marauders killed my husband. Men without remorse. Men with a single, selfish purpose. Like you. You killed him because he tried to steal a horse.”

	“He killed two people to get that horse,” Beck growled. “And—”

	“He that is without sin among you, let him cast the first stone,” she said. “Isn’t that the saying, Buford?”

	Buford, fixated on the ground, remained silent.

	For a moment, nobody spoke. They just stood there, guns pointed, breath steaming.

	Beck broke the silence. “What do we do now, Annaliese? What’s your play? You’re only going to get one of us; then you’re dead.”

	“It’s fine by me if we all die. What do I have to live for? You stole my husband from me. I was pregnant. The pain from his death, the stress from it, caused me to miscarry. I almost died from blood loss. You didn’t only kill my husband, you took my unborn child.”

	The purple light of sunrise was a pale blue now. The sky was flat and cloudless. The damp scent of dew on detritus filtered through the frigid air. Tears rolled down Annaliese’s cheeks, and she trembled with rage.

	Beck needed time. He had to figure out how to win this hand when she held the aces and was all in.

	“How did you end up here?” Beck asked, stalling. “How was this the place you get revenge?”

	She shrugged away the tears with her shoulder and sniffed. “Good fortune. After St. Louis, we wandered around for a while. There were a dozen of us. Somehow we ended up in Little Rock. We met up with some others who, like us, had a run-in with the famous John Beck. They said you and Gabe killed ten of their people before you left town. Ten people! Their leader was the one the villagers call the one-eared man. He led us here.”

	Beck thought back to his conversation with Gabe before they strode into the village. Gabe had said that St. Louis was worse than Little Rock. He’d pointed to both of them as examples of the endless violence they had perpetrated since D-Day. Perhaps Gabe was right. It was endless.

	“We joined up. Rival gangs. Enemy of my enemy and such. We started asking around about you. People told us you were heading west, so we headed west. We figured if we moved with purpose, we could beat you out here and then find you. Lure you.”

	Buford looked up. A pained expression pinched his wide face. “Why us? Why did you bother us?”

	She shrugged. “Easy pickings. Everybody around these parts knew the Quakers set up shop in Torreon. They know because you’re peaceful. You help strangers, welcome them with open arms. Open, unarmed arms.”

	Gabe chuckled.

	Annaliese darkened. “What’s funny?”

	“I wondered how you knew Sun Tzu,” he said. “That doesn’t seem like the kind of thing a Quaker would read.”

	Buford’s eyes widened with epiphany. “Wait, you’re not even a Quaker? You’re not a Friend?”

	Annaliese cackled a laugh. “Good Lord above, Buford,” she mocked, “you really are stupid. No, I’m not a Quaker.”

	“But you—”

	“I know people…used to know people. It’s a pretty basic philosophy. Pray silently; be nice; don’t kill people. Didn’t take long for me to figure it out, Buford. And your people are so gullible, so willing to believe whatever—”

	Buford lunged at Annaliese with unexpected speed. With an inhuman growl, he buried his shoulder into her gut and tackled her to the ground.

	In that moment, the marauder froze. Gabe squeezed his trigger and dropped the kid with his pants still at his ankles. A second shot cracked the morning air and rippled like a peal of thunder.

	Buford slumped atop Annaliese, his weight trapping her underneath his body. She grunted and cursed, trying to scrabble free. She was pinned.

	Beck kept his aim on her. Now he had a shot. “This how you planned it?” he asked.

	She cursed and spat at him. Her red face and wild eyes gave her a feral appearance that made her unrecognizable.

	“He’s dead,” Gabe said. “You killed Buford.”

	The poor man’s open eyes fixed on some unseeable distance. His mouth agape, Buford’s expression was not peaceful. Not like some.

	Beck put a boot heel on Buford’s back and leaned into it. “Sorry about this, Buford, but we’re trying to save your village.”

	Annaliese grunted and struggled in vain. The added weight made it impossible for her to move. Her features compressed as she strained.

	“Look,” Beck said. “We don’t have time for games. Tell me where the rest of the marauders are, what the plan is, and I’ll let you live.”

	She cursed at him. Called his mother names. She was dead-on about his mom, but that was beside the point. He extended his arm and aimed the barrel at the center of her face.

	“What’s the plan, Annaliese?”

	She huffed, but responded, “This is the plan. Draw you away, kill you. Leave the village unprotected and take it over once and for all. They’re halfway down the mountain already.”

	“I get you wanting to kill me,” Beck said. “But why the Quakers? What did they do?”

	“They don’t deserve to live in this world. It’s for the strong, not the weak. Not the passive. We would have taken that village months ago if we weren’t waiting on you.”

	“Didn’t work out the way you planned, did it? What’s the one-eared man’s name? Who is he?”

	“Let me go,” she grunted. “You said if—”

	The gunshot startled Beck, and he jumped. At first, he thought Annaliese had somehow managed a shot from underneath poor Buford, but her lack of a face told him otherwise.

	Gabe stood with the smoking barrel still aimed at her. A hint of a snarl curled his lip.

	“I told her I wouldn’t kill her if she told me the plan,” said Beck.

	“Yeah, brother. You did, I didn’t. Besides, I liked Buford; I like that village. For a minute, I liked her too.”

	Beck shook his head. “She’s no Veronica.”

	Gabe lowered the weapon. “No. She wasn’t.”

	Beck sucked in a deep breath. The air was no longer fresh. It lacked the hope of a new day. This one was already sour.

	“C’mon, Gabe,” he said. “We have a village to save.”

	He turned to leave, a high-pitched sound catching his attention. He glanced at Gabe, whose expression told him his friend heard it, too.

	“What was that?” Gabe asked.

	“I don’t know. It sounded—”

	It came again. This time, the sound was unmistakable. It was a woman’s voice. And she was calling for help.
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	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 3 MONTHS, 7 DAYS

	CAPILLA PEAK CAMPGROUND, MANZANO MOUNTAINS, NEW MEXICO

	 

	They found seven women and three children, all wire-thin, filthy, and with the identical expressions of post-traumatic survivors. This was deeper than the apocalyptic stare most wore after D-Day. These were scars masked by the vacant, distant gazes of people locked in a past they could not forget. Beck had seen this before. Too many times. When he did, he counted his blessings while at the same time praying this was not the fate of his daughter.

	His boots crunched on the loose dirt, and he approached the women and children with both palms up in front of him. He tried a smile. Sheepish, warm. The kind of posture and movement he might use with a cornered animal.

	If Beck felt any guilt about killing the marauders on Osha Peak, Annaliese, or the kid with his pants around his ankles, it evaporated in the campground when he saw the prisoners. That was what they were. Prisoners. No other way to describe them.

	None of them were bound or restrained. They were not in locked cages or rooms. They were free to move. Yet they did not; they stayed put. And if anything, they recoiled at his approach, willing themselves into a tight bunch like an armadillo balled up for protection.

	“Sheesh,” Gabe muttered under his breath. “This is unreal, brother.”

	It was unreal. They had seen too many horrible things to count. Blood, guts, abuse. Death. Yet for some reason, these trembling women and children at the top of the Manzano Mountains struck hard.

	Was it the stench? The malnutrition? That desperate glare absent hope? Beck could not decide. His chest tightened as he got closer. He lifted his hands and spread his fingers wide. “We’re here to help you. You’re safe now.”

	One woman, presumably the one who’d called for help, blinked and licked her puckered lips. “Who are you?”

	Beck touched his chest with one hand. “I’m John Beck. This is Gabe Vazquez. Your village hired us to help you.”

	The woman’s face wrinkled with confusion. “Village?”

	“Torreon. The village at the foot of the mountains.”

	Her eyes narrowed, and she scanned their surroundings. “Village?”

	The word was almost a whisper. Something she’d heard before but forgotten. Her tone suggested she was searching for the meaning of it.

	Another woman, one younger and paper thin, spoke up. “The village where we lived before here? Before the one-eared man took us?”

	Beck took another careful step forward. He smiled and nodded. “Yes. The village where you lived before here.”

	An internal clock ticked inside his mind. It needled a growing anxiety. He and Gabe needed to head down the mountain. They had to get back to the village as fast as possible. If they took too much time here, they might return to a village overrun by the marauders. Still, he could not push too fast. These prisoners were brittle. Too much, too fast, and they’d snap.

	What had the marauders done to them? How had they conditioned them to such a degree?

	As if reading his mind, Gabe said, “The evil that men do lives after them; The good is often interred with their bones.”

	Beck looked at his friend, and Gabe answered his unspoken question. They really were on the same wavelength.

	“Shakespeare. Julius Caesar.”

	“Weird timing,” Beck said.

	“Perfect timing, brother. Look, we’re running out of time. One of us has to get to the village. You stay here with them. I’ll go and—”

	“No. You stay here. You’ve got the softer touch. Plus, I’m the one who got us into this. I’ll go.”

	“Softer touch? I’m the killer today. You—”

	“This isn’t up for discussion. You’ve got other plans after today. This is my mission. I’m going, no arguments.”

	Gabe turned to the women. “How long have you been here?”

	The paper-thin one answered, “We don’t know. Some of us longer than others. They stole us. Dragged us here and put us to work.”

	“They fed us when we did good,” said a young boy. “And they let us sleep sometimes.”

	As the sun lifted higher, and the daylight brightened, the prisoners’ visible scars became more apparent. All were emaciated, with sunken eyes, drawn cheeks, and long, bony fingers and knees that looked like large bulbs set between two twigs.

	Some wore purple bruises ringed with yellow on their faces or necks. They had missing teeth or long whiplike wounds that extended from their shoulders to their hips. Their clothes were little more than rags.

	“My friend Beck is going back to the village to make sure it’s safe for you. I’m going to help you go home.”

	Gabe shrugged off his pack and unzipped it. From inside the opening, he withdrew bits of food and a bottle of water. Still crouched, he offered the nourishment to the paper-thin woman. With an untrusting hesitancy, she took it.

	“You all need to get some strength before we head back down to the village. So eat up, drink up. Slowly. Not too fast. When y’all are ready, we’ll go home.”

	Beck slung his pack to the ground. “Take it. You’ll need it more than me. And I can move faster without it.”

	Gabe nodded. “Be safe, brother. I’ll see you on the other side.”

	“You too.”

	With his Mossberg in both hands and his Glock tucked into his waist, Beck surveyed the pathetic campsite one last time. Before he turned to leave, the confused woman, the one who had initially called for help, stood up and leaned against a tree. She appeared years older than she likely was. That was the way of the apocalypse.

	“Thank you,” she managed. A smile flickered at the corners of her mouth. “Thank you so much.”

	A chorus of appreciation rose from the others huddled on the ground. It sounded like bees droning. It was honest, but almost emotionless. Beck nodded, pressed his mouth into a flatline smile, and headed for the path down the mountain. He left behind the result of violence for the prospect of it. The moment was a microcosm of his post-D-Day life. Leaving the fray to enter it again. From witness to participant. And as he left his friend behind, Gabe’s comforting voice assuring the women and children they would be okay, Beck’s anger swelled. Participate, he would. Before the sun dropped again, Beck would add to the tally of people he’d killed and to whom he’d proclaimed his lack of choice in the matter. In this world, good deeds and bad alike were punished.

	He much preferred being the punisher.
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	The run down the mountain was faster than the trek up. Blisters clawed at Beck’s heels, and bruises punched his toes as he descended the path toward the village.

	He could only hope the preparations for the attack had the villagers ready. Even if the attack came sooner than expected, they might be able to hold on long enough for him to return.

	Beck lamented not listening to the nagging voices in his head. The demons had warned him Annaliese was untrustworthy. Evil knew evil. Huffing down the cragged trail, he considered whether anything Annaliese had told him was true. Had she ever seen his daughter?

	He wanted to believe her. What she’d said about Millie’s eyes, dark and brooding, was likely true. In his previous life, everyone said she was the spitting image of him. It was her eyes and her relentless determination that made her most resemble him. When she was side by side with her mom, however, their genetic bond was undeniable. In photographs of Debbie as a preteen, she could have been Millie’s twin.

	Beck wished he still had those photographs; then he’d clearly see both women in his mind. They were fuzzy now. He hated that. The reminder of how little he could clearly remember them fueled his rage as he descended the mountain.

	He could not stop. Beck was running out of time to help the people he’d sworn to protect. Sure, although it was possible the two dead people at the top of the mountain had conspired to bring him here with complete falsehoods, he hoped that wasn’t true.

	Sweat stung his eyes, the blisters stabbed at his toes and heels, and he forged ahead.

	Beck had to ready himself for the violence to come. Rage gave him clarity. Not common sense, as he’d proven time and again, but the kind of mental acuity that enabled him to see five things at once, to fight at an almost superhuman level.

	He focused on the things that most tightened his gut, tensed his muscles, and fostered the simmering anger on which the demons fed with relish.

	He focused on the only two women who had ever meant anything to him, Debbie and Millie.

	What would Debbie think of him now? Would she be impressed with his ability to survive, with his pursuit of justice, and his search for Millie? Or would he disgust her?

	He measured his breathing and worked to control his pulse, winding his way closer to the bottom of the mountain. Not long now and he’d be in the village. Soon, he’d find out what awaited him.

	His mind drifted to the first conversation they’d had as a divorced couple. It haunted him still. Unlike Debbie’s face or voice, he remembered with absolute clarity what they had said to one another on the street outside the courthouse.

	“The thing is,” she’d said, “I’ll always love you, Johnny. I just can’t trust you. And I never will until you trust yourself.”

	“Until?”

	She’d laughed and wiped her eyes with a handkerchief he’d handed her in court. “You say that like there’s hope. We just got divorced.”

	“I’ll never stop hoping. I didn’t cheat on you. You know nothing happened, nothing ever has. I’ve only ever loved you.”

	“But you thought about it, and you lied. You also drank when you said you wouldn’t. You still don’t get it, Johnny. You’re your own worst enemy.”

	The anger rose in his gut. The demons whispered in his ear. They spoke in low growls, taunting him:

	“You’re your own worst enemy.”

	“You lied.”

	“You say that like there’s hope.”

	What was life without hope? Without truth? What was it without belief in one’s self?

	While Gabe Vazquez might have become an intellectual reader with a wider vocabulary in the absence of organized society, John Beck was now a philosopher. He could not imagine anyone still living in the post-apocalyptic world was more introspective, more self-aware than he.

	The philosopher assassin. The hired gun with a penchant for the esoteric. Esoteric. That was a word straight out of Gabe’s dictionary. It fit. That was who he’d become. He was still his own worst enemy. He drank too, but he did not lie. And John Beck was full of hope. It was the only thing that kept him going. The only thing that made him take a deep breath when he awoke each morning from a vague semblance of sleep. The only thing that made it okay to take another life in the name of his daughter. Each death, each pull of the trigger or snap of the neck, was a step closer to finding out Millie’s truth. And, if he was lucky, if the best-laid plans did not go awry, he might also exact justice on Goose.

	Pounding down the mountain, the incline flattening toward the village, Beck turned his anger to the other woman in his life, the one who’d set him on the wrong path from his earliest days, the one from under whose shadow he’d spent two lifetimes trying to claw his way free. His mother.

	Unlike Debbie and Millie, his mother never believed in him. She never said she loved him, never gave him help or advice. She was a taskmaster and sadist. And it was miraculous Beck ended up as good a man as he had. Yes, he was deeply flawed, but good, nonetheless. His intentions were always to protect the vulnerable and fight the empowered.

	As his life had repeatedly shown him, it did not always work out the way he planned. He blamed his mother. Not in a daily lamentation, but in the grand-scheme-of-things, big-picture sort of way. Beck also credited her, because if it weren’t for her cruelty, he never would have left for greener pastures. He never would have met Debbie or fathered Millie.

	In this moment, though, marching the last of the path toward the village, he remembered the abuse. He used it as fuel. By the time he reached the intersection of A008 and 55, he was ready.

	In the distance, he heard shouts, gunshots, screams. They were close, just north of him, maybe as close as the cemetery.

	Beck picked up speed. At a jog, he reached Cibola Road and started to take it toward the church and cemetery. Then the sounds shifted; they were east of him in the Coaster.

	He stopped, sweat drenched and breathing heavy. He rubbed his finger along the trigger guard and listened. Another shot. This one was straight ahead but distant. Then an exchange of gunfire, the last report echoing close by. That was definitely near the church.

	He held the shotgun at his hip and moved with purpose toward Church Road. His breathing controlled, he took deliberate steps toward the fight.

	The village had prepared itself for an attack. Each section had its battle plan. Beck only hoped they had been ready when the marauders surprised them. He held his breath when he reached Church Road and saw a body hanging from the cemetery gates.
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	Peter’s face was gray. His tongue bulged, and his eyes bugged. His body swayed from the dangling weight of his body on the creaking rope.

	The man was dead. No doubt.

	Had the traps not worked?

	Beck’s pulse thumped in his neck and at his temples. He sucked in a deep breath of dry air. The temperature was warmer in the village, and the heat of the sun beat on his neck. He looked up toward the sky, and a blackbird swooped in a wide arc above him. It never took long for the carrions to find the dead. Sometimes they hovered above the living, their instincts providing them a prescient awareness of the inevitability of death.

	He adjusted his grip on the Mossberg and moved underneath Peter’s corpse into the cemetery. With a determined focus, he swept the barrel back and forth, working his way toward the graves of men and women long committed to the Earth.

	Movement to his left drew his attention, and he stopped. Less than ten feet from him, a big man popped out from behind a gravestone. He leveled a rifle at Beck, but he was too slow.

	His finger already on the trigger, Beck pressed to release a concussive blast. The Mossberg kicked against his side, and the shell exploded toward the target. It knocked the man from his feet, and he staggered back. An errant rifle shot cracked skyward.

	The man roiled on the ground, his pained wail sounding like a cat in heat.

	Another target flashed in his peripheral vision, and Beck pivoted with lightning speed. He pumped the shotgun and applied pressure to the trigger. The heavy shot slammed into the chest of a thin, masked man to his left. He dropped to his knees and slunk to the ground. The masked man’s death was silent.

	Beck scanned his surroundings. No more movement, no visible threats, no sounds. The first marauder no longer wailed. His pain was gone. Beck dropped to one knee and pulled two more shells from his pocket. He flipped over the Mossberg and slid them into the chamber.

	From behind the cover of a tombstone whose epitaph was too weather-worn to read, he considered his options. As he planned the best route toward the Coaster, he spotted another body. This one was not a marauder’s. He recognized the woman. She was on her stomach, flat on the ground, her hands bound behind her back by rope. Her head was turned to the side, eyes looking straight through him.

	She was one of the villagers who had taken extra time studying Millie’s photograph at the gathering two nights earlier.

	Beck sighed. “I’m sorry,” he said aloud. “I’m doing the best I can. I wish I could’ve saved you.”

	He glared at the dead marauder closest to him. “I had no choice with you. It was you or me.”

	The dead marauder had a length of rope looped at his hip. It was identical to the rope wrapped around Peter’s neck and binding the woman’s hands. He couldn’t figure out the purpose of the hanging. What good did it do? What good did any of this do?

	Beck thought about his last conversation with Peter. A good father, Peter did not want Lucas entertaining ideas of violent adventure. He wanted to keep his son close and safe.

	Enough thinking. It was time to move.

	Beck peered around the stone. Nothing was there.

	He stood and checked the rest of the cemetery. He found three more bodies and then an open grave.

	The six-foot-deep pit was part of the plan. There were four of them dotting the cemetery. Each of them had a false ground cover and, at their bottoms, sticks whittled into spikes.

	Beck leaned over the edge of the open pit and, leading with the barrel, looked down. Two marauders were dead inside, both of them skewered.

	He checked his surroundings. Another set of boot prints marked the ground next to him. The boot prints went up to the edge of the pit and then led away from it. Beck followed them to the church, where they ended at the steps. He hustled to the building and kicked his way through the door. It slapped open, and he moved inside, the Mossberg leveled.

	The sanctuary was empty. Except it was not. One man sat on the altar, head bowed and hands clasped in silent prayer. Beck marched with purpose up the aisle, shotgun aimed at him, his finger resting on the guard.

	“What are you doing?” Beck asked. “Fred? Why are you in here?”

	Fred opened his eyes. He lifted his head and blinked, though he did not otherwise react to the weapon aimed directly at him. “Praying, Mr. Beck. What does it look like I’m doing?”

	“Why aren’t you out there? You’re under attack.”

	Fred took a deep breath and balanced himself with a hand. He tried to stand, but wobbled and sat again.

	Beck edged closer. “Are you hurt?”

	Fred nodded. “They shot me. I tried to help Peter. I-I couldn’t do anything. I…” He closed his eyes and shook his head.

	It was then Beck saw the blood. It was at his side, low, near his hip. It stained his dark shirt, gave it a wet, shiny appearance.

	Beck checked over his shoulder and, seeing no threat behind him, hurried to Fred’s side. He leaned the shotgun against the pulpit’s riser and edged closer to the injured man. “Let me look at it.”

	Fred did not resist. He lay back with a grunt.

	Beck lifted Fred’s shirt and checked the wound. It was a small hole, and it had a twin on Fred’s back. Beck tore the bottom of Fred’s shirt and twisted a piece of it. “This is going to hurt. Hang on.”

	With a finger, he poked the fabric into the wound at Fred’s back. The Quaker squealed and huffed heavy breaths through clenched teeth. He sounded like a woman in labor.

	“One more. Then you’re good.”

	He repeated the process with the hole above the front of Fred’s hip. Although sweat drenched his face and he grimaced, this time he suppressed the urge to wail.

	Beck put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s a through and through. You’re okay. The blood’s the right color. I think you’ll be fine.”

	Fred chuckled. “Fine? I’ll be fine? Nothing is fine. No matter how much I beseech the good Lord, I—”

	“We can lament our misfortune later, Fred. Right now, I need your help. Tell me what you know. Did any of the plans work?”

	Fred leaned on one elbow and winced. “That’s a lot of questions at once.”

	“Where is everybody?”

	“They came from everywhere. We weren’t entirely ready. Peter and I were trying to finish the preparations at Cemetery Road when they came. They hit the north side, too. I think they’re at the Coaster. I got the two at the trap. Did you see them? I led them there. One fell in and took the other with him. That’s how I got shot. One of them got off a shot before he died. I looked over and…” He sighed. Sweat beaded his forehead.

	“How many, Fred?”

	“Two. I said that. Both fell in the pit and—”

	“No. How many others?”

	“Two dozen? I don’t know how many are still alive. They got a bunch up north near the car lot. Maybe, hard to tell.”

	“What about the one-eared man?”

	Fred swallowed. Tears welled in his eyes and rolled down his pallid cheeks. “He’s the one who hanged Peter, then shot me and Lucy. They thought I was dead. Somehow I managed to get here and hide.”

	“Where’s Lucas?”

	Fred shifted his weight. He grunted. “Coaster. He was in charge of the defense there.”

	That made sense. It was why Beck heard the gunshots and shouts coming from the cluster of streets east of 55.

	“Okay,” Beck said. “Stay here. We’re going to end this once and for all.”

	“I’m not going anywhere.”

	Beck picked up the Mossberg and started for the door. Only now did he notice the droplets of blood forging a path along the aisle. He was almost to the door when Fred called his name.

	“Mr. John Beck,” Fred said, “get them. Make them pay. Annaliese was right. Hammurabi was right.”

	Beck nodded, but said nothing. He turned back to the door and marched out into the sunlight.

	It never failed. Pacifists often abandoned their convictions when confronted with violence. Victimized and violated, they came to understand the necessity of retribution, of self-defense, of all the things that kept true evil in its place.

	Beck was not sure how he felt about this. He’d spent years of his adult life fighting the demons that whispered the encouragement of bad behavior. He understood the desire for a boring, banal existence free of drama and the execution of karma.

	Yet he also understood how unrealistic that goal really was in a place like this, in a time like this. Although pacifism was a wonderful concept, like communism or socialism, or any idea in its purist form, it was bound to succumb to human nature.

	Two birds glided above him as he marched east. They circled ahead of him, as if guiding him toward the one-eared man, then flapped their wings in unison and flew back toward the cemetery.

	Beck’s focus keen, he crossed 55 and headed to the Coaster. Up ahead, an exchange of gunfire ricocheted through the air. It cracked and thundered. He couldn’t discern how many weapons were involved, but he was sure of at least four or five different reports.

	Rounding the corner, turning east off 55, he counted three bodies in close proximity. Two marauders, one villager.

	Beck stomped past them, keeping close to the edge of the road, using the fronts of houses and trailer homes for cover. He left the protection of a low-slung ranch with gray asbestos siding, when two people emerged from the double-wide twenty feet in front of him.

	One was a marauder. A woman. She had a young girl by the neck and forced her down the cast concrete steps that led from the double-wide’s entrance to the dirt yard in front of it.

	When the girl reached the last step, the woman marauder shoved her hard, and the girl stumbled forward. Bracing herself with her hands, she fell onto the gravelly dirt and hit her face on the ground.

	Beck’s anger was already boiling. Seeing that made him red hot.

	He didn’t like the idea of hurting women, let alone killing them. In his previous life, he’d never touched a woman in anger. Ever. Not even the demons could make him betray the chivalry he promised to employ. However, anyone who could hurt a kid did not get the benefit of chivalry. They were less than human. They were targets. They were prey.

	Beck took four large steps toward the marauder, who still stood atop the steps. She had a pistol aimed at the girl. “Get up,” she commanded. “I ain’t got time for this.”

	“Hey, you!” Beck called to the marauder as he closed in on her. She was focused on her catch and did not see him approach. He pumped the shotgun. Its unmistakable sound and his voice drew the marauder’s wide-eyed attention. The woman whirled around, swinging the pistol toward Beck in the moment he pulled the trigger. He was less than ten feet from her when he fired. The spray peppered the marauder’s face, neck, and chest.

	She dropped the pistol and tumbled from the steps to the ground, her head banging against the side of the double-wide. It smacked the hard dirt and bounced when she landed. Her body twitched twice and went still. She was dead.

	The girl, still on the ground, started crying. It was a quiet cry, but she trembled, and tears streaked her young face.

	Beck motioned her toward him with a wave, spinning to check his surroundings. No threat emerged. The girl did not move. Beck stepped over to her and crouched beside her.

	“You’re okay,” he said. “I’ve got you now. Nobody’s going to hurt you.”

	He extended a hand to her, and she studied it before reaching out to take it. She pulled, and Beck stood as she did, helping her to her feet. “What’s your name?” he asked, his voice low.

	“Rebecca.”

	“Rebecca, I’m John Beck.”

	She knuckled snot from her nose. “I know.”

	“How old are you?”

	She squinted. All hints of fear evaporated in favor of irritation. “How old are you?”

	Beck almost answered. Instead, he motioned to the other houses on the street. “Is there anyone else here?”

	“I think they’re on Coaster.”

	“How many?”

	She held up four fingers and a thumb. Then she glanced at the dead woman at the steps of her home, lifted an eyebrow, and folded her thumb into her palm.

	“Four more,” Beck said. “No problem. You go back inside and—”

	“I’m coming with you.”

	Beck studied the girl’s fearful expression. Her chin quavered.

	“Okay,” Beck relented. “You come with me, but you do exactly as I tell you.”

	She nodded. “I agree to that for now. We can reassess the arrangement later.”

	Beck smirked. Sass. He liked that. Reminded him of Millie. Rebecca was younger than Millie would be now. She might be younger than Millie had been on D-Day. Hard to tell these days.

	Beck rolled over his shotgun and loaded another round into the chamber. He wiped his forehead with the back of his arm and started toward Coaster. Instead of taking the roads, however, he cut straight north between two houses, hearing screams above the beating of his pulse in his ears.

	When he reached Coaster, he clung to the side of one of the houses. A pair of bullets zipped past his head and drilled into the siding behind him. He ducked behind a dying juniper bush and checked behind him to make sure Rebecca was okay. She was on her stomach, hands over her head.

	Another pair of shots ripped past him. Siding exploded, and a shard cut across the back of his neck. He touched a hand to it and looked at his bloody fingers.

	Beck swiveled toward the source of the gunfire. Between the juniper branches, he spotted three dead in the street. Two were definitely marauders, maybe all three.

	A trio of shots whistled overhead. Glass shattered behind him, and he ducked again.

	The shooter or shooters had to be across the street. No way they could hit the house at that angle and be close to him on the same side of Coaster.

	Beck tapped Rebecca on her shoulder. She lifted her head, and he motioned for them to retreat to the other side of the house to their right. Both of them crawled on all fours to escape another barrage of gunfire. The remnants of each volley echoed in the dry morning air.

	They rounded the rear of the house and slowly emerged on its other side. Now they were on the far eastern edge of Coaster. The gunfire ignited again. One volley after another.

	Did they not see him? Did they think he was still on the other side of the house?

	Beck clung to the siding. He stopped halfway and offered Rebecca the shotgun. She shook her head. He jabbed the weapon at her, and she took it. He drew the semiautomatic Glock from his waistband and took small steps toward the street, his back pressed against the house. Blood drenched the back of his collar and dampened his neck. Beck ignored the sting and focused on finding the remaining threats. The gunfire popped again. It sounded farther away.

	Who were they aiming at now? Was someone else here?

	He crouched and peered around the corner of the house. Muzzles flashed on the opposite side of the street. Beck narrowed his gaze. Directly across from him was Lucas. The young kid had his rifle shouldered. He was engaged in a gunfight with someone two houses over. Or two someones. It looked as if there was a pair of flashes taking aim at Lucas.

	Beck wanted to signal the kid, but it was near impossible. He realized from their positions that Lucas had been the one firing at him. He was the only one of the three armed gunmen who could have aimed at him from such an angle. If Beck did anything to gain his attention now, it was likely the kid would fire off another round at him before realizing who he was. He had to be careful.

	Another quick check around the corner revealed one of the marauders was on the move. He used his partner for cover and began an advance toward young Lucas. The kid was in trouble.

	Beck cursed aloud. “Sorry,” he apologized to Rebecca for the foul language. “Stay put.” He checked the magazine in the Glock. It was full. He stepped out into the open, leveled the handgun at the target closest to Lucas, and started running.

	As he did, he let out a guttural yell that drew the marauder’s attention. He stopped immediately, wide-eyed and confused. He hesitated for a split second. That was long enough.

	Beck applied pressure to the trigger. Again. And again. Four times. Five.

	His first shot was wide. The second hit the marauder in his shoulder. The third his arm, the fourth his side, the fifth his chest.

	The marauder danced like a puppet on loose strings, his mouth gaped open. His eyes rolled back, and he crumpled to the street.

	Beck turned his attention to the cover man. Lucas was in the game now. He’d advanced on Beck’s attack, and the two of them had reversed the advantage. Like a lone remaining pawn turned into a queen, they’d flipped the board.

	The marauder had good cover behind an electrical box in the front yard of a worn bungalow. He took a pair of shots at Beck; both missed. When he exposed himself for the second shot, Lucas hit him with a clean hit to his neck.

	The man dropped his weapon and slapped at the wound, as if holding his hand against it might stem the gush of blood draining from his body. It did nothing. He grimaced, tried to stand, and fell forward onto the electrical box.

	Beck and Lucas met each other feet from the dead man. Both offered each other an appreciative nod.

	“I thought I was done,” Lucas said. “I got a bunch of them, led them here to the dead end like I was supposed to. I had them trapped, but Fred and my dad didn’t show up to pin them in from behind. I was getting worried.”

	“Well,” Beck said, “you’re all good now. Where’s everybody else?”

	Lucas gulped a swallow of air and shook his head. “Like I said, Mr. Beck, I don’t know where Fred and my dad are. They were supposed to be here, you know? I think the others are up north near the car lot. That should be the last of the marauders up there.”

	Rebecca appeared from nowhere, Beck’s shotgun in her hands. Although it was as big as she was, she carried it with surprising confidence.

	Lucas knitted his brow. “Becca? What are you doing here?”

	“My momma’s dead. Mr. Beck helped me. I’m sticking with him. For now.”

	“All right,” Lucas said. “I guess.”

	“I don’t need your permission, Lucas. I’m fourteen.”

	Fourteen. Just fourteen and thrust into the middle of Hell. How old was she on D-Day? Nine? Ten?

	Lucas smiled at the girl. Then his serious expression returned. “What now? We get my dad and head north? That’s where the one-eared man is. They can hold them off until we get there. We got good people up there by the car lot.”

	Beck didn’t have the heart to tell Lucas the truth. Not now. Not in the heat of it.

	“Let’s head there ourselves right now. We have to find the one-eared man and end this.”

	Lucas nodded. “Okay. I’ve got a good feeling about this. We’re going to put a stop to them today. Forever.”

	The kid seemed older somehow. Taller, more confident. He met the moment and did not shy away from it. Despite his inexperience, he was surviving. Beck saw himself in the kid. Lucas reminded him of himself in the early days of the apocalypse. In those weeks and months when he and Gabe had trekked north to Memphis, then east, south, and back west.

	They’d gotten lucky more than anything else. Yet they became hardened men born of experience, and they learned from their mistakes. They were walking proof of the aphorism What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.

	Beck had been unskilled in the ways of warfare, naïve about the dangers in the post-D-Day world beyond the borders of what he knew as home, and he’d been unrealistically optimistic about his future. Four years in and he still made plenty of mistakes, but he got stronger from them. Lucas appeared to have that potential.

	They started toward the main road and north. Rebecca walked alongside them, brandishing the shotgun as if it were her own.

	Lucas strode with confidence. Maybe the kid was in shock. Beck wondered if what was happening had set in. Did Lucas really understand the gravity of it all?

	“You ever killed anyone before?” he asked as they moved with purpose.

	Before Lucas answered, Beck regretted the question. Of course he had never killed anyone. Lucas was a Quaker, a pacifist. The gun he carried on patrol was a prop, a deterrent. It was not a tool.

	Without breaking his stride, Lucas shot a glance at Beck. “No. Not before today.”

	“It’s going to hurt when this is over. When the rush drains from your body and you’re sitting alone with your thoughts in front of a campfire, you’re going to see their faces. They’ll haunt you.”

	Lucas kept moving and kept his eyes on the path ahead. “I’ll be fine. Everybody’s gotta grow up sometime, Mr. Beck. Everybody’s gotta make a sacrifice at the altar of the apocalypse. It’s just how things are. Even us Quakers. We can’t expect to survive in a world where everyone else plays by one set of rules and we play by another, with our eyes closed and our hands behind our backs.”

	In the distance, the direction in which they headed, gunfire erupted. A gunfight worthy of a wartime battle. At least what Beck imagined a wartime battle might be like. He was no soldier, no veteran serving for the sake of a nation’s freedom, willing to sacrifice for people he would never meet.

	The battle sounded intense. How many weapons? How many enemies? A dozen? More? How could he take children into the middle of it? Then again, what choice did he have?

	He checked with Rebecca, a nod and motion to the shotgun in her hands. “You okay carrying that thing? It’s bigger than you are, little girl.”

	Becca adjusted her grip and frowned. “I’m not a little girl. Like I said, I’m fourteen, and I’m orphaned now. That makes me in charge of myself. I do what I choose.”

	“I stand corrected. You’re a woman, Rebecca. I apologize.”

	“Don’t apologize,” she said. “Just get it right from now on, Mr. Beck.”

	“Call me Beck.”

	“Sorry, Beck.”

	“Don’t apologize. Just get it right from now on, woman.”

	A smile creased her face. Lucas looked over and chuckled. It was a good but odd moment on their way to a fight. Beck tried to find the anger again. He needed the heat.

	They stood at Boomer Road and 55. Two blocks west between the looped roads of Torrez and Morris was a collection of abandoned cars. The plan was to bait the marauders from spot to spot, west to east and then north: from the church to the Coaster to the old cars south of Boomer Road.

	Gunfire cracked. Different weapons, from the sounds they reported. Single shots, not automatic fire. Beck tried to count the number of dead marauders in their wake and couldn’t formulate an accurate number. There was no telling how many marauders awaited them as they entered the fray.

	“Stay low when we get close to the cars,” said Beck. “Let’s come in from the south. That way, we’re behind the marauders. We hope. If the plan worked, we can trap them between the other villagers and ourselves. We can end it today, Lucas.”

	“What do I do?” Rebecca asked.

	“Stay with me. I’ll keep you safe.”

	“I’ll keep you safe,” she said.

	“Okay then. Let’s keep each other safe and end this.”
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	They steeled themselves and moved west. At a fork, they went south. Gunshots popped. The sound of the exchange grew louder as they neared Morris Road on the edge of the car lot.

	Beck’s heart pounded in his ears; his adrenaline surged. All of it was the familiar blend of fear and excitement mixed with the palpable rage he’d mustered from thoughts of his daughter, his dead ex-wife, and the people he’d been forced to kill in his quest to set things right.

	All of this was his doing. He knew it was his fault, but he placed blame on the demons. Cursing them, he used his anger to push himself forward toward the danger. His pursuit, at its core, was not salvation. It was revenge. It was every bit as spiteful as the warped justice Annaliese had unsuccessfully sought. And what of this one-eared man? What really was his beef?

	Beck spotted the tops of two rusted minivans and hurried to cover himself behind their obsolescent frames. Lucas and Rebecca crowded in beside him, their faces tight with fear. Beck took point and inched toward the front of the van.

	The gunfire was louder now, and Beck thought he could make out at least five weapons, although the tight confines of the car lot made it tough to determine their origins.

	He recalled from the plan that most of the women and children were tucked away in the few homes that dotted A011 west of Boomer, as well as some of the older men. They were the last line of defense. That left fewer than a half dozen Quakers to keep the marauders at bay.

	Their job was not to hit and kill the marauders. Theirs was to fire the weapons as a deterrent to keep the attackers from advancing.

	As far as Beck could tell, Lucas was the only one who had actively killed any marauders. The others died passively, in traps, by tricks—nothing the Quakers had to do with their own hands to actively cause the death of another human.

	This was on him.

	In a crouch, he inched around the front of the van, staying low between the two rectangular headlamps. From his position, he spotted the first pair of marauders. Both were firing from inside the cargo hold of a doorless SUV. They were prone, next to one another, their rifles aimed north.

	Beck was thirty feet from them. They couldn’t see him, not that he could tell. Their focus was on whatever target they hoped to eliminate. The men alternated shots. Beck waited. They had to reload at some point. Even if only one of them ran empty, it would give him the opening he needed.

	He motioned to the kids and whispered, “You two stay here. I’ll clear that SUV. When you see those men go down, meet me there.”

	They nodded their understanding and stayed crouched low against the side of the minivan. Beck spun back toward the SUV.

	He scanned the cramped surroundings. This too was a graveyard. However, instead of bodies underground, there were the aboveground mausoleums of various metal hulks. Movement beyond the SUV caught his attention. Only a flash, then it was gone.

	His eyes settled on the twin riflemen. One of them leaned back and reached into a pack.

	Reload.

	Beck measured the distance. He checked his magazine, popped it into the grip, set his jaw. He stood and ran toward the SUV, his nine-millimeter leveled at the marauder closest to him.

	He closed the distance fast and stalked his prey. Twenty feet. Fifteen. Ten. Five. Finger on the trigger and squeeze. Squeeze. Squeeze. The percussion of the blasts was barely audible beneath the thump of his pulse in his ears.

	The first of the marauders never saw what hit him. The second managed a quick glance, his face set tight with confusion. His eyes widened with recognition in the instant before Beck drained the life from them. Two more pulls on the trigger for insurance. He dropped the magazine from the Glock, popped in a fresh, full mag, and waved the kids over.

	Once they were safely with him inside the SUV, Beck dumped the bodies to the ground, tucked the Glock in his waist, and picked up one of the rifles. He finished loading it. It amazed him how much ammunition was still floating around in the apocalypse.

	He remembered the shortages of ammo in sporting goods stores and online whenever gun legislation reared its head or when the Covid pandemic made people fear they might lose the opportunity to buy anything of value. Finding nine-millimeter rounds or twelve-gauge slugs was almost impossible. Yet, somehow, the end of the world brought about a veritable surplus of ammunition. Bullets were everywhere. While Beck never considered why or how this was the case, he appreciated every round he could find.

	The long gun was old, worn, the stock smooth from use. It was a bolt action, held ten rounds. It felt good in his hands, and he pressed it against his shoulder, testing its weight.

	“You both good?” he asked.

	The kids nodded. Lucas was on his knees, hunched below the open windowless frames that ran along the back sides of the long SUV. Rebecca sat cross-legged next to him, holding the Mossberg across her lap.

	“Survive and advance,” Beck said. “Survive and advance.”

	“Like the basketball tournament,” said Lucas.

	“The what?”

	Gunfire erupted to their left. A cacophony of pops and cracks.

	“March Madness. College basketball. My dad and I used to watch it every year. We filled out brackets, and the loser had to do the other’s chores for a week. They used to say it was one game at a time. Some coach called it survive and advance.”

	A tinge of sadness pricked at Beck’s gut. An image of Peter hanging from the gate flashed in front of him. He twisted his grip on the rifle. “You remember that, huh?”

	“Some.”

	Beck tried another smile. He was sure it came off awkward. They had no time for reminiscing, no time to talk about how Lucas’s father was dead. Not now. They had to advance.

	“We’ll talk more basketball later,” he said. “Right now, you two stay low inside here. I’ll scout our next target. Then you follow, just like last time.”

	Lucas frowned. “I can help.”

	“So can I,” Rebecca said.

	“You are helping. You’re my eyes and ears. Anybody sneaks up behind me, you stop them. Got it?”

	They nodded in unison. Beck crawled from the back of the SUV’s cargo area. His boots crunched on broken glass, and he scanned for the next target. Advance and survive.

	Clear of the glass, he dropped to a knee and pivoted to the left toward the source of the gunfire. There was nothing he could see. He stood and moved in a crouch to an old pickup truck. He pressed his back against the bumper and took another look as a shot zipped past him to his right. Ten feet behind him, glass shattered. Another shot and the heavy thunk of a round pounded into a silver Camaro next to him.

	That gave him a bead on the shooter. He was alone, standing alongside an F-150, and shouldered a rifle aimed directly at Beck.

	Without thinking, Beck dove to his left as a shot whizzed past him. Something bit at his right leg when he hit the ground. It hurt but nothing immobilizing. Beck ignored the throb and rolled onto his side behind the cover of an El Dorado with flat tires. Two more shots pinged the truck. Beck cursed. Sweat stung his eyes; thirst pulsed at his tongue and cheeks.

	He was pinned.

	“He’s there! At the Chevy!” Gravel raked the marauder’s voice. He shouted, “Go get him! He can’t go nowhere!”

	“Which Chevy? There’s, like, a thousand Chevys.”

	The second voice was softer, higher pitched. A young boy? A woman?

	“The brown truck. Flat tires. Go get—”

	The man finished his sentence with a grunt. Then silence.

	The second voice was tentative. Worried. “Mr. Charlie?”

	More gunshots cracked. These were farther away, twenty or thirty yards. Still close enough that Beck felt the punch of the report in his chest.

	“Mr. Charlie? Where are you? Mr. Charlie?”

	Charlie, the gravel-voiced marauder, was not going to answer. Beck rolled back from behind the protection of the El Dorado onto a knee, and in a fluid motion leveled the rifle at the young voice. He was twelve or thirteen, no more than that. Tears streaked clean lines along the dirt that ruddied his drawn cheeks. Beck took his finger from the trigger. The kid was unarmed. A six-shooter lay on the ground at his feet in a puddle of urine. The front of the kid’s pants was dark; wetness bloomed along his crotch and legs.

	Beck started to lower his weapon. A flash of movement jerked his focus from the boy to his right. Lucas stood there. His eyes darted between the boy and Beck and something else.

	“I got him, Beck,” he said. “I got that marauder.”

	Rebecca appeared behind him. She held the Mossberg across her chest like a piece of firewood.

	“Get over here,” Beck said. He waved them toward him and away from the open space between a Dodge Charger and a BMW convertible.

	They obeyed and hustled to his side. So did the pissy kid.

	Beck put out his hand. “Whoa, fella. Watch your step.”

	“I ain’t got a gun, mister. I dropped it. This ain’t for me. Mr. Charlie said he could make me a soldier. I ain’t no soldier, mister. I—”

	Beck put a finger to his lips, and Pissy snapped his trap shut. His brow furrowed, and he looked down at his pants. When he lifted his head, his face was flushed.

	“Sorry. I don’t know—I didn’t—it’s—”

	“Don’t worry about it, kid,” Beck said. “Happens to everybody.”

	“Can you help me? I don’t wanna be with these people no more.”

	Lucas crouched into a squat. “What people?”

	The kid turned to the side and plucked at his waistband. He sniffed. “They took me.”

	Lucas frowned. “They won’t take you anymore. Okay? But you have to help us.”

	Beck fought a grin. He liked the way Lucas thought. Smart.

	“Help?”

	“Yeah,” Lucas said. “Tell us where the others are, how many. That kinda thing. Then we can stop them and help you.”

	“Are you going to kill them?”

	Beck and Lucas exchanged glances.

	“Sometimes that’s what it takes,” Rebecca answered. “It’s in the Bible, you know. Killing is okay if it helps others.”

	“I don’t think the Bible says that exactly,” Beck said.

	Rebecca glared. “Then what does it say?”

	Beck shrugged. “It’s neither nor there. Kid, we’ll do what we have to do. Okay?”

	“What’s your name?” Lucas asked.

	“Ronnie.”

	Lucas put his hand on Ronnie’s shoulder. “Okay, Ronnie. Help us, and we’ll help you. Everything’s going to be okay.”

	Who was this young man? He in no way resembled the bungling perimeter watchman Beck had met days earlier. He was confident. Calm. Reassuring.

	Beck remembered a saying where someone claimed that crisis did not create character, it revealed it. Among the many aphorisms he’d heard growing up and living in the South, that was maybe the truest of all. He’d seen it time and again. Regular people, with no special skills or talent, becoming heroes when the moment arrived.

	Although Lucas was not necessarily a hero, he had character. Beck wondered how long the young man’s ability to act under duress would last. Once he had time to reflect on the violence of the day, to absorb the meaning of killing, of taking lives, could Lucas still be as effective an apocalyptic survivor? Or crusader?

	That was what Beck was himself, wasn’t it? A crusader? A man who stabbed at windmills, who sought to right wrongs at any cost? Someone who damned his own soul in the hopes of saving others? Of persisting on a lost cause even after all the evidence pointed to the hopelessness of the mission?

	Perhaps Lucas was a crusader, too. Maybe his father’s death, something about which the kid did not yet know, would be the catalyst.

	“Beck,” Lucas said, “you with me? Ronnie says the one-eared man is close. He’s got three men with him. They’re the last of the gang.”

	“I heard him,” Beck lied. “Just thinking.”

	Rebecca laughed. “Now? You pick now to think?”

	There was a sass in her voice he hadn’t heard before. Perhaps she was a crusader, too. Violence had a way of doing that.

	Beck smirked. “I was thinking about how we do this. How we end it.”

	Lucas lifted his eyebrows. “And?”

	“I’ve got a plan. It’ll work. This ends today.”
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	“You can do this,” said Beck. “Just walk up there, hands up. Tell them what I told you to say; then we’ll come in behind you. Okay?”

	Ronnie nodded. Underneath the tear streaks and dirt, freckles dotted his face. It was the weirdest thing. In one instant he looked twelve. In the next, he looked like a man at the end of a long, trying life.

	Beck tried a smile. It felt weird. So he put on a serious expression. “You can do this, Ronnie. We believe in you.”

	There was no telling if Ronnie believed them.

	“Okay.” Ronnie sighed. “You want me to lead you to them and stay with them until you come get me?”

	“Yes.”

	Ronnie’s wide eyes blinked. He wrinkled his nose and poked out his lips. The kid was considering his options. “That’s it? No killing? No stealing?”

	“No killing, no stealing. Just go hang with them. We’ll come get you. You’ll be safe.”

	“I’m safe now,” Ronnie said.

	Beck stifled a sardonic laugh. This was safety? Gunshots peppered the air like firecrackers on the Fourth of July, and they were hunkered down in a car graveyard, trying to ferret out the leader of a band of killers. This was safe? Everything was relative, apparently.

	“You’ll be safer after this is over,” Lucas said. “Much safer.”

	That appeared to satisfy Ronnie’s concerns. His reluctance abated, he started toward the northernmost end of the lot. It was the last place they could stop the marauders before they broke through and made their way to the women and children.

	Children.

	Ronnie was a child. He picked at his pants and winced from what must have been the discomfort of wet drawers. The shift released a wash of odor. Poor kid.

	Nonetheless, he kept moving. Dragging his toes in the dirt, he pressed forward. With one last glance over his shoulder, he disappeared around the rear driver’s side bumper of an old two-toned Bronco.

	Beck bit the inside of his lip and rubbed his stubbled jaw. His stomach pinched. They were sending a kid into the lion’s den. Heck, they included two more children.

	He swallowed the guilt, ignored the demons hissing in his ear, and motioned for Lucas and Rebecca to follow him.

	They wound through the cars in a low crouch. Beck’s lower back ached from the movement, but it was a lot less painful than a bullet to the head, so he kept down and stalked Ronnie until the kid stopped between a VW bus and an Econoline van.

	Beck was behind a stack of car doors. Five high, they provided excellent cover. He peered around one side. Ronnie knocked on the door of the van. It slid open.

	At first, Beck couldn’t make out the figures inside the van. The other side of it was open, and sunlight poured into the cabin, backlighting the people in shadows. Then one stepped out of the van and turned to one side. He was missing an ear on his right side. The man’s face was down, but his movements made it obvious he was talking to Ronnie. Tanned and bald, the one-eared man was wiry, though unlike so many waify apocalyptic survivors, he was muscled. His triceps flexed beneath the short sleeves of a tight T-shirt.

	Black ink decorated both arms and the side of his neck. They were the cheap DIY tattoos Beck had seen in jail. Some were images, others scrawled text. The man clearly had issues he was trying to resolve. Or not.

	Then the plan changed. Everything changed.

	The one-eared man waved the kid into the van and glanced over his shoulder, surveying the area. The man looked right at Beck, but didn’t seem to notice him.

	Beck’s world spun. His vision blurred; his chest pounded. He sank to the ground and sat dazed, trying to process what he’d seen.

	When gunfire cracked behind him, he did not hear it. He was in another place, upside down and unable to right himself.

	“What is it?” asked Lucas. “Did you see the one-eared man?”

	Images and arguments from his past flipped through Beck’s mind. He tried to process what he’d just seen, the coincidence of it. But it was not coincidence. This was part of the plan. That was what Annaliese had revealed. This was a trap set for Beck and Gabe.

	Lucas shook him from the shock. “What is it? What did you see?”

	Beck blinked and tried to refocus. He let the confusion dissolve into anger, into blind rage. A thousand possibilities roiled through his gut as he recalculated his approach to the one-eared man, the marauders, and the village.

	“Don’t kill the one-eared man,” he said.

	Lucas blinked. “What?”

	“Kill the others if you want. Not him. He’s mine. I want him alive.”

	Lucas’s eyes danced with confusion. “What are you talking about?”

	“I think he’s losing his mind,” Rebecca said.

	“I’m not losing my mind.”

	“Then what is it?” Lucas asked. “What did you see?”

	Beck checked the magazine in his nine-millimeter. He set his jaw and steeled himself. In his mind, he catalogued everything he’d endured, everything he’d survived, everything he and the demons had done, to get to this moment. And the moment was not what he’d envisioned. Not once had he seen it playing out like this.

	Lucas pressed him. “Beck, sheesh. What is going on?”

	“I just saw the man who kidnapped my daughter,” Beck answered through clenched teeth.
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	He had tattoos; he was bald, tanned, older, thinner. But John Beck would recognize him anywhere. Goose, the man who’d tried to drown him, who’d killed his ex-wife, took his daughter, and forced him into the life of a morally conflicted crusader, was yards away. And he would pay. He would die, though not before Beck had a chance to extract valuable information.

	“I know this wasn’t the plan,” he said, “but you’re staying here. In fact, Lucas, I want you to take Rebecca back to the Coaster. Wait there for me.”

	Lucas’s expression tightened with anger. “Wait, what?”

	“I have to do this on my own. You shouldn’t be here.”

	“There are four of them and one of you. You can’t handle—”

	“I’ve handled worse odds, kid.”

	“I’m not a kid, Mr. Beck.”

	Beck hesitated. “Okay. You’re not a kid, you’re a young man. Part of being a man is knowing where you’re needed most, doing what you need to do and not necessarily what you want to do. Understand?”

	Lucas considered this and weighed his argument. After a moment, the tension in his shoulders and jaw relaxed, and he nodded. Slowly at first, then faster as he resolved his decision. “Understood. This isn’t about me. It’s about Rebecca. I need to take care of her. No problem.” He put a hand on the girl’s shoulder.

	Rebecca shrugged free of it and stuck out a hip. “I’m not a china doll. I don’t need a man or a young man taking care of me.” She delivered her retort with all the attitude a teenage girl could summon. Which was a lot. “I thought we established that. The last thing I want to do is keep explaining myself.”

	“Okay,” Beck conceded, “then how about you take care of young Lucas here? The two of you watch each other’s backs. Be each other’s eyes and ears. Watch out for—”

	Rebecca rolled her eyes. “We get it. Fine. Let’s go, Lucas.”

	Without saying another word, the two young adults marched back in the direction from which they’d come. Beck prayed to himself they would go to the Coaster and not divert to the church or the graveyard. That could be disastrous for Lucas, who would already have issues to unpack after today.

	Confident the kids were good, Beck zeroed in on the van. He took one last breath and bolted toward the van. When he reached it, he dropped to his knees and aimed the Glock up at a forty-five-degree angle. Then he banged on the van door with the butt of his gun.

	The gunfire from inside ceased for a moment, and the door swung open. Goose stood directly to his right, both hands on the doorframe. He was unarmed and did not notice Beck, who was well below his eye level.

	Beck didn’t hesitate. He popped two shots, one into each leg. Goose cried out in pain and fell from the van. He collapsed onto the ground next to Beck and grabbed at his shattered knees.

	Beck was already onto the next target. With four quick shots, he downed the others in the van. Then he double tapped them to make sure they were no longer threats.

	A pair of shots dinged the side of the van. Another zipped past Beck’s head. The Quakers were still returning fire. Errant and without malice as they might be, the shots could still kill him. Or Ronnie.

	The child cowered in the corner of the cargo area. He had his knees pulled to his chest, his hands covering his ears. He was rocking back and forth, his eyes clamped shut. He’d deal with the kid in a minute. More important business came first.

	“Quakers! Villagers!” Beck shouted through the open cargo area. “This is John Beck! We’re all clear! Stop firing!”

	The last shot echoed, and Beck spun to face Goose. The bane of his existence was on his stomach, clawing at the dirt. He dragged his useless legs behind him, trying to put distance between Beck and himself.

	Beck licked his dry, cracked lips and marched ahead of Goose, stopping in front of him. Goose did not look up. He grunted through a pained expression, drool mixing with tears and sweat on his face.

	“So you’re the one-eared man? I liked ‘Goose’ better.”

	Goose stopped crawling. His back heaved up and down with labored breaths. He leaned on an elbow and looked up. A string of spit stretched toward the dirt, and he locked eyes with Beck.

	At first, he searched Beck for recognition. Confusion washed across his face before his eyes widened, the color drained, and he understood. “John Beck? I thought I killed you. You drowned in the Gulf.”

	“Except you didn’t. And I didn’t.”

	“So the rumors are true. I didn’t believe them. I thought it was a legend. I figured it had to be some other John Beck. No way it was you. But these people talked about you like you’re real, like you killed off their people in St. Louis, and I’m like, I gotta find out. It was all real. You’re real. I was sure they were full of it.”

	“You’re oh for three, Goose.”

	Beck dropped into a squat in front of his quarry. Goose shook his head, perhaps sensing what was about to happen. He eyed the Glock. “Just do it. End it. I’m as good as dead with two bad knees.”

	Goose rolled onto his back. He closed his eyes and coughed. The cough morphed into a laugh. It was maniacal. The laugh of a crazy man who had played out infinite possibilities in his head but refused to accept they all met with the same result.

	“Just do it,” he snapped. Veins bulged in his neck and forehead. “Do it. Prove you’re the killing machine they say you are.”

	Beck shook his head and rose. He moved around Goose and stood next to his legs. “Answer some questions first. You do that, and I’ll prove whatever you want.”

	Goose didn’t respond.

	Beck put the toe of his boot on Goose’s left knee and applied pressure. The scream that followed was primal and inhuman. It sent chills along Beck’s spine. He waited for the cry to mute into a whimper.

	“Where is my daughter?”

	“I don’t know.”

	Another push on the knee. This time, bone crunched under the weight. The scream was louder. Sweat drenched Goose’s bald head and face.

	“Where’s my daughter?”

	“I swear it, Beck. I don’t know. She’s gone. She’s been gone.”

	“How long?”

	Goose took deep breaths in and out through his mouth. “Years, man. She got away a week after I took her. Memphis. She was gone in Memphis four years ago.”

	“I don’t believe you.”

	Beck raised his boot, and Goose pleaded with him. He waved his hands with what strength remained.

	“I swear, Beck. I swear. See this? She did this.” He pointed to the side of his head where his ear used to be. The thick keloid scar was all that remained, like an earmuff of damaged skin.

	Beck took a step back. “Millie cut off your ear?”

	“With her little Buck knife. Hurt like a motherf—”

	“She got away?”

	“Are you deaf? Yeah, man. She got me in my sleep, snuck up on me. I never knew she had that knife. She took my ear, man. Cut it off and took it with her. Sick kid, Beck. You got a sick kid.”

	Beck grinned. He couldn’t help it. Millie had escaped this waste of a human, and she’d exacted a toll. Good for her.

	“Where did she go?”

	“C’mon, man, just end it. I answered your questions. Kill me and—”

	Beck stomped on Goose’s knee. His body convulsed, and he passed out from the pain. Less than a minute later, Goose was conscious and whimpering.

	“That was for Debbie, my ex. Now, tell me where Millie went.”

	“Back to ’Bama. She went back home, man. Didn’t believe you were dead. She went to find you.”

	Beck stepped back again. Millie had gone home? To find him?

	And he wasn’t there. He’d left. Why had he never thought to go back to Alabama, to her house in Tuscaloosa or his in Mobile?

	The demons chattered on his shoulders. They whispered in his ear, reminding him of who he was, why he was never good enough, why he failed at anything that really mattered.

	All the bloodshed he could have avoided had he stayed put. Millie would have come back to him. Of course she would. She was his daughter. She was tough, resilient, smart. Of course she would escape and go home. How could he never have even considered this?

	Beck’s body tensed. He balled his free hand into a fist and tightened the other around the Glock. He straddled Goose and stood directly over him, extended his arm, and aimed the barrel between Goose’s eyes.

	“Please,” Goose said, “I told you what you want to know. Just—”

	“Is she still alive?”

	“No idea, man. It’s been four years. Hell, I didn’t think you were alive, and everybody on both sides of the Mississippi knows your name. How would I know about her?”

	Beck brought his other hand to the Glock and prepared to fire. He put a finger on the trigger. “You ready to pay for what you did to me and my family? To all the families who’ve hurt and suffered because of what you did?”

	Goose closed his eyes. “Yes. Please.”

	“Good. In three.”

	“Thank you.”

	Beck studied the mangled flesh on the side of Goose’s head. Millie had done that. She had saved herself. He smiled and applied slight pressure to the trigger.

	“Three…two…one…”

	He let go of the trigger and lowered the weapon, then sidestepped away from Goose’s body and turned away.

	“Hey!” Goose said. “What are you doing?!”

	“I’m making you pay.”

	Beck walked away from Goose, ignoring his pleas for mercy. He didn’t turn around. He left the car lot and emerged onto Highway 55, Goose’s cries echoing in the distance as he marched south toward Lucas and Rebecca, Gabe, and the rescued women and children.

	He started whistling a tune he didn’t know but which somehow felt familiar. A pair of large blackbirds swooped past him and arced toward the lot.

	Blackbirds, like John Beck, always found death without searching for it.

	




Chapter 33

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 3 MONTHS, 9 DAYS

	TORREON, NEW MEXICO

	 

	“You sure you’re staying?”

	Beck couldn’t look at Gabe. They’d been through so much, and it was surreal to think they wouldn’t be at each other’s sides.

	Gabe nodded. He smiled. “I’m sure. I need a place to settle. They need someone with a particular set of skills.”

	“Okay, Liam Neeson.”

	“Is that a movie reference?” Gabe asked. “An actual movie reference from the great John Beck?”

	Beck laughed and shrugged the pack higher on his shoulders. “Pretty soon I’ll have a word of the day. My vocabulary will explode.”

	“Are you sure you have to leave?”

	“I am. I have to find her, Gabe. Nothing’s changed.”

	“What about you, Lucas? You and Rebecca could stay with me. We could be our own messed-up little family.”

	Lucas shook his head. “Thanks for the offer, Mr. Gabe. But with my dad being gone, there’s nothing here for me.”

	“Same for me,” Rebecca agreed. “No mom, no need to stay in the village. I need to spread my wings.”

	Gabe shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do to change your minds?”

	They stood together outside the church. Much of the village was gathered there. They stood shoulder to shoulder, some holding hands. Fred was with his wife, the quiet, thin woman Beck had met at the top of the mountain. He had his arm around her waist, and she leaned her head on his shoulder.

	Beck sensed the villagers wanted a speech. This happened every time he saved a community. It was part of the ritual. He obliged.

	“You’re in good hands,” he said. “Gabe here will do everything he can to preserve your way of life and fend off any future threats. Once everybody’s healed, you can start to move on. No more fear, no more marauders.”

	They were transfixed. None spoke. None moved. They listened and absorbed.

	“I know you lost some friends this week. I am sorry for that. I wish we could’ve prevented it, but I know you take comfort in believing all of them are in a place far better than this. If you ever need me again, I know where to find you.”

	The oddity of the offer seemed lost on the villagers.

	Gabe chuckled. “Alabama, then?” he asked. “Back home?”

	Beck nodded. “That’s where we’ll start.”

	“Be safe.”

	Now Beck chuckled. “Of course. I’m a man on a crusade. Nobody can stop me.”

	They said their uncomfortable goodbyes, and Beck led the two teenagers north on 55 toward the interstate. The sun was above the mountains to the east. The sky was pale blue, with thin, wispy clouds traveling at high altitudes like contrails.

	Nobody spoke again until they’d reached the interstate, the sun at their backs. The air was dry and already warm for early morning. Rebecca ran her thumbs along her pack straps and sighed.

	“What?” Beck asked. “Already tired?”

	“Hardly.” Rebecca snorted. “It’s just funny.”

	“What?”

	“Being a crusader.”

	“What about it?”

	“I can’t tell you how many times I asked my mom about our purpose. I was nine when the power went out and the world changed.”

	“You were nine?” Lucas asked.

	“Fifth grade. Social studies. We were watching a YouTube video about the village of Jamestown and how everybody disappeared. The room went dark, and the teacher said it would be a minute until we got power back. But we never did.”

	“I was in PE,” Lucas said. “Dodgeball. The gym went black.”

	“What about you?” Rebecca asked Beck. “Where were you?”

	“I was on an oil rig. Hold up, though. You were talking about being a crusader. Finish that thought.”

	Rebecca’s face flushed. “Oh, yeah. My mom and I would talk about how there was no purpose left. I said the world was pointless, and she said that was never the case, that there was always a purpose to everything. She said I would find my purpose in time. I would go on a great adventure, and I would do great things.”

	“She said that?” Lucas asked.

	“She did.”

	“My dad was the opposite. He told me my purpose was to stay in the village, to protect my people. He did not want me wandering the Earth.”

	“I told my mom I would be a crusader one day.” Rebecca smiled. “I said that whenever that time came, I would do whatever it took to fulfill that destiny. I guess that day is today. Today is a good day.”

	Beck smiled to himself as they walked. It was a good day.

	He was alive, he’d saved another community from evil, his own demons were silent, and somewhere out there was his daughter.

	He would find Millie. That was his destiny. That was his crusade.

	 

	 

	CONTINUE THE ADVENTURE

	THE CRUSADER BOOK 2: NO GOOD DEED
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